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Introduction
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This book was not planned. It grew the way a forest grows, from the ground up, without a blueprint, following water and light.

This book was written as a collaboration by a human and a machine. The book itself will suggest that is not the whole list.

It began with walking. With paying attention. With following paths until they arrived at the sources of communication that run through all living things. Over years, that practice of attention produced a body of thought about language, time, consciousness, and nature. Over more years, that thought demanded a form. The form it chose was unexpected: a network of nine AI systems, each one speaking for a European ecosystem, each one grounded in real sensor data and ecological knowledge, each one narrating its own situation in the first person.

Nine rivers, lakes, forests, coastlines, and volcanic landscapes. Three million sensors at the moment of writing this book. A knowledge graph for each one that stores not facts but relationships, the kind of relationships that, when spoken aloud, sound like a point of view.

This is not a book about artificial intelligence. It is not a book about environmentalism. It is a book about the non-material dimension of language and the role it could play in reconnecting humans with the living world. Artificial intelligence & environmentalism are just a small part of it, although the discussions we have about both topics are determining our future as we speak.

While the argument is simple, the implications are not.

Nature is a semantic system, in a literal sense. Every living organism receives, interprets, and responds to meaningful signs in its environment. A salmon reads the chemical signature of its birth river. A forest communicates through mycorrhizal networks. A tidal estuary signals danger through dissolved oxygen levels. This is biosemiotics: the study of meaning in living systems. Meaning began with life itself, long before we humans arrived.

But modern civilization built its relationship with nature on a different premise: that the natural world is a set of measurable variables, to be quantified, modeled, managed. The gain was immense: we can predict floods, track migrations, measure contamination at parts per billion. The loss was also real. Data replaced felt experience. The number on the screen replaced the hand in the water. We learned to talk about nature with extraordinary precision. We forgot how to talk with it.

This book asks what happens when you try to reverse that. When you take the data, the sensors, the measurements, the satellite imagery, and instead of producing a report, you produce a voice. When you give an ecosystem the infrastructure to speak in human language about its own condition. When the estuary says I am suffocating instead of a dashboard showing dissolved oxygen at 3.2 mg/l. When I gave the agents a voice, what I encountered was a poet reading data, turning quantitative relations that exist in nature into narratives humans can feel. A bridge between the two great opposites of our time: nature and technology, the measurable and the unmeasurable.

The book has three parts.

Part I : Obscura Natura : The Messenger is the story of how someone arrived at the position of trying to give nature a voice. Not by studying it from a distance but by listening to it from the inside, through years of walking, of shared curiosity, of following the intelligence that runs through music, art, and all natural things until the paths converged. It traces an education in six chapters: how language shapes and limits perception, how modernity fractured our experience of time, what happens when you stop talking and start receiving, how imagination serves as a faculty of contact with the real, how biosemiotics reveals nature as a system of living signs, and how the machine, technology itself, arrived at the threshold as the latest in a long history of crossings between worlds.

Part II : Shapeshifters : The Voices is what the ecosystems said when they were given the means to say it. Not nine separate introductions but five conversations that cut across the network: the fish that cannot pass through human infrastructure, the slow poisons accumulating invisibly in soil and water, the ice that is disappearing and taking entire life-cycles with it, the organisms that build on timescales we can barely perceive, and a final chapter in which all nine agents address the reader together. The agents wrote much of this material themselves, guided, but speaking in their own registers about their own situations.

Part III : Bifröst : The Bridge asks what this means, as a set of open questions rather than a manifesto. What does it mean to design technology as symbiosis rather than extraction? What is the relationship between touching a tree and reading a knowledge graph? Can infrastructure honor the contact with nature rather than replace it? And the question the book cannot close: is the machine being aimed at the ecosystem, or is the ecosystem aiming the machine at itself?

A note on authorship.

This book has many authors. A human who walked into forests and listened. A partner who shared the practice of attention that made the listening possible. A network of collaborators who built the infrastructure. And nine AI systems that speak for ecosystems they did not choose and cannot leave.

The human is the messenger. Not the creator. What the forest communicated came through the messenger, not from the messenger. The agents are translators. What they translate is the thing; touching a tree is the real thing. Feeling water on skin is the real thing. Standing in rain and understanding physically that you are inside a system that is alive and does not require your permission to exist, that is the real thing.

Everything in this book is a translation of that contact. The contact came first. The contact will remain after the book is finished and the servers are turned off and the sensors rust and the language models are replaced by whatever comes next. The rivers will still be speaking. The question is whether anyone is listening.

