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Author s Note

THIS BOOK IS about a small area of cliff and coast in South Gower. It began with the idea that thinking about this particular place, a place that I have known since childhood, would tell us how memory and experience are being distorted and frayed by knowledge of climate change. I also wanted it to be a celebration of very small things – I hoped that it would be a way of showing that each microcosm can teach us to think about the macrocosm. The planetary scale of climate change can seem too big to think about, but thinking about the lives of small things, and the ecology of small patches of ground, is something everyone can do. A close consideration of place – the rock, the soil, the plants and animals – can allow us to think about the whole of the Earth, and our place in it. Portraits of the very small and local can do this well, because the very small contains multitudes. Within the earth and the sand and rock of the clifftops, down in the purple heather beds where adders coil dryly in the summer heat, the whole world is present. All of creation is here, in miniature pattern, sequestered in a mile or two of clifftop and rocky shore. I wanted to bring that pattern out. For me, this stretch of cliffs always seemed the axis around which the living world itself turned, though I suppose that this is merely a way of saying that it was the axis around which my idea and my experience of the living world turned, and around which I myself turned. This book began as a trace and an emanation of that feeling – an attempt to honour it by turning it into words.

But as soon as I began to write, I found that other problems also began to assert themselves. I had not really wanted to talk about people too much; it was, I thought, to be a book only about other kinds of beings. However, it seemed impossible to escape from thoughts about history. In particular, it was hard to proceed without thinking about the way that human beings have thought about what we call ‘nature’, and especially difficult to avoid the ways in which human beings have treated other living things. And so, in looking at and thinking about orchids, for instance, I began to think about the way people had thought about and used orchids, or moved them around the world; while looking at birds, I could not but consider the ways that people have imagined birds, and the ways that they have behaved towards them. To spend time with cows is to confront the terrible fates of cattle and farmed animals; to think about rock and soil is to think about the places that these substances hold in histories of science, politics, culture and language.

And so the book moved beyond its initial aims, towards something wider, more open and maybe stranger. I did not really try to limit the way that the connections between things proposed themselves to me; I allowed a fairly free flow of associations to suggest the direction of the text, and allowed the links and relationships that arose between things to present themselves as they would. As a result, the book began to stray all over the place, far from the little area of Gower clifftop in which it began, and off into both the wider world and the past. It has, I hope, ended up by not only being about a very special place and about my relationship to that place, but also about the ways in which people have thought about and treated other living things, in all manner of contexts and times.

A final note. To think about the way that people have treated other living things is also to consider the ways that people have treated each other: the way in which people behave towards the world – not only plants and animals but soil, water, air and rock – has a bearing on how they behave towards each other, and vice versa. Violence and destruction enacted in one realm often reappears or has effects in another. The human world of politics and social life is not separable from wider ecological patterns. Everything that happens on Earth constitutes a fully integrated system. Climate change is teaching us this lesson the hard way, and this interconnectedness extends not only down into the realms of the social and the political, but further down than that, into our bodies, into our minds and into our relations with others. I hope that some ideas in this vein can also be found here.




I

A Walk at the End of the World

ALWAYS CLOSE THE gate. The wild ponies rarely graze on this part of the cliff now – they seem to prefer the small grassy roundabout in front of the shop, when they deign to appear at all – but the cows are always around, and if the gate is open they might come in, eat everything, leave pats all over the lawn, and would have to be shooed out. The gate sticks, it won’t sit flush, and has to be shoved; the throwover latch has bitten the corner off the upright over which it falls. The wall is old enough that it is nearly invisible beneath a thick coat of bramble, fern and montbretia; a length or two of sagged and tangled barbed wire snakes through the leaves and stems. Presumably it was once intended to keep out curious sheep, though I doubt it would do that now, and there are no sheep grazed here any more.

