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Myopia is a medical condition in which objects are being seen distinctly only when near to the eye. It also de-

scribes a “lack of foresight or discernment”, or narrow-mindedness1.

 

Myopia is a text about the visual representation of different environmental hazards and the difference in re-

sponse that the human society follows when threatened by it. 

Myopia, the condition, works in this text as a metaphor for all the events that the humans decide to not see, 

and therefore neglect. A condition that gets more solid, the more invisible and distant these effects are. Seeing 

is the primary act for establishing knowledge and making sense of the environment in which we are living: what 

happens when human-driven environmental threats have potential catastrophic effects that are far from us in 

time and space and are hardly possible to represent? Where representation misses out, humans become blind, 

ignoring and neglecting potential violence on distant environmental bodies.

The recent global health crisis caused by the CoVid19 pandemic will serve, in this text, as a vivid and critical ex-

ample of how deeply our bodies are interconnected with the environment, and of how the representation of the 

invisible threat, the virus, becomes visible when projected on a familiar entity: the body. In this historical moment 

it became even clearer to us that we can’t define the human body as a system separate from the environment. 

Nevertheless, in an Era in which humans have declared themselves geological agents able to disrupt the bal-

ance of the Globe, the catastrophic consequences of the dispersion of toxins and pollutants in environmental 

bodies by industrial infrastructures are still being neglected.  

The relation between body and space is the same when biological, ecological, industrial and human-driven 

threats are the subjects. Bringing into discourse a case study of environmental industrial pollution in Taranto, 

Italy, it is my interest to describe the way in which the neglected body acts as a hard copy of environmental 

fluxes, and renders visible not only the toxic pollutants but also the power relations of economical profit and 

political reward.

Commenting on the notions of invisibility, permeability, embodiment, speed, representation and perception of 

risk, Myopia, the text, tries to put focus on the effects of environmental threats caused by the commodification 

of nature that Myopia, the condition, hides from our eyes.

1 According to the definition of Myopia by the Merrian-Webster Dictionary.
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The nature and quality of this thesis is 
purely speculative. It took shape in the 
months of the outburst of the epidem-
ic in Italy and followed the course of 
the events, consolidating a previous 
research I’ve been carrying out on the 
visual representation of Climate 
Collapse. The observations of the case 
studies interlace each other and consol-
idate the proposed theory of a neces-
sary shift in visual representation. Many 
of the observations laid out in the text 
are the result of a very personal under-
standing of the situation and of inspir-
ing conversations I had with my tutors, 
colleagues, friends and family.
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blindness

In Blindness, a novel by Josè Saramago, the inhabitants of 

an unknown place in unknown time become blind due to the 

outbreak of an inexplicable 

epidemic. 

Saramago describes the brutal sense of fear and despair 

caused by the uncontrollability of the epidemic, the oppres-

sion and the anxiety of invisibility: a blindness which is not 

only affecting the eyes of the sick ones, but also a blindness 

caused by the impossibility of understanding the outbreak 

of the disease. 

Blindness and invisibility draw, in the novel, the incommensu-

rable and inevitable distance between the personal, interior 

experience and the public representation of the phenomena. 

Blindness and invisibility are two faces of the same coin: 

where one is defined as a lack of sight, proper of the subject 



that is looking, the other contributes to the perception of the 

“unknowable”, or the neglected. As the eyes of men and 

women become blind, their bodies become invisible to one 

another. 

In Saramago’s novel, the invisibility of the condition is trans-

lated into sensitive mediums of touch and sight through the 

representation of spaces in which the sick bodies are isolat-

ed from the healthy ones, preventing contamination.

Blindness depicts the way in which boundaries, zones and 

territories are physical mediators for the recognition of 

healthy bodies and toxic environment, and between healthy 

and sick bodies. They become visual and haptic metaphors 

for the visual mediation of the invisible epidemic.

Blindness, the condition, mediates in this text the denial of 

human driven environmental calamities. A condition that 

gets more solid, the more invisible their effects are. When do we become blind? 



> Fig. 2 Saskia De Fabritiis
A picture containing water, wave,

cyanotype photogram on paper
2020

9

< Fig. 1 Saskia De Fabritiis
A close up of a blue blanket

cyanotype photogram on cotton
2020

The images that are to be found in this 
publication were obtained all through the 
photographic method called cyanotipia. 
Cyanotypes work by gravity and sun-
light. By putting objects on surfaces 
treated with specific chemicals, the UV 
rays present in sunlight act on the mod-
ification of the surface itself, impressing 
the rims of the objects and their shad-
ows on it. 
Some of the photograms present in the 
publication are the result of an ongoing 
research on the space of the kitchen ta-
ble as the archetype for the incorporation 
of the outer environment in the inner do-
mestic space. The obtained photograms 
are therefore strongly linked to the time 
and space in which they were generated, 
representing the hinges linking the envi-
ronment to the domestic space, repre-
senting the kitchen table as a space for 
the incorporation of catastrophe.

During these months, every time I came 
back after having been outside, I took 
my keys and my phone and put them 
on the kitchen table. I clean them well, 
because  I’ve been touching them along 
with other things while I’ve been outside. 
The surface of the table hosts them and 
incorporates the potential toxicity they 
hold. Almost all things that come from 
the outside are put and cleaned on my 
kitchen table: it is a necessary transition 
for the intrusion of the external world 
into the domestic one. 
During the pandemic, the impossibility 
of containing the microorganism out-

side the human body drove containing 
measures to act on the domestic space. 
The home becomes a space for self-iso-
lation, a place that is meant to include, 
embrace toxicity and cultivate it until its 
decay. 
Domesticity integrates catastrophe: in 
these weeks, I became extremely care-
ful about what was touching the surface 
of the table. The contamination by en-
vironmental agencies does not only in-
volve biological entities as, for example, 
the microorganism responsible for the 
pandemic, but as well the poisononing 
of nourishments and foods by industri-
al chemical processes. The kitchen and 
the table become a paradoxical space 
to nourish the body with toxic food. A 
common ground for the recognition of 
biological and industrial contamination. 
A visual medium for invisible, latent vio-
lence. A threshold between body and en-
vironment, geography and architecture.

The photograms activate the surface of 
the table, and become a visual transla-
tion for the invisible environmental vio-
lence that the architectural object incor-
porates. The table surface becomes an 
alive entity, able to capture the matter s 
that inhabit it everyday, drawn by itself.



March, 2nd 2020, Milano, Italia

On February, 21st I boarded a plane directed to Milan, my home-
town. As it landed, I entered the airport building making my way 
to the luggage belts and passport controls. I found myself wait-
ing in a line in front of a healthcare provider. With his mouth 
covered by a mask, he told me to stand still for two seconds 
and not move while his hands, protected by latex gloves, hold 
a thermometer on my forehead. As the device beeped, the man 
looked at it and told me to carry on, his voice muffled by the 
white mask placed on his mouth. It was the first time I was expe-
riencing this situation1, but there would have been many more in 
the following months.

