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In the summertime, I often travel to a small bay called Zaraće on the is-
land of Hvar in the Adriatic Sea, where my maternal family originates. The 
winds of the Adriatic are well known to local fishermen. In late August, a 
mythic, unpredictable wind called Bura (“storm” in Croatian) flows power-
fully from the North over the Croatian mainland. When it reaches a range 
of tall mountains, thwarting its path to the sea, Bura travels up the steep 
rocky slopes. As water in the wind condenses at higher, colder altitudes, 
epic towers of cumulus and cumulonimbus clouds form. The clouds linger 
over the mountaintops like the billowing dancers of the Dalmatian folk tra-
dition. They may seem lofty, but rarely do they move across the sea toward 

Preface

Figure 0.1  Clouds from Zaraće bay, Hvar island, Croatia. 
Source: Photography by Diana Engelmann (née Šatlan).
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the island. One can watch these clouds, the materialisation of Bura, from a 
spot best reached by swimming out into the middle of the bay.

I pause in the middle, fill my lungs, and let my body float on the surface of 
the water. In quiet suspension between water and air, I observe the clouds, 
surrendering to their movements. Wisps move from one to the other, and 
bulbous forms push outward. They twirl in several different directions. 
After making their signs, they drift further south, and lose their distinct 
shapes, joining the winds again.

These clouds have other meanings, other shapes. I was an asthmatic child 
living in Los Angeles when the Wars in the Balkans broke out in the 1990s. 
With family spread out in various parts of former Yugoslavia, my p arents 
searched for every scrap of information on local militancy, political move-
ments, adequate bomb shelters and the looming certainty of a US-led 
 airstrike on Belgrade where my grandparents lived at the time. The infor-
mation gathered from local news stations and relatives was painful and 
fragmented; it contrasted starkly with what appeared in US media. These 
discrepancies contributed to my mother’s sense of helplessness and p rofound 
sadness, the echoes of long-distance phone calls at night.

I was too young to follow the complexities of the regional conflicts, v iolent 
land claims, and the genocide that occurred in the Balkans in the mid-1990s. 
These events became clearer to me in their aftermath, felt in the impres-
sions they made on family and friends, and in the marks left on communities 
and landscapes that I encountered years later. However, I vividly remember 
when NATO forces led by the USA began bombing Belgrade in March 1999 
during Operation Noble Anvil, known ironically in Yugoslavia as Milosrdni 
anđeo (Merciful Angel). I remember stories from relatives about how many 
bridges, churches and hospitals had been hit. I learned two decades later 
that Operation Noble Anvil was a case of “risk transfer” from military forces 
to civilian populations due to the use of satellites for remote weapons guid-
ance.1 My experience of the conflict was also “remote” until the summer 
of 1999, during our family visit to Hvar, when a group of renegade army 
reservists opened fire on the little stone house my grandfather had built, 
with us inside it. We crouched behind mattresses pushed up against the 
walls. Nobody was injured, but we were shaken. After that, my perception 
of Zaraće changed, emotionally and elementally. Gazing up from the middle 
of the bay, I wondered whether I could learn to see through the billowing 
clouds and the refracted blue light to witness the other phenomena of the 
sky. Sometimes the clouds of Bura looked like anvils, forms I had only seen 
before in cartoons.

In 2017, when I was beginning to conceptualise the shape of this book and 
Croatia became the first of the former Yugoslav states to progress through 
the stages of becoming a European Union member, my mother, Diana, was 
sending me daily pictures of the clouds from Zaraće. At the time, I was 
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reminded of art historian and activist Lucy Lippard’s writing on lures of the 
local. Lippard uses the lure to describe ‘the pull of place that operates on 
each of us, exposing our politics and our spiritual legacies’.2 The lure of the 
local is not only nostalgia for place-based existence or a stronger link to land 
and community. It is also an argument about the status of place in weather-
ing and responding to regional politics, cultural differences and the global 
reach of capital. Lippard conveys these paradoxes of the local through her 
stories of growing up in a small community on the coast of Maine in the 
1930s. A parallel story and argument might be told of Zaraće. However, 
for me, Zaraće’s lures are elemental. As I checked my smartphone for new 
cloud photos, I wondered: what is it that pulls, moves and attracts us to 
the site-specific and ephemeral expressions of air, atmosphere and weather? 
How are these feelings informed by history, culture and politics? For Megan 
Prelinger, the atmosphere holds ‘a cultural legacy of missteps and discover-
ies’ that ‘press down on us from above’.3 To counter the airborne incursions 
at work behind a ‘curtain of transparency’, she writes, ‘…our idea of the sky 
must be reconciled with what we do in it. Our actions there mapped and 
charted. The sky itself must be woven into the fabric of our societal sense of 
place’.4 However changeable, air and atmosphere co-compose the politics of 
place and planet. The clouds of Zaraće haunted my reflections, congealing 
one moment, and dissipating the next.

This book responds to the winds of the restless Balkan plateau, the 
shape-shifting clouds of Zaraće, and the expressiveness of aerial media in 
many other forms, by developing a notion of elemental lures: the ‘pull’ of 
aerial, atmospheric and meteorological phenomena. The potential of ele-
mental lures, I suggest, is to reconcile our sensing of air with the myriad 
social, cultural and political forces suspended in it. It is also to position hu-
man sensing of atmosphere in a metaphysical universe of more-than-human 
sensuality and feeling. Like Lippard, I turn to art, and more specifically 
the aerosolar arts, to apprehend and complicate these lures. In this book, 
art operates transversally to accounts of atmospheric violence and injus-
tice, proposing alternative modes of perceiving, moving and imagining (in) 
the air. Yet the project of elemental lures is wider than this. It is about shared 
rhythms of breathing. It is about tracing the wind as matter moved by the 
sun, responding to weather in its different figurations, and imagining radi-
cally new shapes for the clouds.

Notes
 1 I am indebted to my friend and colleague Sophie Dyer for informing me of the 

notion of ‘risk transfer’ in conflict. As Eyal Weizman writes in The Least of All 
Possible Evils:

The conception of risk is central to the calculation of proportionality, es-
pecially when attempts to minimize civilian casualties is measured against 
potential harm to soldiers. The ‘trade-off’ of risk means that reducing risk 
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to the attacking military tends to increase the risk to civilians. One of the 
clearest examples for this ‘risk transfer war’ was NATO’s bombing of Kosovo 
and Belgrade in 1999. This was mainly due to the decision to conduct high 
altitude aerial attacks that reduced the danger to NATO air forces, but dra-
matically increased it for civilians on the ground. The result – no combat 
fatalities among NATO forces compared with five hundred civilians killed 
by the bombardment – was understood by many international law scholars 
as an indication of a breach of the proportionality principle.

(Weizman, 2011: 14)

 2 L. Lippard, The lure of the local: Senses of place in a multicentered society (New 
York: New Press, 1997), p. 7.

 3 M. Prelinger, ‘Charting the sky’, in: A. Balkin (ed.), The atmosphere: A guide 
(San Francisco, CA, 2013), p. 1; in suggesting that the atmosphere presses down 
on us, Prelinger echoes the words of Karl Marx, speaking on the 14th of April 
1856 in London: “the atmosphere in which we live weighs upon everyone one 
with a 20,000-pound force, but do you feel it? No more than European society 
before 1848 felt the revolutionary atmosphere enveloping and pressing it from all 
sides” (Marx, 1978: 577). In Prelinger’s formulation, however, it is not a ‘revolu-
tionary atmosphere’ but a history of asymmetric intervention and exploitation 
that unevenly ‘presses’ and ‘weighs’ on the bodies of breathers.