Outside, protecting the wall from the worst of the weather, a gnarled stand of mature blackthorn has been turned into a natural byre by the action of cattle, who have pushed beneath the branches to escape from wind, rain and sun. Step out beyond the blackthorn, and the wind and rain blowing in off the sea immediately buffet you full in the face; on a very wild day it can take your breath away. Turn left and walk down a gentle curve of stony, unsurfaced track and across a narrow road, and step off the tarmac into the rich grass and red mud of the clifftop. The bridleway is plush turf just here; elsewhere, the cattle churn it into red paste. Beyond it, a soft grass slope carries you towards a rugged pathway down into Foxhole Bay. The tide is in, foaming grey-white over the black rocks, but in any case we are not going down to the sea today. So skirt left and up, over two rocky humps and past a hollow where people sometimes build a campfire, to gain the cliff’s high green plain. ‘The tops’, my parents called them, and so do I, though I don’t really know if this is a common name for clifftops or not. To me, the word is perfect for the wide grassy table of cliffland, criss-crossed with pathways made by people and animals, cratered with rocky, bramble-filled dints, and roughened all across with thick gorse scrub, low brambles, bracken and wind-sculpted thorn trees. The wind roars in your ears and stings your skin with a fine salty spray lifted from the surf far below; you can taste the salt on your lips after a few minutes with your face turned towards the elements.

We are in Gower, a peninsula of limestone and sandstone in South Wales which projects into the Bristol Channel immediately west of Swansea. More precisely, we are on the south coast of Gower, near the village of Southgate, which lies directly on the dramatic clifftops that distinguish the rugged southern coast of the peninsula. Looking west from the cliff edge you can see the rocky stacks at Three Cliffs Bay, a famous beauty spot, jutting forward like broken teeth, just before they crack a long yellow smile at Oxwich, the bay that lies beyond, whose yellow sands fade into the green-black wooded flank of the headland, fiercely bitten by a huge red landslip halfway along its length. The rocky tip of Oxwich Point inclines southerly into the sea. Inland to the west, the view is dominated by Cefn Bryn, a high sandstone ridge five miles long that runs along the centre of Gower. From here, the hill’s length is foreshortened, so it looks like a diminutive Kilimanjaro. Turning to the east, the green clifftop rolls onward, and wide brakes of gorse, thorn and dead winter bracken obscure the view towards Hunts Bay, the morning’s destination. Far to the east across the sea, one can just make out the curve of Swansea Bay as it runs round towards Port Talbot. Houses, modern and not so modern, line the far side of the cliff road. The broad back and knobbed dome of High Tor, the highest headland in the immediate area, stands immediately before us, proud of the surrounding rock and scrub. Through the whitening sea haze, Devon is just visible as a dark mass directly across the Bristol Channel; on a really clear day, you can see the high green plateau of the Exmoor coast. Far out in the channel to the south-west, Lundy shimmers in and out of sight like a phantom island, its solidity dependent on atmospheric conditions.

I don’t know if you can see Lundy today, as I’m writing all this from memory, at home, 150 miles away. But I can conjure up the sights and sounds and smells of the tops easily enough; I feel the place in me like woodgrain. It has never not been part of my life. I grew up in London, but Southgate in Gower was my other geographic pole, and it always exerted an inexorable pull. In the summer holidays it drew us in a straight line down the M4, a road that seemed to me pretty much designed with a London-to-Swansea journey in mind. That pull did not emanate from the village of Southgate, fond as I am of its neat lawns and manicured box hedges, its single pub and handful of shops; and for me at least it was not really the lure of the decaying white bungalow in which I spent every childhood summer holiday, and which everyone loved even though it was freezing, damp, made with a considerable amount of asbestos, and falling down. It was really the cliffs and the bays beneath them that were the main event for me – and I loved the landscape because of living things I could find in it: fish, snakes, crabs, caterpillars, birds, fungi, moths, butterflies, beetles – an infinitely rich world of other beings, of which I was just one more.