During the weeks that I spent here, an increasing effort was tak-
en to separate bodies which proximity and contact was held 
accountable for the extremely dangerous situation. Masks, latex 
gloves and glasses worked as filters for the most vulnerable and 
dangerous extremities of the organism: a way to protect the in-
teriority of the healthy body. A distance set between the individ-
uals, moreover, marked the definition of further physical borders 
that should not be overstepped: proximity between bodies had 
to be avoided, where possible, to counter the danger of further 
infection. Measures against vulnerability brought to the defini-

1  Hereby, I am referring to the CoVid19 pandemic of 2020. The new coronavi-
rus cases were reported in December, 2019 and begun to affect the global population 
shortly after. The first cases were reported in Milan around the middle of February. Virus-
es are microorganisms that are able to survive only in other bodies’ cells. These para-
sites can infect every form of life, as humans, plants, microorganisms and other viruses 
as well. Infection is spread by movement and contact between alive bodies that carry 
them. In the case of CoVid19, the contamination of healthy bodies happens through the 
exchange of saliva, sneezing or coughing, and personal physical contacts such as shak-
ing hands. All of the medical and scientific references in this text refer to the information 
released by the World Health Organization web site.
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the isolation diary

tions of new margins and filtering devices and spaces acting 
as dividers between toxic and healthy bodies, between out-
side environment and the inner flesh of the organism. 

Applying technological devices on the susceptible body 
parts, hands, eyes and mouth, seemed to me as an attempt 
to protect the wounds of the body with a plaster, closing the 
open parts that would expose the inner flesh to an infection. 
Blocking the connection with the unhealthy particles that flow 
in the air, the healthy body was confined under the skin, a 
protective surface made of derma and medical technologies 
such as masks and gloves. Protections attempted to make 
the body less porous, less entangled with the environment. 
Divisions and filters seek for the conservation of the human 
entity as one separate, autonomous from the outer environ-
ment.

As patches were held on the sensible body parts, a safety 
distance was established between people; an empty space 
of 1,50 meters was necessary to protect each other from the 
invisible hazard. As reciprocal protection originated from the 
kept distance, a space left between bodies protected each 
other with the only aid of the void in between. The space itself 
became a division, impalpable matter to attempt an impene-
trable autonomy of the body.

Today, 25th of March, I am still in the city. The need to respond 
to a health crisis had strong implications over the places that 
our bodies were permitted to occupy and the way they inhab-
it these spaces. Time and empty spaces stretched and were 
made palpable. The invisibility of the biological threat was 
rendered visible in the gaps between people silently queuing 

up in front of the stores, in the protection layers worn over the 
skin as an armature, in the glass screens placed in front of the 
staff in supermarkets and pharmacies. 

Invisible forces are registered and transcribed on the surface 
of the organisms; drawing the bodies apart means, with the 
same, opposite power, embracing the inevitability of the flux-
es and flows of uncontrollable nature. In the moment in which 
humans try to disentangle themselves from the environment, 
setting up boundaries and filter zones, they also acknowledge 
and become aware of the inextricable relation their bodies 
have with the surrounding environment. The potential risk of 
the invisible virus became fully understandable as a palpable 
danger only when it became possible to observe how this af-
fliction was modifying the bodies: the sickness caused by it, 
the protective instruments used, the gap of space observed 
between them. In the moment in which physical mediators 
became the visible description of an invisible pandemic, the 
visual representation of it on familiar bodies let people make 
meaning of the risk.

the isolation diary

> Fig. 3 Saskia De Fabritiis
Extracted frame from Drawn by Itself,

 magnets, water and projections
 2020
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The unbalanced hierarchical divide between human and natural forces is 
a constituent concept in the Anthropocene Era, in which humans have de-
clared themselves geological agents able to disrupt the ecological stability 
of the globe with the activities they carry out. In recent times, the consoli-
dated and rooted predominance of the individual on the natural has been 
put under discussion by the outburst of the 2020 CoVid 19 pandemic. 
The virus responsible for the contamination breaches the boundaries that 
seem to separate the interior of the body from the outside. The brutal and 
unpredictable consequences this invisible biological calamity is having on 
global societies forces a reconsideration of the human body in relation to 
the environment: our organism does not only inhabit the surroundings, the 
body does not only touch nature, but the boundaries between them are 
porous and allow for continuous transactions. In this text, this quality of 
environmental bodies is referred to as trans-corporeality1: a relation consti-
tuted by the continuous exchange happening between human corporeality 
and other-than-human nature, making the human body an agency indivisi-
ble from the surroundings it inhabits.

These continuous flows between inside and outside are constituted not 
only by biological microorganisms, but by all environmental agencies, such 
as industrial pollutants. Dioxins are air driven toxic wastes constituted by 
chemical residuals of industrial operations. They are extremely toxic for 
human and animal bodies and have severe carcinogenic effects on their 
organisms. These invisible toxic chemicals are released in sites of industri-
al production by combustion processes. Dioxins pollute the air and lands 
in the proximities of the source and enter the membranes of the organisms, 
causing severe illness and sickness. Again, also in the case of chemical 
matter, the connection between the human body and the environment is 

1 Stacy Alaimo, in her text Bodily Natures, proposes the term of trans-corporeality 
as a theorical base for the proposition that “the environment’ is not located somewhere 
out there, but is always the very substance of ourselves”. In this way, humans become 
“the very stuff of the material, emergent world”.

the imbalance
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not just a surface-like, superficial contact, but rather an intertwined rela-
tion of constant exchange, transmission and contamination. In times in 
which the concept of trans-corporeality became vivid at our sight, we can 
easily realize that this term does not apply only to biological hazards. In 
fact, since it comprehends the whole net of relations (environmental, socio 
political, economic ones) acting between different bodies, it also applies 
for different sort of threats. The relation of constant exchanges between 
body and space is the same when ecological, industrial and human-driven 
hazards are the subjects.

In a historical moment in which it became even clearer to us that we can’t 
define the human body as a system separate from the environment, what is 
still permitting the denial of the catastrophic consequences that industrial 
infrastructures are having on the environment and human bodies? How 
does the unbalanced relation of humans with other-than-human nature de-
fine the representation and perception of the Ecological Crisis?

Human-driven manipulation of ecological entities happens by industrial 
infrastructures, that resonate in our minds along with the power of geo-en-
gineering2 (Demos, 2017). Land and sand mining, fracking, oil and gas 
extractions, all happen through designed machines that are, yes respon-
sible for the profit of the countries, but also for the exploitation of natu-
ral resources and sensible social nucleuses. Geo-engineering is powerful, 
strong and represented as a weapon to handle both ecological and bio-

2  Geoengineering is a term used by T.J Demos in his text Against the Anthropo-
cene: Visual Culture and Environment Today. It is used to describe massive infrastructu-
res built for the mastery of nature such as dams, plants for the extraction of oil and 
natural gases.
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logical collapse in the capitalist promise of a never-ending economic 
evolution. Demos uses this term to define especially large scale pro-
jects, but it is fundamental to recognize the power of engineering also 
on a much smaller scale: microscopes, medical labs and chemical 
treatments, even if carried out on the opposite scale, contribute to the 
same human-driven narrative of power over things. If, on one hand, the 
infrastructures by which the world’s balance is disrupted are big, solid, 
and powerful, the effects that they have of the environmental bodies 
are slow, sometimes latent and not visible at naked eye.

