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Encountering the Geological Live
Temporalization in the Age of Natural Media

Anders Ekström

A New Version of the Present

A major aspect of the struggle with climate change concerns matters of tem-
poral imagination. From the seminal essay of Dipesh Chakrabarty on “Th e 
Climate of History” from 2009, and through the following decade, many have 
argued that the arrival of the Anthropocene requires new modes of scaling 
and visualizing historical times and temporalities. One side of this argument 
is that the temporal scope of the climate crisis is abstract and hard to fathom, 
and therefore needs to be translated and sensitized to become a motivating 
force in political action. Th is view emphasizes the importance of cultural 
work for aff ecting change and creating an increased awareness of the impact 
of human societies on the physical environment. According to Bruno Latour, 
we have to “generate alternative descriptions” to overcome what he and many 
others refer to as a “defi cit of representation” in politics for comprehending, 
and acting on, the collapse of geohistorical scales.1

Th e broad engagement with temporality in the context of anthropogenic 
climate change has lessened the divide between history and geology, with 
scholars in both fi elds asking how their timescales interact, and developing 
a commitment to forms of integrative knowledge that resonate with eras of 
convergence in the past.2 For instance, as has been demonstrated throughout 
this volume, this has activated strands of historical thinking that deal with 
historical times, speeds and layers in plural, reestablishing the connection 
between the time-binding techniques and imaginaries of seventeenth- and 
eighteenth-century natural historians, and the work of twentieth-century 
historians such as Fernand Braudel and Reinhart Koselleck.3

But despite this focus on rethinking temporal scales, rhythms, and dura-
tions, and reconciling natural and historical times, the understanding and 
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cultural reception of climate change continue to be deeply confl icted between 
rapid change and slow continuity, or, in terms of historical experience, between 
rupture and repetition. Th is tension emerges from the simultaneous percep-
tion of climate change as a sudden event, which was only discovered in the 
late twentieth century, and through deep time perspectives. When translated 
into cultural critique, this “schizo temporality” is typically represented by a 
mix of fossil poetry and presentism, juxtaposing current events with processes 
rooted in a very distant past. Some writers try to bridge this divide by arguing 
for the radicalism of deep time perspectives, and how they provides a means 
for reimagining the present and building a sense of intertemporal responsibil-
ity and connection stretching over millions of years.4 Others, however, claim 
that to become a political object the Anthropocene needs to be turned into 
an historical event, which appeared under diff erent names but was integrated 
with the struggles and confl icts of Western capitalism in the last 250 years.5

However, as much as the abstraction of the climate crisis continue to dwell 
in the chasm between the confl icting scales of earth history and presentism, 
this cannot be explained by a lack of representations of the complexity of cli-
mate change temporalities. To the contrary, in global news media the multiple 
and extended timescales of climate change have become increasingly visible 
in the last two decades in an overwhelming amount of images and emerg-
ing news formats that connect contemporary emergencies with temperature 
records and long-term planetary change. Th e clash between temporalities 
has also been refl ected in numerous exhibitions, art works, and cross-insti-
tutional educational eff orts around the world, joining in an ongoing global 
eff ort to create an active sense of human impact on abstract atmospheric and 
geological processes.6 Indeed, given the scope of the political and cultural 
engagement with climate times since the formation of the Intergovernmental 
Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) in 1988, it is now possible to sketch the his-
torical contours of how the issue of anthropogenic climate change entered the 
mainstream of public discourse in the 1980s and 1990s, which also prepared 
for the introduction and widespread use of the concept of the Anthropocene 
in the early 2000s.7

In the early twenty-fi rst century, cultural and scientifi c contexts for working 
on and visualizing climate change temporalities merged with a digital moni-
toring culture. Th e aff ordances and news styles of online environments favor 
a mode of imagining global warming through continuous updates on fast and 
slow emergencies in real-time templates. It has also created an open-ended 
relation between public and scientifi c records of climate change, installing a 
sense of urgency and fl ux in diagrams and abstract numbers, and a sense of 
objectivity and elementality in political and cultural matters.8 Th e digital shift  
has thus reinforced the perception of the Anthropocene as an ongoing event 
that is composed of diff erent speeds and durations, creating an abundance 
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of image genres and media habits that link temporalities of local fl oods and 
seasonal storms with deep time frames and planetary prognosis.9

Digital media infrastructures and monitoring systems also enable new 
modes of viewing deep time unfold, emphasizing the event character of geo-
logical processes. For example, in online environments, the monitoring of 
volcanic activities that registers change in millenium-long intervals easily slips 
into news stories about forecasted hazards and risks. Likewise, the live stream-
ing of erosion and expected landslides adds a sense of reality and suspense to 
slow geological time.