* * *

When I was a child, there was never a year when we did not visit Gower. The bungalow at Southgate had first belonged to my grandparents, who bought it in the early 1960s; my maternal grandfather, Ceri Richards, came from the village of Dunvant, just outside Swansea. Though he had moved to London in the 1920s to become a painter, the rest of his family remained in Gower, some of them near to Southgate. He and his wife used it as a holiday home; it eventually passed to my aunt, who later sold it to a family friend so close that she was family too, and it was thenceforward a home all year round, as it is now. My mother was taken there by her parents when she was young; I was taken there from infancy, and now, by arrangement with the current owner, I take my own children there, and my brother takes his. Maternal cousins still visit too, and a wider constellation of friends love the place as well. Other family members were introduced to the area over the decades, mostly taken by my mother and father; aunts and uncles on my father’s side, and the many cousins from that branch of the family. Many of them still come down, staying nearby; they take their children and grandchildren too. Our presence here is generational and familial, even if intermittent. To revisit the scene of childhood as a parent, and know that our children are the fourth generation to have walked the same muddy pathways is a strange sensation – if I think about it too much, it becomes as vertiginous as the cliff itself. Time starts to condense into space, individuals begin to blur into their forebears. Perhaps my family and I don’t have roots here so much as we just haunt the place, like those baleful spectres that only appear on certain days or under certain climactic conditions. The gales blow in off the sea and surge up over the cliff edge like the arrival of the future, we tramp across the turf unable to speak because of the wind, and I feel as though I am morphing into an ancestor, turning into a ghost. And I suppose I am.

Yet here I am, leaning into cold salvos of wind-blown rain. Real weather. High Tor stands just a few hundred metres to the east. It is the highest place on the cliff: a rocky outcrop that stands tall over the eastern end of Foxhole, topped with a dome-like prominence that drops into a sharp ridge of broken limestone, running far down the cliff edge. In profile it resembles the back, head and trunk of a huge elephant. The grass grows rank in its landward lee; red earth molehills stud the ground, each a miniature Silbury Hill. The western face of the Tor drops harshly down to the sea, and over the slim bridge of the neck the scarp falls away precipitously. Far below is the sea cave, Minchin Hole, a vertical gash in the cliffside, vast and forbidding.

We have always called High Tor by a different name, the one which also is used locally – ‘the Elephant’s Head’, or just the Elephant. It rises like a petrified sentinel, buried up to its sides in grass, cows grazing its wide back as it stands lookout over the bay. From atop its stone-knobbed crown, you can see as far as the western end of Gower, all the way across to the high telluric wave of Rhossili Down, rising up heather purple to confront the sea. To the east the view is firmly blocked by thick, stolid limestone stacks on the far side of the next bay along. Dismounting the Elephant with our feet in the grass among the molehills and mower’s mushrooms, this is where we are headed.

A narrow path edged with heather runs down from the east side of the Tor, before emerging up on to the opposite table of clifftop. The ground cover is low swathes of bramble; with nothing to clamber up, the wickedly thorned canes bow back down towards the grass in gentle curves. Not yet in new leaf and darkened by age, they criss-cross the clifftop – arcs of oxblood, a wash of barbed waves far above the sea. At the ragged foot of the cliff, cormorants occupy the bigger promontories of rock; with binoculars you can pick out the dark malachite gloss of the adults, perching amid white guano splatter. The clouds and sea are the same shade of tin grey. My hands are cold. At a simple bench which looks out into the channel, someone must have once planted a windowsill potful of crocus corms; lit egg-yolk yellow from inside, the single early stand of mauve flowers looks incongruous, almost like litter. Deep in the winter-dead bracken, a round black cattle trough squats in a clearing. From here it is a clear walk over to the next bay, named Deepslade on the maps. A ‘slade’ is a dry valley running down to the sea – they are a particular feature of the South Gower coast, and Deepslade names the broad, green punchbowl that descends from the clifftop level to the waves. The rocky bay itself is known as Hunts Bay, after Hunts Farm, whose buildings and fields are located immediately above it. We will go no further east; the great green bowl of Deepslade and the ragged limestone strata and rough cobbles of Hunts are the limit of our walk.