The ecological effects produced by industrial infrastructures, such as 
chemical pollution, radiation leaks, contact from volatile minerals or 
gas extraction, are hardly possible to represent. These phenomena 
are intrinsically resistant to perception because of the vast distance 
in time and space in which they act and by the space in which they 
can be dispersed: volatile particles of chemicals of dangerous mineral 
can spread for kilometres from their origin, and oil leakage can affect 
waters for hundreds of meters in distance. Being their effects deniable 
in the present and representing a threat only in power, these potential 
catastrophes are referred to as “slow violence” (Nixon, 2011). The dif-
ficulty in depicting the toxicity of such violence leads the visual image-
ry of the present geological era to focus on the great machines that 
produce it in the first place. Doing so, the representation remains a 
surface-like one. The superficiality of the representation leaves space 
for the blinding (politically and economically driven) of the deadly out-
burst of these agencies.

According to T.J. Demos in his book Against the Anthropocene, it is 
impossible to set apart the geological era of “human-driven alteration 
of earth system” and its iconography and narrative. In the so-called 
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“Anthropocene visual culture”3 the narratives’ intention is to raise aware-
ness on the actions responsible for Climate Collapse and boost response. 
Nevertheless, focusing on the infrastructures built to master and take ad-
vantage of natural resources actually produces a sense of control in the 
management of restoration of the world’s balance through scientific and 
cultural knowledge. Demos refers in particular to satellite images of the 
Globe, that represent the planet as an object to contemplate, in which the 
built infrastructures are visible from outer space (but not the catastroph-
ic effects they have)4. In the same moment in which the Anthropocene’s 
narrative presents an illustration of the human impact on the planet, it de-
lineates human as the only responsible for the inevitability of Environmen-
tal Collapse. And, in the same moment in which the scientific community 
points out to the urgency to address and respond to climate crisis, it ele-
vates the same figures of scientific and engineering communities to cover 
the role of re-establishing the lost balance and fixing the problem. The 
definition of such power discards any common ground between material 
and lively bodies, establishing a vision in which Earth’s matter is a thing to 
shape, use and then fix, and giving space to nowadays narcissistic anthro-
pocentric perspectives on nature and on the environment.

What we see in the representation of the relation between human and the 
nature are the visible machines of power5: the thermometer that measured 

3 The “Anthropocene Visual Culture” is described by T.J. Demos in his book 
Against the Anthropocene: Visual Culture and Environment Today by the whole set of 
contemporary visual data and imagery that attempt to address the discourse of climate 
collapse, rejecting methodologies that propose only a surface-like of the human activi-
ties on the Globe.

4 Demos refers in particular to the Newmont Mine (or Batu Hijau) copper and 
gold mine in Indonesia, and to satellite imagery of large-scale infrastructures for mining 
and drilling, or visible actions such as deforestation.

5 I am referring in particular to a photographic project mentioned in the book by 
T.J. Demos and exposed at MAST in 2019 (Anthropocene, Bologna, Italia). The project 
by Burtynsky, Baichwal and De Pencier offer a visual over abused environments focu-
sing their research on a refined aesthetic over the lands. Shot from an air visual, the 
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< Fig. 5 
Aerial view of the Newmont Mine, Sumbawa Island, 
Indonesia, April 2007

In the months in which the pandemic hit Milan, this was the si-

tuation that my kitchen table would face every day. Every time 

I would come back after having been outside, I would put my 

belongings on the table and clean their surfaces with alcool and 

newspapers. The attempt of reducing their dangerousness would 

only act on the surface of the goods. By eliminating the outer 

shell of the goods or by disinfecting it, the biological danger was 

reduced. 

Nevertheless, cleaning and paying attention to the envelop of the 

goods wouldn’t remove the toxicity they would hold inside, as 

ecological matter.



the temperature on my forehead at the airport, the masks hold on the mouth 
and nose, the dams used to produce electricity, the mines for the extrac-
tion of minerals. These act as a division and become physical visual medi-
ators of the divide between human bodies and the environment. Depicting 
the human-driven technology as an infrastructure of power, a distance is 
set between nature and humans, denying the vulnerability of humans in 
favour of the power they have established.

At the beginning of the 2020 pandemic, the confidence in the contempo-
rary cultural and scientific framework made communities blind to the cata-
strophic consequences the event would have in the future. The first denial 
of the urgency of the biological threat was rapidly countered by extreme 
precautionary and crisis measures as the contamination violently spread.
 
In Blindness, the novel, the inhabitants are forced to realize that they have 
been blind since always, way before the outburst of the epidemic: the af-
fliction that suddenly flowed on their own bodies made them aware of all 
the other violence they had not been able to see, recognize and compre-
hend.

Ecological and biological threats are often invisible, latent and occur far 
from our visual horizon. The impossibility to represent, and therefore per-
ceive this latent violence leaves us blind, incapable of conceiving and ac-
knowledge it. Scientific tools direct the attention to phenomena that are 
possible to control in the immediate present, and lead humans to not see 
the possible catastrophic consequences the same can have in the future, 
or at a distance. While distance (may it be geographical or social) makes 
us blind, the modifications of bodies subjected to continuous exchanges

photographs tend to abstract the subject of the photography itself (being it, for exam-
ple, an oil spill in a water basin), transforming it into a pleasing visual composition far 
from the political and economic background that is indeed the very cause of its existen-
ce. A static (and aesthetic) anesthetization of violence often occurs in the attempt of 
brining to light the critique against capitalist power and environmental justice.

the imbalance
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and trans-corporeal fluxes with the evolving surroundings becomes the 
representational medium enabling vision and comprehension. Humans are 
blind for what happens far from their bodies and their sphere of control 
while they focus on the present, on the vicinities and on their same bodies: 
they become myopic.

the imbalance



Recognizing the body as both an open system, vulnerable to ecological 
and biological pulses, and as an element close to sight and comprehen-
sion allows for the reading and perception of universal events on the re-
stricted area of the body. Focusing on new definitions of the body’s in-
dividual experience when subject to environmental evolutions permits to 
move across different scales of representation. Investigations move from 
the particular element to the global one, verifying their interconnection re-
ciprocally. 