An empirical study of mainstream online news sites, which I conducted 
between 2011 and 2016, established an increasing trend of connecting cur-
rent events with the long-term.10 It showed that the climate crisis was an 
established, and increasingly important, common frame of reference in a 
growing number of news postings on four types of events: 1) climate-related 
disasters such as heatwaves, fl oods, storms, fi res, and landslides; 2) geological 
events such as earthquakes and volcanic eruptions; 3) reports and prognosti-
cations of melting glaciers and rising sea levels, carbon emissions, and record 
temperatures; and 4) slow and accelerating processes of landscape change, 
for example deforestation and habitat loss. It was concluded from this study 
that by drawing the diff erent events and their durations closer together, and 
associating them to the overall theme of human interaction with earth sys-
tems, mainstream news frames told stories of the temporal complexity of 

Figure 12.1 Live streaming of erosion of the mountain Mannen (Th e Man) in Rauma, 

Norway, from an around the clock camera. Norwegian Broadcasting Corporation. Screen 

capture by Anders Ekström.
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climate change on an almost daily basis. It means that for at least a decade 
now, we have been surrounded by a new version of the global present, which 
is defi ned by an ever-increasing number of images and reports of climate-
related emergencies.11

Th is view of the present was further accentuated by a language of extreme 
weather events and record temperatures, which expanded notions of accel-
eration and interacting temporalities to atmospheric systems, and framed 
changes in temperatures and weather patterns as historical events. Th e term 
“extreme weather” was introduced in several languages in the mid-1990s and 
has become widely used in both public and institutional contexts in the last 
fi ft een years.12 Another set of increasingly common metaphors in headlines 
and captions merged natural and cultural phenomena by referring to storms 
and rainfalls as “weather bombs” and “monster hurricanes.” Indeed, it is char-
acteristic of modern discourses on crisis to turn to nature for descriptions of 
social and economic calamities—making “fi nancial storms” and “debt storms” 
the weather of capitalism—and to culture for descriptions of emergencies in 
nature.

Figure 12.2 Satellite image of the cyclone Idai approaching Mozambique in March 2019. 

Captured by NASA’s Aqua satellite. Source: EOSDIS Worldview, public domain.
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Alongside the linguistic overlaps between cultural and natural realms, 
climate change temporalities were also typically mediated by visual technol-
ogies that extended the sense of urgency from on-the-ground experiences 
to abstract satellite images and drone overviews. Th e profusion of survey 
images in online news of damaged landscapes and ruined habitats reinforce 
the monitoring mode of the contemporary reception of climate change. But 
it also points to a long-standing connection between (elemental) media and 
meteorology, which goes back to early warning systems for sharing knowl-
edge about signs in the skies.

Taken together these emerging genres and visual responses shape and 
refl ect the ongoing struggle to comprehend the staggering complexity of cli-
mate change temporalities, encompassing multiple entanglements between 
past and present, sudden feedback loops, and a reversal of natural and cultural 
rhythms. Th ere is in the context of mainstream online news no “defi cit of 
representations” of the collapsing divide between geological and historical 
timescales. Rather, as global news audiences have been steered toward small 
screen outlets in the twenty-fi rst century, climate emergencies and weather 
disasters have become matters of topical repetition, feeding the economy of 
live streams and continuous updates.

Aft er two decades of coexploration of climate change temporalities and 
digital infrastructures, fl oods, storms, and heatwaves are typically related as 
“news” in three temporal registers. Th e fi rst is prognostic, both in the sense 
of meteorological forecast—monitoring storms from coast to coast—and in 
the sense of media buildup on expected events, which is what media scholar 
Richard Grusin refers to as “premediation.”13 Th e second is historical, refer-
ring back through genre and mode of address to similar events in the past as 
well as to atmospheric and geological processes of a much longer duration. 
Such comparative and connective practices within the interpretive framework 
of anthropogenic climate change have created online media archives packed 
with stories about extreme nature events. Th e third temporal register, more 
akin to traditional forms and meanings of “live,” is oriented toward an inten-
sifi ed now, which is simultaneously ascribed to the events themselves and to 
the news styles that are developed to represent them.14

Certain aspects of online temporalities embrace crisis with so little friction 
that it becomes invisible. In a perspective of decades this eff ect is conditioned 
and enhanced by the aff ordances of digital infrastructures. In a perspective 
of centuries it coincides with a deep seated tendency in modernity of deal-
ing with catastrophe through cultural repetition. Indeed, this new version of 
the present maintains continuities with notions of catastrophic time that are 
commonly described as early or premodern. One of its most striking aspects 
is the extent to which the future is understood to be conditioned by a past 
that the present can no longer infl uence. Th is notion points back in history to 
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eschatological conceptions of the future. It means that droughts, fi res, fl oods, 
and hurricanes are routinely referred to as premonitions of future events. For 
example, when the cyclone Idai caused massive fl ooding and destruction on 
the east coast of Africa in March 2019, it was broadly covered as an exemplum 
of the expected severity of similar events in the future.15 Th is way of seeing and 
representing the future through ongoing disasters has become increasingly 
common over the last decade and is widely refl ected in global news streams. 
Simultaneously, however, the temporal line between present and future tense 
in the premediation of climate change has got thinner, making ongoing and 
expected events coalesce in a continuous process, providing the present with 
a strange and yet undisputable sense of geohistorical directionality.