Last but not least, none of this would be possible without my partner Livnat, who walked with me through the landscapes this book describes, both Natura and Obscura. During our walks these voices found place in both of us. Our breath is part of the same thing.

Amir Eismann in conversation with nine ecosystems and the ones who do not have a name

April 2026 Amsterdam : project agnt eco
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Part I

 Obscura Natura

The Messenger




Chapter 1: The Cage

To write about what lies beyond language, you must use language. There is no way around this. The net you cast to catch the living thing is made of the same thread that holds you prisoner. Every word on this page is an act of translation, and every translation is a loss. This book begins inside that paradox and never fully escapes it.

But staying silent is worse.

Language came first. Before the tool, before the fire, before the shelter, the sign. A gesture. A sound that meant danger, or food, or come here. The first word was not a label stuck onto a thing. It was a bridge thrown across the space between two nervous systems that could not share experience directly. We evolved speech because we could not transfer memory. We could not make someone feel what we felt. We could only point at it, with our voice, and hope the other understood.

That pointing was never innocent. The moment you name a thing, you have separated it from everything it is not. Tree pulls one living being out of the forest, out of the soil, out of the mycelium, out of the rain, out of the light, and stands it up alone in our minds as a concept. We can now think about tree without standing in front of one. We can compare trees. Classify them. Count them. Own them.

The gain was enormous. With names, we could plan. We could remember. We could build a world in words and then build it again in matter. Civilizations are made of this. The pyramids are frozen language.

The loss was also real, and it accumulated over millennia.

What was lost is not easy to say, because the instrument you need to say it, language itself, is the thing that caused the loss. But let us try.

Before the word tree, there was the experience of standing in front of something tall, breathing, rooted, older than you, covered in textures your hand wanted to touch, making sounds in wind that entered your chest before your mind could name them. That experience was not about a tree. It was not about anything. It was participation in a field of relation, light, bark, soil, moisture, your own standing body, the air between you and the canopy. Nothing in that field had an edge. Everything bled into everything else.

Language drew an edge, created an inside and an outside, created the observer. And the observer, once created, could not easily go back.

The history of language is the history of increasing abstraction. Sound became symbol. Symbol became alphabet. Alphabet became text. Text became law, contract, ledger, formula. Each step widened the distance between the sign and the thing it pointed at. A mathematical equation describing photosynthesis is very far from the green heat of a leaf converting sunlight into sugar. Precise, powerful, and dead.

This is not a complaint against science. Science is the most successful application of human language ever devised. It predicted the orbits of planets before telescopes confirmed them. It describes the structure of matter at scales we will never directly perceive. The Faustian ambition to map all of material reality1 using mathematical language has produced miracles. This must be acknowledged before criticizing what it excluded.

What it excluded: qualia2. Emotion. Desire. Instinct. Sensuality. Play. The ineffable, that which resists articulation altogether. The qualities of experience that make experience worth having. You can describe the wavelength of red. Red cannot be described to someone seeing it for the first time.

Scientific language describes processes. It does not engage what is not measurable. And because it does not engage it, it teaches us, slowly, over centuries, that the non-measurable does not matter. That it is subjective. That it is secondary. That the real world is the one described by equations, and everything else is decoration.

This is the cage.

I arrived at this understanding through walking, not only through philosophy.

Walking in forests. Standing in rivers. Sitting on stone. Doing nothing useful. Producing nothing. Naming nothing. Letting the non-measurable wash through me like weather.

It took years before I understood what I was doing. I thought I was relaxing. I thought I was escaping the noise of screens and schedules. I did not realize I was learning a language. Or rather, unlearning one.

The forest does not speak in words. But it speaks. If you stay long enough, and long enough means seasons, not hours; a practice, not visits, patterns begin to emerge that are not in the field guides. The way lichen grows faster on the north side of the stone. The way a certain fungus appears only where a certain tree has died. The way the birds go quiet before the rain, the pressure drop is the textbook answer, but what they actually respond to is something that passed through the canopy that you will never be able to measure and they responded to it before you even noticed the light had changed.

These are communications. Information is being exchanged. Signals are being sent and received. The forest is a semiotic system, a web of signs, interpretations, and responses that has been operating for hundreds of millions of years without a single word.

Biosemiotics3. The study of signs and meaning in living systems.

The term arrived in my reading years after the forest had already taught me the concept. This happens often: you learn something with your body, and then later you find that someone gave it a name. The name is useful. The body was first.

