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FOREWORD


Steven Nelson
 Former Dean, Center for Advanced Study in the Visual Arts

Art & Water is the second installment of the Art & series, produced by the Center for Advanced Study in the Visual Arts. Inaugurated with the 2026 volume Art & Histories, this series strives to deeply explore how art shapes our relationships to different issues by bringing together varied voices, styles of writing, and commissioned artwork. Art & Water investigates myriad associations to water, focusing on how they expand on links and ruptures both past and present. The volume contributors consider water as friend and foe, connector and disruptor, as well as material and nonmaterial. They highlight the flotsam and jetsam that so often float by unnoticed, showing in new ways how water shapes artistic practices and our histories.

The Center is enormously grateful to the many people who contributed to Art & Water’s publication. Associate dean Kaira M. Cabañas expertly helped shape and oversee the volume. Gary Calcagno and Molly Superfine skillfully supported Kaira, coordinating the Editorial Advisory Board as well as the volume’s authors. Sarah Bohannan and Nathalie Meza managed the publication’s budget and administration. We thank Peggy Martin, chief brand officer and publisher, for her enthusiasm and support. Emily Zoss served as managing editor. Magda Nakassis was project and copy editor. Tracy Kompelien produced the volume design. Christina Wiginton took charge of production.

At the Museu de Arte Contemporânea da Universidade de São Paulo (MAC USP), we are grateful to Fernanda Pitta for her editorial consultation and co-organization of Eliane Potiguara’s lecture, which was cosponsored by the Center and held at MAC USP on September 10, 2024. We are also indebted to MAC USP director José Lira and former director Ana Magalhães for their enthusiasm in hosting the live streamed and simultaneously translated event in the museum auditorium.

Finally, the Center deeply appreciates the authors for their provocative contributions as well as Aline Motta, whose artwork highlights water as artistic material while calling out its ability to conceal and reveal stories of ourselves and others (see poster insert and pages 10–11). The Editorial Advisory Board members also deserve special recognition for their commitment, intellectual rigor, and creativity. We remain grateful to Kaira for her stewardship of Art &, and for her work to advance the Center’s mission, which includes transforming our understanding of art’s role in the world.
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OPENINGS








The Arts and the Waters


Eliane Potiguara

This written text and verbal transcription are adapted from a lecture by Eliane Potiguara in São Paulo on September 10, 2024, which was cosponsored by the Center for Advanced Study in the Visual Arts and the Museu de Arte Contemporânea da Universidade de São Paulo (MAC USP). Images of Eliane Potiguara delivering her lecture are included here. The text set in a wider column represents the spoken parts of her lecture and notes are from the volume’s editor. 

Water is more than a molecule in a liquid, solid, or gaseous state. More than a lake, a creek, a stream, a river, a waterfall, a brook, a sea. More than its path, whether straight or sinuous, it always finds its destination, avoiding obstacles and following its course. More than a flying river, which, at the mercy of the wind, of gravity, and of the bombardment of rain upon trees, concentrates in clouds to fall, precipitating forms—droplets, showers, drizzles, sprays, hailstones, snowflakes.1 It is a chemical memory, fluid ancestry that moves incessantly through time and through space. Each drop contains an uninterrupted echo of the first rains that touched the earth, a vestige of the primordial womb in which life first pulsed. Water is the great archivist of the cosmos, the silent guardian of age-old tales that flow from the submerged caverns of ancient seas to hidden mountain sources. Water is the chronicler of life.


On Water

What is water to Indigenous peoples? Water is the beginning. It is even the beginning of all life sources. Life begins in the water through the fish. It is the history of life at the beginning of the world—this is what I want to say. In the Christian world, it begins with Adam and Eve, right? In the Indigenous world, it begins by various ways, but mostly with the animals and, especially, the majority of animals that come from water.

For the Potiguara people, for example, the life history of the creation of their people comes from shrimp. Potiguara means “shrimp eaters” or “one who comes from the place of the shrimp.” Each people has its narrative of the beginning of life. And within this context, water is always primordial, for it is through water that all nourishment is produced, that the whole structure of Indigenous philosophy is produced. It is this sense, this path, that we follow.

[image: ]

Science tells us that water is a simple union of hydrogen and oxygen, but there is an invisible art in this encounter: the atomic dance that builds a substance able to sculpt rocks, form landscapes, and uphold civilizations. Each molecule witnesses cycles that repeat themselves, from steam that rises and rains that fall, perpetuating nature’s eternal choreography.

The courses of rivers contain both erosive force and gentleness; both the wrath of a storm and the softness of a breeze. They are the expression of a shared heritage. Water carries with it traces of everything it has touched: the riverbanks of ancestral forces, stones polished by time, marks of the peoples that drank from it and were quenched. Each wave, each tide, reveals a secret to us. From the ancient navigators to the eternal seafarers; from the athletes who need it to the fishermen who depend upon it and gaze at the horizon with hope; from gods who command tempests and tides.

Water is art, it is science, it is past, it is present, it is future. Survival and transcendence. It connects us to an invisible line that traverses generations, uniting humans in life’s eternal cycle. When we drink from a simple glass, we are touching eternity. When we drink from a spring, we join the entire lineage of beings and species that sought to quench their thirst before us.

Its essence contains a mirror of our own history—the current that unites us to what we are and what we shall be. A constant reminder that, in time’s great tapestry, we are all part of a single, continuous flow, an endless running river that evades barriers to reach its destination, toward infinity.

A living tapestry of molecules that carries the weight of eternity, each drop is a fragment of the past, a shrine that has journeyed across the ages, carrying with it ripples of the first rains that washed the earth. H2O is not a soulless laboratory molecule.

It is the weaver of life, the blood that runs through the veins of rivers, of seas, and of every living being that breathes. It is an architect of forms on earth: rocks, valleys, plains, and basins. A patient artist sculpting and giving form to the world across millennia.



On Dance 

Water is movement. It is a dance. In any culture, dance is a manifestation of joy. The manifestation of celebrations, of feasts, and this is no different among Indigenous peoples. But there is an addendum: For Indigenous peoples, dance is the highest form of expression. I do not know whether, when they dance, the German people are thinking about spirituality. But when Indigenous peoples dance, they are literally connected to spirituality. In dance, in the process of circular, repeated movements, with our rattles, with our vestments, with the colors that we paint our bodies, we connect. This is how Indigenous peoples clamor, call out to our ancestral spirits and to forest spirits, the spirit of the trees, and of the waters.

To Indigenous peoples, dance is different from what it is to society in general. Dance reinforces our sentiments, our inner strength, our essence, our courage. Dance is the strength of the Indigenous human being with regard to life, bound to spirituality in every sense. And this spirituality is connected to nature; it is a culture of nature. All that Indigenous peoples do is related to nature. Nature must not be destroyed; it must not be burned. Nature, water, is the initial element that motivates life. And from water, from nature, one takes concrete stands in life, even for our own survival.

[image: ]

Meticulously, water engraves the marks of its touch upon stones, cutting away continents with silent persistence. It is also history’s first narrator and witness, murmuring secrets to aquatic inhabitants, from a shallow river to the depths of great oceans. It is the choreography of a dance of tides and currents. It is the painter of all colors, all substances, and all the invisible canvases and paintbrushes of time that picture changing landscapes and rainbows in their encounters with sunlight. It is the mute poet who writes with his fingertips upon the sands of beaches, upon the mud of forests. It is also the composer of an endless symphony, with superlative rhythm, melody, and harmony. Water creates and re-creates, draws and erases its own works with an ease that only time can equal.

Every wave that breaks upon the beach is a letter from the past, written throughout the ages, that tells us about the origin of life, the birth of continents, the migration of species, the battles of ancient mariners. It carries each grain of sand that has passed over every handspan of the planet, who knows how many times.

Waters are the veins and arteries of a gigantic, pulsating organism larger than a planet. A watchful guardian of particles of a forgotten past. Fragments of lives that have passed. Water is the very essence of memory—fluid, mutable, phreatic. Able to retain memories of everything it has touched.

A universal solvent, but also a means of connection. A link that bridges generations. Each hydrologic cycle reencounters the past: Vapor that rises to the sky takes with it particles that were once ancient seas, lost lakes, pools in which all the inhabitants of all eras quenched their thirst, bathed their bodies. The precipitation that returns to earth is not mere rain. It is the return of something that was always there, a cycle that perpetuates itself infinitely from the beginning of time. The water that runs down the mountain is the same that once caressed the leaves in the ancestral forest, the same liquid that long ago flooded caverns, formed glaciers. Warrior of contrasts.

Symbol of life, of transformation, of transmutation, of purity, and of destruction. With each tempest, a spectacle of brute force; with each stream, a song of serenity. With each lagoon of still waters or with each cascade in the manes of waterfalls, there is a poetry at once visceral and full of lyricism.





On Orality

An Indigenous literature has never really existed. Rather, the words of the elders have existed, the words of the elderly, the words of the shamans, the words of the masters, the caretakers of everything that lives, the decisions of the warriors—all of these based in orality. The context of communication among Indigenous peoples is through the word. With modernity, Indigenous peoples had to leave their communities to study in universities, to earn degrees—so much so that we have in our country many Indigenous doctors, anthropologists, sociologists, and artists. It was necessary to transfer this sentiment—this oral philosophy of the Indigenous peoples—to paper. But this does not mean that orality is lost; orality only continues. It was a strategy in the struggle for survival. Because if the people were to remain in their communities, they would succumb. The people surely had to adapt first of all to a new way of living, to a modus vivendi that relates to civil society without losing its Indigenous features. How to do this?

In the first place, the Indigenous educator demanded that they teach their own communities. For otherwise, much of the culture would be lost if an outsider came to introduce new ways of thinking, languages, actions, customs, and traditions. So the first step was a structural reform of Indigenous education. This was accomplished by the Brazilian Constitution of 1988. We succeeded in strengthening education genuinely focused on Indigenous peoples, with Indigenous epistemologies, ontologies, and languages. This was a very decisive step.

Indigenous literature—our thoughts, poetry, and narratives registered in written form—emerged as a form of resistance, a form against the system of the oppressor, a form of help. We are here! Help! We must preserve our identity. We do not want anything for free. We have conquered everything that we want; we want no gifts. We have this form of struggle and resistance, through Indigenous literature, and we want to be acknowledged as authors—do we not? Just like the warriors of the past. Sepé Tiaraju, for example, left Rio Grande do Sul and walked to São Paulo to talk to the governor-general of the time about the needs of the Guarani people. The Guarani were living under terrible conditions imposed by the Spanish Jesuits, who had also forced upon them a form of culture that was not theirs. Sepé Tiaraju went to the governor-general of São Paulo to make demands and resolve the situation.2


And this has been the strategy since then. Indigenous leaders leave their communities to speak to authorities so that they may coexist peacefully in society; it is pointless for people to spend their lives fighting or at war. This was widely discussed in seminars and debates here in Brazil with regard to ways of life. We call this “good living,” showing that Indigenous peoples do not want aggression, do not want violence; they want dialogue with surrounding society so that all may grow.3 And, within this general context, Indigenous individuals maintain relationships of love and respect for their fellow creatures within their people. This way of thinking is totally different from the one imposed by society. Where people are always fighting and waging war, Indigenous peoples attempt to live a humanitarian form of existence. Our way of thinking, of being, of agreeing, is like water—fluid.

[image: ]

[image: Eliane Potiguara sits in a chair holding a microphone while raising one finger. She wears a long-sleeved top, layered bead necklaces, and a headband against a plain backdrop. Eliane Potiguara sits in a chair holding a microphone and a book. She wears glasses, layered bead necklaces, bracelets, and a long-sleeved top against a plain backdrop. Eliane Potiguara sits in a chair speaking into a microphone with one hand extended outward. She wears a headband, layered bead necklaces, bracelets, and a long-sleeved top against a plain backdrop. Eliane Potiguara sits in a chair, reading from a stack of paper while speaking into a microphone. She wears glasses, layered bead necklaces, bracelets, and a long-sleeved top against a plain backdrop. Eliane Potiguara sits in a chair holding a microphone while gesturing with her open hand. She wears glasses, layered bead necklaces, bracelets, a headband, and a long-sleeved top against a plain backdrop.]
Eliane Potiguara delivering her lecture in São Paulo, September 10, 2024



Water is a paradox: calm and chaotic, benign and terrible, eternal and ephemeral. It is a constant flow that reminds us of the impermanence of all things. Nothing is perennial, only water.

To reflect on it is to reflect upon ourselves. A reflection of reflections connected to a vast web. Along with other chemical elements, it inundates each cell in our body, carries in our being the trace of this essential liquid, reminding us that, in essence, we too are part of this interminable cycle.

Water is the great storyteller. The greatest curator of memories. The insurmountable visual artist of worlds. The weaver who darns and stitches past, present, and future, seamlessly interweaving our entire existence into a single, continuous fabric. We use it to connect the departed with those who have not yet even been born. We came from water and we shall return to it. From orgasmic ejaculation to the moisture of birth, to amniotic fluid, to the water table.

When we dive… when our fingertips or the soles of our feet touch… when we approach… when we catch a glimpse… when we think… even when we just imagine a lake, a creek, a stream, a river, a waterfall, a brook, a sea… let us be aware of the notion that we stand before a gateway to eternity—a subtle reminder that, in its perpetual dance, water carries with it the history of us all.





On Spirituality

Spirituality is a category of the greatest importance to Indigenous peoples. I have already spoken of water, dance, and spirituality. Within a general context, spirituality is not only ritual, but also daily life, the harvest, fishing, walking to the vegetable gardens, cooking, farming. All of this relates to nature, to the cycles of life and water: rain, sun, humidity, heat, day, night, the sun and the moon, the stars, nature’s influence upon the harvest. In their everyday lives, Indigenous peoples practice this spirituality guided by water.