 4 Prelinger, ‘Charting the sky’, p. 1.
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I Salt lake

While sitting in a tent at the edge of the Salar de Uyuni in the Bolivian A ndes 
and keeping watch over a rotating telescope recording the movements of 
astronomical entities hidden in the pale blue sky, I had plenty of time to 
observe the clouds. They drifted over the horizon of the 10,582 km2 salt flat, 
which shimmered in white heat during an unusually dry January. At times, 
forked tendrils of lightning sparked among and between them. They picked 
up dust with yellow and red hues. They looked oddly crystalline, like the 
tessellated lakebed and the salt on the surface of my skin.

I travelled to the Salar de Uyuni in early 2016 with artist Tomás Saraceno 
and colleagues Tato Chavez, Jan Hattenbach, Maximiliano Laina, Tobias 
Lange, Bernd Pröschold, Daniel Schulz and Jol Thoms. As we climbed the 
roads into the Bolivian Andes, we gradually adjusted to the elevation: 3,656 
m above sea level. We passed the Lithium extraction pools, where mud is 
evaporated to produce a light, reactive element prized for its capacity to 
make currents flow through rechargeable batteries and, paradoxically, to 
calm flows of excitable neurotransmitters in the human brain.1 In addition 
to astronomical filming, we had travelled to the Salar de Uyuni to  repeat 
an experiment that Tomás Saraceno had been performing there since the 
1990s.2 We were preparing to launch aerosolar sculptures – pneumatic 
 envelopes that float with the energy of the sun and the movements of air – 
over the mirror of the salty lake. Due to the lack of rain, however, the lake 
was no mirror. The radical differences between the sphere of the cosmos, 
encompassing the clocklike appearance of planets, nebulae and stars, and 
the sphere of the weather, all perception, movement and imagination, un-
derscored everything we did. Yet in this encounter between astronomy and 
meteorology, we were only superficially rehearsing responses to changeable 
environments through the omens of stars, winds, planets and clouds: re-
sponses that had far less meaning for us as transient visitors to the Salar de 
Uyuni than for those making their living with and from it.

Inspired by my visit to the Salar de Uyuni and many similar experiences, 
in this volume I explore the elemental lures of air and atmosphere through 
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Elemental lures



2 Introduction: elemental lures

practices and experiments of art. Lures are feelings of push, pull and at-
traction.3 They are movements, albeit unruly and unpredictable. Like the 
crystalline clouds of the Salar de Uyuni or the winds of the Balkan plateau, 
elemental lures are the expressions of air and atmosphere that attract, unset-
tle and reorient us. Yet, to be lured by clouds or winds is not only to perceive 
aerial phenomena but also to apprehend the cultures and politics of the air, 
as elaborated in the Preface and in the parable that begins this chapter.4 
In these pages, I illustrate elemental lures by narrating practices and ad-
ventures in the aerosolar arts in which I have participated over the past six 
years, at first during an ethnography of Studio Tomás Saraceno in Berlin, 
and then extending beyond it. Gathered under the names Museo Aero Solar, 
Becoming Aerosolar and Aerocene, practitioners make, launch and fly aero-
solar sculptures as vehicles for questioning the links between aeromobility, 
advanced capitalism and fossil fuel extraction. Honing techniques of form 
finding, distributed sensing, weather forecasting, waiting and releasing, the 
aerosolar arts seek a post-electric5 imaginary of nomadic movement and 
elemental intuition.

The lures of art are well documented and theorised6; however, their re-
lationships to the aerial elements are less so.7 This volume investigates how 
art responds to and intervenes in the elements. To think about the elements 
is to invoke multiple cosmologies, not necessarily beginning, as is often the 
case in the western academy, with pre-Socratic thinkers like Empedocles. 
In common usage, the terms ‘element’ or ‘elemental’ are multifaceted: they 
describe different ontological categories of matter, especially air, earth, wa-
ter and fire; the environmental milieus and media in which life is immersed; 
and the scientifically classified substances organised in the Periodic Table. 
As many have noted, the elements express something tangible and compel-
ling about the world while also remaining excessive of human agency and 
control.8 They are also useful ‘metaphysical descriptors’ for thinking about 
‘phase transitions’ of matter and energy under colonialism and empire.9 For 
others, to address the ‘force of the elemental’ is to attend to the world’s var-
iability and contingency with recourse to the material imagination.10 This 
volume is particularly invested in the element of air. The phenomena of the 
air, from clouds and winds to transmissions and radiation, lure my concep-
tual and empirical insights. The aerosolar arts amplify these lures, enlarg-
ing spaces for thinking and feeling the air. At the same time, the aerosolar 
arts modify perceptions, inspire movements and animate the aerial imagi-
nary otherwise.

What are the qualities of elemental air? According to Luce Irigaray, “Air 
does not show itself… it escapes appearing as (a) being”.11 Air, the medium 
known in opposition to the solid ground or the liquid ocean, moves into our 
lungs, pores, words and speech, troubling our assumptions of what ‘mat-
ters’. Air escapes rational description and eludes the visual. Apprehending 
air as a heuristic for a spectrum of experiences – including those of wind, 
odour, light, heat, dust, humidity and precipitation – links the personal to 



the political and the particular to the universal.12 In other words, to be af-
fected by air, to be a breather, is to be in common with other breathing bod-
ies and to register a medium that ties the body to the city, the region and 
the planet. The aesthetics of air – the way it is sensed in embodied, affective 
and emotional registers – influences our capacities to confront it as a polit-
ical  problem when pollution plagues our neighbourhoods and monsoons 
‘condition life and the ability for life to exist as we know it’.13 In this book, 
I engage the aesthetics and politics of air by considering, for example, how 
an artistic experiment at the site of a former military airfield reveals the po-
litical and legal ‘weather’ hovering invisibly in the air. Building on previous 
work, I also engage the elemental force of air by attending to the relations 
between the air and the sun.14

Thinking about the relations of aesthetics to politics links air to atmos-
phere, a term that has received significant attention in the social sciences 
in part because it ‘connects… the affective as a field of potentially sensed 
palpability with the meteorological as the variation in the gaseous medium 
in which much life on Earth is immersed’.15 Although some work has pre-
sented atmosphere as an abstract metaphor for the transmission, circulation 
and spatialisation of affect, I foreground the breathable, meteorological and 
climatic properties of atmospheres as intrinsic to their affective potential.16 
Like Timothy Ingold, Peter Adey and Derek McCormack, I approach at-
mospheres in a materialist sense by attending to airy-elemental spacetimes 
unfolding in the midst of, and propagating beyond, bodies, devices and sur-
faces. In conversation with McCormack who employs an ‘entity-oriented on-
tology’ to engage the emergent properties of ‘atmospheric things’, I explore 
how atmospheres elicit interest, catalyse movement, stir the imagination, 
and otherwise lure bodies, entities and matters into novel configurations.17 
In other words, without turning away from a focus on the atmospheric ma-
terialisation of entities, I am interested in what ripples between and through 
atmospheric spacetimes. I am interested in atmosphere as an active, creative 
and sometimes uncanny force in the composition of worlds. In some cases, 
I suggest, the lures of air and atmosphere may require a suspension of the 
idea of the object or entity and an untethering from coordinates of space 
and discipline.

