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the change from Franco’s dictatorship to a
liberal democracy in the 1970s (a period
known as Transicion).

On one hand, the conflicts in the 1920s
between the British Company, owner of
the mines in Tarsis, and the Spanish min-
ers become the background of the novel
that Carmela starts to write that summer.
The mining conflicts make up the sub-
ject in the essay Alvaro is writing and the
memories her abuela Concha shares. The
stories of love, adultery, and suicide that
Carmela researches for her novel serve to
foreground social and political issues such
as ownership of resources, foreign inter-
ference in the Spanish economy, political
corruption, environmental degradation,
and poverty.

On the other hand, the young Carmela
lives the Transicion, when Spain moves
from a dictatorship to a liberal democracy.
While Carmela’s relatives and neighbors
contemplate such change with unrestrictive
optimism, her lover and mentor, Alva-
ro G., offers a more sober view. During
his conversations with the protagonist, in
articles and interviews mentioned in the
novel, Alvaro points out the limitations of
the Transicién to satisfy the demands of
the populace for changes leading to a more
equal distribution of wealth and power in
Spain.

Lejana y rosa combines personal and
social history in a fiction that defines a
social and political conflict. In doing so,
Izquierdo aligns with a political trend in
contemporary Spanish literature alongside
authors such as Rafael Chirbes, Isaac Rosa,
and Belén Gopegui. After the publication
of Diario de campo and El hijo zurdo, this
third novel by Izquierdo confirms her lit-
erary trajectory as a politically committed
author.

Ana M. Lopez-Aguilera
Bemidji State University

David Baker
Whale Fall
New York. W. W. Norton. 2022. 112 pages.

JOSEPH BRODSKY SAID somewhere
that “poetry is what every language hopes
to become.” This means that poetry is aspi-
rational at the level of language, which cer-
tainly beats poetry that is nonaspirational
in its language, as so much contemporary
poetry seems to be, relying far too much on
approval gained by the pedigree of its polit-
ical or sociological stance. These can be
tiresome times asserting more good poetry
than there is.

David Baker’s newest collection of poet-
ry is, thankfully, aspirational in a way that
seeks a wide audience with its concerns
and generosity of thought and does not
speak narrowly from the precinct of iden-
tity and difference. That said, it suffers at
times from a too-inclusive notion of poetic
form—i.e., the outright bountiful inclusion
of textbook prose that is meant to enlarge
its effort but instead drags down its effect.

The title poem, “Whale Fall,” spanning
a full fifteen pages, serves as example. In it,
we discover incredibly beautiful passages in
which image, rhythm, and rhyme togeth-
er achieve a natural-sounding and deeply
poetic voice. For example, four to five pages
into the poem, we read: “right cuspid, gum
swollen, puffed as a pea— / two days before
the viral fire, the toxic sea” Then “Cotton-
wood seeds. Gnat’s wings in the sunlight.
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Surveying the Anthropocene:
Environment and
Photography Now

Ed. Patricia Macdonald

Edinburgh. Edinburgh University Press.
2022. 234 pages.

THIS VISUALLY STUNNING collec-
tion of photographs and essays pres-
ents readers with an unsettling view
of the moment in time in which we
find ourselves. As Robert Macfarlane
explains, in one of the most power-
ful pieces in the book, although “the
Earth epoch we at present officially
inhabit” is the Holocene—which began
around 11,700 years ago—such is the
magnitude of change wrought by our
species on the planet that the term
Anthropocene is seen by many as a
more accurate designation. It points to
the way Homo sapiens has had a mas-
sive, and largely destructive, impact on
Earth’s ecosystems. Given the threat we
pose to other species, there are credible
grounds for supposing that humans are
responsible for causing the sixth mass
extinction event. There remains some
debate as to whether Anthropocene is
the best term for the current period.
Whatever we decide to call it, the key
point, as Adam Nicolson puts it in the
booK’s final chapter, is that “this is one
of the ages of loss”

How do we live with that loss? How
do we grieve for it? How can we relate
to it? What can we do to prevent it
from getting worse? How do we picture
it and express it in words? Surveying
the Anthropocene offers eloquent testi-
mony from a range of perspectives that
address these urgent questions.