Once—I would like to insert a quick parenthesis here—I had a problem in my life. And I was deeply connected to spirituality. Then I suffered a setback, a sudden financial and moral problem. And it was the first time I questioned myself: I work so hard at my spirituality… How did this happen? But I answered myself: I cannot negotiate with spirituality. I must be authentic, is that not so? So, with regard to Indigenous peoples, this authenticity of spirituality, it must be practiced with zeal, in every single act. If someone is going to plant a tree, that act must be performed with spirituality, prayer, thought, and reflection. If someone is going to plant corn, it’s the same thing. There will be a joyous celebration and, when the corn is planted, it will result in an entire ceremony of energy and of people in specific forms of attire, performing chants for the planting of corn. So Indigenous peoples are linked to spirituality, twenty-four hours of spirituality.

When we tend to children, we are also tending to spirituality. This is what people must adopt in their lives: the habit of practicing spirituality from the time they rise until the time they sleep. How? By respecting their neighbors, by being comrades, by putting themselves in the place of others, by rendering solidarity to others. Capitalism put an end to many of these. The Indigenous communities contain the spirit of cooperation, cooperation between peoples, prayer among peoples, communion between peoples, solidarity. One puts oneself in the place of the other and what is lacking in that home is complemented by another home. So it is in this sense that spirituality functions among Indigenous peoples: to put oneself in the place of the other is to practice loving one’s neighbor twenty-four hours a day. That is what water teaches us. We are together.

[image: ]

From the beginning, in mythological terms, the Indigenous relationship to water is very important, for it is said that we come from the water. Water for us mirrors life; we dialogue with water; because water is people, therein lies the sacred; we humans must engage in dialogue. How do the Indigenous peoples dialogue? Through shamans, through shamanic words, when we enter rivers, when we bathe, we must ask permission, say that we belong to the people, we belong to nature, say “I have come to visit…” We are women and, with all due respect, talking to water is talking to mother earth. As Clarice Lispector, who believes that all peoples are related to water, wrote, “Feelings are the water of an instant.”4




	1
The concept of “flying rivers,” traditional knowledge of the Indigenous peoples of the Amazon, was developed as a key concept of hydrology by Eneas Salati and others in Eneas Salati, Attilio Dall’Olio, Eiichi Matsui, and Joel R. Gat, “Recycling of Water in the Amazon Basin: An Isotopic Study,” Water Resources Research 15, no. 5 (October 1979): 1250–1258.


	2
Sepé Tiaraju’s narrative has only survived orally and through secondhand testimonies.


	3
Nhanderekó, literally meaning the “Guarani way of living,” is a key concept in Guarani cosmology, close to the Quechua notion of “buen vivir,” sumak kawsay.


	4
“Sentimentos são água de um instante.” Clarice Lispector, Complete Stories (New Directions, 2015), 324.










Lifeways: A Triptych


Roberto Tejada

Is it ever possible to confirm the passing instant in the hour of a day, or of a time so defined not by vision but by speaking—the relentless erratic music of the self—as to attain, in the end, a state of grace? And is this my own line of flight or one pursued by the disconcerted, inwardly ecstatic artist at the center of Clarice Lispector’s 1973 novel Água Viva? Driven by unresolvable concerns propelling the sentence momentum, the protagonist is at pains, striving between her work on canvas and writing, to document “whatever is lurking beyond thought,” insomuch as the painter’s argument with herself, as mine here, is one possessed by the impossibility of transposing into language “this very second forever in the now.”1 Devoid of any standard narrative progression, the extended prose poem obtains instead the pitch and pattern of improvised music, a dislocated aria whose theme intersects over time and place into a future measure by which “the ear tells the eye where to look.”2 The protagonist of Água Viva, plunged in the living waters of thought, now aches “to see strictly in the moment in which I see…an imminence that takes my breath away. The instant is in itself imminent.”3 The ever-forthcoming impossible object—the “instant-now,” this “life seen by life”—serves less as a measure of time than it does as palpable acoustic matter, the stuff that words call into being. She completes a painting composed of “curves that intersect in fine black lines”—traços—whose originating source as brush marks are second order to the physical dash of vocables she records in the present tense, now “something round and rolled up and warm,” now “cold as the fresh instants, the water of an ever-trembling stream.”4 Water serves as the medium for the artist to unsettle the distance between sight and speech.



[image: An abstract painting with vertical bands of layered paint and rough textures. Dark forms, streaks, and irregular shapes spread across the surface with thick brushwork and scattered patches of lighter pigment.]
Fig. 1 Clarice Lispector, Interior de gruta (Cave Interior), 1960, mixed media on wood, 40 × 56 cm, Instituto Moreira Salles, Literature Archive Collection


Lispector herself had turned to painting. A decade prior to writing Água Viva, she completed a small-format work, Interior de gruta (fig. 1). Using a variety of pigments and brush techniques on a plywood support, thick marks arrange into unwieldy vertical bands, coarsely defined striations, overall protuberances and fractures in mud brown, moss green, magenta red, and ocher, altogether meant to evoke mineral deposits or dripstone.5 An off-center blur of white pigment serves to punctuate the overwhelming field of vision in the depth of a cave. Related to these strata of the painting’s immersive circumstance is Água Viva’s logic of overabundance—“I am speaking of the force of the body in the waters of the world”—one that threatens to collapse into its opposite: a rush of disconnectedness or of disappearance altogether.6

Lispector’s “abundant waters” are the surround that makes possible a “difficult harmony of the harsh opposites”—present and future; silence and the open secret; a storyline and its suspension or sudden deferral; material circumstances and the inner voice of discernment; body and mind enduring the physical laws of underwater permission and duress.7 Hélène Cixous, in her sustained unsettling of Água Viva, refers us to Lispector’s affirmation and restraint within a “system that puts a keeper before the law, the secret of which is life”—to which Cixous appends, in her own instant-now, “the secret of which is that there is no secret.”8 Lispector’s radical disclosure of a person’s self-supposing, beyond thought, doubles as the conspicuous secret, an unrehearsed emergence: “Ah this flash of instants never ends.…And as long as the improvisation lasts I am born.”9 The undertow and crosscurrent of living waters, the enveloping inhospitable element that makes writing possible—here as cascade; there as immersion in “the matter of the word”—will have given way to initiations of the stranger within us: “I have the impersonal within me and it is not corrupt and rotten by the personal that sometimes floods me.”10 Lispector’s protagonist, art, and writing strive to match the experience of mind, even as it “turns up to wash over and erase the traces of the thought,” resembling the sea as it deletes “traces of the waves on the sand.”11


[image: Photograph of a flowing abstract form twisting upward against a dark background. Pale, ribbonlike shapes curl into spirals and loops with smooth gradients and soft edges, creating a continuous vertical movement.]
Fig. 2 Theodor Schwenk, “Trains of vortices also arise if a solid object is drawn in a straight line through stationary liquid,” from Sensitive Chaos: The Creation of Flowing Forms in Water and Air, trans. Olive Whicher and Johanna Wrigley (Schocken Books, 1976), fig. 25


Such an enterprise is one that can no longer differentiate the human and its nonhuman proxy in the vast aquatic impasse that “brings exteriority into a world where the subject has a part in the elements it distinguishes.”12 French philosopher Georges Bataille had viewed the “foundation of one’s thought” as being “the thought of another,” as inseparable from a “whole human assemblage,” a self-consciousness that, because limitless, proves ever impossible to personify.13 Água Viva mirrors and immerses us in “the open and impersonal movement of thought,” refusing to be still until it surrenders to an undoing—“What I’m writing to you goes on and I am bewitched.”14 Lispector gives voice to a first-person intimacy foreign to itself in the substance that makes linear time equivocal, enduring as part of the world “like water in water…”15

…as we had before and at the mercy of a power
 unleashing four to seven hundred times more
 likely to kindle the surface and cause the 
heat vapor phase in ascension again as
 by liquid form colossal into the nascent but 
escalating outbreak intensity

[image: ]
Late morning, mid-October 1988: Sound innovators Stuart Dempster, Pauline Oliveros, and Panaiotis have trekked to Port Townsend, Washington, “by way of the Edmonds-Kingston Ferry north of Seattle,” with an overnight stay at Hazel Point, on the tip of the Toandos Peninsula.16 They will soon make their way to the top of Fort Worden Historical State Park, the site of an early twentieth-century “coastal defense facility designed and constructed for warfare.”17 The Fort Worden cistern, a vault buried over four meters deep belowground, entirely composed of concrete and with a storage capacity of over eight million liters, had for decades remained empty of water. The musicians dropped cables and rigged up “rope and harnesses to lower chairs, accordion, seashells, trombone, garden hoses, people, didgeridoos, tarps, cleaning tools,” and other devices for the various underground improvisations they were set to perform. Dempster recalled that while he and Oliveros prepared their instruments, “Panaiotis examined the 186-foot diameter space, with its 45-second reverberation.”18

The accordion, didgeridoo, trombone, voice, and found metal pieces were all assembled to sound without the enhancement of electronic processing. Oliveros conceived of the cistern space itself as “an instrument played simultaneously by all three composers.” In that cavernous studio, tonal colors produced by each performer were “constantly changed by interaction with the cistern acoustics, making it seem as if many more instruments” had been present.19 The results of that collaborative, underground session were recorded and issued the following year as Deep Listening. The album’s third track, “Ione” (17:40), was the first of the improvisations played that day and the only one that did not feature Panaiotis, with his “beautiful voice and some well-handled whistling” in other sets that, according to Dempster, “provided great depth to some of the pieces.”20

“Ione” is dedicated to the artist with whom Oliveros, before her death in 2016, shared “three decades of marriage and creative partnering.”21 It begins with low, elongated notes alternately sustained by Dempster on didgeridoo and trombone; they expand and transfigure into vast swaths of sound that beckon and deliberate the undercurrents that Oliveros on accordion exhales and animates as her own interrogatives, now nearby, now floating faraway. Together, in staggered gestures of rising wonder, followed by others of half descent—a somber, resounding slow-motion swell; overlapping rushes of suspended enormity—they offer a promise of deliverance even as they define the limits of the enterprise taking shape in instances that suggest immeasurable temporality now in alliance with the improvision’s evolving spell. Oliveros underscored the individuality of each composer’s style even as all improvised attuned “intensely to one another” in the time signature of encounter. Sounds intermingled “to make a collective music” inside the cistern’s “acoustic space with its long reverberation time,” in turn becoming “an influential unifying presence”—a process that gave way to what Oliveros called “deep listening.” To listen deeply was not only to dwell in active attunement “to one another,” but also, crucially, to “transformative spatial modulations”—that is, to where the crosscurrent, holding pattern, and “special tunings” of an individual in sounded experience can be confirmed and enabled through the contingency of interaction.22

Oliveros wrote: “One hears that we live in a ‘visually oriented society’ even though the ear tells the eye where to look.”23 From the dark, expansive depth evoked in the droning upsurge of “Ione,” and in other sets from the Deep Listening improvisations, sounded movement attains as though it were devoid of specified direction. The time lags and sways, suggesting alternating columns and canopies of a substance that, because fluid and all-encompassing, remains unknowable, or only evident in communion with others. From a cavern formerly assigned to water and its management, there emerges the musical theme of expectancy and hope or nothing so much as a song to the possibility of constituent renewal, but in the slowest exuberance of a body’s vessel carried through immersive, liquid space.24 “We see moving water always seeking a lower level, following the pull of gravity,” wrote Theodor Schwenk in his book Sensitive Chaos: The Creation of Flowing Forms in Water and Air (1965), a reference point and password for artists and writers of the post-sixties, Oliveros among them (fig. 2).25 “Yet water continually strives to return to its spherical form.…A sphere is a totality, a whole, and water will always attempt to form an organic whole by joining what is divided and uniting it in circulation. It is not possible to speak of the beginning or end of a circulatory system; everything is inwardly connected and reciprocally related. Water is essentially the element of circulatory systems. If a living circulation is interrupted, a totality is broken into and the linear chain of cause and effect as an inorganic law is set in motion.”26 For Oliveros, deep listening, as conceived in the underground hollow of a once-active cistern, is an act of imagination suspended as though in surrogate congress with water, in turn the objective correlative for sound; irreducible particularity of circumstance; the acoustic undulation commensurate with vision…

…immersed in the fluid underworld and it came 
to seem a picture all distorted undulant and 
ample given by the sine in haste and slack the 
wave converging only to separate or swerve 
in the harmonics of another’s pulse but in a
 synthesis never meant to diminish.

[image: ]
Water performs yet another sort of initiation as the vehicle for inventing “new lines of kinship, descent,” language, and lineage.27 In the historical imagination that animates the work of Aline Motta, a contemporary Brazilian multimedia artist, the filmic frame is given to encompass “all temporality: the past, the presentification of the past, and a more or less dystopian dimension of the future.”28 She mobilizes a photographic image archive to resemble another medium—the generational repository obtained by way of water.

Divided loosely into a prologue and three movements, A água é uma máquina do tempo (Water Is a Time Machine) sustains a conversation with the dead and summons a matrilineal lineage of ancestors (fig. 3). The remote sound of underwater buzzing and a droning human hum buoy the serene voice-over and a haunting image. From a photograph made in the 1960s looms the ethereal figure of the artist’s mother seated in a chair, hovering ghostlike in gray scale, as though emanating from the floor-level film projector flickering in the dark enclosure of cinematic space: “I’m pregnant with my mother. It is my turn now to carry you in my belly. The gestation lasts the time it takes to write a book.…Now you can close your eyes at the bottom of the sea.”29 The camera then captures what will become recurring features in the film. Aerial drone footage hovers over and around city blocks of Rio de Janeiro’s center, Guanabara Bay, and the Rio–Niterói bridge. An attendant figure who doubles as a sorceress and guide, a masked performer in a red skeleton bodysuit, holds the clear glass of a double alembic while blue-tinted water pours into a vessel bearing the title of the film in vintage, handwritten script.


