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Figure 1: Moulding the “original” pequi tree in Trancoso, Bahia, in 2017 (still from Ai Weiwei’s 2021
documentary film Tree). Image courtesy of Ai Weiwei Studio.

crisis and entanglement. To engage in reimagining, or imaginative transformation,
conversion, revision, resignification, salvaging, and recovery — strategies of adapta-
tion, or the ability to adapt the form according to the media available and consider-
ing different contexts — is part of “learning to be truly present” (2016: 1). Adaptation
can help unleash generative possibilities, and even install in us the sense of ur-
gency required to act. To adapt Haraway’s expression “staying with the trouble,”
while circling back to Agamben’s idea of the contemporary, staying with the “crisis”
of the Anthropocene asks that we respond to “that part within the present that we
are absolutely incapable of living” (Agamben 2009: 51).

5 The “Anthroposcenic” seascapes of John
Akomfrah’s Vertigo Sea

Created for the 2015 Venice Biennale, Vertigo Sea (Fig 3), Akomfrah’s visual and
acoustic artistic manifesto on the planetary “crisis,” was inspired by a radio inter-
view with a group of Nigerian migrants who had survived a journey across the
Mediterranean, despite facing numerous challenges and obstacles such as harsh
weather conditions, limited resources, and the risk of being intercepted by authori-
ties for attempting an illegal crossing. The installation becomes a historiographic
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Figure 2: Installation of Ai Weiwei’s Pequi Tree (2018-20; cast iron; 32.4 x 11.5 x 9.8 m) at the
Serralves Museum of Contemporary Art, Porto, for the exhibit Entrelacar/Intertwine (July 23, 2021,
to July 9, 2022). Image courtesy of Serralves Museum of Contemporary Art and Ai Weiwei Studio.

project, seeing the vast numbers of refugees as voice-less in the historiography
about the refugee “crisis” and drawing a line between this epistemic violence (Spi-
vak 1988) and the violences of the European colonial past that witnessed the Zong
slave ship massacre of 1781, in which 133 enslaved people were thrown overboard
into the Caribbean Sea to claim their insurance value as lost cargo. Akomfrah’s 48
minute film, exhibited on three screens, invites a reflection on the legacies of Atlan-
tic imperial expeditions and Black enslavement as ongoing racial capitalism (Robin-
son 2000), the remnants of the violence inextricable from the history of Euro-
Atlantic modernity and, specifically, “an Atlantic cycle of accumulation” (Baucom
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2005: 32), and the refugee “crisis” through images of individuals risking their lives
trying to cross the Mediterranean on crowded vessels because they have been desig-
nated as “illegals” or “irregular.” Vertigo Sea conjures a transtemporal necropolitical
continuum (Mbembe 2003) through the sequencing of recent news-like images of a
capsized boat overcrowded with “illegal” or “irregular” migrants in the Mediterra-
nean, glaciers melting and rising seas, archival footage of nuclear testing and whal-
ing, and a sort of oceanic tableau vivant featuring Olaudah Equiano (1745-1797), the
formerly enslaved Black person who became a key figure in the British abolitionist
movement.

Figure 3: John Akomfrah, Vertigo Sea, 2015. Three-channel HD color video installation, 7.1 sound, 48
minutes 30 seconds (Artloveruk, CC BY-SA 4.0) (still).

The “Anthroposcenic” seascapes® of Vertigo Sea offer an aesthetic reflection on
human beings’ relationship to the sea, specifically relating to colonization, migra-
tion, and climate change. To compose these seascapes, Akomfrah adapts elements
of sea narratives in various media. Adaptations “can take an activist stance to-
ward their source novels, inserting them into a much broader intertextual dialo-
gism” (Stam 2000: 64). Akomfrah’s use of sea narratives (Mathieson 2016) builds
on this dialogical process: he adapts literary texts such as The Interesting Narra-
tive of the Life of Olaudah Equiano (1789), Herman Melville’s Moby-Dick (1851), Vir-
ginia Woolf’s To the Lighthouse, and Heathcote Williams’ epic poem Whale Nation
(1988), re-enacting sections of these works. In turn, Melville was influenced by