In terms of historical experience, this refl ects an ongoing subversion of the 
modern divide between natural and historical times. Th rough this reversal, 
long-standing ideas about the speed and scale of change in modern societies 
slip into descriptions of processes in the earth and atmosphere. Landscapes 
and geological events are losing their background identity in human history 
and take on a new agency.16 Nature is no longer externalized and perceived 
in terms of surroundings or mere resources, but it accelerates and is evental-
ized.17 Emerging climate change temporalities also challenge more advanced 
theories of historical time. For example, and as discussed in the introduction 
to this volume, Fernand Braudel’s tripartite division of the layers and rhythms 
of the human past is turned on its head.18 In his epic work of the history of the 
Mediterranean, Braudel distinguished the rush of the history of events from 
that of conjunctural time, which was located within social patterns and slow 
infrastructures, economic cycles, and the history of civilizations. Th e third 
layer was referred to as “a history slower still.” It was, according to Braudel, 
the almost immobile “history of man in his intimate relationship to the earth.” 
Th is aspect of the past was cyclical, static, and repetitive; it was “beyond 
time’s reach and ravages.”19 But today it is precisely what Braudel described 
as a history without time that is increasingly perceived as eventful, constantly 
changing and accelerating, while progress in its modern guise appears to slow 
down and is stalled.

In this process of reimagining natural and historical times, slow geological 
and atmospheric processes are fuelled with real-time expectations. Also, it has 
become widely accepted that the acceleration of earth-historical time is condi-
tioned by a past in which natural and historical archives became increasingly 
entangled. Th ere is in this sense no empty geological time—rather, geological 
time is turned into a historical moment and imagined on a human scale.20 
Emerging from this shift  in cultural imagination, I argue, is an experience 
of the present as being increasingly played out in what we might think of as 
the geological live. It is a hybrid experience in the sense that it is shaped both 
by the frantic visualization and technological monitoring of climate change 
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temporalities, and an increased sense of being in situ witnesses to accelerating 
planetary changes. A part of this shift  is also refl ected in a diff erent role and 
defi nition of media and historical events, which John Durham Peters has 
described as an elemental turn in media theory.21 In this perspective, the 
weather of digital clouds and streams is not representing but rather signalling 
a new confi guration of landscapes, infrastructure, and human society.22

Th e experiential aspect of this shift  in temporal sensibilities is also refl ected 
in the way that the concept of the Anthropocene is currently used as a des-
ignation both for the present and a new geohistorical epoch. Humans never 
lived in the Holocene. But in the early twenty-fi rst century historical experi-
ence is shaped on the level of geological epochs.23 Th is confl ation of cultural 
and natural times also conditions contemporary politics, which cannot avoid 
an awkward sense of the geological (or geobiological) as an acting presence. 
Bruno Latour proposes to call this new actor the Terrestrial. Th e concept of 
geopolitics, he argues, usually refers to geology as a mere framework for polit-
ical action. But today the prefi x “geo” “designates an agent that participates 
fully in public life.”24

In online news and monitoring culture, the presence of a terrestrial voice 
echoes in the revival of elemental media in the communication of the climate 
crisis. It is an historical irony that in an era when the planet is incessantly 
measured, monitored, and mediated by technological infrastructures, the 
importance of clouds, sea, and ice as messengers of past and future events is 
becoming more profound than ever.25 And yet it repeates a cultural pattern 
well-known from the human past: “Th e sky, like the sea and earth, becomes a 
medium in emergencies.”26 Th is late modern attachment to elemental media 
can therefore be seen as forming part of a long-lasting natural media history. 
As exemplifi ed in the next two sections, this points both to the contingency of 
the nature of media and historical events, and the means used for scaling and 
imagining abstract temporalities. It also coincides with a long-standing history 
of nature emergencies and geological disasters as cultural sources for concep-
tualizing the interaction and confl ation of temporal scales and durations.