[image: Hands arrange small portrait photographs across an illuminated surface in a dark setting. Several faces appear on scattered prints while fingers reach toward the glowing board from different angles.]
Fig. 3 Aline Motta, Still from A água é uma máquina do tempo (Water Is a Time Machine), 2023, video film, running time 31:48


What follows is composed of photographs from the artist’s personal archive and from a national image repository depicting Rio de Janeiro at the turn of the twentieth century. The narration recounts the death of the artist’s ancestor, Ambrosina Cafezeiro Gomes, over a sequence of digitally animated images originally made in the mid-1890s by the Spanish émigré photographer Juan Gutiérrez, as well as others by Augusto Cesar de Malta Campos. A ship abruptly moves across the water, depositing trails of blood in Guanabara Bay; figures suddenly saunter toward the camera; a plaza crowd begins to levitate or vanishes; hotel signage collapses; walls crumble from cannon fire.

The critic Jens Andermann relates that Gutiérrez worked for the weekly periodical O Álbum and, in what amounts to an early example of photojournalism, produced “a series of images documenting the intense bombardment the city of Rio suffered when the monarchist navy under Admiral Custódio de Melo rose in arms against Marshal Floriano Peixoto’s republican government.” Gutiérrez focused “on the material damage inflicted on building and weaponry rather than the physical reality of dead and wounded bodies.”30 Against the backdrop of these images, the voice-over relates the death of Motta’s great-great-grandmother Ambrosina, who died either of tuberculosis or from the shock induced by cannon fire and the sound of destruction. One of Ambrosina’s seven children, Nicaldes, also succumbs to lethal fright after an incident at Carnival involving a man in skeleton disguise. The camera follows the costumed dance of death persona to a military march soundscape—snare drums, a seat belt chime, the eerie timbre from a bowed string, the hiss and whir of a spinning cylinder.

Rippling from one temporal frame to another, the film follows the artist in flashbacks to her childhood, the voice-over enveloped in images of nighttime waters that lap across Guanabara Bay, with slide transparencies depicting Motta’s childhood projected directly onto the pillars of the Rio–Niterói bridge. In her narration, she evokes swimming lessons in the company of her father and the racist remarks uttered by both adults and children; in reference to Motta’s skin, a white neighborhood friend wonders aloud whether she is unwell—and if she’ll ever get better. Voices echoing from her family reject or diminish these recollections, while wave sounds enhance a daytime, handheld long shot of the Pão de Açúcar and Forte da Laje. Sight and sound synchronize with what the voice-over evokes—that is, “To talk about racism in my family was like stepping into part of the ocean where your feet fail to touch the bottom.”31

A journal kept by Motta’s mother surfaces in the days after her passing. Written in 1979, when her daughter Aline was five years old, the entries offer insight into the artist now, even as they bewilder and further disaffect Motta from what had long become a fractious relationship. “On the cusp of maturity,” her mother wrote, “it appears I never knew how to live.” In the video, Motta figures dressed in nineteenth-century attire, a progenitor brought to life as though from an archival photograph, shown shuffling passport portraits of her mother, photos arranged on the stage glass of an overhead projector. Pressed among the pages of the diary’s intimate, emotional disclosures and self-reproaches were handwritten notes: Motta’s futile childhood declarations that she was running away and leaving home. This family archive so defamiliarizes a daughter’s vexed memory as to make her mother seem a perfect stranger insofar as, within the home, complaints were viewed as “admissions of failure and, for that reason, off-limits.”32

The forgoing parts culminate in a final act: a description of Motta’s birth, the complicated labor that made cesarean section necessary, and the futures this origin story foreshadowed. Over a closeup sequence of rippled, dark waters and the grind of submerged droning, Motta discloses: “It only got worse after that. I kept flipping, evading, pretending, escaping the possibility of the two of us becoming close.”33 She recounts with clinical precision the details of her mother’s death, not from cancer finally but from a nurse’s malpractice during chemotherapy. A drone camera pulls away from the red-costumed skeleton figure. With her back to the viewer, she sits facing a statue of the Madonna at a vernacular, outdoor shrine. To the sound of heaving and intakes of breath, Motta speculates—“A body cut off from its memories is no longer a person”—and imagines her own body as an altar on which the dead may dance. In a cut now to drone footage encircling the statue of Our Lady of Conception, which crowns the Igreja Nossa Senhora do Carmo da Antiga Sé, overlooking downtown Rio de Janeiro with its surrounding bays, and over pulses of ritual hissing, the film meditates on its own function as a form of preservation, a personal monument akin to the aerial view thereafter of the equestrian statue dedicated to General Osório in the Praça XV de Novembro.

As for the film’s exchanges with the dead, in an assemblage of skeletons from a national and familial past, Motta wonders, “Were we swimming or being carried off by the waves?” And of all the absent figures in the here and now, a lineage of the long departed, she asks, “Are they dreaming or taking photographs of themselves?” For Motta, water is the quintessential diasporic form: an element able to usher in the necessary reversals that “upend the logic of embryos” and unsettle generational descent.34 A daughter can cause crosscurrents in linear time so as to become the mother of her own mother, both in turn now breathing eternity through an umbilical cord connected to more distant ancestors, including Ambrosina—that is, able to so alter the matrix of history as to give birth to the amends that would bring narrative integrity into being. Water Is a Time Machine enacts a series of formal rhymes that thematizes the subject of aquatic and temporal drift, an intensified momentum that delays and displaces the pursuit of any “fixed destiny.”35

The motion circles back here—where Motta marks a “center that moves, a center that dances around itself and with the extent of its pluralities”—to join Lispector and Oliveros, forebears in my own quest for lifeways enacting duration and death in the surrogate maternities of water.36 These immersive regards and reckonings are inclined to so envelop an object with a quality of attention as to wager claims about the “inwardly connected and reciprocally related.”37 In abundant waters, a provisional limit in language-sound and moving image will come to be known just long enough before it gives over again to the indeterminations of ebb and flow. Água Viva’s unremitting current of the word emerges in the cistern reverberations of Deep Listening, where continuity and change make tremble amid the hollow counterflow resembling water without water. Material boundaries of acoustic frequencies and speech find new meanings in the historical imagination of Motta’s oceanic gyres and counterclockwise waters of readmittance into her ancestor archive—offering permission for us to dwell with her in the multimedia depictions serving as the vehicle by which to cover a space that reverses and redirects the inevitabilities of colonial imposition and corporeal linearity. To the music of these chants, which brim with the temporality of fluid form, I can refute the spell of clocks, the fiction of forward time, and the illusion of the linear. So am I able to separate dimensions of the living from those of the dead with subterranean sounds, both foreign and proper, together doubling as a circulatory system that can pulse with life, surrogate measures of descent, and cultural memory greater than any isolated self…

…overlapping in place as with the nearness 
of names in glide and flow each breath a 
comfort catastrophe a solace rushing by 
descent or escape ever all of it adrift
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ESSAYS







Introduction


Kaira M. Cabañas

Words are our earliest human technology, 
like water they appear insubstantial, but like
 water they can generate tremendous power.

—Margaret Atwood1

On the heels of the January 2026 publication of Art & Histories, the second volume in the Center’s Art & book series seeks to advance understandings of how art, as a material object and practice, serves as a fitting model for thinking through the entanglements of force and form, purity and corrosion, as captured through water’s various states (liquid, solid, gas). In the spirit of also thinking with the practices of living artists, Aline Motta’s filmic works served as an initial inspiration. From If the sea had balconies (2017) to Water Is a Time Machine (2023), Motta’s moving images take up ancestry, memory, and belonging across the Black Atlantic, resulting in a stunning montage of visual and verbal storytelling at the intersection of documentary and fiction. Like her films, Motta’s project for this volume, a poster insert and text related to If the sea had balconies, similarly conjures water’s capacity to transform, connect, and renew.

In Art & Water’s “Openings” section, Eliane Potiguara (Potiguara Nation) also evokes the compound’s multiple traits (e.g., water is calm and chaotic, benign and terrible) while citing its natural appearances as river, sea, and rain. In her text, which was originally delivered as a lecture, water’s transmutations inform her discussion of the Indigenous relationalities embodied through her community’s dance, oral traditions, and spiritual practices. In the course of her essay, water emerges not as a resource to be exploited but as a “chronicler of life.” For Eliane Potiguara, water, as “history’s first narrator and witness,” shares a common agency with artists: It engraves stones over centuries and paints in all colors, constantly drawing and erasing its marks.

Water’s capacity for destruction frames the historical moment when the essays for Art & Water were originally commissioned: spring 2024. That year, the Brazilian state of Rio Grande do Sul experienced devastating floods due to an atmospheric block, with entire cities becoming inaccessible as water overflowed normally dry lands. In addition to the devastating human loss, arts spaces across Brazil’s southernmost state closed.2 Artist Nathan Carvalho documented the floods and sold photographic prints to aid relief efforts. More than seven thousand kilometers to the northwest, Mexico City nearly ran out of water, resulting in severe, life-threatening shortages. Whereas the floods in Rio Grande do Sul erupted suddenly, the extended drought in Mexico City evinced “a slow-motion disaster decades in the making.”3 While these and other examples of water’s excess and scarcity—subjects central to the environmental humanities—informed our Editorial Advisory Board deliberations, the commissioned authors for Art & Water draw on and contribute to various methodologies and perspectives, exploring how water intersects with art history and architectural, Black, Indigenous, literary, material culture, and science studies.

Penned by Roberto Tejada, the volume’s second opening essay turns to water in literature, art, and film to unsettle the relations between sight and speech. Tejada initially multiplies the semantic universe of water by analyzing the literary work of Brazilian novelist Clarice Lispector; he then conjures the sound produced by artists and musicians in the Fort Worden cistern, a space for acoustic improvisation and deep listening in an otherwise abandoned and restricted space on Washington’s Olympic Peninsula; finally, he portrays water as enabling a “generational repository” for transnational and familial histories, as evinced by the image archive and diasporic lens of Motta’s filmic work. The cumulative effect of reading these textual segments is to experience a flow of crosscurrents that displace fixed points of origin and destination. Such a reading is amplified through the calculated, spatial economy of Tejada’s poetry, examples of which accompany his essay.

What Eliane Potiguara’s and Tejada’s texts share (beyond evoking the capaciousness of water) is a reference to Lispector and her work. Eliane Potiguara evokes how Lispector “believes that all peoples are related to water,” while Tejada homes in on the “first-person intimacy foreign to itself” suggested by the novelist’s writing. Unbeknownst to each other, both writers conjure something of what Lispector calls the “impersonal,” which disavows agency as the exclusive property of a unified subjectivity. Here, I imagine how Lispector’s “impersonal” further embraces the relationality between human and nonhuman, animate and inanimate, whereby she displays an unusual attunement to the nonhuman forces that also shape the world.
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The editorial aim of Art & Water is not to provide a continuous genealogy or a comprehensive volume about the intersections of art and its titular natural compound. The authors address subjects ranging from the hydrolatry of the Vishram Ghat (Sugata Ray) and the iconography of water spirits (Justin M. Brown) to millstones repurposed in Spanish architecture (Beate Fricke) and nineteenth-century marigrams that register time and tide (Kimia Shahi). Key here is that water in its different forms—gas, liquid, solid—as well as its entanglements with the natural, supernatural, and scientific situates contemporary methods of art history in relation to recent developments in the humanities. Steve Mentz, for example, describes the “blue humanities” as “an off-shore trajectory that places cultural history in an oceanic rather than terrestrial context.” As an epistemological frame, the blue humanities pose “the sailor and swimmer as representative figures” and find “disorienting posthuman turns in ancient as well as ongoing discourses” with respect to water.4 Relatedly, Art & Water invests in intellectual lineages and art histories that move beyond the water’s edge.

In presenting a select constellation of essays, the volume casts in relief the singularity of its authors’ voices and their specific methodological approaches. With “wet art history,” Ray provocatively argues for water as constitutive of creative forms through a layering of the artistic and environmental that bears on the architectural understanding of the Vishram Ghat in Mathura, India. His nuanced research displaces “land-centric” discussions of the built environment that often subtend an architectural historiography rooted in European Enlightenment ideals.5 To illuminate the significance of water, Brown turns to what might seem like a modest object—a carved calabash—whose surface bears the carvings of water spirits. In so doing, he sheds light on the world view of enslaved Afro-Surinamese people and their relationships, both practical and spiritual, with water.

For Fricke, “jetsam” serves an operative, methodological principle in her essay, which shows how abandoned objects (millstones) reveal historical change and present new ways of harnessing potential meaning when they are reused. In these pages, Fricke develops an earlier research collaboration with Finbarr Barry Flood in which the two scholars championed the archival value of medieval flotsam, mining the paths of mobile images and artifacts to reconstruct histories.6 If “jetsam” describes discarded objects that appear on a shore, then, for Shahi, “tidology” is a way to study coastlines and sea-level changes through a media history that entangles instrument and environment, object and observer, in the production of knowledge over time.