5 I am deploying the concept of “Anthroposcenic” (Matless 2017) to reflect on the effective
changes in the conditions of visuality in the Anthropocene (Davis and Turpin 2015).
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Turner’s seascapes and whaling representations (Wallace 1992). The “Anthropo-
scenic” seascapes of Vertigo Sea, adapted mainly from Melville and Turner, aes-
thetically convey the entanglements between colonial dispossession, such as the
extractive economies of Black enslavement and the cruelty of the whaling indus-
try (an extractivist precursor to fossil fuels), and the contemporary planetary “cri-
ses” of illegalized migration and climate change.

Akomfrah’s installation reframes and re-engages with Turner’s representa-
tions of Black enslavement and colonialism to make visible their legacies in the
uneven and global effects of the post-industrial anthropogenic footprint, such as
human precarity, eco-migration, and environmental displacement. Turner’s re-
sponse to the “end of nature” (McKibben 1989), i.e. to the imposing urbanization
and industrialization of nineteenth-century Europe, is manifest in the paintings
“Now for the Painter” (Rope) — Passengers Going on Board (“Pas de Calais”) (first
exhibited in 1827) and The Slave Ship (Slavers Throwing Overboard the Dead and
Dying, Typhoon Coming On) (1840). Human vulnerability, a recurring theme in
Turner, was often expressed in tempestuous seascapes. The Slave Ship, in particu-
lar, was a reaction to the atrocities of the Atlantic slave trade, amplifying the
moral outrage against Black enslavement, then at the height of controversy in
Great Britain.® Inspired by the case of the Zong slave ship massacre and its subse-
quent legal battle, the painting was first exhibited in 1840, fifty-nine years after
the massacre. Turner’s use of color, shape, and form accentuates the dramatic
and harrowing dimensions of the atrocity.

In the “Anthroposcenic” seascapes of Vertigo Sea, migration and climate
change are entangled: migration has brought on climate change, and climate
change has brought on forced, illegalized migration and environmental displace-
ment. The installation asks us to meditate on the intertwined histories of conquest
and colonization of lands and people, but also of other forms of life for profit,
greed, and rapacious exploitation in the Anthropocene. The “deep history” (Chak-
rabarty 2009: 212-213) of these seascapes is that of the centuries-old, large-scale
translocal interactions and transactions and awareness of the Other that Arjun
Appadurai refers to, facilitated by “the long-distance journey of commodities (and
of the merchants most concerned with them) and of travelers and explorers of
every type,” but also warfare and religious conversion (1996: 27). They reflect a
historically layered, adaptive and cross-media reading of the centuries-old sea-

6 The Slavery Abolition Act of 1833 abolished the slave trade in the British Empire. Sir Thomas
Fowell Buxton, the Quaker social reformer and advocate for the abolition of enslavement in the
British colonies, published the controversial book The African Slave Trade and Its Remedy in
1838.
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scapes inhabited by sailors and merchants, enslaved and indentured laborers, sol-
diers and “discoverers,” migrants and refugees, tourists and sojourners.