Stretching the Sense of Time

As this volume demonstrates, what I have described as a new version of the 
present is not without a history. A productive wave of historical critique 
followed the early versions of the Anthropocene narrative, tracing the Great 
Acceleration of human impact on earth systems to the cultural and economic 
struggles of Western capitalism in the last 250 years.27 Both political and 
historical scholars have resisted the idea that climate change temporalities 
are beyond human imagination, pointing to the possibilities of alternative 
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descriptions not on the metaphysical level of cosmology but on the scales 
of decades and centuries. Duncan Kelly, who refers to the plurality of time 
frames as the major challenge of the Anthropocene, warns against the fatalism 
of the notion that its timescales are incommensurable with modern political 
institutions. Instead, he suggests that abstract and accelerating temporali-
ties of geological and environmental processes can be made comprehensi-
ble through a generational time frame of political and economic issues that 
became a growing concern from the 1960s and 1970s.28

Historian of science Deborah Coen also objects to the notion of climate 
change as developing in scales beyond the reach of human capacities. She 
points to the general contingency of temporality in human life and societ-
ies, and how diff erent measurements and proportions have always been a 
subject of practices of scaling. Coen interestingly suggests, however, that at 
certain junctures in time “scaling may require an imaginative leap,” in order 
to recalibrate temporal perspectives and other measurements to “encompass 
phenomena that were previously unimaginably large or small.”29 Following 
Jordheim, we might think of such junctures as historical moments of inten-
sifi ed synchronization.30 Coen’s observation also adds further detail to the 
synthesizing description in Sörlin’s chapter of three waves of temporal syn-
chronization in the modern era: the fi rst centering on the introduction of 
progressive historical time around the turn of the eighteenth century; the 
second focusing on standardizing practices and infrastructures for univer-
salizing time that developed from the second half of the nineteenth century; 
and the third emerging from the ongoing recalibration of time frames and 
temporal porportions in the context of climate change.31

Th e history of scaling is equally crucial to, and in many ways overlaps, these 
three phases of temporalization. As Coen notes, the nineteenth century was 
an era of great fl exibility in scalar imagination.32 In relation to time, this is 
evident from the introduction of a wide range of textual and visual genres that 
quite literally stretched temporal imaginations, and enabled new descriptions 
of abstract timescales and durations. From the early nineteenth century and 
onwards, various modes and models for visualizing time were key in the 
development of “historical” disciplines such as geology and archaeology, and 
carried images and ideas about times in history and nature between them. 
Some of these genres, such as stratigraphy and map making, had a long his-
tory, as did timelines and tabular knowledge.33 Other visual forms and media, 
including statistics and advanced charts and graphic models, were more recent 
and developed across diff erent branches of knowledge. Also, a sense of visual 
experimentation and elaborative ways of representing distance in time and 
space fl ourished in nineteenth-century public culture. A broad range of urban 
visual entertainments and educational media were explicitly oriented towards 
stretching scalar imaginations. For example, visitors to nineteenth-century 
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world’s fairs were expected to move between abstract overviews, miniature 
models, and visions of the globe from an elevated distance. Th e idea of scalar 
fl exibility was key to their overall aesthetic of attraction.34

Another productive area for thinking about historical and natural times in 
the early nineteenth century was the intersection between science and litera-
ture. Th e work by literary historians such as Rosalind Williams and Adelene 
Buckland demonstrates how nineteenth-century geology was shaped by lit-
erary imagination.35 Time travel more generally developed into a prominent 
theme in nineteenth-century literature, spanning from the invention of the 
historical novel in the beginning of the century to the increasingly popular 
genres of future-looking social critique and technological fantasy from mid-
century and onwards.36 Literary travel into the distant past represented the 
other side of modern utopian temporality. It developed in close affi  nity with 
new and emerging knowledge practices in fi elds such as history, archaeology, 
and geology. Th e expanding chronologies and narratives of the history of 
earth also drew on literary genres and were vividly displayed in nineteenth-
century panoramas, exhibitions, and museums. Th is is richly exemplifi ed by 
Ralph O’Connor in a comprehensive study of the public history of geology 
in Britain in the fi rst half of the nineteenth century. O’Connor’s study shows 
how theatrical and spectacular media both introduced large audiences to nat-
ural history, and played an important role in shaping new forms of temporal 
knowledge within the emerging discipline of geology.37

From these episodes in the early nineteenth-century history of knowledge 
we can conclude that the ability of imagining the long-term in a variety of 
time frames was not in opposition to but integral to modern temporal sensi-
bilities. It is also evident from these and other examples of nineteenth-century 
knowledge practices that they presupposed an understanding of the radical 
malleability of human perception of distances and connections across time 
and space. Th e history of scaling thus points to the contingency not only 
of temporality but also of abstraction more generally, and a longer history 
of exploring the boundaries between diff erent spatial and temporal registers 
through various media and visual languages.