This volume makes three interrelated gestures. First, I demonstrate the 
vital role art has played, and will continue to play, in the theorisation of air 
and atmosphere in the social sciences. Second, I elaborate elemental lures 
to describe the sensual and imaginative propositions of aerial and atmos-
pheric phenomena. If they take shape in winds or clouds, elemental lures 
do not collapse into romantic appreciation of ‘Nature’; rather, these winds 
and clouds also heighten our attentions to social, cultural and political con-
ditions. Finally, I narrate experiments in the aerosolar arts to trace novel 
modes of perceiving, moving and imagining (in) the air. The remainder of 
this chapter contextualises this volume’s contributions. In the next section, 
I introduce the aerosolar arts in greater detail and outline the methods that 
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informed my research and practice. Then, I attend to the role of art in social 
scientific approaches to air and atmosphere. In doing so, I position art at the 
centre of debates on material ontologies and imaginaries. After a discussion 
of the role of art and the aerial elements in feminist approaches to politics and 
difference, this introduction concludes with an outline of the chapters to come.

II Aerosolar arts

This volume draws on ten years of research into the aesthetics and politics 
of air through the lures of art, beginning in my undergraduate thesis on 
Olafur Eliasson’s spatial experiments in 2010, and extending through my 
current work as an aerosolar practitioner and co-organiser (with Sophie 
Dyer) of the feminist project Open Weather. The empirical work featured 
in this book begins in a creative ethnography of Studio Tomás Saraceno in 
Berlin that formed a central part of my doctoral research. Studio  Saraceno 
was established by Tomás Saraceno in Frankfurt in 2005. Over time, it grew 
into a multidisciplinary practice focused on the structures and poetics of 
clouds, the webbed worlds of spiders, and more generally, the design of 
 ecologies for living and moving on, and above, the Earth. Saraceno and his 
team were the first to scan and model a black widow spider’s web in three 
 dimensions. In an ongoing body of work called Cloud Cities, studio members 
experiment with pneumatic forms and Weire–Phelan geometries toward a 
vision of nomadic aerial habitats. Parallel projects have explored vibration 
in  interspecies communication via collaborations with bio-tremologists, 
and the politics of imperceptible forces and materials, from black carbon 
to cosmic dust. I first encountered Saraceno’s work in 2012 on the roof of 
the New York  Metropolitan Museum, where a steel and mirror Cloud City 
sculpture reflected the sky and the colours of trees in Central Park.

In the same year, the studio moved from Frankfurt to Berlin and spent 
a brief interim in a space near the Hauptbahnhof before moving into 
the former administrative building of Actien-Gesellschaft für Anilin- 
Fabrication (a  dye company that manufactured photographic film) in 
 Berlin-Rummelsburg. By chance, I met Emek Ulusay, a core member of 
Studio Saraceno, at a symposium on Saraceno’s installation On Space Time 
Foam (2012–2013) at the Hangar Bicocca in Milan and was invited to the 
studio as its first doctoral researcher in early 2014. There, I was introduced 
to a lively ‘ecology of practices’ involving the production of artworks, exhi-
bitions, publications and pedagogies.18 I witnessed members of the studio  
carry out experiments with South American spider species, Riemannian 
geometries and stratospheric balloons. My planned three-month field visit 
extended further and further. For the following three years, I collabo-
rated with Tomás and many practitioners at Studio Saraceno (numbering 
around twenty when I arrived, and fifty when I left, while spider popula-
tions increased to thousands). I became ‘mixed up’ with events in Germany, 
France, Austria, USA, UK, Bolivia and Turkey. This included participating 
in exhibition conception and production, collaborative writing and pres-
entation, modelling and fabricating sculptures, and teaching (including 
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the design and delivery of a two-year curriculum for architecture-related 
art). Despite these engagements, I can neither claim that I have an objective 
understanding of the studio environment, nor assert that my ethnography 
was comprehensive. It was never my explicit goal, for example, to develop 
a network-based analysis of studio society, to document with a microscope 
the studio’s economic flows, or to explore hierarchies of studio management 
and its relationship to other institutions.

Instead, I investigated the studio’s ‘expanded field’ of artistic practices 
through a range of methods including participant interviews and obser-
vation, focus groups, creative writing, image-making and diagramming, 
through which I recorded many stories of creative projects realised and un-
realised, concepts tested and abandoned, and the personal histories caught 
up in them.19 In the process, I came to understand my methodology as 
‘tracking’ or ‘feeling-into’ a specific current of work at Studio Saraceno: 
the current of the aerosolar arts.20 In my doctoral research, this approach 
enabled an attention to flows of knowledge, percolating ideas, travelling 
concepts and blurred borders of theory and practice. It had an additional 
consequence that after I completed my dissertation and left Berlin, I contin-
ued to think, move and practice with the aerosolar arts. At the same time, 
these aerosolar practices and their networks extended further outward from 
Studio Saraceno into many other cultural and institutional spaces. While 
I remain acutely aware of its beginnings, the majority of work presented 
in this volume can no longer be called an ethnography; rather, it is an ar-
chive of participation in the hybrid practices of three aerosolar initiatives 
that were inspired by Tomás Saraceno and members of his studio: Museo 
Aero Solar, Becoming Aerosolar and Aerocene. Through narrating each of 
these projects, I investigate the role of art in shifting perceptions, catalysing 
movements and enlarging alternative imaginaries of air and atmosphere.

There are many reasons why the aerosolar arts are fitting companions for 
this inquiry. In the aerosolar arts, the air and the sun form primary materi-
als. Using techniques of design, crafting, modelling, recycling, sewing and 
hacking, aerosolar practitioners produce pneumatic, balloon-like forms that 
can fly using only the sun and the air. Although Museo Aero Solar, Becoming 
Aerosolar and Aerocene are the particular instantiations of the aerosolar arts 
featured in this volume, they belong to a wider historical field of experimen-
tation with aerial and solar aesthetics and politics. This wider field would in-
clude solar balloon designs by twentieth-century inventors like Tracy Barnes, 
Dominic Michaelis and Frederick Eshoo; the spectacular baloeiros of Brazil; 
the pneumatic and political demonstrations of Ant Farm; the first crossing 
of the English Channel in a solar aerostat by Julian Nott in 1981; the airfields 
of Graham Stevens; the Montgolfière Infra-Red (MIR) balloon of the Centre 
Nationale des Études Spatiales (CNES); advanced solar aerostats made by 
prize-winning secondary school students Axel Talon and Etienne Lalique; 
and the myriad forms of inflatable and solar-sensitive protest art by Tools 
for Action, among others. Working with a growing team at his studio, Tomás 
Saraceno has become a leading advocate and inventor of solar-aerostatic 
practices.
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As artistic interventions, Museo Aero Solar, Becoming Aerosolar and 
Aerocene enter this existing aero- and heliosphere of design, architecture 
and experiment. Museo Aero Solar, the oldest of these three projects, was 
established in 2007 by Tomás Saraceno and Alberto Pesavento. It evolved 
as a community as well as a collectively fabricated aerosolar sculpture 
composed of reused plastic shopping bags cut into rectangular shapes and 
connected into a membrane to be inflated with air and to absorb solar en-
ergy. True to its name, Museo Aero Solar is a flying museum and an archive 
of plastic matter, consumption patterns and urban ecologies. As I learned 
from interacting with Tomás Saraceno, Alberto Pesavento, Jatun Risba and 
Till Hergenhahn, the Museo Aero Solar community fluctuated in member-
ship, sites of activation and core principles. My interaction with this project 
began in 2014 when Tomás Saraceno invited me to participate in Museo 
Aero Solar activities at the Les Abattoirs museum in Toulouse. Over time, 
and together with friends and colleagues, I began initiating Museo Aero So-
lar workshops in the UK. Dozens of other workshops have occurred else-
where. While these events speak to each other across time and space, and 
are shared among aerosolar practitioner networks, the project’s politics has 

Figure 1.1 M useo Aero Solar, 2007–ongoing; at Prato, Italy, in 2009 with Alberto 
Pesavento, Tomás Saraceno, Janis Elko, Till Hergenhahn, Giovanni 
 Giaretta, Marco Alessandro, Manuel Scano, Michela Sacchetto and 
Matteo Mascheroni. 