To counter the hierarchical divide between nature and culture, or in other 
terms, of nature and human, Linda Nash proposes the notion of  “eco-
logical body”, which she uses to argue its permeability, and the “con-
stant exchange between inside and outside, by fluxes and flows, and by 
its strong dependence on the surrounding environment” (Nash, 2006). The 
exchange that happens through the body membranes and the effects it 
has on the health condition of the individual functions as a tool allowing us 
to read the territory as it leaves traces in our organism.

In Bodily Natures by Stacy Alaimo, long sections are dedicated to the di-
vide between nature and culture, advocating for a new terminology to ad-
dress the totality of the relations among vibrant matters6. The rejection of 
the term “nature” is crucial for the recognition of a global environment 
because the term itself immediately identifies a subject and an object, and 
the establishment of a culture looking at and describing nature. The objec-
tification of the surrounding environment leads to the denial of the dynam-
ic interactions that are in fact happening between different matters and the 
human organism. These “dynamic interactions” permit us to understand 
the organisms as vehicular systems that work and function within other 

6 I borrowed this term by Jane Bennet that, in her text Vibrant Matter: A Political 
Ecology of things (2009) investigates the intrinsic materiality of the objects, describing 
them as “vibrant matter”. By considering the “vital materiality” that the objects, the 
stuff, the other things that are present in this world have, the writer attempts to disrupt 
the domination of the object from a human subjective perspective.

the ecological body 
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incommensurable systems at the same time7. In contemporary times, 
the body is mis-conceived as a closed moving mechanism itself, able to 
cross location and interchange status, when instead it is also affected 
by the constant movements and processes that cross the boundaries of 
in-side and out-side.

When I landed in Milan, some weeks ago, my body did not 
only move from one country to another, but it also underwent 
constant exchanges in different locations, such as train sta-
tions, airports, buses and planes. By inhaling, touching, feed-
ing and eating, the inner flesh is constantly exposed to the 
fluxes on the environment. Therefore, the movement of my 
body through borders and environments was not only con-
trolled and acknowledged through my passport and self-dec-
laration8 documents, but also through the fever measurement, 
in the attempt to recognize if my organism had been infect-
ed by the virus. The acknowledgement of the porosity of the 
body and the potential danger constituted by its movements 
became vivid in the use of protective coverings used by the 
healthcare providers to shield themselves. The vulnerable ex-
posure of the organism brings us to the notion of environ-
ment as inextricable, inescapable quality of the human body, 
and discards the presence of two separate entities in favour 
of one whole environmental entity, comprehensive of all the 
evolutive relations.

7 Jakob von Uexkull in his book A stroll through the worlds of animals and men: 
A picture book on invisible worlds (1934) denies the perspective of living beings as 
“mere machines” and instead, proposes a view in which being are given spheres of 
perception that extends over their body. The interaction happening when more per-
ceptive spheres meet generates a response in action.

8 During the pandemic, for what concerned Italian citizens, movements of 
bodies was permitted only if the individual could provide a self-declaration document 
stating the generalities and the reason of transfer, proving its essential necessity.

the ecological body

Meridel Le Sueur, an American writer from the 1930s-40s, focused her en-
tire career on the relation with non-human nature. Her work is particularly 
devoted to the representation of the net of power relations that mediate 
the relationship of the human with the natural world, especially condemn-
ing mechanisms of patriarchal capitalism. In an extract of an article, 
“Women Know a Lot of Things”, Le Sueurs introduces the subject of the 
body as a reliable source of information, expressing at its best the con-
verging between corporeality and the natural world.

“In that body under your hands every day there resides the econ-
omy of that world; it tells you of ruthless exploitation, of a mad, 
vicious class that now cares for nothing in the world but to main-
tain its stupid life with violence and destruction; it tells you the 
price of oranges and cod liver oil, of spring lamb, of butter, eggs 
and milk. You know everything that is happening on the stock 
exchange. You know what happened to last year’s wheat in the 
drouth, the terrible misuse and destruction of land and crops and 
human life plowed under. You don’t have to read the stock reports 
in Mr. Hearst’s paper. You have the news at its terrible source.”

Not only the work done by Le Sueur draws inextricable links between the 
bodies of the workers, labour and social and power processes, but it also 
demonstrate that some forces (in this case, she refers in particular to so-
cial ones) can be detected on the bodies without the need of any scientific 
instruments or narrative: bodies speak for their own, to everyone, and are 
instruments to understand the surroundings we inhabit. As bodies are inex-
tricable from the environment, they become the same environment them-
selves. In situations in which violent forces over environmental bodies are 
hardly representable because of the scale they’re acting on, the human 
organism becomes the focal point for the representation of the totality of 
power relations acting on them.

the ecological body
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This notion became clearer in the first months of 2020: the human body be-
came, during the period of the pandemic, the environment for the survival 
and proliferation of biological agencies, other-than-human entities para-
sitizing in our bodies. 

During the 2020 pandemic, the spread of the infection made us aware 
in a very vivid way of the interactions that human have between them as 
individuals and in the surroundings they inhabit. Two different movements 
affect the autonomy of the human organism as a healthy system: first, the 
continuous trans-corporeal fluxes that permit the penetration and prolifer-
ation of the virus, keeping it alive at the expenses of the body and second, 
the movements of the contagious body among other individuals. These 
movements facilitate the understanding of the ways in which the body is 
always, already permanently linked to the environment. During the out-
burst of the pandemic the perception the interactions happening with and 
among other organisms and the inhabited spaces became clear and unde-
niable, raising awareness on the responsibility that every - “body” had for 
the spread of the pandemic. 

a palpable threat 

< Fig. 7 Saskia De Fabritiis
A picture containing white, water, table, man
cyanotype photogram on paper
2020
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The penetration of the biological threat in the human organism created a 
shift in the representation of the hazard: from the virus, attention shifted to 
the body. 

Specific parts of the human brain are devoted to perceiving risk and acting 
consequently: the way in which the risk, the “danger from future damage” 
(Douglas, 1992) is represented constituently shapes the way in which hu-
mans will respond to it. Individuals make meaning of a hazard following 
ideals of self-protection and can conceive unfamiliar risks in an effective 
manner if these are laid out through familiar metaphors and ideas (Joffe, 
1999).

The invisibility of the virus manifests in the figure of the body and translates 
the latent, invisible threat into a haptic, realistic and familiar representa-
tion of it: the physical human body. The perception of risk activates in 
the moment in which the danger itself covers a position that is close to 
us, and what is closer to our comprehension than the human body itself? 
Scientific and medical disciplines are crucial for the understanding of an 
environmental threat, but the representation of it covers the fundamental 
role in the way we relate to it1: if we can have a direct comprehension of 
what we have to fear, then we know how to protect ourselves from it. The 
perspective shift renders the body as the main responsible for the person-
ification of the pandemic, especially for its quality of allowing movements 
of in-side, out-side and in-between (other individuals).