Th e idea of the plasticity of the human mind and imagination was also 
elaborated in nineteenth-century pedagogical and epistemological discourses 
on sensory training. As I have discussed elsewhere, diff erent ways of seeing in 
an abstract and survey manner was a matter of intense concern in the context 
of nineteenth-century pedagogical reform and civic training. New spectacular 
technologies and visual strategies, for example aerial photography, enabled 
perspectives that turned familiar views into grids and vertical abstractions. 
Th e act of seeing in a survey manner was also much discussed in relation 
to statistical knowledge and representation. Most importantly, this broader 
history of abstract sensibility was not confi ned to the formation of scientifi c 
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concepts. Issues of sensorial training, virtual aff ect, and self-distancing forms 
of refl exivity became increasingly important to broader discourses on civic 
responsibility in the nineteenth century, and were eventually inscribed into 
the requirements of modern citizenship.38

Scalar imaginations are shaped in the interface of aesthetics in its ancient 
and modernist sense, merging embodied perception and technological 
mediation. As we have seen, the period from the late-eighteenth through the 
mid-nineteenth century was tremendously productive in combining emerg-
ing visual genres and knowledge practices for imagining new versions of the 
history of the earth and human societies. It was also in this period that the 
notion of modernity started to gain ground as a self-designation of Western 
industrial societies. As a temporal concept, it referred to a predominant orien-
tation towards the present in contemporary society, and an inherent striving 
of the modern world to break with the past.39 From this time on, Reinhart 
Koselleck notes, “historiography increasingly speaks of a neue Zeit.”40 In fact, 
the idea of a distinctively modern shape of time was part of a whole family of 
concepts that functioned as tools for formulating universalizing models of 
historical development in the decades around 1800. Common to increasingly 
elaborate notions of “culture,” “civilization,” “progress,” and “evolution” 
in the nineteenth century was that they enforced a chronological hierarchy 
between human history and nature. Increasingly, “nature” came to designate 
the less advanced or that which was left  behind, the “lower and slower” stages 
of progress, or simply the past. Th e externalization of nature from modern 
society thus comprised a temporal as well as spatial dimension.

Nicholas Mirzoeff  suggests that an Anthropocene aesthetic, in the con-
ventional meaning of an aesthetic as “beautiful,” was inserted into the main-
stream of Western art already from the mid-nineteenth century. It is visible, 
he argues, in the artistic perception of landscapes increasingly aff ected by 
industrial pollution and the burning of coal in Western metropoles. For exam-
ple, Claude Monet’s widely reproduced painting of the port of Le Havre from 
1873, Impression: Sun Rising, “at once reveals and aestheticizes anthropogenic 
environmental destruction.” Th e painting’s light eff ects and stunning colors 
are created from the rising sun shimmering through the coal smoke from the 
steamers. Th e human-dominated seascapes, foggy skies, and dirt black water 
of urban environments were perceived by the modern artist as “natural, right, 
then beautiful.” What Mirzoeff  describes as the aesthetization of environ-
mental degradation, and the impact of impressionism as an “anaesthetic to 
the actual physical conditions,” thus takes the meaning of visual evidence of 
how the history of the Anthropocene was built into modern perceptions and 
sensory experiences.41

Human impact on landscapes and natural surroundings infl uenced a vast 
fi eld of unconscious visibility in the nineteenth century. And yet, the sensorial 
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regime of industrial modernity and coal-burning cities was anything but 
uncontroversial in nineteenth-century Europe. It was shaped in the context 
of violent struggles, local disagreements and public debates about issues of 
capitalist production, the organization of work, and the interaction between 
human societies and their surroundings. As Christophe Bonneuil and Jean-
Baptiste Fressoz remark, the period from 1770 to 1830 was characterized 
by an intensifi ed awareness of the interdependence of society and nature in 
Europe, for example in relation to issues of deforestation, pollution, and the 
infl uence of industrial structures on climate and health. Eventually, these and 
other controversies were played out in confl icting ideas about, on the one 
hand, the externalization of nature from society, and, on the other, the recip-
rocal and “systemic” concepts of “milieu” and “environment” that developed 
from the mid-nineteenth century.42

A Natural Media History

Another instance of human–nature interaction in the late eighteenth and 
nineteenth century that resonates with Anthropocene debates about the 
convergence of geological and historical time frames, and at the same time 
testifi es to a broader history of complex temporalities, concerns the reception 
of major nature events. Earthquakes and volcanic eruptions evoke a stunning 
range of temporal experiences and reactions, which cut across distinctions 
of cultural and natural time as well as various speeds, timescales, and layers 
of historical time. In short, they are events with an extraordinary capacity to 
make the coexistence of temporal rhythms and durations visible. Th e inter-
pretation of natural disasters by geologists and archaeologists was crucial to 
the expansion of historical and geological time frames in the period between 
1750 and 1850.43 But it was also part of a broader shift  in cultural attentions, as 
indicated by the spectacular recreations of fl oods and eruptions, both histori-
cal and biblical, that attracted large crowds to nineteenth-century fairgrounds 
and exhibitions.44

Major geological events and natural hazards were also a powerful source 
for refl ections on affi  nities and identifi cation across large distances in time and 
space in the early nineteenth century. As the perception of weather disasters 
and geological extremes as occurrences external to human history is changing, 
we may explore a range of emotions strictly avoided by modern historicism 
with greater seriousness but without falling into the trap of moral refl ection on 
species level. It concerns the morality of scale and the universalizing impulse 
that is triggered by major nature events. Th ere is a pattern of revolt against 
conventional historical dimensions in the cultural reception of earthquakes 
and volcanic eruptions. It is refl ected in a general sense of collapsing scales in 
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the face of elemental emergencies, which manifests in a tendency of imagining 
and drawing times together in ways that would otherwise seem awkward and 
anachronistic.