* * *

Many years ago, sitting on the eastern slope of High Tor and looking across the gully to the gorse-covered sides of the facing cliff, I was forcibly and suddenly struck by the feeling that the world around me would simply endure forever. These self-same cliffs, in their same present forms, have been here on this spot for countless millennia. No matter what might happen on the Earth, no matter how it might be transformed, no matter if the human species were to disappear in a cataclysm or dwindle after its allotted time came due – this precise spot would remain. It would, in fact, be physically exactly the same as it is now. The cliffs would stay unchanged through whatever disasters were to come, and when all human life is finally extinguished, the sea and the rock will still be here. Indeed, the whole surface of the Earth, though it might undergo change and upheaval, would endure.

I was at that time newly grieving the death of a childhood friend, Timo, who had been senselessly and violently murdered. He had been my closest friend since we were at primary school; our friendship had endured through school and college, into young adulthood. We were both twenty-four when he was killed. The loss and shock unmade me; my oldest, closest friend was suddenly gone. In the immediate aftermath I didn’t really know who I was or how to think about what had happened, or really how to think about anything. I had gone to Gower just a week or so after his death, with my then girlfriend; we had been planning to go anyway for a holiday, and after a few days of terrible shock and confusion, we had resolved to make the trip, to be out in the world and to get away from London where the killing had happened. It was a confused and unhappy few days, and I cannot really remember it very clearly now, except in fragments – reading Marx’s Eighteenth Brumaire (‘the tradition of all dead generations weighs like a nightmare on the brain of the living’), drinking vodka, trying to write a eulogy for the coming memorial event. But I do remember that one evening I had walked across the cliffs alone and sat down on High Tor where stands of cobalt-blue echiums grow in spring. And as I sat thinking and grieving and desolate, a sudden feeling of the deep permanence of the landscape, of the eternal presence of the world, had overtaken me like a kind of brief green gnosis. It is no exaggeration to say that it felt like a fleeting glimpse of the total grandeur of universal creation. I felt the soft breath of the green pleroma upon me; I felt that I had seen time revealed, for one moment, as an infinite presence in living things. The sense of it has never really left me.

By comparison with human time, the timescales that apply to rocks – the eon-slumber of mountains, the crumpling and folding of strata, the infinite patience of the sea as it gnaws the foot of the cliff – are effectively a changeless, deathless eternity. And even the shorter spans of landscape-time, soil-time, plant-time, bird-time: these too make human measures of time seem petty and ephemeral. For how long have robins and stonechats perched on the gorse tops? For how long have ravens stretched out purple-black fingers to skim the cliff’s limestone wall? Far longer than all these houses have been here; far, far longer than there have been any people here at all. And the rock itself, the grey-white bone of the cliff, was stationed here long, long before them.

Even if the worst things imaginable happened – a total nuclear war, catastrophic climate change, some other terrible disaster – in a thousand years, or five thousand years, or ten thousand years, could it really be that there would be nothing here? Could anything really reduce the whole Earth, or even just this part of it, to a barren waste, a second moon? I imagined there would still be something alive; maybe even the same grass, bracken, bramble and gorse would be here, after everything human had been erased. Or maybe a wholly different world would arrive in time – a mist-shrouded subtropical jungle, a scorched desert, a dry hillside of holly oaks looking over an azure sea, a silent forest of cold black pines where fat white mushrooms push up through a carpet of needles. Whatever it might be, there will surely be something here. And underneath it, the form of cliff itself will still be the same, until it too dissolves into something new. I felt myself glitch out of existence; by comparison to the turf and rock beneath me, I didn’t even really exist.