1  H. Joffe, in the text Risk and “the Other” (1999) describes how people make 
meaning of a threat through personal protective motivations instead of relying on “ratio-
nal dictums” and this is the reason why media and information platforms often refer to 
familiar metaphors and visuals to represent unfamiliar threats.

a shift in perception
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< Fig. 8 Saskia De Fabritiis
A picture containing bed, blanket, laying, sitting
cyanotype photogram on paper
2020



When I flew back to Milan from Rotterdam (I left Milan on 
March, 4th to then return shortly after), on the 13th of March, 
the epidemic had taken place also in the Dutch country. I knew 
that moving across crowded public infrastructures would 
pose a risk for me and for others. During the trip, aware of 
the risk it would have comported, I took extraordinary pre-
cautions, keeping a safety distance from other people, avoid-
ing any contact and any dialogue. I became so aware and 
anxious of the other’s bodies that I also started to avoid any 
direct eye contact and entirely, obsessively focused my at-
tention on the distance I was keeping from others.

The qualities of invisibility and permeability (as per the ability of the virus 
to travel from body to body, in a continuous interchange between inside 
and outside) become perceivable in the bodies. The representation of 
the risk of contamination is stressed and emphasized by the depiction 
of the body as the hazard itself. Even if the biological threat is still invis-
ible at naked eye, the translation into visual metaphors makes it appre-
hensible. 

Directing the vision on the immediate surroundings by means of visual 
representation enables sight and comprehension; the ability of direct-
ly perceiving the immediate surroundings in the presence of risk and 
danger switches our vision from a severe blindness towards myopia. 
Through this shift in representation, the global phenomena, too gener-
al to be entirely comprehended is transcribed into personal, subjective 
experiences related to the personal and subjective space of the body. 
The organism becomes the visual and physical mediators for the com-
prehension of the infection.

As representation of danger shifts from microorganisms to human bod-

a shift in perception

ies, our perception of trans-corporeality is modified as well. Admitted the 
inability to stop or deny the flow of invisible air-driven agencies into the 
human body, the domination of uncontrollable microorganisms focus on 
the limits between the inside and the outside. Protections for the open 
system of the body are placed on top of the sensible parts - hands, eyes, 
mouth and nose- in the attempt to create a more solid wall or border to be 
overstepped by the constant environmental fluxes and portray an idea of 
closure and impenetrability of the body.

a shift in perception

> Fig 9. Saskia De Fabritiis
A picture containing indoor

cyanotype photogram on cotton
May 2020
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As the penetration of the virus defines a new paradigm in the representa-
tion of risk, it also delineates new ways in which we begun to perceive our 
own body and skin. 

The skin membrane is a threshold, a space in-between: if, one hand it de-
fines a border between the inner body and the outside and is represented 
as a protection of one from the other (functioning as a filtering technolo-
gy), it is also a fertile terrain for the proliferation of the microorganisms. 
The virus responsible for the 2020 pandemic can easily survive and live 
on the epidermal surface, bringing to light its paradoxical nature: the co-
existence of qualities of protection and vulnerability on the same ground. 
Skin is now referred to as something dangerous, for us and for others, but 
also as a surface that carries the contamination and therefore the traces 
of the environment’s evolutions. The perception of risk is transformed into 
a haptic representation: the manifestation of contamination happens also 
through touch. The outer boundary of the body touches the outer bound-
ary of another element, and this mutual contact breaches the boundaries 
of inside and outside, permitting the virus to interfere with the integrity of 
the body. 

The alteration of the connective tissue -the skin, surface of contact and 
infection, the mouth and hands, protected by masks and gloves – is re-
flected also in the spaces in which humans live in. In cities the control over 
bodies shifted from the attempt to control the exchange between inside 
and outside (in-side the body, out-side the environment) to the delimitation 
of precise, allowed, patterns of movement. When the fear shifted from the 
parasite to the body, attempts were made in containing the bodies into 
their domestic ambient, hoping to contrast the diffusion of it by setting 
physical boundaries and red zones.

skins and membranes
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A correlated alteration of the connective tissue resulted also in the inhabit-
ed places of the urban layout. Private domestic spaces were isolated from 
the public environment, marking clear margin lines between one and the 
other. 

The impossibility of containing the microorganism out-side the human 
body drove containing measures to act on the domestic space. The con-
tainment of an infected and, therefore, dangerous body in a closed space 
suspended the body and the virus in a quarantine state, enclosed by solid 
borders. This confinement allows for the microorganism to grow in the 
body and on the surfaces that surrounds it until it expires and ceases to 
exist. The home becomes a place for self-isolation, a place that is meant 
to include, embrace toxicity and cultivate it until its decay: the domestic 
territory is transformed into a paradox of safety and defence. Domesticity 
integrates catastrophe as it becomes a physical metaphor of protection of 
the body.

integrating catastrophe

< Fig. 10 Saskia De Fabritiis
The Kitchen Table
extracted frame from The Unswept Table
2020
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In the months in which the pandemic hit Milan, this was the si-

tuation that my kitchen table would face every day. Every time 

I would come back after having been outside, I would put my 

belongings on the table and clean their surfaces with alcool 

and newspapers. The attempt of reducing their dangerousness 

would only act on the surface of the goods. By eliminating the 

outer shell of the goods or by disinfecting it, the biological dan-

ger was reduced. 

Nevertheless, cleaning and paying attention to the envelop of 

the goods wouldn’t remove the toxicity they would hold insi-

de, as ecological matter. The table works as a net, able to trap 

and lead to the comprehension of environmental violences that 

often happen slowly and at a distance.

> Fig. 12 Saskia De Fabritiis
The Kitchen Table
sketch on paper 
2020

< Fig. 11 Saskia De Fabritiis
The Kitchen Table
extracted frame from The Unswept Table



In a similar way to the viral epidemic, also toxic industrial residuals contam-
inate, proliferate in and get transmitted from body to body.

Through the ingestion of food, dioxins enter the human body and get 
stored in the fat cells, especially present in the female body configuration. 
The toxic particles deposit in the breast milk produced during pregnancy 
and infect the new-born human through the very process of nourishing it. 
Paradoxically, the young body is fed with toxic nourishment. 

In the city of Taranto, in the South of Italy, the steel factory imbedded in the 
urban layout of the city1 is responsible for the emission of the 90% of the 
total of Italy’s dioxins produced by industries. Dioxins are air driven pollut-
ants that consist of toxic residuals produced by combustion and industrial 
chemical processes. The volatility of the molecules breaches the bound-
aries between the inside and the outside, as it is driven from the industrial 
sites of production to the agricultural fields, were it intoxicates the nourish-
ments consumed into the domestic environment. Depositing on the soil, it 
causes the contamination of the lands and water sources that are primary 
resources for agricultural and breeding activities for the supply of food. 