Note: Initiated by artist Tomás Saraceno in conversation with Alberto Pesavento in 2007, 
Museo Aero Solar unfolds in the space formed between human and nonhuman participants in 
the simple acts of cooperation and reusing plastic bags, to collectively produce an aerosolar 
sculpture. Fostered in more than twenty-one countries to date,  Museo Aero Solar embodies 
a vision of pollution-free futures through the growth of self-assembling, geographically dis-
persed participatory communities; in this way, the practice can be seen as marking the be-
ginning of the genealogy of Aerocene. Courtesy Museo Aero Solar and Aerocene Foundation.
Source:  Photography by Janis Elko. Licensed under CC BY-SA 4.0.
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continually altered and evolved. As I show in Chapter 2, Museo Aero Solar 
is taking on new life in Buenos Aires, where, since late 2017, several new 
sculptures have been constructed and, more importantly, connected to a 
series of political struggles in the city and its suburbs.

As the composition and character of Museo Aero Solar shifted, another 
aerosolar project gained momentum. Becoming Aerosolar was a concept and 
series of aerosolar practices launched in the summer of 2014 that not only 
borrowed tools from Museo Aero Solar but also extended beyond it into 
other interdisciplinary inquiries. A text published in the volume Art in the 
Anthropocene explains:

To become aerosolar is to imagine a metabolic and thermodynamic 
transformation of human societies’ relation with both the Earth and 
the Sun. It is an invitation to think of new ways to move and sense the 
circulation of energy. And, it is a scalable process to re-pattern atmos-
pheric dwelling and politics through an open-source ecology of prac-
tices, models, data—and a sensitivity to the more-than-human world.21

The project drew inspiration from the hypotheses of Nikolai Kardashev 
and Bronislaw Szerszynski in its proposal of a future ‘solar-cene’ in which 
societies would be liberated from the Earth’s surface by harnessing the 
circulation of energy in the air. Taking shape in a range of projects, sculp-
tures and collaborative writings, Becoming Aerosolar was further devel-
oped at the Institut für Architekturbezogene Kunst (IAK) at the Technical 
University of Braunschweig, where Tomás Saraceno served as the director 
for two years and Ivana Franke, Natalija Miodragovic, Alan Prohm, Jol 
Thoms and I worked as lecturers. In my view, Becoming Aerosolar cannot 
be dissociated from the work of the 300 undergraduate and postgraduate 
students who attended courses at IAK. The Becoming Aerosolar curric-
ulum featured the theory of pneumatic architecture, aerosolar sculpture 
workshops,  aero-geography, tensegrity modelling, and the invention of 
forms of care for IAK and its local environment. As I will elaborate in 
Chapter 3, students contributed ideas for aerosolar societies, honed pro-
totypes for ‘cut-down mechanisms’, drafted the first Manual for Becoming 
Aerosolar, produced work for international exhibitions and significantly 
evolved the dialogue on aerosolar initiatives together with more experi-
enced practitioners.

The Aerocene project is the most recent manifestation of the aerosolar 
arts explored in this volume, and the one I am most entangled with as 
both a researcher and practitioner. Initiated by Tomás Saraceno in 2015 
with the launch of the first fully certified, human-carrying solar balloon – 
the D-OAEC Aerocene – at the White Sands National Monument in New 
 Mexico, Aerocene has grown into an international network of practitioners 
from Berlin to Buenos Aires to London. Among many other achievements, 
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in recent years Aerocene has collaborated with Lodovica Illari, Glen Flierl 
and Bill McKenna of the Earth, Atmospheric and Planetary Sciences de-
partment at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology to develop the 
 Aerocene Float Predictor, a tool to forecast the round-the-world movements 
of floating aerosolar sculptures using National Oceanic and Atmospheric 
Administration (NOAA) wind data.22 The Aerocene project has been ex-
hibited internationally and was featured in Tomás Saraceno’s carte blanche 
exhibition On Air at the Palais de Tokyo in 2018. More recently, Fly with 
Aerocene Pacha was an action led by Tomás Saraceno as part of the global 
art initiative Connect-BTS, supported by the famous Korean-pop band 
BTS. In Jujuy, Argentina, the Fly with Aerocene Pacha team achieved the 
first ever autonomous air travel with the D-OAEC Aerocene sculpture pi-
loted by Leticia Marques. In solidarity with indigenous communities from 
Tres Pozos, Pozo Colorado, San Miguel del Colorado and Inti Killa, the 
sculpture carried a collectively written message that read ‘El agua y la vida 
valen más que el litio /  Water and Life are worth more than Lithium’. The 
action has since seeded a growing (albeit unusual) coalition between local 
environmental activists, BTS fans and Aerocene practitioners in the region.

Although Aerocene is rightly called a community, and it depends on rela-
tionships among dozens of people with different forms of expertise, we are 
still developing a working model of community governance. This is an active 
area of discussion among members. It also means, as is often the case in hybrid 
communities, that many collaborators, research assistants and interns have 

 

Figure 1.2  Becoming Aerosolar, 2015; aerosolar sculpture launch in  Wolfenbuttel, 
Germany with Tomás Saraceno, Jol Thoms, Alexander Bouchner, Henry 
Kirchberger, Lok Junlin Luo, Jehona Nuhija, Tomi Šoletic, Karla Sršen, 
Bruna Stipanicic and Ananda Wiegandt. 

Source: Photography by Sasha  Engelmann, 2015.
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lacked platforms to publicise their contributions. In claiming a modest role 
in the project, I must emphasise that my work has always evolved in dialogue 
with many other practitioners. For example, since Aerocene’s early days, my 
participation has involved developing educational tools and pedagogies with 
Aerocene sculptures for academic and public-facing venues. Together with 
many fantastic colleagues, I also co-curated Aerocene Symposia at the Haus 
der Kulturen der Welt in Berlin, the Royal College of Art in London and the 
Palais de Tokyo in Paris. At the time of writing, I am collaborating with Ar-
gentine colleagues Débora Swistun and Joaquin Ezcurra, as well as a team 
of engineers and earth scientists at Royal Holloway University, to develop air 
quality monitoring capacities for Aerocene sculptures, and to explore equity 
based models of environmental sensing with communities on the outskirts of 
Buenos Aires.

Although I make distinctions between Museo Aero Solar, Becoming Aero-
solar and Aerocene, these currents of the aerosolar arts are mutually perme-
able. For example, as will be elaborated further on, the Becoming Aerosolar 
curriculum at IAK included the fabrication of Museo Aero Solar sculptures. 
The Museo Aero Solar sculpture constructed and launched in 2014 in Lima, 
Peru on the occasion of the Development and Climate Days conference has 
sometimes been called Becoming Aerosolar. Since 2014, Museo Aero Solar 
has frequently been exhibited with Aerocene. Sometimes the works of Museo 
Aero Solar and Becoming Aerosolar are presented in exhibitions as historical 
instantiations of Aerocene. This book is not a distanced account of these 
three strands of the aerosolar arts. Rather, from my position within these 
collective spaces, I trace how they intervene in air and atmosphere and lure 
bodies into different forms of elementally engaged practice and politics.