Water flows throughout the essays as material and metaphor, animation and creativity, destruction and corrosion, memory and history. Accordingly, the authors’ contributions also depart from a key aspect of the blue humanities’ discourse that posits a “posthuman turn”—betraying a rootedness in Western epistemologies and unwittingly upholding a human-water binary—even as it embraces entanglements of self and sea.7 As with the critiques of object-oriented ontology and the new materialisms, such accounts often do not address how human-ocean, human-water relations are always already entangled, particularly within Indigenous world views, as Eliane Potiguara’s voice evinces. Rather than fully embrace a perspective that upholds a “posthuman turn” indelibly tied to Western thought and its progressive development (i.e., the ocean as a new frontier for knowledge production), each author keeps within view the cultural, spiritual, and human agencies of which water forms a part. Presented as a force (material, spiritual) and constitutive of interconnected understandings of artistic forms—whether modernist literature (Tejada), ritual objects (Brown), architecture (Ray, Fricke), or film (Motta)—water reorients artistic practices, both past and present, away from considerations of artworks as a fully describable state of matter (i.e., as solid) to a reconfiguration of the boundaries of art and art’s histories, of what is inside and outside.
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Wet Art Histories


Sugata Ray

[image: A sepia-tone waterfront cityscape with tightly packed buildings extending across the horizon. Domes, arches, balconies, and flat-roofed structures rise above a stretch of water in the foreground.]
Chunni Lall & Co., The riverfront at Mathura (detail), c. 1890, albumen silver print, 27.9 × 30.4 cm, Radha Gopinath Temple Archive, Vrindavan



The political, economic, and cultural significance of water has received much scholarly attention in recent years. Art historians who have studied riparian architecture, port cities, drainage systems, aqueducts, fountains, gardens, and hydrologic experiments have placed great emphasis on the ways in which the force of water was harnessed through innovative aesthetic, architectural, and infrastructural endeavors. Scholars have also been attentive to the flow of objects, peoples, and ideas across vast maritime spaces. But what kind of wet art histories might emerge if we take seriously the animacy, liquescence, and materiality of this inorganic compound as a constitutive component of creative forms? What, in other words, does it mean to see water? Does one begin by discerning stable architectural and representational forms that frame, contain, or, conversely, transmit the fluidity of water? Or does one situate the material shape of water in movement itself? Could one dwell on the swirling materiality of water as immanent to its very mobility and capacity to flow? Drawing on geographers Philip Steinberg and Kimberley Peters’s notion of a wet ontology “that takes as its starting point flows, circulations, and the destabilising immanence of liquid,” this essay proposes that the material affect of water is not just an inert background for human histories but a vector to comprehend the interconnectedness of the environmental and the aesthetic through diverse imaginaries of aqueous landscapes.1
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The Yamuna, the liquescent daughter of the solar god Surya, flows 1,376 kilometers from the glacial formations of the Himalayas to its confluence with the Ganga in the city of Allahabad in northern India. As the river meanders through the plains of northern India, it passes the Vishram Ghat, a platform to ritually access water, in the pilgrimage town of Mathura, 137 kilometers south of New Delhi (fig. 1). Situated in the epicenter of Braj, the 373-square-kilometer region where the divine Krishna allegedly spent his youth, the Vishram Ghat is one of the most important sacred sites for those who worship Krishna.2 Exceeding its riverine form, the Yamuna in Braj comprises the sensual drops of sweat that surface during Krishna’s lovemaking with his devotees.3 Thus, along with other symbolic associations, the Yamuna is ecstatic love in liquid form. Although the river had been deified as an anthropomorphic goddess in the early centuries of the Common Era, it was only in the mid-sixteenth century that theologians in Braj instituted a form of hydrolatry that perceived divine presence in the natural form of the river. The Yamunāṣṭakam, a sixteenth-century Sanskrit hymn praising the river, thus concludes by asserting: “Through you, all spiritual powers are attained, and Krishna is delighted. You completely transform the nature of your devotees.”4 Consequently, the act of ritually seeing the river as it flowed past the Vishram Ghat was considered meritorious for pilgrims visiting Braj. Seeing, we could then contend, matters in more ways than one. From John Berger’s groundbreaking television series Ways of Seeing to more recent scholarship on racialized, heteropatriarchal “white sight,” debates on the politics of seeing, watching, glancing, and witnessing, among other operations of vision and the gaze, have animated the discipline of art history over the last few decades.5 Building on this rich scholarship, my essay also focuses on the act of seeing, but from the perspective of an art history that takes the natural environment as integral to the making of artistic worlds. Thus, rather than considering the flowing Yamuna merely as a backdrop to enact the drama of cultural practices, a wet art history suggests that the layering of the environmental and the artistic shapes the hydroaesthetics of seeing water.6


Sati Burj, Beholding the River

Given the powerful symbolism of the Yamuna as the daughter of Surya, the Vishram Ghat in Mathura was a center of solar worship prior to the thirteenth century. Sixteenth-century liturgical texts, however, assert that the Vishram Ghat is the precise spot where Krishna rested after killing his evil uncle, Kamsa—the word viśrām meaning rest.7 The sixteenth century also saw the ghat becoming the locus of a series of large-scale architectural endeavors that made this particular site the pivotal center of Braj. Nonetheless, the only extant structure from this period is the Sati Burj, a 16.7-meter ceremonial tower erected in 1570 by Bhagwantdas (r. 1573/1574–1589), the Rajput ruler of the kingdom of Amber in present-day Rajasthan (fig. 2). Constructed in sandstone, the monumental verticality of the tower would certainly have visually charged the spatial fabric of the ghat. Although the structure is now partially hidden by the extensive twentieth-century buildup along the riverfront, late nineteenth-century photographs by Chunni Lall & Co., a prominent studio in the city, illustrate the soaring, four-story tower offsetting the horizontality of the flowing Yamuna, hinting at the immense symbolic power that the structure must have commanded in the sixteenth century (see fig. 1). At the same time, the Sati Burj reveals an attempt to engage with the visual form of the Yamuna, particularly as it can be seen from the Vishram Ghat. A door-like opening on the upper level, for instance, functions as a viewing portal to ritually see the sacred river. Bhagwantdas’s predecessor Ratan Singh (r. 1537–1548) had also built a palace for royal pilgrimage beside the Vishram Ghat. Not a single trace of the palace remains, but descriptions imply that the structure provided a suitable viewing gallery for the royal court.8 Likewise, the unhindered ability to see the effervescent Yamuna was fundamental to the Sati Burj’s design. Located almost fifteen meters above ground level, the tower’s viewing window provided an unimpeded vision of flowing water, underscoring the role of ritually beholding or taking darśan of the Yamuna as essential to pilgrimage practices in Braj.9


[image: A sepia-toned panoramic cityscape stretches along a waterfront with dense rows of buildings, domes, arches, and towers. Broad, open water fills the foreground beneath a pale, empty sky.]
Fig. 1 Chunni Lall & Co., The riverfront at Mathura, c. 1890, albumen silver print, 27.9 × 30.4 cm, Radha Gopinath Temple Archive, Vrindavan


[image: An ornate, multitiered tower rises above surrounding buildings. Carved details, balconies, arched openings, and a large weathered dome crown the narrow structure.]
Fig. 2 Sati Burj, Mathura, 1570


Not surprisingly, the ocular emphasis in architecture echoed contemporaneous liturgical texts such as the Haribhaktivilāsa (c. 1535; Glories of devotion to Hari), an authoritative source for pilgrimage practices written by the Braj-based theologian Gopal Bhatt (1503–1578).10 Describing the function of the Yamuna in Braj, Bhatt writes: “The river Sarasvati purifies one after three days. The river Narmada purifies one after seven weeks. The Ganga purifies one immediately. Yamuna purifies one who beholds it.”11 While immersing oneself in sacred rivers such as the Ganga allowed devotees to purify themselves, the act of absorbing the goddess Yamuna’s theophanic presence through ritualistic beholding of the river as it flows through Braj was adequate for attaining purity. Even as established pre-sixteenth-century sacramental norms mandated haptic and gustatory absorption—bathing at pilgrimage sites (snāna) and drinking the water with which an icon’s feet are washed (caraṇāmṛta)—as primary forms of ritual engagement with sacred water, the Haribhaktivilāsa clearly demarcates a hierarchy of sacred rivers centered on the privileging of beholding sacrosanct water. Given that foundational liturgical texts such as the Haribhaktivilāsa were composed in Braj in the sixteenth century, the linking of the act of seeing water in text and architecture was thus not fortuitous.

[image: An ornate free-standing arched gateway with carved pillars and hanging bells stands above a patterned courtyard floor. A smaller white arched gateway is visible behind it.]
Fig. 3 Toraṇa (archway), Vishram Ghat, Mathura, 1614, with later refurbishments




Bir Singh Dev’s Toraṇa, Framing the River

The increasing popularity of the pilgrimage center of Braj in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries led to an exponential intensification of architectural patronage at the Vishram Ghat. The most prominent construction in the early seventeenth century was a ceremonial archway, or toraṇa, built by Bir Singh Dev (r. 1605–1627), the ruler of the central Indian kingdom of Orchha (fig. 3). The ruler had sponsored the sandstone archway, now painted bright yellow, when he weighed himself and then donated his weight in gold at the ghat during a pilgrimage to Mathura in 1614. Known as the tulāpuruṣa ceremony, this was a significant gesture. As historian Dirk H. A. Kolff notes: “For centuries, the Orchha family would cherish the fact that the balance prepared to weigh the great king was still kept at Mathura on the Vishrant Ghat, dedicated to Krishna. His munificent gifts were mentioned in sanads [deeds] held by priests at the place.”12 Only a few meters away from the Sati Burj, Bir Singh Dev’s toraṇa mirrored the miniature gateways embellishing the facade of the 1570 tower (see fig. 2).

However, unlike the Sati Burj, the 1614 archway flanking the Yamuna functioned as a ceremonial threshold linking land and flowing water. Such an architectonic configuration was perhaps conceivable within the parameters of an architectural vocabulary in which the etymon of the word toraṇa in fact corresponds to a notion of movement or rushing forth through space.13 As an architectural device, freestanding archways were conventionally used as gateways to religious structures from as early as the first century BCE. In the context of a temple or Buddhist stupa, the movement through the gateway—the toraṇa—denoted one’s passage from the profane to the sacred realm as an embodied practice of transforming oneself provisionally. Yet, the Vishram Ghat archway does not lend itself to such usage. For unlike the emblematic function of the toraṇa, the structure on the Vishram Ghat does not allow for a ritualistic transformation via bodily movement through the portal. Instead, the principal function of Bir Singh Dev’s archway, at least for pilgrims visiting the site, is to behold the river as it is framed by the structure and to see the structure as the river frames it.

Is the view of water the object of art history and the architectural frame an ideation of human intention and purpose bordering the view? Or is the object of art history the toraṇa, framed by expansive water and the natural environment? As an optical arrangement, the frame is hardly ever inconsequential. Rather, as part of a representational whole, the frame most often operates as a generative space connecting the interior to the exterior and the internal to the external. As is well known, the function of the frame in artistic praxis was most powerfully articulated by the Italian architect Leon Battista Alberti in his 1435 treatise on painting.14 According to Alberti, it was the frame that set the object of representation apart from what lay beyond it. While art history has revisited, over and again, the conundrum of the frame as an architectural arrangement that measures, determines, and regulates the fictional space of representation, a wet art history, following Jacques Derrida’s reflections on the parergon, might perhaps hold forth an ideation of the frame that “does not remain simply outside of the work, acting from the sidelines, next to the work (ergon).”15 When thus enframed, the effervescent waters of the Yamuna, we might concede, offer a very different logic of seeing. The inclusion of motifs such as the floriated arch with a scrolling vine and lotuses emerging from the mouth of chimerical, elephant-headed aquatic creatures (makara) also places the archway in a much longer history of water iconographies that emphasize cosmic abundance associated with plentiful water. Unlike the viewing portal of the Sati Burj, the view of water was thus framed by the archway, and the water in turn framed architecture, conjoining the frame and the object through a theological schema. Here water seeps into our cultural memory, historical consciousness, and material practices to fundamentally structure how we see and comprehend its form. A wet art history, in short, opens diverse indexes of both the phenomenal and the noumenal.

Given the theological, political, and cultural importance of ritually seeing the Yamuna as it passes the Vishram Ghat, one notes continued patronage at the site well into the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Augmenting Bir Singh Dev’s architectural program, Jai Singh II (r. 1699–1743), the founder of the city of Jaipur, built a temple at the ghat in 1732. The nineteenth century continued to see construction at the Vishram Ghat, including that of several temples and subsidiary toraṇas. The Maharaja of Banaras, for instance, performed the tulāpuruṣa ceremony at the ghat in 1889 and sponsored a new marble archway to commemorate his act of royal benevolence (see fig. 1). The emergence of a distinctive ecological aesthetics of seeing flowing water thus carefully interwove theology, political governance, and an aesthetic of the natural environment.