Dioxin tends to accumulate in fat, therefore it is likely to be found in ani-
mal-based food resources, such as milk, cheese and meat. The living or-
ganisms react to the industrial intoxication by developing an alteration in 

1  Hereby I am referring to the ex-Ilva steel plant, established in 1960 in the city 
of Taranto, in Puglia in the South of Italy. The industrial site is responsible for the severe 
pollution of the nearby environment, having string effects on the organisms of human 
and other than human. Today, after long processes of privatizations and negotiations 
the factory is still open under the name of ArcelorMittal and continues with the pro-
duction activity.

biological and industrial contamination: a common ground
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< Fig. 13 Saskia De Fabritiis
Extracted frame from Drawn by Itself video
magnets, oil, water, projection
2020



biological and industrial contamination: a common ground

the living cells and generating different forms of cancer2. The toxin en-
ters the solid membranes of domestic environments, creating a “coun-
ter-domesticity”, rendering the home and the space of the kitchen a 
polluted and intoxicated space to nourish the body.

The human organism covers once again the role of a living environment 
responsible for the survival and transmittance of material or biological 
entities, creating trans-corporeal bridges between humans, humans 
and “nature” and humans and artificial material agencies and allowing 
the understanding of one entity in relation to the other. 

In Taranto, investigations proved that the high rate of production hap-
pened at the expense of the safeguard of the health of workers, en-
vironment and safety. The inquiries carried out during the production 
years held the industrial site responsible for one on the most severe 
events of industrial pollution in Italy. At the same time, political dis-
courses and media continued to depict the industrial site as a bless-
ing for the South, focusing on the economic development this has 
brought to the city3. The essential economic support that the industry 
is giving on the national scale brings the leaders to allow the continu-
ation of the production.

After years, still, the inhabitants of Taranto are living in the residential 
units built close to the factory, where the wind tinges the fronts of the 

2 Sources for the evidence of the correlation between the elevate cases of 
tumors and environmental factors and the individuation of areas of risk is to be 
found in the Analisi statistica dell’incidenza di alcune malattie cancerose nella pro-
vincia di Taranto (Statistic analysis of the incidence of cancerous diseases in the 
province of Taranto), 1999-2001, E&P anno 33, gennaio-aprile 2009.

3 The source of this information is Good Morning Diossina: Taranto, un caso 
italiano ed europeo. Dall’economia della diossina all’economia della vita (2017) in 
which the author, Angelo Bonelli, explains the causes and consequences on the 
environment caused by the Ex Ilva steel factory and the relations between the indu-
strial activities, the political and the economic discourse.
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The image portays a piece of Pecorino, a traditional italian cheese 

obtained from sheep milk. It is produced in various regions, as 

well as in the territories close the ex-Ilva steel factory in Taranto. 

On this very same piece of cheese the scientific community run 

a tox screen to evaluate the presence of dangerous substances. 

Even if the pollution caused by the industrial plants was a fact 

proven by the scientific community, awareness on it was raised 

only after a piece of Pecorino cheese produced close to the fac-

tories had been analyzed and revealed a extremely high percen-

tage of toxins inside. 

buildings in red, carrying the metal dust from the industrial site. While the 
constant exchange between industrial flows and the inner organs intoxi-
cates the living organisms, almost none precautional measures have been 
implemented to protect the bodies. 

The danger of the proximity of the industrial plants forced the Region to es-
tablish a physical impassable border enclosing the plants around a 20km 
area, establishing a physical and visible zone of risk to protect other envi-
ronmental bodies: nevertheless, this attempt in containing the risk cannot 
counter the massive dispersion of air driven agencies that have been re-
sponsible for the illnesses in the inhabitants for over sixty years.

The health history of these bodies is neglected, in favour of profit, eco-
nomic power and political rewards: even though many investigations have 
been carried out throughout the years proving the lethal effects of the 
toxic molecules4, the factory is still open, and the contractors carry on with 
production under a pact of non-responsibility protecting them from accus-
es of environmental disasters. 

Narratives build a protective shield for the plant’s production plan, and 
blind out the history of the affected environmental bodies. Haraway, in 
her text How like a leaf (2000) gives a clear explanation of the relation 
between narrative and history, stating that “not that the history itself de-
termines [the] narratives, but that the narratives shape the history”. The 
way in which visual metaphors and narratives are publicly told give form to 
future actions.

The environmental violence happening over these bodies is not invisible: it 
is hidden from our sight, making us blind. The normalization of the industri-

4 Ministero della Salute published the report Ambiente e salute a Taranto: eviden-
ze disponibili e indicazioni di sanità pubblica (2012) analysing mortality, sanitary risk, air 
quality and the biomonitoring of the area.

biological and industrial contamination: a common ground
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< Fig. 14
Toxic Pecorino
A photograph of the piece of Pecorino cheese on which 
the first investigations were made



al pollution of bodies is represented as a normal, inevitable act for 
the evolution of the society. As the accepted regularity of these pro-
cess blurs out the vivid sickness of the bodies, neglection makes 
humans blind and renders the affected bodies invisible.
 
If the body works as an environmental mediator for the contami-
nation of both biological and ecological threats, why do we deny 
the imminent risk of the ecological ones? Neglecting that the body 
could be affected by the consequences of violent industrial opera-
tions happening on the surface of the Globe would mean denying 
the permeability of the human body with what surrounds it.

biological and industrial contamination: a common ground
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Polenta is a traditional Italian dish. The course is prepared with 

corn flour and is often followed by sausages and tomato sauce. 

Tradition has it that, in some regions of Italy, the polenta is prepa-

red and then eaten directly from the table top, without the aid of 

dishes or bowls. Once the meal has been prepared, the cornmeal 

mush is laid on the table and spread until the margins of the sur-

face, in order to cool it down. In the centre of the table, sausages 

cooked in tomato sauce are laid upon the polenta. Everyone sits 

around the table and eats scooping the polenta from the rim until 

the center, where the richest part of the meal lays.

> Fig. 16 Saskia De Fabritiis
A picture containing window, sitting, water, air

Cyanotype photogram on paper
2020

< Fig. 15 Altosannio Magazine, (2015), La pulenda a ru 

cutrielle, photograph
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In both the cases of a biological epidemic and an alteration of the body 
by means of industrially produced materials, the human body is altered 
into a toxic, contagious one. At this point, what generates a different 
response to tackle hazards that differ by nature but not by effect?
 
If a contagious epidemic driven by biological microorganisms1 triggers 
a worldwide response that tries to counter the danger of volatile entities 
in a considerable short amount of time (in Milan, the first safety measu-
res were taken immediately after the first contagious bodies were found; 
worldwide, countries took precautionary measures before any infection 
took place on their land) what is responsible for the lack of response 
and defence against artificially produced pollutant agents that are, as 
well, contagious and dangerous in human and non-human entities?

CoVid19 and the dioxins produced by the Taranto plants are both in-
visible, air driven and able to cross bodily material boundaries. What 
changes radically, in the effects they have on human perception are two 
factors: the representations of speed and embodiment. 

The virus’ infection spreads at a much faster speed than the toxins pro-
duced by the industrial plants. Even if the effects of both toxic particles 
are undeniably detectable in a modification of the correct functioning of 
the organisms, the dioxins are transmitted from human to human in the 
time of generations. Being the pace of the toxic evolution recognizable 
only after years, also the personification of danger is altered. 