Figure 1.3  Tomás Saraceno for Aerocene, 2016; the photographs were taken at Salar 
de Uyuni, Bolivia with the support of the Barbican Art Gallery, London. 

Source: Courtesy the  artist; Tanya Bonakdar Gallery, New York; Andersen’s, Copenhagen; 
 Pinksummer contemporary art, Genoa; Esther Schipper, Berlin. © Photo graphy by Studio 
Tomás Saraceno, 2016 licenced under CC BY-SA 4.0.



10 Introduction: elemental lures

Art has already made significant contributions to the theorisation of air 
and atmosphere in the social sciences. To better grasp how and where the 
aerosolar arts contribute to this body of work, the following section outlines 
several ways in which art has informed geographies of air, atmosphere and 
the elements. Importantly, the role of art is not reducible to the illustration 
of academic concepts or intellectual arguments. Artworks enlarge forms of 
aesthetic and political perception of the air; they inspire movements across 
space, text and discipline, and they activate the elemental imagination 
through representation, figuration and allegory.

III Aërography

Aesthetic sensibilities have been part and parcel of geographical attentions to 
the elements. We can begin to trace these attentions by highlighting ‘sensual 
intelligibility’ in nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century geographers’ engage-
ments with elemental matters.23 To make a brief tangent away from air: the 
geomorphologist G.K. Gilbert employed ‘geologic cross-sections, field sketches 
and photography, as well as… chromolithographics [and] woodcuts’ to render 
landscape ‘sensually intelligible’ in what some have called ‘topographic art’.24 
These investments persist in contemporary collaborations between geomor-
phologists and artists that have been recognised as intrinsic to the health of 
the discipline.25 Returning to elemental air, in 1916 Alexander McAdie called 
for the establishment of aërography: the study of the description of the air with 
emphasis on its relationship to life.26 This ‘air-writing’ would complement aërol-
ogy or the study of ‘the whole domain of atmospherics’ at the planetary scale.27 
McAdie emphasised the importance of descriptive charts of atmospheric layers 
to aid the nascent ‘art of aerial navigation’.28 In an echo of Gilbert’s topographic 
arts, McAdie and his contemporaries attempted to overcome the geographical 
‘handicap’ to flat surfaces by rendering the atmosphere as sensually intelligible 
as the Earth. Although McAdie’s contributions most directly informed physi-
cal geography and climatology, his proposals for aerial description anticipated 
more recent phenomenologically informed attempts to ‘rematerialise’ the disci-
pline of geography by unearthing it.

We can further trace aesthetic sensibilities of the elements in the notion of 
lures for feeling, which appears in more recent work on geography’s material im-
aginary. Ben Anderson and John Wylie call upon ‘the properties of any element 
(ie earth, wind, fire, air) and/or any state (ie solid, liquid, gaseous)’ to untether 
geography’s material imaginary from ground and solidity.29 They elaborate:

Our aim… is to experiment with different material imaginations that are 
efficacious not because they offer a conception of the world, one that func-
tions through an effect of adhesion, but because they aim to elicit interest 
in that ‘they act as a lure for feeling, for feeling that “something matters.’’’30

Anderson and Wylie invoke elemental imaginaries not because they explain 
the world, but because they ‘elicit interest’, citing Isabelle Stengers’ use of 
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the Whiteheadian expression lures for feeling. The phrase lures for feeling 
originates in Alfred North Whitehead’s claim that theories and imaginaries, 
or ‘propositions’, are not relevant or interesting because they present the 
truth. Rather, they elicit different degrees of feeling: they act as lures.31 Ac-
cording to Whitehead, who was a mathematician turned philosopher, lures 
for feeling may be felt by audiences in the theatre as well as by ‘imaginative 
historians’ speculating on alternative outcomes to past events.32 For White-
head, imaginative flight and intellectual adventure are equal ways of ‘feeling 
the proposition’.33 Thus, on one level, Anderson and Wylie’s project is to test 
imaginaries and theories of the elements that may become ‘interesting’ lures 
for geographical thought. In tracing a brief history of aero-geographical 
aesthetics and artistry, it is significant that lures, rather than optical met-
aphors or rational tools, play a primary role in transforming geography’s 
material imaginary.

However, more analytically, propositions or lures are independent from 
human intellect; they are also interesting and alluring to the non-human, 
atomic and ephemeral units of reality that Whitehead calls ‘actual entities’.34 
As Melanie Sehgal expands, ‘propositions… operate on the preconscious, 
metaphysical level of feeling’.35 In other words, propositions produce rip-
ples in the material world. Sehgal elaborates, ‘An explicit thought or phrase 
is the outcome of the tremendous excitement that propositions induce, if 
they successfully “lure a feeling”’.36 In this formulation, the lure of par-
ticular material concepts and imaginaries is not entirely, or even primarily, 
the result of human intellectual assertion; rather, interest in these concepts 
and imaginaries presupposes propositions, or as McCormack translates, 
‘the  alluring call of the world as it makes the actuality of its becoming felt 
 differentially’.37 Thus, Anderson and Wylie describe a variety of ‘alluring’ 
elemental propositions, from ‘the glitter of liberated ore’ to ‘the writhing jet 
stream’, to suggest how geographers’ material imaginaries might be lured by 
a capacious series of propositions at play in the world.38 Moreover, in doing 
so, these authors marshal many properties associated with air, including 
‘turbulence’, ‘precipitation’ and ‘airiness’.39 Air makes compelling prop-
ositions: palpable lures for feeling. Although Anderson and Wylie do not 
cite many artworks, their recognition of elemental lures in the geographical 
 imagination and their prominent use of aerial metaphors set the scene for 
later contributions.

As many have noted since the publication of Anderson and Wylie’s article, 
perhaps more so than any other element, geography is haunted by air. It is 
true that similar statements could be made about water, and indeed many 
geographers have turned to the wet, watery and liquid.40 However, air’s 
 quasi-invisible properties and its common associations as solidity’s ‘opposite’ 
or ‘lack’ make it a particularly interesting place to start for querying and re-
imagining geography’s material foundations. Air poses a challenge to geog-
raphy in that, to start with air, as aërographers like Mark Jackson and Maria 
Fannin advocate, is to let go of fixed spatial or scalar lenses. It is to suspend 
disciplinary frameworks and positions from the very start. To follow air inside 
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and outside the body, through the pores of infrastructure and through the in-
terstices of the map requires practical and conceptual creativity. Jackson and 
Fannin ask: ‘where would our material geographies take us then?’41 In other 
words: where would air lure us? How would it move us? Which ‘new imagina-
tive structures for thought or politics’ would emerge along the way?42

In addressing this question – where would air lure us? – the articles in a spe-
cial issue on aërography feature discussions of the ‘sky art’ of James Turrell,43 
the poetry of Paul Celan,44 the installations of HeHe (Helen Evans and Heiko 
Hansen),45 the ‘haunted sound’ of John Cage,46 the theatrical masques of Ben 
Jonson and Inigo Jones,47 the turbulent worlds of Louise Erdrich’s The Painted 
Drum48 and the air architecture of Yves Klein and Robert Barry.49 When in-
vestigating methods and practices for beginning with air, art and literature are 
seemingly inescapable. However, the role of art in this special issue is not only to 
expand the repertoire of aerial description through different media. Rather, art 
contributes to the querying of ontological frameworks that privilege solidity, 
the object and the ground as starting points for research and as platforms for 
the subject. For Yuriko Saito, art also provokes the constructed nature of disci-
plinary knowledge systems and their inheritance of western legacies of thought 
that foreground Being – ‘an independent, discrete and permanent s ubstance’ – 
over notions of contingency and emptiness from eastern traditions.50 Across 
the eight articles of the special issue on aërography, works of art and literature 
respond to and engage with the material propositions, or lures, of the air.51 In 
doing so, these artworks also function as imaginative, intellectual and bodily 
lures in their own right. They lure readers and audiences to the sensuous mate-
riality of air, the suspension of history and memory, the entanglement of bodies 
and atmospheres, and an awareness of the tacit philosophical premises of geo-
graphical thought.