Let us consider, for example, the vast school of Vesuvius painters in the 
decades around the turn of the nineteenth century. Ignoring any emerging 
divisions between natural and human history, these artists combined and 
moved between a variety of time frames. Th eir work conveyed an intense 
understanding of Vesuvius as a living mountain. Th is is visible in images 
that merge past and present versions of the volcano, and draws on historical 
sources as much as onsite observations of contemporary eruptions.45 Among 
the many artists who witnessed Vesuvius erupt in 1779, 1794, 1822, or any 
other year of increased activity, were historical landscape painters from 
across Europe, for example Jacob More, Pierre-Henri de Valenciennes, and 
Johan Christian Dahl. Despite their diff erent styles and temperaments, they 
all approached the eruptions through cultural meanings that had piled up 
around the mountain over the centuries. Geological details from recent erup-
tions were inserted into scenes from antique history, most of them extracted 
from the testimony of Pliny the Younger in the two letters he wrote to the 
historian Tacitus on the destruction of Pompeii and Herculaneum in 79 AD.46

It is diffi  cult to detect any hierarchy between cultural and natural infl u-
ences in the volcano paintings. Neither is past and present contrasted to each 
other in ways that can provide chronological lessons, explaining one time 
frame through another. Rather, these images collect an historical experience 
of closeness and communication between distant epochs, which is evoked 
and mediated by the rumbling mountain. In this sense, the paintings form a 
conjuncture of diff erent rhythms and durations, which are drawn together in 
a time-transcending historical moment. Th is version of the idea of coexisting 
historical times is diff erent from Koselleck’s notion of the “contemporaneity 
of the noncontemporaneous” as it lacks the historicist impulse of measuring 
“temporal strata” against each other in terms of progress or chronology.47 
Th e prognostic element of this composition of historical times lies in the 
repetition of events, not in their progression.

In some respects, this way of superimposing diff erent times and tempo-
ralities can be compared to other non-historicist approaches to the past. 
One example was the dramatic genre of the tableau. It was defi ned by Denis 
Diderot in the 1750s as a genre for nonchronological historical composi-
tion.48 Th e increasing popularity of the dramatic tableau carried the idea of 
the timelessness of major events into the nineteenth century. Contrary to 
what is oft en thought, the “premodern” construction of the past through a 
rhetoric of exemplum was not outdated by the idea of progress.49 Th e infl u-
ence of the tableau can be traced across visual and textual genres, both fi c-
tional and nonfi ctional; it also fl ourished in the context of spectacular and 
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theatrical entertainments in the second half of the nineteenth century. One 
such example was the immensely popular genre of large-scale stage tableaux 
of historical and contemporary natural disasters, which were displayed in 
European and North American cities between 1870 and 1914.50

But what I want to draw attention to here is also how the work of the 
volcano painters refl ects the nature of the mountain itself as a time-binding 
medium.51 Th e temporality of repeated eruption mediated between historical 
and geological time frames. It created an experience that was equally condi-
tioned by the past and included a heightened sense of the present. A certain 
sublimity of scale was simultaneously ascribed to the vastness of geological 
and cultural records. Among writers and painters, this translated into a sense 
of Vesuvius as a living archive. Early nineteenth-century visitors to the exca-
vations of Herculaneum and Pompeii also testifi ed to an experience of tem-
poral copresence emerging from the encounter with rocks and bones. Indeed, 
while stratigraphic models construed the past in vertical piles of time, more 
or less closed off  from each other, the volcano images conveyed ideas about 
reciprocity and openness between distant eras. It is visible in depictions of the 

Figure 12.3 Eruption of Vesuvius with Destruction of a Roman City, Sebastian Pether, 

1824. Museum of Fine Arts, Boston. Wikimedia Commons, public domain.
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ancient and contemporary landscape surrounding Vesuvius as two adjoining 
rooms, open to and equally illuminated by each other.