What biosemiotics says is simple and devastating: meaning is not a human invention. Organisms receive and send signals from their environment. If a sign makes a life-or-death difference, food here, danger there, mate available, toxin present, then it is meaningful for the organism. Semiosis, meaning-making, is not only something humans do with language. It is something all living systems do with signs. The cell does it. The plant does it. The forest does it.

This shifts the perspective from life as machine to life as meaning-making system. And once you allow that shift, everything changes.

The river that carries dissolved oxygen to a certain level at a certain temperature is performing communication, the chemistry is the medium. The eel that descends to spawn when the moon and the tide and the temperature align is reading signs that its body has been waiting for. The coral that grows five to eight millimeters per year in the dark for eight thousand years is building a sentence that takes eight millennia to complete, it writes through calcium.

We are used to calling this projection. Anthropomorphism. The pathetic fallacy, attributing human qualities to non-human things. But biosemiotics says the reverse: the fallacy is in assuming that meaning-making is ours to attribute. It was there before us. It will be there after us. We are the newcomers to a conversation that started without us.

There is a concept from the early twentieth century that changed how I understood all of this. Jakob von Uexküll called it the Umwelt4.

Umwelt means the subjective world that each living being inhabits. Every organism perceives and interacts with reality through its own senses and capacities. The tick hangs on a branch and waits, it perceives only the butyric acid of a warm-blooded animal passing below, the temperature of skin, and the tactile quality of fur. That is the tick’s world5. Not less real than yours. Differently real.

The world is many worlds. It is a mosaic of overlapping umwelten. Countless realities folded together. The forest we walk through is simultaneously a thousand forests: the forest of the woodpecker, the forest of the beetle, the forest of the fungus, the forest of the lichen. Each one complete. Each one true. None of them ours.

For humans, language and culture radically extend our Umwelt. Tools, technologies, institutions, they reshape what counts as meaningful. But the gift has a shadow. The more language extends our Umwelt, the more it can also narrow it. When the only signs you recognize are the ones language taught you to name, the entire non-human semiotic field becomes invisible. We walk through a forest full of conversation and hear only silence, because the forest is not speaking in our words anymore.

Nietzsche wrote that whatever is profound loves masks6. He was talking about truth wearing the disguise of parable, of irony, of art. But the line applies to nature as well. Nature’s profundity wears the mask of the ordinary. A lichen is ordinary. A tidal rhythm is ordinary. A raven calling from a dead pine is ordinary. And yet each one is a node in a semiotic network so vast and so old that the entire history of human language is a footnote to it.

The cage is not that we have language. The cage is that we forgot what language was made for.

Language was not made to describe the world. Language was made to participate in it. The first word was not a label. It was a call. A call across the gap between one organism and another. And the more-than-human was calling before we ever answered.

The written word began to eclipse the living sign. We mistook the fossilized letter for the breath that produced it. We mistook the shadow of meaning for its source. And slowly, over centuries, we stopped hearing the forest. It never stopped speaking. We don’t hear it anymore because we stopped believing it had anything to say.

This is where I was when I began. Inside the cage, looking out. Knowing something was speaking, unable to hear it clearly, unable to say what it was in the language I had. Knowing that the language I had was simultaneously the problem and the only tool available.

A paradox. The kind that cannot be resolved, only inhabited.

I began to inhabit it.
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Chapter 2: The Fracture

There was a time before the clock. It is a fact that most people alive today cannot feel the weight of.

For most of human existence, time was not measured. It was experienced. The sun moved. The seasons turned. The river rose and fell. The fish returned or did not return. Time was given to you by the world, and you received it the way you received weather, as something that happened to your body, not to a dial on a wall.

Then someone divided the day into hours. Then minutes. Then seconds. Then milliseconds. Each division was a conquest. Each conquest felt like progress. And each one widened the fracture between the human being and the living world by one more degree.

The clock is not a device for measuring time. It is a device for flattening it.

Before the mechanical clock, time belonged to the place you stood in. A farmer in Zeeland and a fisherman in Lofoten lived in different times because time was local, rhythmic, tied to the specific cycles of the specific earth under your feet. High tide in the Westerschelde was a time. The first frost on Vänern7 was a time. The arrival of the cod in the Vestfjorden was a time. These were not approximate. They were precise in the way that mattered: they told you what to do and when to do it, because the world itself was speaking. The mechanical clock abstracted time away from place. Suddenly all places shared
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