It was a just a momentary feeling, but it carried with it a vision of the mutability of natural things and the adaptability and resilience of life, and I felt I was a part of it, so at the time and in the circumstances I was strangely comforted. I wonder now if that strange moment of gnosis on the cliff was a moment of my grief, a moment in which I saw something that could not die, something that would survive, even as I struggled to think about the violent death of my friend. ‘Landscape endures’, wrote the Gower poet Vernon Watkins, who lived in Southgate, and was a friend of my grandfather’s; it endures despite the changes – or rather, within the changes, and through the changes – wrought by time and tide. Living things endure too: they last, they continue in time, they survive through violence and change. Perhaps this is part of what I felt that day – a reassurance that life is not something that can really end at all, and that the change at death is simply part of it. Change is the only state of permanence.

And I still do feel reassured by the idea that life and landscape will surely endure somehow, in some form. I feel reassured by it, because there is also a sense in which the cliffs I have been describing, and will go on to speak of in the rest of this book, are not really here at all any longer. At least, they are not here in the same way that they have been for the past thousands, or even millions, of years. In fact, they have already changed, already disappeared.

The entire world is in the throes of a vast and frighteningly rapid transformation. The realities of climate change mean that the environmental conditions that have pertained for the past several millennia have already been consigned to the past, and changes of planetary, epochal magnitude are now happening at breakneck speed. Every new study reveals a deeper level of complexity to the problem. Predictions are continually revised; every tipping point approaches more quickly than expected, every sign is worse than imagined, every manifestation more extreme than was foreseen. Where once the world was largely reliable, it is now violently unpredictable. It is too hot or too cold, too wet or too dry. The seasons arrive strangely, as though their timings have gone out of sync. They seem to be too early, or too late, or they do not really arrive at all. The planet burns, floods, melts and belches gases. Its chemical composition is changing. It is no longer hospitable to much of the life it once nurtured – its inhabitants are dying, or moving around, or trying to change themselves. Everything is now horribly enmeshed in a spiralling, filigree vortex of newly materializing connections, reaching from the upper atmosphere down into the dark interiors of living bodies, affecting the balance of minds, the breath in the lungs, the shells of sea creatures, the migratory patterns of birds, the frequency of suicides. The networks are collapsing in on themselves. The great outside is suddenly reaching back in to touch us, and all the bodies on Earth are suddenly breaking into and across one another, an implosive crisis that is bringing storms of confused birds, dying whales, infernal fires, collapsing ice shelves and catastrophic floods.

Trying to hold this impossible, unthinkable disaster in mind – a disaster that is happening slowly and rapidly, taking place now and yesterday and tomorrow, which is here and not here and everywhere – I have found that over and over again I am returned to the way that the landscape and the living things that compose it are tangled up in the ways of people. Even in a relatively remote or unspoilt place, pulling on the threads that link me to a flower or a snail or a rock begins to unravel the great spool of the past. And the past is troubled. It is full of ghosts, which rise up when called: when I try to think about a plant, a bird or a stone, to see how each is connected to each, I find that I have invited these ghosts of the past to speak. Too often, they seem to speak of violence – human violence against living things, and the violence that human beings inflict on one another (or is this merely because my own sense of the life of the cliffs was, at a crucial moment, inflected and changed by violence?). And these patterns of relation towards life, patterns which have in the modern era been so often determined by destructive and violent extraction, loop back towards their makers: human violence against other living things is recursive. It becomes part of the fabric of human relations, just as it becomes part of the fabric of the wider living world. Finally now we can see that all of life has become caught up in it: the destructive alteration of the existing conditions for life on the planet is not a process which is separable from myriad other acts of destruction and violence, both small and large. And the moments of this history are to be found everywhere. A rock or a moth or a bramble can tell you about them all, if you ask, and if you listen.

* * *

What will be illuminated here? What sort of book is this? It may be a black illumination: a ghost’s testimony, a rattling of chains as the light fades on this creation. A walk after the end of the world, in the green ruin. It will follow the same short walk as I have described, along the same paths from East Cliff to Hunts Bay, seeing the same things as I do whenever I come to Southgate; it will try to tell that patch of ground over and again, in different aspects. The distance is perhaps somewhat less than half a mile. It can be walked in probably fifteen minutes. This book is about a very small area.