Many of the photographs make a
strong, immediate impression and stay
in mind long after the page that holds
them has been turned. Not all of them
are shocking. Meryl McMaster’s On the
Edge of This Immensity offers a prime-
val composition that has a haunting,



almost numinous quality. Tim Flach’s image
of a white-bellied pangolin clinging to its
mother’s tail suggests a kind of otherworld-
ly beauty and vulnerability. Patricia and
Angus Macdonald’s aerial photo of a gan-
net colony conveys nature’s dazzling abun-
dance. But the bulk of the images, however
artfully executed and presented, contain an
element of horror. This can take the form
of the lethal cargo of multicolored plastic in
the body of an albatross, the desolation of
the area around Chernobyl, or scenes of the
miseries caused by climate change.

Often, despite the ugliness of their sub-
jects, the photographs are beautiful to look
at. Daniel Beltrd’s Spill series, documenting
the environmental disaster that followed
the sinking of BP’s Deepwater Horizon oil
platform in the Gulf of Mexico, and Timo
Lieber’s THAW series, showing the melting
of the Greenland ice cap, are attractive in
terms of the shapes and colors the photo-
graphs capture, even though the reasons
for these shapes and colors are horrendous.
One of the difficulties the book identifies
is what Owen Logan calls “the aesthet-
icization of environmental destruction”
He warns of the way photographers can
unwittingly end up merely contributing
to “the spectacle” There is sometimes a
fine line between photographs that alert us
to environmental damage and those that
simply “feed a commerce of iconic images.

Surveying the Anthropocene brings back
to mind a comment of Susan Sontags in
On Photography: “To suffer is one thing;
another thing is living with the photo-
graphed images of suffering, which does
not necessarily strengthen the conscience
and the ability to be compassionate. It can
also corrupt them” Patricia Macdonald
lays a striking assemblage of “images of
suffering” before readers. Her book offers
a cornucopia of pictures that vividly illus-
trate what Aldo Leopold described as “a
world of wounds” Will these images help
to strengthen conscience, compassion, and
action, or simply entertain readers with the
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easily flicked-through abun-
dance of their photographic
talent?

If the essays accompany-
ing the images are read, its
less likely that the kind of
corruption Sontag warned of
will take hold. These care-
fully chosen pieces provide
contexts that frame the pho-
tographs in perspectives
of informed and incisive-
ly expressed concern. Jared
Diamond’s “Lessons from
a Pandemic” flags the need
for cultivating a sense of
“world identity” so people
can understand that many of
the problems we now face
can only be solved effectively
by “a united global effort”
George Monbiot makes an
impassioned case for recog-
nizing the value of rewilding. Bill McKib-
ben urges us to see that companies dealing
in fossil fuels constitute “a rogue industry.”
Adam Nicolson calls for us to enter “the
age of empathy, both within our own spe-
cies and between it and the rest of the
world” The words of these and the book’s
other essayists help readers see beyond the
surface of what the photographs present so
eye-catchingly.

For me, one of the most memorable
photos in the book features an ice stupa in
Ladakh. Named after Buddhist stupas—
hemispherical mounds usually containing
relics—ice stupas are essentially artificial
glaciers created to store water. Photog-
rapher Greg White explains the condi-
tions that led to their construction: “The
area receives little rain, so people rely on
melting glaciers to obtain water for irriga-
tion and livestock. But climate change has
caused the glaciers to shrink and the flow
of their meltwater to become erratic” The
solution found for this problem is elegantly
simple. In late summer, local people collect
glacial meltwater. This is sprayed at night
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onto a domed structure made of branches,
which freezes. Then, says White:

The ice stupa starts to melt in March
and will continue to do so until around
July, when rainfall is at its lowest. The
conical shape shields much of the ice
from the sun. This means the tower,
which can reach 50 metres in height,
melts slowly, feeding surrounding
streams. The following summer the
cycle repeats.

In this important book, Patricia Mac-
donald has constructed a kind of literary
stupa that holds a rich reservoir of words
and images. Hopefully the meltwater
released by reading it will help inform and
sustain the sense of environmental concern
that is so urgently needed if we are to find
our way through the Anthropocene deserts
we have created.

Chris Arthur
St Andrews, Scotland
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