More precisely, however, how do works of art function as lures in aero-
graphic writings? To better grasp the lures of art, we need to investigate what 
is it that art renders perceptible. Let us consider an example. Peter  Adey’s 
scholarship engages with historical fiction to apprehend the elemental quali-
ties of air. In order ‘to attune with far more precision air with the elemental’, 
Adey studies the literary geography of Johann Goethe’s Elective Affinities: 
‘a chemical landscape told through airs of appearance, attraction and re-
pulsion, new pairs and bondings’.52 Scenes from Goethe’s novel convey an 
older sense of elemental air with connotations of bodily humours, morality 
and the hormones of the imagination.53 However, a critical geography of 
elemental air, Adey suggests, would ‘listen’ to stories of class and gender 
as well as power and difference as they are implicated in air’s felt qualities. 
Adey demonstrates this through exploring ‘how elemental air gains shape in 
writing’.54 More specifically, he reads Goethe alongside  Elizabeth Gaskell’s 
North and South and Charles Dickens’ Little Dorrit, arguing:

The accounting of air in writing like this enables us to distil the ine-
quality of labour relations, working and living conditions through the 
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elemental. Air penetrated language and gave shape to Dickens, Gaskell 
and others making sense of an emerging public health discourse and the 
bigger machinic, economic and spiritual forces at play in the fates of 
their characters.55

In these novels, then, air becomes much more than its aesthetic expression; 
it is simultaneously a vector of relations of power in material, moral and 
spiritual guises. The works of Goethe, Gaskell and Dickens convey air’s 
phenomenological qualities while amplifying its politics. Adey’s reading of 
these novels demonstrates that art lures our perceptions of air as simultane-
ously aesthetic and political. The role of art in crafting lures of perception of 
air and atmosphere will be further elaborated in Chapter 3.

Art has also been fundamental in nuancing perceptions of the weather. 
Hence, we can turn to cultural climatology, where geographers like John 
Thornes, writing on the paintings of Monet and Constable, ‘make visible the 
meteorology at work in popular representations of the sky’.56 Thornes and 
others interpret the hues, textures and techniques employed by visual artists 
to ‘deconstruct proxy data’ of weather and the ranges of pollution present 
at the time an image was created.57 In turn, these paintings become forensic 
documents of historical atmospheres. Equally interesting is Thornes’ treat-
ment of Olafur Eliasson’s The Weather Project, presented as a continuation 
of Monet’s London Fog series and an invitation to involve citizens in the 
production of weather forecasts.58 In other words, The Weather Project in-
dicates the potential of involving audiences in the making, circulating and 
interpreting of airy-elemental experiences in a kind of crowd-sourced cul-
tural climatology.

In addition to considering what art renders perceptible in our engage-
ments with air, we might also ask how art moves citizens, scholars and read-
ers. A lure for feeling is a ‘vector’ since it ‘feel[s] what is there and transform[s] 
it into what is here’.59 As I suggested before, a lure is a kind of pull or push. 
If art has the capacity to lure, where does art take us that is different from 
where we started? Thinking with Beatriz da Costa’s project PigeonBlog, a 
collaborative initiative between homing pigeons, artists, engineers and pi-
geon fanciers engaged in a grassroots data-gathering effort about air quality 
in Southern California, Georgina Born and Andrew Barry discuss epideixis, 
or ‘the transformative power of speech and art, a power to move’ beyond the 
proof or demonstration.60 The movement described by Born and Barry is of 
air, human and nonhuman (pigeon) bodies as well as the ‘relations between 
new knowledge, things, locations and persons that did not exist before’.61 
As sensor-equipped pigeons travel through the folds of air in Los Angeles, 
mapping the flux of air pollutants, this public aerial experiment proposes 
new movements through space and discipline.

Several other scholars have traced air’s movements through forms of writ-
ing that invite air in to the surface of the page. For example, Timothy Choy’s 
writing on ‘air’s substantiations’ manifests in experimental ethnographic 
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insights about air in Hong Kong, including excerpts from short stories 
of floating by Xi Xi, and the ‘airy poetics’ of Shigehisa Kuriyama.62 On 
 Kuriyama, Choy writes, ‘wind and air whistle through his writing as much 
as they do through the texts he analyses’.63 Choy finds in the works of writers 
and poets a sense of air’s ‘whirlings, its blowing through scales and borders, 
its condensations, its physical engagements, its freight of colonial, economic 
and bodily worries’.64 As I have demonstrated elsewhere via Choy’s ‘airy 
poetics’ and Dryden Goodwin’s Breathe, works of art move and reconstitute 
forms of knowledge in the air, while also moving air into text, surface and 
body, breathing new associations along the way.65 These are lures of move-
ment that will return to our focus in Chapter 4.

Art has a third important quality as a lure for social scientific scholarship, 
namely its capacity to access the imagination through figuration, metaphor 
and allegory. Indeed, Whitehead describes the lure of imaginative propo-
sitions as a ‘penumbra’ of alternatives, whether in relation to events, ideas 
or decisions.66 In this vein, Jeffrey Jerome Cohen and Lowell Duckert ask: 
‘Is there potential in the impossible, in the purely imaginary, in the aban-
doned and the unreal (ether, phlogiston, the sea above the clouds)?’67 One 
answer to this query lies in Steve Mentz’s essay on the imaginary combus-
tive element of phlogiston.68 Mentz explores Shakespeare, Edmund Spenser 
and the writings of early modern alchemists, to trace ‘moral knots’ between 
separation and combination, kingdom and house, order and chaos, proving 
that a fictional element yokes the imagination to particular material proper-
ties.69 In Aerial Aftermaths, Karen Caplan provides another possible answer 
to Cohen and Duckert’s question. Caplan investigates Man Ray and Mar-
cel Duchamp’s Élevage de poussiere (Dust Breeding), a photograph of one 
year’s worth of dust on Duchamp’s sculpture The Bride Stripped Bare by Her 
Bachelors, Even.70 Transcending micro and macro, the photograph resem-
bles a strange, barren landscape seen from above. As an experiment in the 
visual culture of modernist abstraction via the molecules of dust, Ray and 
Duchamp’s image becomes an allegory for the western fantasy of the ‘de-
sert’ that is ‘highly aestheticized, powerfully negating’.71 This allegorical re-
lationship of geometrical abstraction, aerial conflict and the desert is further 
complicated in Caplan’s writing through an attention to Sofie  Ristelhueber’s 
eerie photographs of Kuwait after the Gulf War. Ristelhueber’s photographs 
are ‘terrain[s] that have been forcefully and deliberately made’ signifying an 
‘active format’ connecting artwork and world.72 In tracing ‘what is folded 
into images as well as what extends out from them’, Caplan enrols the lures 
of art to explore the wakes and worlds of aerial power.73