[image: A stereoscopic historical photograph showing a crowded courtyard, with groups of people gathered before an ornate arched gateway and domed shrines in the background. Many people stand in shallow water or cluster near the gate wearing draped garments and head coverings.]
Fig. 4 B. W. Kilburn, Hindu Pilgrims Bathing in the Sacred River of Jumna, Muttra, India, 1899, albumen print on stereoscopic card, 8.9 × 17.1 cm, private collection





Vishram Ghat, Seeing from the River

Having seen an album of photographs of the sacred sites in Braj, George N. Curzon, the viceroy of India, decided to visit the Vishram Ghat in 1899 to personally observe the “picturesque” beauty of the pilgrimage town.16 Indeed, by the late nineteenth century, the ghat became a locus of North American and Western European tourism, with guidebooks recommending a detour to Mathura for sightseers traveling from Delhi to Agra. Reproduced in colonial travel posters, stereographs, and postcards, the view of the Vishram Ghat—with its graceful domes and sandstone architecture—became synonymous with the scenic views that North American and Western European tourists sought in India. It is of some significance that these views, for instance an 1899 stereoscopic view by the American photographer B. W. Kilburn, were taken from a boat, transforming the Vishram Ghat into a space that could be clearly seen and thus surveyed (fig. 4). And it is no coincidence that Kilburn captured the image of pilgrims from a boat. The 1918 edition of John Murray’s legendary Handbook for Travellers in India, Burma, and Ceylon informs readers that “the Arati ceremony, or worship of the sacred river, takes place about dusk at the Visrant Ghat, when cows, monkeys and turtles are fed. The most convenient way of seeing the ceremony is to take a boat.”17 Reversing earlier optical sensibilities, it was the ghat that now became the object of the gaze; the Yamuna, ecstatic love in liquid form, became the viewing field from which seductive fantasies of India and Hinduism could be observed. This Orientalist mise-en-scène consequently brings into focus the relationship between tourism and new ways of seeing the natural environment that emerged in the nineteenth century.

Under British governance, photography as a prescriptive technology for knowing the colony further reshaped the ways in which the pilgrimage site was henceforth seen. Central to this new anthropological perception was Frederic S. Growse’s Mathurá: A District Memoir.18 Growse, the collector of the Mathura District in the 1870s, had abundantly utilized photographs by the Mathura-based studio Chunni Lall in the second edition of his book to illustrate the major monuments and sites in the pilgrimage center (fig. 5). Growse, however, admitted that he had guided the photographer, carefully framing views to his liking. This ocular logic of power was certainly very different from concomitant photographs taken by the studio for pilgrims and devotees visiting Braj (see fig. 1). Captured from the other bank of the Yamuna, Chunni Lall’s photograph of Mathura’s riverfront does not draw the viewer’s attention to pilgrims, who are barely seen in the distance. Instead, one could contend that the revered Yamuna, whose capacious presence dominates the pictorial space, is the subject of the circa 1890 photograph from the collection of the Radha Gopinath Temple in Braj. In contrast, the photograph included in Growse’s volume was taken from a boat, transforming the Vishram Ghat into a space to be clearly grasped by the all-seeing imperial eye. This new practice of seeing as surveying, one could then argue, created an optical arena that concurrently mapped riparian architecture, the natural environment, and the colonized subject through the impulses of modern governance and imperial power.



Coda: A Wet Art History

While at first glance it might seem unfeasible, even incongruous, to relate mythopoeic narratives of deified rivers to architecture that memorializes effervescent waterways, a wet art history, I submit, can become operative only when art history brings together and reconciles phenomenology with the matter that constitutes the natural environment. This line of thought, I also submit, has significant implications for how we engage with the materiality of artistic practices, in the process problematizing the purported rift between nature and culture, which, as we now know, was an invention of a European rationality that emerged in seventeenth- and eighteenth-century natural philosophy.19 Indeed, the modern gaze of European administrators that created a synthetic binary between nature and culture is neither unmitigated nor irreversible. Acknowledged by the Indian government’s Central Pollution Control Board in the 2000s as the most polluted river in India, the Yamuna is now deemed fit only for irrigation and industrial cooling, ruling out the possibility of either human consumption or aquatic life.20 As the river flows through the industrial belts of north India, untreated domestic and industrial effluents are discharged into the water, converting the Yamuna into a river of death.

It is this absented river—heavy with toxic waste—that appears in Chabeel, a site-specific installation by contemporary artist Atul Bhalla, to “nudge viewers to question their established notions” of the Yamuna.21 As part of the 48ºC Public.Art.Ecology festival in New Delhi, Bhalla’s 2008 installation was inspired by the local convention of dispensing water and other drinks during hot summer months as a form of communal service. The relationality inherent to a project such as Chabeel, wherein the artist distributed filtered Yamuna water to visitors, also makes evident the ecological impulse in recent art practice that “bears the potential to both rethink politics and politicize art’s relation to ecology.”22 However, the longue durée history of seeing the Yamuna that this essay highlights was no less political in shaping a transversal nexus between artmaking and the environment. Seeping into Bhalla’s installation via public signboards that poignantly ask “Have you ever seen the Yamuna? Have you ever touched the Yamuna?,” the hydroaesthetics of a wet art history spill into our embattled present as trace, memory, and refraction (fig. 6).

[image: A sepia-toned, riverside complex with domes, arches, balconies, and broad steps descends toward the water. Several small figures stand or sit along the stepped embankment beneath the buildings.]
Fig. 5 Chunni Lall & Co., “The Visránt Ghát, Mathurá,” autotype photograph published in Frederic S. Growse, Mathurá: A District Memoir, 2nd ed. (Allahabad, 1880), 132


[image: Several men stand near railings at a roadside with buses in the background. A sign attached to the railing reads, “Have you ever seen the Yamuna? Have you ever touched the Yamuna?”]
Fig. 6 Atul Bhalla, Chabeel, 2008, site-specific installation, New Delhi
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The Paradoxes of Water Spirits


Justin M. Brown



[image: An intricate, patterned carving filled with spirals, leaf forms, dotted textures, and layered organic motifs. Curving bands and circular floral shapes interweave across the surface in dense, decorative patterns.]
Afro-Surinamese, Calabash vessel (detail), before 1831, calabash and kaolin, 11 × 22 × 21 cm, Völkerkundemuseum Herrnhut, 66395


A carved calabash from the early nineteenth century provides critical insight into Afro-Surinamese conceptions of water spirits (figs. 1–2). A horizontal line divides the composition into two distinct halves: the upper half features two fishtailed water spirits swimming among aquatic animals, while the lower half portrays human figures—a man and a woman—standing on solid ground. For the purposes of this essay, however, I will focus on the water spirits. Although symmetrically arranged, they appear distinct: the water spirit on the left has a double fishtail, while the one on the right has a single fishtail curled around a rosette. They also have different attributes—the left carries an hourglass-shaped object, whereas the right holds a flower. Along the central vertical axis, two almond-shaped frames each contain an image of a bird. Just below the horizontal line, a third water spirit disrupts the symmetry of the composition, complicating the divide between land and water.

Although its original purpose is unclear, historical sources indicate that similar vessels typically held ritual offerings intended to strengthen ties between human communities and the spirits that shaped their world.1 This interpretation aligns with the calabash’s iconography, which serves as a window into the cultural and spiritual world view of enslaved Afro-Surinamese people. Using visual analysis alongside archival records, ethnographic accounts, and comparative artistic studies, I treat the calabash as a historical document that illuminates perspectives often submerged by the colonial archive. I argue it represents humans and spirits as agents within a shared moral universe, where human actions carry spiritual consequences and spirits actively influence human behavior. The calabash therefore offers a unique case, illustrating how enslaved Afro-Surinamers both navigated and upheld their spiritual landscape. Its depiction of water spirits, moreover, reflects the environmental realities of plantation life, where water paradoxically embodied both life-giving and destructive powers.


[image: ]
The riverine landscape of the Guiana littoral shaped every aspect of daily existence in Suriname, with rivers and streams serving as the lifeblood of plantations. An eighteenth-century map of the Dutch colony illustrates this reality: Narrow waterways meander through the dense rain forest to the ship-lined coast (fig. 3). As the eye follows their irregular curves, a mosaic of colors reveals an interconnected world where rivers serve as major thoroughfares linking each plantation to the next. The proximity of plantations to these conduits ensured that enslaved people encountered water in their daily lives, which deeply influenced their spiritual and cultural outlooks.

Indeed, water’s presence was inescapable—it provided both essential pathways and significant perils. While it enabled transportation and sustenance, it also demanded constant negotiation. Enslaved Afro-Surinamese people interfaced with water in various ways: digging irrigation channels, constructing drainage systems, and contending with the formidable power of tides.2 It is also significant that many of the enslaved Africans brought to Suriname had prior experience with aquatic landscapes; they came from regions of West and Central Africa where rivers, coasts, and wetlands were salient features of the landscape. As historian Kevin Dawson notes, communities throughout Atlantic Africa developed strategies to navigate the physical challenges posed by water, often framing these challenges through a spiritual lens. Rivers, lagoons, and creeks were seen as inhabited by powerful spirits that not only presented dangers but also offered sources of protection.3 This intimate relationship with water likely informed conceptions about the kinds of entities that inhabited it: spirits that embodied both the generative and unpredictable nature of this vital element.


[image: A rounded, carved object covered with intricate, floral, geometric, and animal motifs. Symmetrical bands divide the surface into patterned sections filled with birds, spirals, and decorative borders.]
Fig. 1 Afro-Surinamese, Calabash vessel, before 1831, calabash and kaolin, 11 × 22 × 21 cm, Völkerkundemuseum Herrnhut, 66395


[image: One hemisphere of a rounded, carved object with dense, decorative patterns across the outer surface. Floral motifs, circular designs, and animal figures cover the curved exterior while the interior is smooth and painted red.]
Fig. 2 Afro-Surinamese, Calabash vessel (alternative view), before 1831, calabash and kaolin, 11 × 22 × 21 cm, Völkerkundemuseum Herrnhut, 66395


These beliefs took on profound new meanings in the context of the Atlantic slave trade. Historian Ras Michael Brown writes that African water spirits—long associated with community welfare and fertility—became linked to mysterious deaths and disappearances as people along the Atlantic coast of West and Central Africa grappled with the devastating loss of loved ones seized aboard slave ships. For those who survived the harrowing Middle Passage, meanwhile, memories of these spirits and their powers endured, offering both a way to make sense of unimaginable suffering as well as a source of strength in hostile new environments.4

In many West and Central African cosmologies, the natural world held profound religious significance.5 When enslaved Africans arrived in Suriname, they encountered not only the trees, rocks, and rivers of this unfamiliar landscape but also the spirits that resided within them. Although invisible, spirits had a tangible impact on the visible world. A sudden gust of wind, the bending of tree branches, or the rustling of leaves could all signal a spiritual presence.6 In a written account from 1770, colonial statesman Jan Jacob Hartsinck remarked on this ontology, noting that enslaved Afro-Surinamers had a “very material” concept of spirits—they moved through the world and influenced it directly.7 This permeability of and between the spiritual and physical realms fundamentally structured how Afro-Surinamers engaged with their environment. Spirits were not abstract concepts but active agents that imbued natural phenomena with meaning and purpose. Consequently, any engagement with the physical landscape—whether for survival or adaptation—was also a negotiation with the spiritual forces that animated it.



[image: An illustrated historical map with rivers, coastlines, forests, and colored land divisions. Insets include a town plan and a regional map. Decorative motifs, a compass rose, and ships surround the detailed layout.]
Fig. 3 Alexander de Lavaux, Algemeene Kaart van de Colonie of Provintie van Suriname (General map of the colony or province of Suriname), c. 1758, hand-colored engraving on paper, 59.5 × 88.5 cm, John Carter Brown Library, Brown University, Cabinet GM737 LaA75


Humans, however, bore a unique responsibility in maintaining equilibrium between the visible and invisible worlds. As in other African-based spiritual systems, African descendants in Suriname recognized a moral obligation to sustain harmony with the spirit realm through reciprocal exchanges—rituals, possessions, sacrificial offerings, and other displays of devotion.8 Though unseen, these spirits could punish humans who neglected their duties by causing misfortunes, such as illness or even death. Water spirits, in particular, could deploy the destructive powers of floods or cause drownings to rebuke human communities. Such beliefs find clear expression in an anonymous manuscript from the 1740s, which describes the demands of the powerful water spirit known as Watramama: “It sometimes happens that one or the other of the Black Slaves imagines truthfully, or out of roguishness pretends to have seen and heard an apparition or phantom which they call water mama, which phantom would have ordered them…to make a sacrifice with the blood of a white hen [and] to scatter this or that along the riverside and other such monkey business. In such cases adding that if they do not follow these orders Watermama will make their child or husband etc. die soon or will do other harm.”9 This account, written from the perspective of a European, reflects how water spirits engaged in community life as arbiters of human conduct; those who failed to heed Watramama’s commands faced dire consequences. As such, they approached the spirit not only with reverence but also with fear.

Such ambivalence is consistent with other African-Atlantic water spirits, including the West African water goddess known as Mami Wata. It has been suggested that enslaved West Africans brought notions of Mami Wata with them to the Caribbean, where this spirit developed various local manifestations described as “mothers of water.” Beyond present-day Suriname, examples include Mamadjo in Grenada, Madre de Aguas in Cuba, La Sirène in Haiti, and Maman Dlo in Martinique and Guadeloupe. However, unlike Mami Wata in West Africa, a transnational mother of waters never developed in the Caribbean because, as historian Alex van Stipriaan concludes, enslaved Afro-Caribbean people were “confined to the (insular) borders of these individual colonies.”10 It follows that local ideas about water spirits developed within specific historical contexts and under different cultural influences.

Although spirits could harness water’s destructive forces to disrupt human life, enslaved Afro-Surinamese people also recognized water’s generative powers. An early eighteenth-century account described their belief “that all creatures are made of water.”11 More than just a source of physical sustenance, water stood as a symbolic threshold between the visible and invisible worlds, embodying life’s origins and spiritual transitions.12 Rather than separate spheres, then, these worlds were fundamentally interconnected, with rivers and waterways representing points of spiritual interchange. This understanding of water’s complex spiritual significance sets the stage for understanding the calabash’s complex iconography.