Since January 2020 we all are witnessing the fast speed at which the 
pandemic has took place in our countries and cities. Over the time of 
weeks, the health care system saturated, the number of infected rose 
exponentially and precautionary measures became more and more stri-
ct. Not only the epidemic facts are changing fast (this depends on the 

1  In this sentence I am again referring to CoVid19 contemporary pandemic.

biological and ecological hazards: differences in response
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spread of the microorganism), but also the mediatic narration of it. The 
speed of the increasement of numbers, facts and data and the constant 
updates on social media and news affect the perception of risk, increasing 
alarmist signals (Joffe, 1999). The narration of risk and our consequent 
perception of it strongly depends on the speed of the events and on the 
velocity at which they are reported.

Nevertheless, what I believe to be the radical factor for the change in per-
ception of potential damage is the representation of the embodiment of 
risk. For the spreading disease our bodies are immediately held accoun-
table as responsible for carrying it, and physical barriers are produced in 
order to protect ourselves from them; for the transmittance of toxic resi-
duals, instead, it is not the body which is represented as responsible for 
the damage, but the industrial infrastructure itself. In the case of the virus 
epidemy, the reflection of an invisible toxic organisms into a familiar and 
universal body focuses the projection of fear onto and into something we 
can understand and recognize. The feeling becomes vivid and precautio-
nary measures are immediately taken when we fear something from which 
we can defend ourselves: our own bodies.

In the case of the industrial violence of Taranto over the inhabitants, the 
cause for the poisoning of the body is to be looked for way further than 
the production site. It is right to admit that it is the same toxins produced 
there that infect and affect the living organisms, but it also true that the 
causes for this environmental catastrophe are to be found in far economic 
and political implications. The intricated net of cause and consequences is 
a tedious knot to unravel, and therefore to represent. 

The representation of industrial threats is often biased by the same politi-
cal and profit driven narratives, that tend to focus on the reward (econo-
mic power, productivity, employment) rather than on the consequences 

that these actions have 2. The superficiality of the representation and the 
cultural void generated around it leaves space for the silencing (politi-
cally and economically driven) of the deadly outburst of these agencies.

2 Moreover, in her article Blaming the southern victim: Cancer and the Italian 
‘Southern Question’ in Terra dei fuochi and Taranto (2016) Greco states that even in 
a such a critical environmental situation such as the one than the city of Taranto and 
its inhabitants are facing, the public political discourse tends to link the sickness of 
the bodies exposed to the toxins to a unhealthy lifestyle instead than to the industrial 
pollution of the industry. The price to ensure economic profit is, once more, the de-
nial of the cause of disease and geographic and social stereotypes.

biological and ecological hazards: differences in response
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Bodies can be appreciated as communication tools: where language and 
science fail to give back a just and unbiased representation of biological 
and ecological hazards, the body is responsible for the transcription of the 
“inherently unknowable and unreachable” (Hayles, 1993). 

The body becomes a reliable and valid source of information, more than 
socio economic and political knowledge: the human figure is shaped con-
stantly, but as well constantly shapes, natural and social processes. The 
latent visibility of industrial driven hazards turns scientific observations 
into tools for the establishment of political and economic control over re-
sources and communities. In absence of reliable, non-corrupted informa-
tion about the possible and incalculable danger of environmental hazards, 
some of the evidences that do not escape perceptibility and universal vis-
ibility are bodies. 

What I intend by a universally understandable representation of danger is 
an evidence which is visible and comprehensible to everyone because it 
leaves traces on one’s own body itself. An alteration in the correct func-
tioning of the body is something which becomes comprehensible and 
clear to everyone also without the aid of explanatory scientific and narra-
tive disciplines that could be handled and used as tools of political con-
trol (Alaimo, 2010). Dis-functioning bodies started activist campaigns to 
render the hazardous threat visible to the eyes of everyone, depicting the 
effects of the distant, slow and latent violence and providing evidence of 
the calamity. Alaimo describes matter of environmental concern as being 
“ ‘here’, as well as ‘there’, simultaneously local and global”. The effects 
of toxic materials on bodies brings together the local and the global in 
an intertwined, inextricable relation of proximity, shortening distances and 

invisible danger and the human body: “to see it to know”

< Fig 17 Michelangelo Merisi da Caravaggio
L’incredulità di San Tommaso, 1601-1602, 
oil on canvas

57



invisible danger and the human body: “to see it to know”

enabling a sharp sight on events that are close to us, but related to far 
causes. Therefore, in this continuous exchange between scales of in-
vestigation, we enable the comprehension of slow violence, bringing its 
consequences to light.

Following the saying “vedere per credere” as per to see, is to know 
bodies of workers exposed to toxic pollutants in an industrial context 
are often the fulcrum where all the power relations (such as power and 
profit, but also the physical harm induced by the exposure to toxins) 
are embedded. On the other hand, in the case of a biological epidemic 
that shows its effects only on the contagious or infected organisms, the 
bodies render the outburst of an invisible virus haptic and detectable, 
leading to a fast response to the danger. 

Evidence is evident beyond the surface-like representations of power, 
control and management of environmental agencies. Directing visual 
representations over the wall raised by the power of geoengineering 
and aiming at the depiction of the bodies that are covered beyond the 
technologies (the skin under the masks, the bodies behind the houses’ 
walls in Taranto), it will be possible to send acknowledge the potential 
risks bodies are exposed to. 
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> Fig 18 Charles M. Scammon 
L’occhio di una megattera (The Eye of a Humpback Wha-
le), in Charles M. Scammon, The marine mammals of the 

Nort-Western Coast of North America, 1874
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The constant calamities the planet is facing due to the threat of Envi-
ronmental Collapse reveal that it is necessary and urgent to designate a 
visual representation system that could answer to the urge re-establish 
a balance in comprehending the relationship between human and eco-
logical actions, and boost response.

The impalpable infrastructure built for profit is latent and difficult to rep-
resent just as the violence it generates on lands, fields and communi-
ties. This text observes the contemporary facts in light of the possibility 
of reversing of the top-down dynamic that the Anthropocene’s visual 
culture is currently adapting. Instead of focusing on the restitution of 
images of the powers of geoengineering, of experts’ calculations and 
regulation for the control over dangers of unbalanced powers in the 
mastery of nature, over narratives that are too often involved in forms of 
control over economy and politics; instead of seeking for the cause of 
the dangerous effects that environmental exploitations have on the hu-
man bodies in a far, blurry net of relations; Anthropocene’s visual culture 
should bring the focus upon the environmentally altered human bodies. 

In light of the contemporary health crisis that we are globally facing it 
is fundamental to recognize the potential of the visual representation of 
latent and invisible threats. Shortening the distance between the gener-
alization of the effects of Climate Collapse, the latent and slow violence 
the environmental bodies are exposed to, and the subjective, personal 
experience of an affected body will act consequently on restricting the 
territories of our visual field. The invisibility of far and distant ecological 
and biological effects leaves us blind and incapable of directing our at-
tentions and actions towards the possibility of a future damage. 