In other works, art enables a critique of prominent atmospheric imagi-
naries that obscure relations of power and domination. For example,  Louise 
Amoore engages with Trevor Paglen’s photographs to demonstrate that the fig-
uration of ‘the cloud’ as metonym for cloud computing manipulates the aerial 
imaginary to blur political asymmetries.74 Paglen’s work makes visible the use 
of allegory and metaphor to dematerialise cloud computing services and their 
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effects on bodies, borders, landscapes and climates. The ghostly undersea ca-
bles and NSA data centres populating Paglen’s ‘visual vocabulary’ counter 
these dematerialising allegories, while suggesting another powerful imagina-
tive matrix of the deep sea, air, earth, server and algorithm.75 Yet this matrix 
does not stop with cables and servers; it also includes formations of finance, 
state-led spying, corporate communication, internet probes and critical geopol-
itics. From fictional elemental substances to the clouds of the surveillance state, 
then, works of art function as lures of imagination; through the resources of 
metaphor, figuration and allegory, these lures invite us to question imaginative 
tropes of air and atmosphere and to evaluate the relations they authorise.

In previous work, Derek McCormack and I wrote about the aerosolar arts 
as ’more than… a lure for thought’.76 For us, the aerosolar sculptures emerg-
ing from the practices of Museo Aero Solar and Aerocene are ‘attractors’ that 
are ’moved, pulled, and pushed by the elemental force of the sun’.77 To elab-
orate, aerosolar sculptures are not only intellectually exciting devices for 
thought; they are also highly responsive to the propositions of solar energy, 
understood as the animation of the atmosphere: ’the wind we feel is always a 
solar-powered wind’.78 At the same time, aerosolar sculptures are dependent 
on collective practices that constantly adapt to elemental circumstances and 
intervene in heavily regulated airspaces. Thus, aerosolar sculptures perform 
the ‘force of the elemental’ while enlarging spaces for sensing the politics 
of the air. In their affective envelopments, transboundary movements and 
imaginative figurations, aerosolar sculptures amplify lures of air and at-
mosphere. Through a focus on the aerosolar arts, and employing a theory 
of lures, in this book I further develop art’s contributions for scholarship on 
air, atmosphere and the elemental.

As briefly elaborated in this section, works of art including fiction, poetry, 
photography, film, sculpture, performance and theatre have informed atten-
tions to air and atmosphere in the social sciences, and more specifically, in 
geography. Yet as aërographic scholarship shows, the role of art cannot be 
collapsed into modes of description, illustration or demonstration. Rather, 
a flourishing body of writing on air and atmosphere reveals that works of 
art actively pull, push and otherwise move disciplinary ontologies. This oc-
curs via expanded forms of perception, movements through space, text and 
discipline, and the imaginative forces of figuration, allegory and metaphor. 
These lures of perception, movement and imagination are not isolated, as the 
examples in this section prove. Nor are the lures of art confined to these 
three modes. However, they offer a means of departure for grasping the role 
of art in discourses on air and atmosphere. They also establish a framework 
through which to trace art’s lures in case studies, experiments and practices. 
The testing of this framework occurs in the empirical chapters of this volume.

I have so far engaged in debates on air and atmosphere by foregrounding 
the propositions of art. However, scholarly and creative works on atmos-
phere in the social sciences join many other elementally informed projects in 
other disciplines. For example, Christina Sharpe thinks with Dionne Brand, 
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M. NourbeSe Philip and Toni Morrison to convey the wake and the weather 
of slavery and antiblackness.79 Macarena Gomez-Barris turns to the photo-
graphs and films of Francisco Huichaqueo and Carolina Caycedo to discuss 
a watery, submerged perspective, and to illustrate indigenous practices of 
world making in the interstices of extractive capitalism.80 Astrida Neima-
nis writes with Rebecca Belmore’s sculptures and bodies of water to elabo-
rate on a posthuman feminist phenomenology.81 Elizabeth M. DeLoughrey 
reads allegories of earth, radiation and ocean with indigenous artists of the 
Pacific, such as Kamau Braithwaite and Kathy Jetñil-Kijiner.82 These au-
thors engage with decolonial, queer and indigenous artists who explicitly 
work in and with elemental media. What I take from this scholarship is a 
powerful affirmation of the role of art in the naming, critique and refusal of 
forces of racism, sexism and coloniality as they propagate in and through 
air, water and soil. These authors also signal the value of attending to ele-
mental materials and imaginaries in the analysis of the politics of location. 
The following section further traces the relationship between the lures of 
art, elemental air and feminist approaches to location and difference, con-
cerns that echo through the core chapters of this volume.

IV Toward an elemental politics of location

In this book, I reach beyond the social sciences into feminist thought, cul-
tural studies and the humanities, to further trace the important links between 
art, elemental air, and questions of politics and difference. Like Peter Adey, 
I find that more critical work on these relationships is needed. In particular, 
feminist ideas on the politics of location and the ethics of elemental expo-
sure, especially in relation to air and atmosphere, are furthered through ar-
tistic practices and resources. Before turning to this work, however, we must 
recognise the colonial legacies of dominant elemental constructs. This goes 
beyond the fact that in many dedicated studies, the classical conception of 
the elements, usually derived from Empedocles and other pre-Socratics, is 
given precedence as the origin for elemental thinking.83 As Yuriko Furuhata 
argues, there is a need to ’expand the referential framework of the ‘elements’ 
beyond ancient Greece in order to productively complicate the geopolitics 
of elemental philosophy’.84 In addition, many have demonstrated the com-
plicity between specific western elemental ideologies and colonial, racist or 
sexist projects. To name only a few, scholars have probed constructions of 
the weather as it informed chattel slavery,85 theories of the breathing body in 
racist eugenics86 and the importance of Beaufort-scale wind measurements in 
the trans-Atlantic slave trade.87 The conditions of climate change have been 
described by Denise Ferreira da Silva and Sasha Langford as the elemental 
‘phase transition’ of colonial expropriation and racial capitalism.88

As a white, settler woman, engaging with the elements from a position in 
the western academy, I am complicit with the forms of institutional  injustice 
outlined above. As an Anglophone geographer, I draw from North American 
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and British discourses that inherit European humanist perspectives. How-
ever, in a modest way, and in conversation with interlocutors from feminist 
and activist traditions, I seek to reframe and destabilise normative accounts 
of air and atmosphere. In this volume, instead of treating air as an ‘out-
side’ or ‘object’, I probe the different ways bodies are implicated in, and af-
fected by, air and atmosphere. This includes thinking through the sharing of 
 affective-meteorological atmospheres while highlighting the limits of what 
is held in common. It includes making space for ideas that have not been 
published in scholarly venues. Through narrating from personal experience 
and with members of aerosolar communities, I show that the politics of air 
is inherently malleable, never foreclosed by dominant forces. I also seek to 
disfigure and complicate images and narratives of aerial exploits that are too 
quickly interpreted as acts of heroism.