[image: ]
Water’s dual role as both a vehicle for destruction and a source of creation resonates with the imagery on the calabash bowl (see figs. 1–2). Its carved designs delineate the aquatic spirit realm from the terrestrial human one, while the balanced, symmetrical composition underscores their mutual dependence. On the upper half, the fishtailed water spirits and other aquatic figures evoke the mystery of the invisible world beneath the surface, with geometric shapes suggesting glints of refracted light. On the lower half, the human figures stand firmly on land, representing the visible, everyday sphere of existence. This formal equilibrium—a measured interplay of shapes, spaces, and figures—indexes a world view in which both domains rely on and inform each other. As a result, the calabash articulates a cosmic order sustained by the interdependent relationship between humans and spirits.


[image: A carved wooden sculpture depicts two seated human figures with elongated bodies and angular faces. One figure places an arm around the other while both rest on a shared bench above a circular base. A carved wooden sculpture depicts two seated human figures viewed from the back. Elongated bodies, detailed hairstyles, and an arm placed around the other figure connect the pair on a shared bench and base.]
Fig. 4 Barnes Foundation Master (Dogon), Seated couple (front and back), 18th–early 19th century, wood, copper and iron alloy, and applied organic materials, 73 × 21.9 × 20.3 cm, The Metropolitan Museum of Art, Gift of Lester Wunderman, 1977, 1977.394.15


It is noteworthy that the calabash does not depict a single, uniform type of water spirit but rather three distinct figures, each with attributes that reveal water’s dual capacities as a destructive and beneficent force. On the upper-left side, the male water spirit holds an Indigenous combat club identified by its hourglass shape. This weapon, known as aputu in the Kali’na (Carib) language, was traditionally made from a dense, heavy wood that made it ideal for maiming or killing a target.13 Thus, the weapon’s presence may have reinforced the idea that water spirits could channel destructive forces, whether by unleashing floods, causing drownings, or asserting spiritual authority through other violent means. In contrast, the female water spirit on the upper right grasps a long-stemmed flower, an attribute that evokes growth and fertility. The contrast between a deadly club and a delicate blossom resonates with broader West and Central African cultural frameworks, which associate combative aggression with masculine roles and creative vitality with feminine ones. These associations often served as a symbolic shorthand within religious and artistic traditions to visually articulate moral principles and cosmic order through gendered archetypes.14

Consider, for example, an eighteenth- to early nineteenth-century Dogon sculpture portraying a man and a woman seated on a shared stool supported by four caryatids (fig. 4). Works like this one position masculine and feminine attributes within a balanced cosmic order.15 Whereas the man carries a quiver on his back, evidence of his role as a warrior, the woman holds a child, reflecting her role as a nurturer. This parallel, drawn from a specific West African cultural context, envisions masculine and feminine attributes as complementary and integral parts of a balanced whole. Likewise, by placing two contrasting water spirits side by side, the calabash reaffirms culturally embedded notions of gender. It integrates the idea that masculine aggression and feminine fertility are not independent traits but interconnected elements of a broader cosmological framework.

The mandorla between the male and female water spirits on the upper half of the calabash supports this claim. This shape is formed when two disks of the same radius intersect, creating an overlapping space, as in a Venn diagram. In this instance, we might interpret this shape as a visual representation of the intersection of the two sides, with a male water spirit on the left and a female water spirit on the right. This intersection implies that, though distinct, the two water spirits share in the same essence. The choice to depict a bird inside the mandorla may reflect the liminal spaces these creatures inhabit in nature. Viewed in this light, while the calabash visualizes water’s dual capacities for destruction and creation through a gendered lens, it frames the masculine and the feminine as complementary rather than antagonistic forces.

The complementarity of these opposing valences—punishment and destruction on one side, protection and creation on the other—is linked to the paradoxical powers of water. The calabash’s lower half further reinforces this theme through the image of a third water spirit. This figure holds two distinct objects—an aputu in one hand and a haircomb in the other—each symbolizing a facet of its composite role as both a masculine and feminine force. While one object evokes the capacity to assertively correct moral infractions through force, the other suggests beauty and regeneration. By visually uniting these discrete functions within a single being, the artist created an emblem of spiritual balance in a single figure that embodies different gender expressions.

[image: ]
The calabash’s iconography reflects a belief system in which water spirits are neither purely generative nor destructive; neither purely feminine nor masculine. Instead, they conjoin both forces and expressive attributes, reminding human communities that maintaining cosmic equilibrium depends on moral vigilance and ritual practices such as sacrificial offerings. The imagery suggests that recognizing both sides of water spirits’ nature was essential for navigating the spiritual and physical realms they governed, as well as the daily struggles that enslaved people endured. Though feared for their destructive powers, these spirits could also be channeled as protective forces against enemies and misfortunes. Thus, the calabash sheds significant light on the interplay of human action and spiritual agency in the Afro-Surinamese world view—a testament to ways of knowing that extend beyond the limits of the written archive.
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Jetsam’s Floating Histories


Beate Fricke

[image: A narrow, cobblestoned street runs beside a white building with small windows. Large, circular stone forms line the lower wall beneath a dark border, while a traffic mirror stands near the corner.]
Series of eight millstones (seven visible in the picture) set into the facade of 10, Calle Santa Teresa, Seville, Spain


What is the difference between considering millstones as jetsam instead of building material, debris, spolia, or stone? I suggest that the metaphorical implications of jetsam offer a new conceptual avenue to think through questions previously posed about historical change. The definition of jetsam provided by the Oxford English Dictionary spells out the meaning: “Goods discarded from a ship and washed ashore; spec. such material thrown overboard to lighten a vessel. Also: goods washed overboard during a storm or shipwreck.”1 Jetsam alludes to water currents and discarding material objects to provoke change.

Art historians tend to relate changes regarding artistic styles, practices, and innovations to artists, architects, schools, or the “taste” of patrons in a specific time and region. But what do we really learn about a work of art, a building, or a crafted object if we know names related to it? Not much, yet it helps us to embed these objects into the grid of established narratives about cultural change. However, these narratives rely on pillars, archives, and archival traditions that exclude a lot of information about important contributions to cultural change. The contributions of women, enslaved people, and minorities to cultural change and the production of cultural heritage have not been recorded equally, or at all.2 Yet, these groups have also contributed to the creation of works of art, buildings, and crafted objects. And what do we do if no archival record, inscription, or written account provides any information about their impact or contribution? Concentrating instead on underlying currents that flow through time and wash up objects like millstones onto the metaphorical shore offers new perspectives that allow us to write new types of history and take the coincidence of transmission as our point of departure.




[image: ]
The shores of the Iberian Peninsula’s Guadalquivir River were once lined with several water mills.3 The river provided access to the sea trade, and in Roman times it was navigable from Córdoba; it is still navigable from Seville to Cádiz. Several hydraulic mills operating in the fifteenth century date back to the Muslim period, but around the turn of the sixteenth century one sees a rise in newly erected mills—although many of the mills were eventually abandoned in the following hundred years.4 We do not have exact numbers for the mills of Seville, though we do know that in neighboring Granada perhaps as many as 80 percent of the city’s mills were deserted in the last quarter of the sixteenth century. Though abandoned, the power of the river stream flowing through the wheels of these mills inscribed itself into millstones, which ground wheat, olives, and more to produce flour, oil, and other ingredients for local bakeries and kitchens.

Millstones are the most precious and crucial part of a mill. Once most of the mills of the Guadalquivir River were abandoned, the millstones were reused as building materials, including for houses in a neighborhood in Seville during the sixteenth century. Several sets of these millstones now line various streets in the Barrio de Santa Cruz, and are thus built into the city’s architectural fabric. The import of millstones into this district as building material followed the eviction of a large group of Jews who were forced to abandon their houses. Formerly the Jewish quarter of Seville, Santa Cruz was subject to restructuring after Jews were expelled from Cádiz, Seville, and Córdoba with the decree of 1483. Expulsions of people do not usually leave visible signs within the urban fabric of a city, yet the appearance of these millstones is a subtle marker of history. Originally built for mills during the Muslim reign and used as building material after the expulsion of the Jewish people, the millstones’ presence in the city recalls these major changes indirectly.5 The city was further restructured and expanded following an influx of wealth from New Spain.

[image: A cobblestoned street curves beside a white building with small windows. Large, circular stone forms decorate the lower wall beneath a dark border, while a traffic mirror stands near the far end.]
Fig. 1 Series of eight millstones set into the facade of 10, Calle Santa Teresa, Seville, Spain


Though most of the mills are long gone, the last remaining traces of this transfer of power—from the water currents into the stones—are still visible in Seville’s urban architecture. Today, we encounter these traces in the forms of the millstones themselves, which now can be found like jetsam, discarded objects that were later repurposed. While flotsam describes the remains from the wreckage of a ship or its cargo floating on the sea’s surface, jetsam designates objects discarded from a boat, often in an attempt to save a floundering vessel by lowering its weight.6 Abandoning freight or other material to rescue something else highlights a significant shift in priorities, which here take on methodological significance. For over a decade, art historians around the globe have investigated and emphasized the metaphorical and physical power of water, unfolding the concept of liquid history and/or highlighting the ecological dimension of water in the history of art. Inspired by Fernand Braudel’s idea of Ereignis-Geschichte, these studies have revealed larger currents in the deep sea of history or taken inspiration from philosopher Michel Serres, who refers to Lucretius as “liquid history” and points out that, for him, everything is in flux—that the principles of hydrodynamics are more enlightening than the mechanics of bodies.7 By introducing “jetsam” as a term for material that was abandoned yet repurposed, we provide historians today with traces of significant changes, prompting questions about the material’s discarding and later reuse.
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Before homing in on the millstones’ traces, I would like to introduce and differentiate between two historical types of hydraulic mills. The so-called aceñas specifically denoted mills with a vertical hydraulic wheel or waterwheel. The wheel was driven by the force of water striking its blades and was connected to a further-toothed wheel, or cog, via a horizontal axle. This cog mechanism powered a rod or carriage set that transferred the rotational motion onto the grinding stones. In contrast, generic mills typically use a horizontal waterwheel (called a rodizio) located below the grinding chamber. These mills employed various methods—such as buckets, rafts, or channels—to harness waterpower for grinding.

Mills of both types are equipped with one or more stops or stones. Each stop comprises two grinding wheels, the lower one fixed and the upper one movable, called solera and corredera, respectively.8 Both are cylindrical and their diameters usually range from 90 to 130 centimeters. When replaced, the mobile stone usually has been engraved on the contact surface or lower face with radial grooves, called regattas, which must be marked frequently as use wears them out.

Though ultimately discarded, the millstones were reused on some of the older streets of Seville. After a twist in the Calle Santa Teresa, along the stretch right before the intersection with the tiny pathway of Callejón de las Moradas, one encounters eight former millstones set into the bottom of the building’s facade (fig. 1). The rocks are, thus, prominent, prompting the question of why they are there in the first place—an explanation provided by the narrow curves of the street’s winding path. Carts heading to the Plaza de Santa Cruz through this narrow street had to maneuver carefully around its sharp bends, twisting past the corner of the Convento de San José del Carmen. The wall of the neighboring palace must have been hit by vehicles several times, which speaks to the insertion of the millstones into its facade. They are protective elements incorporated into the vulnerable wall to increase strength.

In 1478 the Jewish quarter was in the old Alcázar and Puerta de Jerez area.9 After the Jews were expelled in 1483, a reorganization of the public space followed. The courtyard of Banderas, formerly used as a parade ground and for equestrian activities linked to the Alcázar, now gained a public function, at least as a transit area. An increase in trade volume with the newly established colonies impacted the building of new structures for commerce, production of ships and munition, milling, and minting. These changes resulted in restructuring public spaces in the area around the cathedral: Major structures related to trade were established, bundling the commercial activities that had been carried out around the cathedral of Seville since the medieval period.10

The turn of the sixteenth century was a moment of major urbanistic transformation for the city of Seville. The city’s maritime reputation had increased since 1492, and especially since 1503 when the Casa de la Contratación (House of Trade) was created. Seville became the center for the Crown’s mercantile operations in the Americas. A few decades later, in 1543, the merchants founded their own guild (Consulado de Cargadores a Indias) following the model of Burgos. It would become the institution that advocated for the needs of the city’s new merchants. Again, two decades later, Philip II commissioned Juan de Herrera to build an exchange house (1572–1583); the actual construction began in 1584 under the supervision of Juan de Minjares and was completed in 1634. The Casa de Moneda (House of Money, or mint) was established in 1585.

During this period of major changes related to trade in Seville, traditional mills were abandoned and former millstones were installed as protective features. But, in their new guise, the functional stones assumed a further aesthetic function: Two smaller stones were placed decorously at the beginning and end of the series, and the millstones’ central holes served as a decorative through line orienting their alignment on the wall.

Today, the lowest zone of the house is painted a deep, dark red. The plastering of the wall at the bottom protrudes slightly beyond the level of the millstones. Each stone is kept in place with two iron grips at the top. Millstones usually consist of a movable stone and a fixed one that grind against each other. As previously mentioned, they were also a mill’s most valuable part, as archival evidence attests.11 The holes we find aligned across the millstones in the Calle Santa Teresa are a functional element that, in the mill, allowed the rock to be mounted into a fixed position: A further iron and wood construction allowed the fixed stone to rub against a moving second stone so that their surfaces could grind continuously against one another. On the city wall, the holes form an aesthetic bridge and serve as a reminder of the stones’ initial function.