Since our bodies are undergoing a constant environmental exchange 
(with undistinguishable threats, may they be of ecological or biological 
nature), they are never to be considered as pure organisms able to re-

myopia
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ject any contamination. Instead, they act as a palimpsest, a registration 
of all the violence, danger and environmental interventions our organ-
isms are going through.  Bodies’ efficacy in telling the story of violence 
lies in the traces they carry inside, in the cells constituting their flesh, in 
the skin surrounding the organism, in the traces that invisible violence 
marks on them. Incorporating the representation of invisible dangers 
(hazards invisible in their nature or in the way these are rejected or ig-
nored) they become the vivid and haptic witnesses for environmental 
and social justice.
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prosthesis of vision, evidence is evident

Since antiquity, the iconography of the abyss implicated a sur-

render to the subtraction of sight and a complete abandonment 

to darkness. The density of the waters, the absence of light, the 

distance from the known lands, make the site resistant to com-

prehension and transform it into a space of imagination. Even 

if the scientific community conceives the site as a defined and 

finite space to research on, the abyss remains a metaphor in the 

imaginary collective (a cliff from where to look down, a reverie 

of a supernatural place, a “voyage extraordinaire”, but also a 

space of no return lost in the dark, in the bowels of the Earth).

When in the 1850s the studies on the depths of the seas started, 

the lack of information and the invisibility of the bottom of the 

sea filled the void of knowledge with fictional representations. 

Sunken cities, sea monsters and haunted relicts populated the 

abyss. The necessity and curiosity of seeing through the depth 

of the waters and the problem of rendering the limit line be-

tween known and unknown found its depiction in drawing. Car-

tographic material was the first scientific (and non) representa-

tion of the body of study, since it was easier to “fill in” maps 
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rather than developing written elaborates that would be based 

on the absence of visible proofs. The first drawings represent-

ing the abyss are completely invented (Garbin, 2018), and blank 

spaces are filled in with marks strengthening the illusion of an 

exclusion of the invisible and the incomprehensible. Sometimes, 

in the first drawings it is only a line separating the known from 

the unknowable, dividing the lands above the sea level from 

their continuation under the dense and heavy waters.

The first attempts to measure the depths relied on sets of data 

that refer to the surface condition of the sea (streams, wind 

charts, temperature and navigation routes) rather than on 

metric/depth measurements that would deal directly with the 

ground under the water. These superficial and surface research-

es fill the void of maps with lines and marks showing the streams 

in the sea and ocean and the most taken trade routes, filling the 

white areas beyond the coastline of the emerged lands.

To collect information about the depth of the seabed during the 

first explorations, a cable with a heavy load was immersed in wa-
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ter from a ship navigating towards different coordinates along 

the coast. Once collected the measurement in the particular 

points were the cable was immersed, the dots were drawn on 

a map and the ones at the same depth connected drawing out 

level lines. The few measurement points were not enough to of-

fer a complete and accurate representation of the altimetry of 

the bottom of the sea, but the lines were nonetheless complet-

ed, showing a dedication to graphic completeness rather than 

to exactitude. The development of progressively more accurate 

and reliable tools, that could serve as a “haptic prosthesis” of 

sight (touch substitutes sight, when the first measurements are 

carried out with a contact cable that touches the sea bed; and 

sound substitutes all other senses when the first sound waves 

fathom the abyss) actively shape the constitution of a “net of 

rationality” (Ivins, 1953).

The “net of rationality” described by Ivins is a metaphor for de-

scribing images and words as a fish net: when a fisherman com-

plains about the lack of fish, what he really means is that his net 

couldn’t trap any. The smaller fish will escape from the voids in 

prosthesis of vision, evidence is evident
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the net and the bigger ones will not fit in it. So, from the fisher-

man’s point of view, the only fish present in the sea are the ones 

that are caught in the net he made. According to Ivins, words, 

images and cultural constructs work in this same way: tools of 

knowledge are able to give back only the information they were 

established for.

After the formal establishment of the scientific discipline of 

Oceanography, developed tools brought to the establishment 

of a study subject in which the final representation resembles 

the methods that were used to generate it. Methodology direct-

ly influences the representation of the known, or better, the illu-

sion of the ownership of the known. In the 1900s, when a new 

discipline has been established and researched worldwide, nar-

rative and graphic representation become tools of national, per-

sonal and scientific appropriation: geography is never innocent, 

it always assumes an appropriation (Dematteis, 1990).

The years follow, and in 1922 the development of an echo 

sounder facilitates the operations of investigating the bottom 

prosthesis of vision, evidence is evident
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of the oceans. A new graphic possibility opens up: the one of 

not understanding the ground through level lines, but to actual-

ly see the pattern of the bottom of the sea: the sound impulse 

that the machine is emitting is directed horizontally towards the 

lands under water. The result is the formulation of the profile (or 

a cross section) of the seabed. In the following years, the re-

search crew will measure 67.000 points of depths in the Atlantic 

Ocean. The information collected sounding the sea (that, even 

if more reliable than in the previous researches, are still not even 

far from being complete) are once again collected in a drawing, 

a map, that represents the emblem of the contrast between the 

visible and the invisible, the factual and the latent, the mobile 

and the immobile. The echo sounder works as following: the 

time passing from the transmission of the sonar impulse until the 

reception of its reflected echo is measured, and after applying a 

formula the depth of the sea bottom is calculated. Now, what is 

needed is a survey technique that can translate the data of time 

into a map that regards the height of the terrestrial formation 

on the ocean floor. The realism of shapes of the bottom of the 

sea that the new tool gives back leaves the scientific community 

prosthesis of vision, evidence is evident
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speechless. Instead of having to interpret and, only after, un-

derstand a schematic representation, it is now possible to see 

the landscape lying under the turbid waters. The first scientists 

to draw a relief of the sunken landscape will be Marie Tharp 

and Heezen, two geologists of the scientific community, that 

will deal with the problematics of analysing and translating the 

information into a drawing that deals with the contradiction of 

depicting realistically the truth, being witness and proof, and at 

the same time reducing it to a schematization, a diagram to not 

only see but to understand and acknowledge.

The pictorial restitution of the abyss investigations moves from 

the particular element to the general one, which verify their accu-

racy reciprocally. It will be exactly this continuous exchange be-

tween information at different scales (the echo sounded track, 

translated first into a section and successively into a plan view 

and the global image of the mountain ranges along the globe) 

that will induce in Marie Tharp the idea of a fracture line that 

cuts the Atlantic in half and then connects to the other oceans: 

the mid-Atlantic rift.

prosthesis of vision, evidence is evident

> Fig 19
A picture containing white, water, table, man

cyanotype photogram on paper
May 2020
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