Attending to air and atmosphere in these ways, I learn from a vibrant 
body of work linking air and water to the decades-old feminist method 
of the ‘politics of location’. Introduced by black feminists like those of 
the Combahee River Collective and developed by Adrienne Rich, Audre 
Lorde, Gloria Anzaldúa and Rosi Braidotti among others, the politics of 
 location begins with ‘the geography closest in – the body’.89 From the ‘scars, 
 disfigurements, discolorations’ to ‘the teeth of a middle-class person’, Rich’s 
body speaks of intersecting forms of power, privilege and struggle.90 As 
both a method and an analytic that begins with the body, the politics of 
location addresses ‘historical, geographical, cultural, psychic and imagina-
tive boundaries which provide the ground for political definition’91 and in-
volves mapping ‘the networks of power in which [our bodies] are situated’92 
in order to apprehend the matrix of domination.93 Recently, air and water 
figure prominently in these cartographies. For example, through the work 
of Colombian artist Carolina Caycedo, Macarena Gomez-Barris traces the 
relations between social repression, the Magdalena ‘river body’ and logics 
of hydropower in Colombia.94 Expanding beyond the watershed, Astrida 
 Neimanis writes that racism, sexism and colonialism are ‘carried by cur-
rents in a weather-and-water world of planetary circulation, where we can-
not calculate a politics of location according to stable cartographies’.95 For 
 Neimanis and Denise Ferreira da Silva, among others, we must learn how 
to trace our bodily politics in the elemental movements of wind, water and 
weather, in uneven flows of toxins, in the propagations of infrastructure and 
logistics, and in the thermodynamic thresholds of our planet.

Many scholars and artists are already expanding this project through 
discursive and creative practices. Christina Sharpe writes of slavery as ‘a 
singularity – a weather event or phenomenon likely to occur around a par-
ticular time, or date, or set of circumstances’.96 In other words, slavery is not 
singular, as in passed or historical; rather, Black Life is continually ‘held’ in 
the singularity, a ‘singularity of antiblackness’.97 If the weather is the con-
dition of time and place, however, ‘antiblackness is pervasive as climate’.98 
To  elaborate on this point, Sharpe constructs a capacious definition of the 
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climate in quotidian events of police brutality, in migrant vessels leaving 
Libya and in the aftermath of the Haitian earthquake of 2010. Importantly, 
antiblack climate for Sharpe is not an atmospheric metaphor but a material 
condition. For Sharpe, the poems, prose and songs of Kamau Braithwaite, 
Dionne Brand and M. NourbeSe Philip become barometers and naviga-
tional tools for living in the wake of slavery and in the weather of racism. 
These artists’ gestures provide ways of observing, mediating and respond-
ing to ‘insistent Black exclusion’ and ‘un/survival’ in the singularity.99

Thinking with Sharpe’s figuration of the ‘total climate’ of antiblackness, 
Astrida Neimanis and Jennifer Mae Hamilton bring location and differ-
ence to bear on the weather through the notion of weathering. For these 
authors, weathering is the process of being affected by physical as well as 
 socio-political weather systems. Asserting that ‘weathering is not a meta-
phor’, they elaborate:

In the face of the greatest climatic transformation that human bodies 
have ever known, weathering means learning to live with the changing 
conditions of rainfall, drought, heat, thaw and storm as never separable 
from the ‘total climate’ of [the] social, political and cultural existence of 
bodies.100

Neimanis and Hamilton argue that forces of colonialism, racism or sex-
ism are not ‘like’ or ‘analogous to’ the weather; instead, these forces are 
weather. Weathering makes us responsive to our uneven exposures to these 
‘more-than-meteorological’ weather systems. Hamilton and Neimanis’ Field 
Guide for Weathering employs speculative questions, embodied experiments 
and a ‘cosmic weathering meditation’ to expand weathering repertoires for 
artistic and academic communities.101 For these practitioners, weathering 
requires creative acts of corporeal awareness, as well as the diagnosis of 
power suspended in the elements.

Probing the relationship between the politics of location and the ‘ weather- 
and-water world’ is an underlying motif in this volume. Through the lures 
of the aerosolar arts, I engage some of the approaches expanded by the pre-
viously cited authors. Aerosolar artworks amplify an elemental politics of 
location by foregrounding personal histories, corporeal capacities, and by 
acting as wayfinding instruments in the heavy weather of the present. At the 
same time, as the aforementioned works reveal, the role of art is not neces-
sarily to further narratives of damage. To engage with art is to test forms of 
expression that do not easily collapse into categorisations of harm, illness 
and vulnerability. In this way, art can offer vital resources for addressing 
the violence suspended in the air without reinforcing the old categories and 
power axes that produced these conditions in the first place. The crafting 
of alternate narratives of aerial life is one of the potential contributions of 
the art featured in this volume. The remainder of this chapter provides an 
outline of chapters to come.
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V Chapter outline

Through a series of empirical investigations and narrations of art, this book 
advances the lure for elemental aesthetics and politics and, in the process, 
contributes to elemental geographies, the geohumanities and interdisci-
plinary scholarship on air and atmosphere. My conceptual proposition, 
elemental lures, highlights the expressions of aerial, atmospheric and me-
teorological phenomena alongside the cultural legacies and politics of air. 
Beginning with lures rather than human judgement or the properties of ob-
jects enables me to attend to the unruly ways that airy-elemental phenom-
ena affect entities, bodies and materials, and to position human perceptions 
and interests as emergent from the ‘ripples’ of the nonhuman and elemental 
universe.102 An attention to lures supports a study of the aerosolar arts since 
aerosolar sculptures transcend the traditional sites and spaces of the art 
world, drifting, in a very literal sense, in the lower regions of Earth’s atmos-
phere. As I elaborate in the conclusion, the contributions of this work, es-
pecially in the interstices of art and geography, may cohere in the elemental 
geohumanities.

In each of the four empirical chapters, I develop creative relations to air 
and atmosphere, from the studio to stratospheric currents. I do so through 
different encounters in the aerosolar arts. Chapter 2 considers the elemental 
lures of shared atmospheres. In particular, the chapter explores the rela-
tionship between Museo Aero Solar workshops, the atmospheres they con-
jure and the communities they engage. I borrow the notion of ‘interstices’ 
from Philippe Pignarre and Isabelle Stengers to describe the material and 
affective atmospheres that emerge wherever Museo Aero Solar is enacted.103 
These atmospheres connect bodies to each other and to their elemental cir-
cumstances. In order for the political potency of the project to be strength-
ened, however, I argue that a greater attention to the politics of location and 
the economy of voice is needed. In doing so, I suggest Museo Aero Solar’s re-
surgence in Buenos Aires demonstrates that the project can be productively 
co-opted for diverse political initiatives. This chapter engages the difficult 
labour of creating, constructing and sharing atmospheres while showing 
how these atmospheres tether together different political subjectivities.

Chapter 3 turns to the elemental lures of wind and weather. In this 
 chapter, wind and weather are not only atmospheric phenomena but are 
also powerful vectors of affect and community politics. Through stories 
of designing and fabricating aerosolar sculptures in the pedagogical initi-
atives of Becoming Aerosolar, I show that these practices catalyse a phenom-
enological engagement with air that favours an active questioning of air’s 
materiality and invisible properties.104 By narrating the ‘failure’ of several 
aerosolar sculpture launches, I highlight the perceptions of atmosphere that 
emerge instead. These include perceptions of the meteorological weather, 
especially wind speed, cloud cover, aerial convection and heat. They also in-
clude perceptions of the weather of law, policy and atmospheric governance. 