Alongside these traces of their former lives, we find indications of the millstones’ new function as protective buffers: More recent horizontal scratches indicate that carts rubbed against the stones in the narrow, curving alleyway (fig. 2). This block of the city is no exception. Establishing new structures in the neighboring area—the Casa de la Contratación in 1503, Lonja de las Mercaderes (Merchants’ Exchange) in 1584–1634, and Casa de Moneda in 1585—led to an increase in traffic involving carriages. The same kind of abandoned material, jetsam, was deployed throughout the neighborhood as wall protection. At a T-junction, located at 13, Calle Don Remondo, another narrow street intersects with the Calle Cardenal Sanz y Forés (fig. 3). To protect the building at number 13, nine millstones of varying diameters have been embedded into the wall. In this example, the metal mountings that hold them in their new protective positions are better preserved. An iron bar is attached to the end of a metal mount cemented into the former hole, and small metal grips are set at two lateral positions on the wall. One can imagine the sound of scraping metal when horse-driven carriages navigating those narrow streets came into contact with the facade. One still finds traces of the rock’s former function in the mill inscribed into its surfaces. In this case, we can discern how broken millstones were reused: The stone third from the right sports two metal grips, which were placed not at the rock’s edges (like the first) but at a fault line to keep the two fractured halves in place (fig. 4).


[image: A large, stone disk with rough-textured surfaces is embedded in a wall bordered by painted trim. A small, dark metal piece projects from the center beside shallow, carved indentations.]
Fig. 2 Detail of a millstone (number 6) set into the facade of 10, Calle Santa Teresa, Seville, Spain


My final example shows millstones embedded on both sides of a street. It is located at the crossing of two roads that are not entirely at a right angle to one another, the Calle Segovias and Calle Abades (fig. 5). Ten stones on one side—six before and four after the corner—and an eleventh stone on the opposing corner are immured into a wall of ashlar masonry. The dark, rectangular bricks frame the insertion of the bright, round rocks. A small sidewalk has been added since the series of four millstones was embedded into the wall. After the edge of the corner, the series of six stones are placed at street level (fig. 6). Those stones were most likely sold when the mills were shuttered—like jetsam that saves a ship by being thrown into the sea—and its remaining valuables were sold as building material of specific value, as protection to shield the city walls.
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Taking seriously the traces inscribed into reused millstones shows that they can be considered an indicator of several historical changes. Adding the metaphorical potential of the allusion to jetsam and the forces of water streaming through changing riverbeds shows how the stones shift their status from millstone produced in a local quarry to building material as protection. As meaningful jetsam, they indicate radical changes regarding the city’s trade and economy through the arc of time. As María Núñez-González has shown in her research on domestic architecture in sixteenth-century Seville, the city’s houses preserved the structure of previous centuries.12 She writes, “Sevillian dwellings of that period reflected the Islamic terminology, architecture, construction and layout typical of Andalusia, but with distinctive features of Sevillian housing.”13

Building on previous studies of domestic architecture and the urban development of Seville, Víctor Pérez Escolano based his analysis on several hundred written surveys. He could thus compare the changes in the second half of the sixteenth century with the layouts of houses from the fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries.14 While the impact of Islamic traditions upon domestic building and housing culture has been acknowledged, the afterlife of Seville’s Jewish inhabitants and the prehistory of the restructured district around the synagogue in the Barrio de Santa Cruz represents a gap in our knowledge about the city’s urban fabric. Understanding the millstones in Seville as jetsam means taking their traces seriously—that is to say, from millstone to jetsam, from jetsam to building material. It means following the shifts inscribed into their surfaces to seek out how they came to be abandoned and repurposed.

[image: ]

[image: A narrow, cobblestoned street passes a building lined with large, stone disks fitted with metal handles. Barred windows, a wreath, and flowers appear along the passageway.]
Fig. 3 Series of nine millstones set into the facade of 13, Calle Don Remondo, Seville, Spain


[image: Three large disks are located on a plain wall above a cobblestoned surface. Each disk has rough textures and dark metal fittings positioned across the weathered surfaces. The left and the right disk were broken and reassembled.]
Fig. 4 Detail of millstones (numbers 7–9) set into the facade of 13, Calle Don Remondo, Seville, Spain


[image: A cobblestoned street curves beside a stone building lined with large, stone disks. Nearby buildings with balconies and signs stand along the narrow intersection.]
Fig. 5 Series of four millstones set into the facade of 16, Calle Segovias, Seville, Spain



[image: A stone wall with a barred window is lined with large, stone disks. A street sign and utility opening appear above the row beside the sidewalk.]
Fig. 6 Series of six millstones set into the facade at 14, Calle Abades, Seville, Spain


As a flaneur on Seville’s narrow streets, our gaze encounters the inserted former millstones. We can touch the traces on their surfaces from the grinding power of the mill and the friction of the spinning stones, all set in motion by wheels driven by the force of water flowing through the canals. Moving over these surfaces, our fingers can further trace the horizontal marks later inscribed into the stones after they were taken from the mills and sold to a new owner, an architect restructuring the former Jewish quarter. The carriages have left traces, too, as we have seen. In this stony palimpsest, the expulsion of the quarter’s Jewish inhabitants is only obliquely visible through the millstones’ insertion in the urban fabric. Once the mills closed, the stones could be used to mark a new functionality in the transforming urban environment, one in which architects deployed them as protective elements in Seville’s narrow warren of streets.

Seeing this kind of jetsam stranded about the Barrio de Santa Cruz connects the millstones to significant changes in Seville’s past, but also leaves us with some open questions: Why were so many mills abandoned in the second half of the sixteenth century? What sources of sustenance replaced the food that used to be produced in these mills? Did something about the structure of the carriages passing through these streets change so that additional protection seemed necessary? Newly built quarters, wealth from New Spain, changing imports and exports, and different divisions of human labor might help to explain the millstones’ displacement, while also emphasizing the importance of entangled histories of Christians, Muslims, and Jews and acknowledging the gaps in their historiographies. But this would require us to embark on a new voyage, explore different currents, and lead to another essay.
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Tidal Media
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[image: A landscape painting with turbulent clouds sweeping across the sky above a flat shoreline. Light mist and rough water merge into the distance while dark earth stretches across the foreground with loose brushwork.]
Joseph Mallord William Turner, Breakers on a Flat Beach (detail), c. 1835–1840, oil on canvas, 90.2 × 121 cm, Tate, N01987


In his multivolume work Modern Painters, the British art critic John Ruskin expounded upon the problem of truthfully rendering moving water within the static confines of a drawn or painted picture. “I cannot catch a wave, nor daguerreotype it, and so there is no coming to pure demonstration,” he wrote, declaring that without a stable model for observation, representation remained impossible. “The sea never has been, and I fancy never will be nor can be painted,” he concluded. Doing so “is beyond the power of man.…It is like trying to paint a soul.”1 This impossibility animated the work of period sea painters, who frequently figured their encounters with the ocean as exercises in productive incompatibility—think of William Trost Richards’s spray-soaked watercolor studies, made, Richards remarked, with the surety that “I will be washed away,” or Joseph Mallord William Turner’s near-abstract vortices of water and paint (fig. 1).2 An engraving after Robert William Buss, bearing the aphoristic caption “Time and tide wait for no man,” epitomizes the clash between water and paint with an ironic wink (fig. 2). It depicts an artist so eager to paint the sea that he fails to notice the rising tide; the intensity of his visual fixation on the picture before him (notice the prominent spectacles and telescope) renders him incapable of perceiving the actual water. In the making of a seascape, this image argues, the ocean’s material and temporal challenges to picturing were never far from view.

This essay looks to a different means of registering time and tide in the mid-nineteenth century, one that both extends and complicates the questions of observation and representation sketched above. I will focus on a selection of images known as marigrams: graphic traces of tidal change that took the form of undulating curves inscribed on long paper scrolls (fig. 3). Marigrams were novel images for their time. They were the products of an instrument first developed in the 1830s: the self-registering tide gauge (or marigraph), which consisted of a float connected via clockwork to a pencil, whose point never lifted from a mechanically rotating roll of paper, time-stamped with a series of regular hole punches along its margins. As the water fluctuated, lifting and lowering the float, the pencil would trace a contiguous curve along the steadily moving scroll, indexing the tide’s rise and fall in real time. Part of the nascent field of tidal science, coined as “tidology” by the British scientist William Whewell in 1830, the production of marigrams fueled the expansion of systematic tidal measurement at increasingly far-flung locations, helping to transform the geophysical ocean into an object of study at planetary—and imperial—scale.3

Reaching beyond traditional accounts of seascape, tidology’s under-examined visual archive amounts to a media history of sea-level change. With the term “media,” I aim to account for the temporally distributed and graphically rich exchanges among instruments, water, and human observers that shaped the techniques of nineteenth-century marigraphy. This perspective, I argue, encourages us to situate sea level within a broader history of visual knowledge production, foregrounding both the aesthetics and politics of its measurability over time and the materialization of these entanglements. This was especially true of the United States Coast Survey, the government agency responsible for charting the nation’s coastlines, whose ambitious program of tidal measurement would yield an unprecedented graphic record of sea-level change along the shores of the US’s expanding territory.
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[image: A landscape painting with turbulent clouds sweeping across the sky above a flat shoreline. Light mist and rough water merge into the distance while dark earth stretches across the foreground with loose brushwork.]
Fig. 1 Joseph Mallord William Turner, Breakers on a Flat Beach, c. 1835–1840, oil on canvas, 90.2 × 121 cm, Tate, N01987


[image: An engraved coastal scene with a seated painter working at an easel near the water. Art tools lie scattered on the shore while another man carrying a stick stands beside the rocky cliffs in the background.]
Fig. 2 Henry Rolls after Robert William Buss, An Artist Seated on a Rock at the Sea Shore and Oblivious to the Rising Tide, 1835, engraving, 19.2 × 25.2 cm, Wellcome Collection, 33179i
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When encountering a marigram, one immediately notices how difficult it is to see. Each twelve- to eighteen-meter scroll represents about one month of tidal change, but unrolled from a fixed viewing position, the pencil’s delicate line quickly loses definition. Up close, the same line is sensitive and intricate: The larger arc of the water level’s rise and fall vibrates with the float’s minute tremors—two different temporal rhythms captured together (fig. 4). Marigrams may resemble diagrams or simplified depictions of oscillating waves, but they are not illustrations. In contrast to concurrent graphic innovations like isotherms—early climactic maps whose simplified curve lines indicate the global distribution of heat—a marigram’s production, achieved via continuity over extended duration, contrasts with how one initially views it: closeup, haltingly, and in fragments. The pencil’s unbroken trace and nonstop tremor yield an excess of visual data, yet the marigram defies visual legibility if regarded as a whole. Rather than representations of knowledge like graphs or charts, then, the marigram’s graphic traces constitute a form of primary data, the basis for computations later carried out in the Coast Survey’s Washington, DC, office, which fueled an enormous published output. Only when translated and condensed into tide tables, navigational guides, or cotidal maps did the marigram’s extended accumulation of time-based measurements become comprehensible at a glance.

For the trained experts who composed its primary viewership, the marigram’s efficacy lay in its capacity to visualize the relationships between verticality and time with relatively little human intervention. The self-registering tide gauge invented by the Coast Survey instrument maker Joseph Saxton in 1851, for example, could run for up to twenty-four-hour intervals with minimal oversight. As a time-based medium, the marigram thus did not symbolize tidal change but rather marked it as a function of motion. To quote Coast Survey assistant Edward Bissell Hunt, the primary pencil line, or “record-curve…presents to the eye a complete picture of the vertical tidal movements during the time of record, as well as a positive measurement of the tide height at each moment in time.”4 Unlike a moving panorama, whose scrolling image produced an illusion of passing time for period viewers, the marigram’s jittery, oscillating drag across moving paper resulted from the tide gauge’s coordinated interaction between multiple temporal registers: tidal time, clock time, and the slow erosion of the pencil’s point.



[image: A thin wavering line extends horizontally across a blank surface, rising and falling in smooth curves. Faint numbers and marks run along the lower edge beneath the continuous trace.]
Fig. 3 United States Coast Survey, Presidio of San Francisco Cal marigram (detail), 1853, Marigrams, 1843–1944, Record Group 23: Records of the Coast and Geodetic Survey, NAID: 563981, National Archives and Records Administration (NARA), Kansas City, MO



[image: A faint, irregular line curves upward into a rounded peak before descending across a blank surface. Small jagged variations appear along the trace.]
Fig. 4 United States Coast Survey, Presidio of San Francisco Cal marigram (detail), 1853, Marigrams, 1843–1944, Record Group 23: Records of the Coast and Geodetic Survey, NAID: 563981, National Archives and Records Administration (NARA), Kansas City, MO


[image: A figure with five thin root track illustrations labeled A through E. Caption text below describes Vicia faba radicle traces on inclined smoked glass plates at different angular positions.]
Fig. 5 Charles Darwin, The Power of Movement in Plants (London, 1880), 30 (fig. 21)


The apparent indexicality of the “record-curve” was thus neither a function of tide gauge nor water alone. Rather, we might think of marigrams as layered assemblages of motion, time, inscription, and notation whose production—and legibility—depended on the converging activity of ocean tides, clockwork technology, and human observer. The scroll’s rotation, for example, had to remain uniformly paced. Meanwhile, the pencil’s transverse movements had to correspond exactly to the float’s rise and fall, while the “record-curve” remained close to the center of the scroll for maximal legibility. These were the duties of a designated tidal observer who actively maintained the feed of the paper, the sharpness of the pencil, and the accuracy of the clockwork.5

[image: ]
Beginning in the 1850s, the Coast Survey began the most comprehensive and coordinated system of tidal measurement the US had ever conducted: fourteen permanent self-registering tide gauges, eleven installed along the Atlantic and three along the Pacific, matched the ambitions of the nation’s westward-expanding colonial empire. Indeed, a tide gauge installed in the Presidio of San Francisco, California, in 1854 inaugurated what is thought to be the longest uninterrupted record of tidal measurement in the Americas, continuing to today. This record allows us to see sea level as what the environmental scientist Katherine Sammler calls “a highly technical and political surface,” one whose pencil-traced history is inextricable from its increasingly perilous present and future.6