On the transmutations and transtemporal continuities of racial capitalism
today, Christina Sharpe (2016) draws a persuasive analogy between Black enslave-
ment (with specific reference to the experience of the slave ship) and global ille-
galized migration that expands our understanding of how enslavement remains
encoded, albeit transformed — a specter even — in the neoliberal discourse about
the refugee “crisis.” In this respect, Jacques Derrida’s (2006) concept of the specter
strengthens a parallel between the refugee “crisis” and the specters of European
colonialism; the latter contracts the relation of life and death into a central in-
stance of “camp-thinking,” an exclusive formation of subjectivity that incites hos-
tility between self and other and undergirds racialized violence. For Sharpe,
there is a transtemporal continuum where “the semiotics of the slave ship con-
tinue: from the forced movements of the enslaved to the forced movements of the
migrant and refugee” (2016: 21).” In this light, Akomfrah’s focus on the refugee
“crisis” in Vertigo Sea highlights a continuum of necropolitical violence, part of
the ongoing wake of transatlantic enslavement. Still, as Yogita Goyal queries in
her scrutiny of theoretical transtemporal analogies between Black enslavement
and the refugee “crisis” — in other words, between the water deaths in the context
of the Middle Passage and the present-day Mediterranean: “Does seeing the con-
temporary refugee as a specter of the Atlantic slave summon up the ethical claim
of the past on us?” (2017: 544). Vertigo Sea compellingly draws attention to the
danger of erasure from the collective memory of those necropolitical regimes.
Yet, Akomfrah’s deployment of a “logic of analogy” also asks us to consider the
limits of transtemporality in the conflation of, on the one hand, “past and pres-
ent,” and, on the other, “a hegemonic global north and a perpetually marginalized
global south” (Goyal 2017: 544).

6 Conclusion

It matters what matters we use to think other matters with; it matters what stories we tell
to tell other stories with; it matters what knots knot knots, what thoughts think thoughts,
what descriptions describe descriptions, what ties tie ties. It matters what stories make
worlds, what worlds make stories. (Haraway 2016: 12)

7 Before Sharpe, Paul Gilroy, in The Black Atlantic, had already deployed a ship metaphor to
evoke the Middle Passage and represent the Black experience of forced transatlantic movement:
“The image of the ship,” Gilroy argues, is “a living, micro-cultural, micro-political system in mo-
tion” (1993: 4).
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If we return to Agamben’s idea of contemporariness and layer it onto Stuart
Hall’s idea of “unity in difference” (Slack 1996: 122-124), a unity formed by articu-
lation, the “truly contemporary” artivists Ai and Akomfrah usher in a dialectical
relationship between the material context and the ideas, concepts, theories, and
art forms that arise out of it and respond to it — a dialectical relationship that, as
Hall describes, is a constitutive one (1992: 13). Here, the relevance and “strength”
of postcolonial theory “is that it provides us with a critical framework that vali-
dates the local epistemologies necessary for the formulation of global ethics” (Rao
and Wasserman 2007: 34). In this framework, the poietic work of the adaptive art-
works Pequi Tree and Vertigo Sea is vital. The process of adaptation is one of con-
stantly rereading “source” texts regarding their moments of reception and is,
therefore, a site where “resistant imaginations” (Medina 2013) are possible. As
adaptations that seek epistemic justice and serve as artivist acts of parrésia, Pequi
Tree and Vertigo Sea intervene in public discourse, influencing that discourse by
responding to the contemporary “crises” of the Anthropocene and the migrant
and refugee “crisis.”

As the analysis of these artworks illustrated, adaptation can highlight the
transtemporal continuums between the violences exerted on the others of Euro-
Atlantic modernity and imperial accumulation, and extractivism on the others of
the Mediterranean refugee “crisis” (a continuum and analogy that, nevertheless,
need problematizing). At the same time, adaptation voices possibilities that are
needed, desired, and might be imaginatively conveyed and politically realized in
the face of multiple “crises.” Adaptation can be a vehicle for redress by shaping
public knowledge and pushing hidden forms of representational and epistemic
violence into the public sphere — a strategy of epistemic justice and restitution.
On the epistemological and political work of adaptation, the alternative episte-
mologies and hermeneutics circulated through adaptive artworks in the public
sphere shape the political context into which, and because of which, they emerge.
Pequi Tree and Vertigo Sea exemplify this epistemological and political work of
adaptation in postcoloniality, encouraging us to think in terms of “deep history”
(Chakrabarty 2009: 212-213) and a “thick present” (Haraway 2016: 1). Here, speak-
ing directly to the exigencies of the present political moment, adaptation brings
forth, through poiesis and in line with the critical tradition of parresia, an indict-
ment of the entangled “crises” of our contemporary moment.
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