Maybe I will learn something. André Breton’s surrealist novel Nadja opens with the question ‘Who am I?’ Maybe, he thinks, ‘everything would amount to knowing whom I “haunt”… perhaps I am doomed to retrace my steps under the illusion I am exploring, doomed to try and learn what I should simply recognize, learning a mere fraction of what I have forgotten.’ But how could one even recognize what has been lost? I have retraced my steps across the cliff a thousand times: is it possible to really know even a teaspoon of earth? A book could be written about every stand of gorse, every beetle or mushroom, and still they would remain as perfectly opaque and secret as they were before the first human eyes opened upon them.

I’m cold now; a bitter wind is blowing. On the walk back, along the road, the world watches me: a dunnock in the furze and a robin following me from a distance have been assigned as observers for a much older and wilder intelligence than mine, their eyes an insectivorous passerine CCTV, their jerky movements and clicked alarums passing on the message that I was there. A raven flies past me, low enough that I can hear the rowing of her wings against the air. I think about the cliff, and the cliff thinks about me; maybe I am just one of its thoughts. In the Three Cliffs Café at Pennard Stores, some breakfast: tea, fried cockles, Glamorgan sausages, toast. Cyclists on the next table are laughing, telling drinking stories. I’ve been out for no more than an hour. Homeward then, across the car park and the heathland, across the track, in. And close the gate, always.




II

Mystic Writing Pad: Rocks

I must begin with these stones as the world began.

Hugh MacDiarmid, ‘On a Raised Beach’

HIGH TOR, EARLY May. Cows graze the flat table of East Cliff under a cloudless blue sky, and the cliffsides wax gold with gorse flowers. A champagne-lucent early summer day has materialized out of nothing; yesterday was cold, and the spring has been poor. A charm of goldfinches passes inland. The atmosphere is unusually clear: Devon is visibly green rather than just being a distant shadow across the water, and looking towards the Welsh interior through binoculars the wind farm at Awel is visible, a full twenty-five miles away. Together, it makes a fifty-mile vista. Riding the wind, a family of choughs skirt the Tor, wings half closed, high stony voices calling to one another through curved scarlet bills.

Dan, an old friend, is looking west from the crown of the Elephant’s Head, across the slade towards the western side of Foxhole. He is trying to assess the dip of the facing headland – ‘dip’ is the geological term for the angle at which a feature of the landscape tilts downward from the horizontal. He has just explained it me, along with its partner term, ‘strike’ – the imagined horizontal plane from which measurement of the angle is to be taken – though I am not sure how well I have understood what he said. We had been looking at the way the limestone strata run down the cliffside; from our original vantage point near the café the angle appeared quite mellow, but from here it is evident that the pale grey beds of limestone sit much steeper than he initially thought. ‘Looks like they’re at almost eighty degrees in some places,’ he says, surprised at the difference that our new position has made.

Trained in geology, Dan has come down to Southgate to look at the rocks of the cliff with me. Dark-eyed and rangy, he has an intense air but a broad and easily prompted grin; clad in black cargo pants and a polo shirt which is the exact colour of the sky over the channel, he carries a grey rucksack packed with the basic accoutrements of the field geologist, including a well-worn Estwing geological pick, a brace of small lenses at 30× and 40× magnification, a small bottle of hydrochloric acid (used for identifying carbonate rocks), a compass, various charts and guides, and a knife. He has also brought several half-finished bottles of whisky, a quantity of cannabis and some dried psilocybin mushrooms.



[image: The composite parts that make up a field geologist’s kit laid out on a wooden surface.]


A grey rucksack packed with the basic accoutrements of the field geologist…


We are going to be here for less than forty-eight hours, and have to cover a decent amount of ground; I’m impressed that he’s been so comprehensive, but it seems an optimistically large stash. All options open, I suppose (though we never do get to the mushrooms).