For example, the British landscape artist Sebastian Pether completely dis-
solved the distance between ancient and modern history. Th is is apparent 
already from the temporally vague title of his work, Eruption of Vesuvius 
with Destruction of a Roman City, from 1824. Th e geological details in the 
painting cannot be attributed to any particular eruption, but the city being 
destroyed by the lava stream is possibly ancient Herculaneum. However, in 
the lower left  corner, positioned on the trunk of a hugh pine tree, two people 
dressed in nineteenth-century clothing are watching the disaster unfold from 
a safe distance. Th e inclusion of contemporary witnesses in the ancient motif 
emphasizes the spectacular reception of natural disasters. It also appealed to a 
broader movement of living history in the early nineteenth century.

A similar urge to reanimate the distant past is found in Francesco Piranesi’s 
engravings of the repopulated ruins of Pompeii, which were published in 
Antiquités de la Grande Grèce in 1804. Piranesi worked from sketches made 
by his father Giovanni Battista Piranesi in the 1770s and his own visits to the 
site, carefully documenting the excavations in a series of maplike etchings. At 
some stage of his work, however, Piranesi started to insert fi ctional characters 
in the historical setting. As in Pether’s painting, two diff erent eras merge in 
one scene, only in this case it was ancient fi gures who became present in a 
contemporary landscape.

Th e way these early nineteenth-century artists superimposed past and 
present, and engaged with geological and historical time frames, contrasted 
sharply with the modern notion of an accelerating gap between past and 
present. In its approach to history, their work was closer to the rhetorical 
ethos of phantasia, calling upon the power of imagination to engage all senses 
in literally reviving the past.52 As I have argued elsewhere, this can be seen 
in the context of a broader move towards reanimation of the past in the 
early nineteenth century, which was further boosted by the emerging genre 
of the historical novel and the immensely popular work by writers such as Sir 
Walter Scott and Edward Bulwer Lytton.53 Th e volcano painters document 
how a sense of living history was shaped in relation to perceptions of historical 
landscapes and geological time frames as anything but a static background 
to human history. Rather, the experience of watching geological time unfold 
evoked emotions of identifi cation across vast distances in time.

Later in the nineteenth century, other major geological events visualized 
ongoing temporal and spatial recalibrations on a global scale. Th e global 
repercussions of the 1883 Krakatoa eruption in the Sunda Strait between 
Sumatra and Java (then the Dutch East Indies) had a twofold character. 
One was connected to its rapid communication through telegraph networks 
and news agencies with an imperial reach.54 Th e other was the climatic and 
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atmospheric impact of the eruption. Several communities in the immediate 
surroundings were erased by pyroclastic fl ows and tsunami waves. At larger 
distances, the sheer magnitude of the event turned the volcano into its own 
messenger and the sky its global stage. Th e ash cloud covered an area of more 
than fi ft y kilometers, with the blast wave from the fi nal explosion reaching 
around the globe. In the following decade, changing weather patterns and 
cooler temperatures were registered on a global scale. For several years fol-
lowing the eruption, spectacular light and coloring eff ects from the ash and 
pumice in the atmosphere could be watched from diff erent parts of the world. 
Among the painters who depicted the glowing red skies was the British artist 
William Ashcroft , whose crayon sketches of aft erglows from Krakatoa dated 
November 26, 1883 were reproduced as the frontispiece to the 1888 Royal 
Society geological report on the Krakatoa eruption.55

Th e combined technological and elemental impact not only defi ned how 
the eruption was perceived from a distance in space but also its temporal 
character. In the reception of the Krakatoa eruption, the speed of news left  no 
doubt about the origin of the strange skies. With the globalization of audiences 
through telegraphic infrastructures a new common time emerged in the late 
nineteenth century, dividing the temporalities of the eruption into event and 
aft ereff ects. Th is was diff erent from the reception of earlier large-scale natural 

Figure 12.4 Etchings of the ruins of Pompeii. Francesco Piranesi, published in Antiquités 

de la Grande Grèce, vol. 1, plate 8 (1804). Th e Met, public domain.
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disasters. For example, in connection with the Lisbon earthquake in 1755 
reports from remote places in Northern Europe told about high waves rising 
from a windless sea. In the mid-eighteenth century, such phenomena were 
likely to be interpreted as foreboding oncoming events rather than as echoes 
of events occurring somewhere else. Following the pace of physical travel, it 
took about a month before news about the Lisbon earthquake arrived in the 
North. Once it did, the meaning of earlier events had already been fi xed.56

Th e common time of technological communication therefore promoted 
a less eschatological and more linear sense of historical time. Electrical sig-
nals enabled a juncture of major temporal recalibrations. By the end of the 
nineteenth century, the earth, sea, and sky were literally crisscrossed by the 
infrastructure of telegraphic time. Th e acceleration of news emphasized the 
diff erence between the event time of the eruption and the temporalities of 
the atmosphere. But the increasing speed and synchronization of technolog-
ical media did not make elemental shapes of time less visible or impressive. 

Figure 12.5 Aft ereff ects. Frontispiece to the 1888 Royal Society Report on Krakatoa. 