Neat paradigms like mechanical objectivity or material agency fail to capture marigrams’ continued dependence on human perception and judgment, the promises of self-registration notwithstanding. Indeed, the Coast Survey’s extant marigrams are replete with tidal observers’ interventions, typically textual annotations at points along the “record-curve,” describing water temperature, weather, and adjustments to equipment to explain brief caesuras. “Stopped clock at 10 four am Sept 23, 53…Put clock in motion at 10 30 am Sept 23” (San Diego, California, 1853); “Aug 17th 1.30 PM Pencil 2 mts slow scroll 10 am adjusted” (San Francisco, California, 1853); “Temp. W. = 32.0” (Astoria, Oregon, 1862); “Put on new tidal Roll 11 10 am…Surface choppy with long swells. Strong N.W. Wind” (San Francisco, California, 1905).7 Capturing the adjustments and anecdotes that patterned the work of tidology minute-by-minute and day-to-day, the observers’ notes signal their copresence in the production and stabilization of both time and vertical change. In this way, tidal marigrams’ oscillating, arcing lines resemble scientific images like Charles Darwin’s visualizations of plant motion from the 1880s, achieved by suspending growing seedlings above carbon-smoked glass plates so that they could “draw” their own movements as they grew (fig. 5). Both examples purport to picture plants and tides as agents of their own inscription, but that “agency” is inextricable from apparatus, technique, and observation. Following the literary scholar Devin Griffiths and the historian of science Andrew Pickering, the production of such images recasts the making of science in performative terms, as a dynamic “dance of agencies” shaped by the mutually contingent interactions among the human, the nonhuman, and the machine in and over time.8

Though charting and predicting the ocean’s flux had long concerned almanac-makers, mariners, and tide table publishers, the emerging practice of an institutionalized, systematic tidal science in the nineteenth century promised to bridge the particular and the planetary on a scale comparable to meteorology or geology. Tidology’s chief challenge was one of scale: to produce a global study of earth’s tides meant amassing as much data from as many locations as possible, a model of coordinated observations that “envisioned the world as a global laboratory.” As the historian of science Michael S. Reidy has argued of the United Kingdom, tidology’s increasingly expansive scope mapped Britain’s growing empire: a science of the sea that matched the maritime power’s ambitions to “rule the waves.”9

[image: ]
The science and technology of tidal measurement similarly supported the US’s imperial ambitions via the Coast Survey’s so-called Scientific National Work. From its founding in 1807, the Coast Survey and its scope of operations expanded apace with the nation’s territorial claims. Its objective, to map and measure shorelines that were vital to commerce and transportation, was less an exercise in delineating fixed boundaries and more a project of charting change along a constantly fluctuating seaboard. Mapping a terrain one Coast Survey hydrographer called “among the most uncertain contours found in nature” would seem a fundamental challenge to graphic visualization.10 Instead, the coast’s ever-shifting contours arguably made it the most heavily surveilled and intensively delineated terrain in the nineteenth-century US, with map and chart printings reaching over thirty thousand annually by the mid-1850s.11

The Pacific coast observation stations that began issuing marigrams from self-registering tide gauges in the 1850s were products of an alliance between the iterative logic of coastal cartography and the expansion of American empire. Just as the coastline’s ever-changing contours demanded an ever-increasing cartographic output, the nation’s expansion harbingered this project’s extension into an ever-expanding frontier that was not just territorial but oceanic. As a congressional representative wrote to the Coast Survey’s superintendent, Alexander Dallas Bache, in 1853: “If your Coast Survey is to expand with the practice of annexation and the enlargement of objects for its exercise, where will it end? The Islands of the Pacific in immediate prospect, and Cuba in the not distant future, are small objects in comparison with continental coasts that may be added hereafter to the borders of the great area.”12 The production of tidal marigrams and their eventual computation and transmission as scientific knowledge were thus inseparable both from the colonial stabilization of Pacific coast territory and the paper-based organization of imperial peripheries from “centers of calculation,” such as the Coast Survey’s Washington, DC, headquarters.13 Like the shoreline itself, the techno-scientific “seascape” that period marigrams drew into view was therefore vaster and more politically contested than any one picture could capture. Indeed, especially along the coasts of present-day Washington state and British Colombia, where Indigenous polities like the Makah, Nuu-chah-nulth, and Tlingit retained relatively high degrees of autonomy, the Coast Survey’s attempts to install additional tidal observation stations were received as direct incursions into sovereign waters. For example, Coast Survey records relay how in 1855 at Nootka Sound, near Vancouver Island, an alliance of “Indians from all quarters” confronted a party of tidal observers and attempted to expel them. When the surveyors refused to leave, members of the Native coalition “then endeavored by all manner of stratagem to get possession of the vessel, and even attempted to sell poisoned provisions” to the party, leading to a tense, multiday standoff between armed surveyors and an accumulating number of Native-piloted craft.14
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Marigrams’ sensitive traces of tidal change were both premise and product of contested imperial ecologies, but they could also visualize forces and events unforeseen by tidal observers. In late 1854, for example, San Diego’s tide gauge became the first known instrument to register an earthquake, an event captured as a visual anomaly on the marigram’s scroll, whose “irregularities” surveyors eventually matched against newspaper reports of a quake occurring off the coast of Japan.15 Historical marigrams’ surprising multivalence takes on additional stakes amid the climate crises of the present: For scientists today, the 170-year record of tidal change begun in Oregon and California—and continuing unbroken in San Francisco—constitutes an invaluable dataset for tracking shifts in mean sea level as well as a host of other long-term changes attributable to geophysical, meteorologic, and anthropogenic forces. In part because of their visual and informational excess, the oldest Pacific coast marigrams have become what the environmental scientists Stefan A. Talke and David A. Jay called “one of the few tools for understanding, quantifying, and separating century-scale human and climate impacts on the coastal zone.” Their analysis suggests that earlier marigrams preserved in archives like the Coast Survey’s may even be “superior” or “more complete” than those taken in the twentieth century because of the intensive vigilance their production demanded from nineteenth-century tidal observers.16 From today’s perspective, the waves “caught” by the marigram’s time-based curve acquire new significance as scientists and art historians alike reckon with the slow build and escalating impacts of climate collapse.

Nineteenth-century marigrams orient us toward a broader history of visual knowledge in which America’s fluctuating shorelines became not only objects of study but also catalysts for image-making at an exceptional scale. To quote the theorist Karen Barad, these images render the act of measurement visible as “an instance where matter and meaning meet,” revealing the perpetual entanglements of instrument and environment, object and observer, in the production of knowledge.17 Threading together imperial geographies and ongoing environmental change, their undulating “record-curves” remind us not only that the ocean’s verticality has a politics but also that these vertical politics have a visual and technological history, whose formal traces illuminate a broader field of agencies and practices through which images of the ocean have taken form.18 Situated within a still-unfolding history of environmental change alongshore, marigrams mediate old and new relations between the archives of tidal science and the transforming coastlines of the future.
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If the sea had balconies


Aline Motta


[image: A portrait of a young woman printed on fabric rests beneath reflective water. Her face turns slightly toward the camera with dark hair framing her features and a faint necklace around her neck.]
Aline Motta, Se o mar tivesse varandas (If the sea had balconies), 2017, still photograph related to a two-channel video installation


If the sea had balconies is now a poster enclosed in this volume, but its origins go back to 2017: A sudden burst of inspiration hit me while writing the narration for a two-channel video installation. That year, I visited Portugal and Sierra Leone, looking for traces of my ancestors. I learned about the verses of a well-known Portuguese rhyme that began with “Se o mar tivesse varandas” (If the sea had balconies). Using it as a call-and-response form steeped in Portuguese oral tradition, people as far back as time immemorial would improvise verses expressing longing for the ones who had left, braving the ocean. So, “if the sea had balconies,” it could transport them to within walking distance of their loved ones on the other side of the Atlantic.


If the sea had balconies

water would taste like dirt

landscape would be architecture

and from this beach and from that beach

we would share the same view



In Portuguese, a “varanda” is a bit of a porch, veranda, balcony, gazebo, stoop, and terrace altogether. In Brazil, it became a specific architectural feature—part of the Casa Grande (Big House) of the plantation system—yet also so prevalent that some foreign travelers in the nineteenth century chose not to translate the word in their “picturesque” accounts, referring to the “varanda” as a “varanda.” Serving as a privileged spot for surveillance, to monitor the work on the plantation, but also functioning as a private place of rest and leisure outside the confines of the Big House, the varanda had multiple uses. Somehow that was in the back of my mind when I wrote the new verses for the rhyme, drawing from architecture the words that would convey that a spiritual passageway could be built, even when the English translation would fail to embrace the varanda’s extensive meanings.


If the sea had balconies

a branch would be a beam

a rail would be a continent 

and exile would be a passage

where all would return

concretely



For the poster, I thought of a washboard, creating textures and bringing together the blue circles produced from a blue and white soap regularly used to wash clothes in Brazil, and an indigo powder employed for spiritual purposes and also to whiten clothes. My hope is that the front and back of the paper might rub against one another and produce a sea-foam-like experience.


If the sea had balconies

it would be washed with blue and white soap

spotless and bright

it would hold the shadow of other balconies



In the two-channel video installation, my own family pictures—enlarged and printed on fabric—flow in and out of the water as a way of bridging Brazil and the African continent, both metaphorically and spiritually. A mirror of the unconscious and our inner self, water is seen as a vehicle for hidden stories, some which need to be invoked in order to make themselves present. By bathing the portraits of my ancestors in water, I intended to bring them back to their places of origin, where everything begins and ends in constant cycles of renewal and transmutation.


If the sea had balconies

waves would roll collecting testimonies

and the memory of a coast 

would be passed to the other 

crashing against the rocks





[image: A metal basin filled with water contains a layered translucent fabric and a printed face beneath the surface. The Portuguese word “Lembranças” can be read on the fabric too. Dark, textured ground surrounds the basin while folds of cloth drape over the rim.]
Aline Motta, Se o mar tivesse varandas (If the sea had balconies), 2017, still photograph related to a two-channel video installation



If the sea had balconies

water would taste like dirt

landscape would be architecture

and from this beach and from that beach

we would share the same view

If the sea had balconies

a branch would be a beam

a rail would be a continent

and exile would be a passage

where all would return

concretely

If the sea had balconies

it would be washed with blue and white soap

spotless and bright

it would hold the shadow of other balconies

If the sea had balconies

death would occupy a room in the house

maybe the master bedroom

maybe the pantry

a place where you could eat it

like consecrated food

an offering not returned

If the sea had balconies

waves would roll collecting testimonies

and the memory of a coast

would be passed to the other

crashing against the rocks

If the sea had balconies

a daughter would walk towards her father

over the waters

under the sea

a granddaughter would meet her great-grandmother

over the waters

in the middle of the way

and everything would be implicit
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Se o mar tivesse varandas

a água teria gosto de terra

a paisagem seria uma arquitetura

e da praia daqui e da praia de lá

teríamos a mesma vista

Se o mar tivesse varandas

um galho seria uma viga

um guarda-corpo seria um continente

e o exílio seria uma passarela

ao qual todos retornariam

concretamente

Se o mar tivesse varandas

seria lavado com sabão azul e branco

asseado e brilhante

acolheria a sombra de outras varandas

Se o mar tivesse varandas

a morte ocuparia um cômodo da casa

talvez a suíte do casal

talvez a despensa

um lugar onde você pudesse comê-la

como um alimento consagrado

uma oferenda não devolvida

Se o mar tivesse varandas

as ondas passariam recolhendo testemunhos

e a memória de uma costa

seria passada à outra

chocando-se contra as rochas

Se o mar tivesse varandas

uma filha caminharia em direção a seu pai

sobre as águas

embaixo do mar

uma neta encontraria sua bisavó

sobre as águas

no meio do caminho

e tudo ficaria subentendido
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Si el mar tuviese balcones

el agua tendría gusto a tierra

el paisaje sería una arquitectura

y desde la playa de aquí y la de allá

tendríamos la misma vista

Si el mar tuviese balcones

una rama sería una viga

la varanda sería un continente

y el exilio sería un pasaje

al cual todos retornarían

concretamente

Si el mar tuviese balcones

sería lavado con jabón azul y blanco

limpio y brillante

acogería la sombra de otros balcones

Si el mar tuviese balcones

la muerte ocuparía una habitación de la casa

tal vez el cuarto de la pareja

tal vez la despensa

un lugar en el que pudieses comerla

como un alimento consagrado

una ofrenda no devuelta

Si el mar tuviese balcones

las olas pasarían y recogerían testimonios

y la memoria de una costa

pasaría a la otra

golpeándose contra las rocas

Si el mar tuviese balcones

una hija caminaría en dirección a su padre

sobre las aguas

debajo del mar

una nieta encontraría a su bisabuela

sobre las aguas

en medio del camino

y todo quedaría implícito

[image: A circular mirror floats against a black background with dark, blurred shapes made by sand on a beach clustered inside. Repeating oval marks curve along one side while grainy textures spread across the interior surface.]
Aline Motta, Se o mar tivesse varandas (If the sea had balconies), 2017, still photograph related to a two-channel video installation
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Fig. 21.

A. B. C. D. E.

Vicia faba : tracks left on inclined smoked glass-plates, by tips of
radicles in growing downwards. Plate C was inclined at 63°,
plates A and D at 71°, plate B at 75°, and plate E at a few degrees
beneath the horizon.
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