Dan and I have been friends since secondary school. He was a close friend to Timo, too, and, like all our friends, felt the loss acutely. We studied for A levels together at the local tertiary college, then by chance at the same university, where we shared digs for two years, partying, studying, learning to cook, scraping through our degrees. We’ve never been out of touch; he now lives just a ten-minute bus ride away from me. He is much given to laughter and loves a gag, the more oblique the better; his conversation is strewn with obscure rap quotations, peppered with in-jokes between us that are now decades old, and animated by fiercely committed outrage at the state of British politics. He is also meticulous and systematic in everything he does, and loves a technological gadget. It is not at all surprising that he has come prepared.

Aware that we are here to talk about the cliffs, he begins to hold forth: a torrent of knowledge and enthusiasm pours out, laced with specialist vocabulary, powered by a single-mindedness that I recognize from other aspects of his personality but have never experienced with relation to a technical expertise. I struggle to keep up, and eventually stop trying to take detailed notes; I have to stop him repeatedly to ask for clarifications, spellings and definitions. My small notebook fills with individual words that are either new to me or which I have never had cause to employ: vugs (cavities inside a rock), clasts (fragments of stone), facies (a given body of a particular rock), unconformities (the place where two different types of rock are found immediately adjacent to one another without a natural transition, indicating a temporal gap in the geological record), and so on. The science of geology has its own language, one which is poetic in its own way. I’m poorly acquainted with it, and since precise meaning and understanding are bound up in the words, this amounts to being ignorant of the science, even if I understand some of the basic principles in outline. But when you know how to describe and recognize something, you are suddenly able to see it better in the world around you; there is a script of the stones and, listening as best I can, I start to read the cliffs in different terms.

I use the word ‘read’ advisedly: it is the most commonly employed term. The idea that rock either is or contains a kind of writing can be found in geological texts both new and old, and it is startling how often the study of rocks has resort to the metaphors of reading, writing and language. As I write this, the Open University has a web page called ‘How to read a rock’ which explains that ‘minerals combine to form rocks like the way words link to form sentences’, and adds that ‘rocks tell us stories about the history of our earth’. The notion has unimpeachable pedigree: in the preface to later editions of his foundational Principles of Geology, the nineteenth-century geologist Charles Lyell wrote that the record of past events and conditions provided by rocks ‘may be regarded… as a symbolical language, in which the Earth’s autobiography is written’. Perhaps the metaphor begins here with Lyell, just as do the modern geological ideas of deep time and of the universal constancy of geological process – Lyell’s ‘uniformitarianism’, which proposed that the forces that created the world we see around us are still in unchanged operation today.

But perhaps even older precedents allowed the connection between stone and writing to be easily accepted. In the form of rock drawings and cave paintings, the earliest human inscriptions and images that are known to archaeology were made on to the surfaces of rocks: in cave and desert, stone was the first long-lasting support for visual and symbolic expression. The ontogeny of the visual mark can sometimes seem to uneasily repeat its phylogeny: how many first childhood words or images have been written with chalk on slate, the crumbling pure white shells of Cretaceous coccoliths and foraminifera scraped with earnest concentration by small hands on to flat grey pages of compressed sediment?

Human beings are very used to the idea that stones can hold meaning. Rocks and stones are often invoked as the ultimate bearers of meaning. To say that something is ‘not carved in stone’ is to say that it is not the last word on something; by extension that which is carved into stone, like the name of the deceased on a headstone or the commandments of Moses, admits of no further changes.