Crayon sketches by W. Ashcroft , November 26, 1883. 71–1250, Houghton Library, 

Harvard University, public domain.
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When mediated through the earth system, the Krakatoa eruption unfolded in 
multiple scales and durations that exceeded the technological mediation of 
the event. Th is prompted an engagement with temporalities that were slower, 
more abstract and of planetary magnitude. Ashcroft ’s pastels of the atmo-
spheric aft erglows capture this fascination with the expanding spatial and 
temporal frames of the geological live, and its inescapable position of human 
detachment.

Temporalization Beyond Modernity

Climate change brings an increasing temporal complexity to life in the twenty-
fi rst century. When compared to long-established discourses on modern tem-
porality and historical time, there are four major aspects that make climate 
change temporalities stand out. Th e fi rst aspect is the emerging realization of 
the sheer multiplicity of time frames and durations that contemporary societ-
ies both infl uence and are conditioned by. Th e second is the reversal of familiar 
rhythms and paces of historical and natural times, which aff ect deep-seated 
temporalities of process and event, fast and slow, repetition and acceleration. 
Th e third is the unprecedented scope of the entanglement of processes in 
human and natural history that is revealed by anthropogenic climate change. 
Th e fi nal aspect is a growing sense of the past as a living archive, which expands 
into and acts on present and future societies in multiple ways, for example 
through the sudden release of emissions that have gathered for centuries.

Th is constellation of temporalities is fundamentally diff erent from any 
notion of the modern time regime.57 It creates a chasm in historical experi-
ence that can neither be bridged by a shift  to longer timescales in historical 
studies or by a fl ight from chronology.58 Th e temporalities of climate change 
corrupt the notion of progress, shatter the experience of modern presentism, 
and subject the future to forces of the past. Th is shift  entails major temporal 
recalibrations aff ecting all aspects of society. Th e incessant monitoring of 
nature emergencies in contemporary global society document the increasing 
anthropogenic impact on the earth and atmosphere. But it also displays the 
struggle to reimagine the temporal confi guration of the present. Th e abstrac-
tion of climate change is oft en located in the clash between long, slow, and 
deep times, on the one hand, and accelerating, urgent, and disruptive times, 
on the other. But today, it is precisely these temporalities that are combined 
in the emerging sense that geological time, in the shape of the Anthropocene, 
is unfolding in real time.

When Koselleck writes about Verzeitlichung it refers to something seem-
ingly simple and yet fundamental, namely the temporalization of Western 
societies in the late eighteenth century through the idea of the progressive 
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nature of history. As a concequence, the past and present were increasingly 
separated in modernity, Koselleck and others have argued, creating an 
ever-increasing gap between experience and expectation in modern societies. 
Here, I have suggested that since the last three or four decades, we are experi-
encing an equally pervasive but diff erent process of temporalization, precisely 
two centuries aft er the period Koselleck refers to as Neuzeit. How and when 
did the modern confi guration of past, present, and future become inadequate 
for comprehending contemporary society? By the end of the twentieth cen-
tury, the tradition of critical thought on presentism in Western modernity 
reached a point where a major contribution declared “the end of temporal-
ity.”59 However, at that time, a diff erent historical experience of the temporal 
composition of the present was already beginning to take shape. Since then, 
an increasing number of aspects of human activity have become imbued with 
the intensities of climate change temporalities. Th is is refl ected, for example, 
in the formation of social and political movements for which matters of time 
frames and intergenerational inequalities are the principal concern.

We have only started to think historically about contemporary tempor-
alization. In this chapter, I have tried to indicate how one important aspect 
of this endeavor might be to look closer at the cultural reception of major 
nature events as instances of alternative confi gurations of historical and nat-
ural times. In a media historical perspective this also involves revisiting the 
distinction between technological and elemental media. As we know from the 
increasing interest in the material ecology of media, there are important links 
between the history of media and weather. But to uncover the genealogy of 
climate change temporalities we should also reconsider the modern emphasis 
on technological and infrastructural determinations of the nature of media. 
As the acceleration of nature changes the understanding of the character and 
duration of historical events, the notion of media is transformed through 
the present emphasis on elemental media in the communication of past and 
future events. Th ese changing defi nitions concern fundamental aspects of 
modern historical thinking, and yet they refl ect experiences that are shared 
over vast distances in time.

Anders Ekström is Professor of the History of Science and Ideas at Uppsala 
University, and currently Professor II of History of Knowledge at Oslo 
University. He has published broadly on modern cultural and media history 
and theory for three decades. His most recent work includes a series of essays 
on time and temporality in the history of natural disasters, which appeared 
in journals such as Th eory, Culture & Society, and Media, Culture & Society. 
His ongoing research is focused on two main areas: cultural processes of 
temporalization in the context of climate change, and the modern history of 
publicness.
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