And great funds of knowledge were preserved by the disposition of rocks: the stone-built henges and monoliths of the Neolithic period encoded detailed information about the ritual year, the stars, the movement of the planets. Rock was the medium in which the first preserved knowledge was stored. Much further back, the first surviving human tools were also of stone – and the knapping of a hand-axe or a flint arrowhead is also a kind of writing, or at least contains the promise of writing, the implication of a writing to come. After all, a tool is always an idea and an intention made real, as a way to make other ideas and intentions real. The creation of an arrowhead involves a carefully manufactured inscription of practical knowledge, experience and intention into a material substance, a natural flint nodule; it is a work of mind and hand, a condensation of future desire – for prey, for trade, for prestige – distilled into a legible material form, and capable of carrying meanings and messages through a network of communications that includes at the very least everything from the setting out of a hunting or war party to the division of spoils. It may not be writing as we conventionally understand it, but it holds meanings, for it demonstrates and embodies knowledge and desire, and it can preserve these meanings, and communicate them too. The tool signifies something: a purpose, an action, a wish, an intent. This can be seen in the design of the earliest, simplest hand-axes. And a flint arrowhead is certainly a sharply worded message sent to the deer it wounds, or the careless finger it cuts.

But at the same time, it is also a little strange to associate rocks and written words. Language is in some ways a perversely inaccurate metaphor for geological processes and features, which are not really ‘symbolical’ at all. The folded and faulted coastline of South Gower and the great anticline of old red sandstone that is Cefn Bryn are neither symbols nor signs. They are not any kind of communication; contra the Open University, the combination of minerals into rocks is nothing like words forming a sentence. A stratum of rock simply is: it is not arbitrary like a sign, it does not signify something other than itself like a word does, and it is not made meaningful due to being placed in a relationship to other rocks. Whether a mountain or a pebble in your shoe, rocks require nothing to make them meaningful. They are raw presence, the untouchable thing in itself: irreducible, total, absolute, partaking of a reality that is before and beyond human meaning. They are ancestral; in the most powerful way imaginable, they don’t mean anything. They are prior to all meaning. It is easy to see why rock and stone, carved or not, have so often been integral to sacred spaces, and have even been objects of worship themselves. Their very materiality is ineffable as any god. They come from before.

Then again, a geological feature is also what a semiologist or linguist might call indexical – and an index is a kind of sign, though of a rather limited kind, where the signified is the direct cause of the signifier. Smoke is the index of fire, a footprint is the index of a footfall, and so on. Rocks have been worked on during the passage of time by external forces of incredible power, and so they preserve clear traces of the events that both formed them and led them to their current condition (and as Lyell saw, sometimes those same forces might even be in operation upon them still: the tectonic collision that created the Himalayas continues to push them upwards year on year). In fact, rocks are wholly and absolutely a trace or index of events; they have no other substance. And because geologists interpret the formal properties of rock in order to understand and identify these events, the idea of reading inevitably returns. What other idea so aptly describes the practice of deciphering complex meanings from shapes and patterns? And what can be read from rocks is not just static data, like the answer to an equation, but an actual narrative: the rocks really do record stories told in time, histories of movement and change. They are often arranged in flat, page-like sequences, and some kinds of rock – the slate of the chalkboard, for instance – are called ‘foliated’, from the Latin folium, leaf




































OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Title



		Copyright



		Contents



		Author’s Note



		I A Walk at the End of the World



		II Mystic Writing Pad: Rocks



		III Parents and Skeletons: Earth



		IV A Terrestriall Galaxie: Plants



		V Mars Owns the Herbs: Gorse



		VI Kill Not the Moth: Small Things



		VII The Script of the Stones



		VII Ways Down



		IX L’Origine du monde: Caves



		X The Secrets of the Sea: Rockpools



		XI And Back Up Again



		XII The Pathless Path: Birds



		XIII Every Calf and Cow: Mammals



		XIV Black Apples



		Appendix



		Notes and References



		Acknowledgements



		Index













Guide





		Cover



		Start











OEBPS/images/f0019-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/title.png
The

SCRIPT
of the

STONES

A Short Walk at the
End of the World

Francis Gooding





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
THE SCRIPT OF
THE STONES

FRANCIS GOODING





