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Volume 1
The Work of Wind: Land

This book is published as part of The Work  
of Wind: Air, Land, Sea, a variegated set  
of curatorial and editorial instantiations of the 
Beaufort Scale of Wind Force, developed by 
Christine Shaw from June 2018 to September 
2019. It is the first volume in a three-part 
publication series, with two additional volumes 
forthcoming in 2019.

workofwind.ca  

The project series The Work of Wind: Air, 
Land, Sea is one of the 200 exceptional 
projects funded in part through the Canada 
Council for the Arts’ New Chapter program. 
With this $35M investment, the Council 
supports the creation and sharing of the arts  
in communities across Canada.
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THE WORK OF WIND: AIR, LAND, SEA

In 1806, the British sea admiral Sir Francis Beaufort invented the Beaufort 
Scale of Wind Force as an index of thirteen levels measuring the effects  
of wind force. It was first used for the practical navigation of nineteenth-
century ocean space; through a system of observation, wind speed was 
measured by observing how it composes at sea (for example, waves are 
formed) and decomposes on land (for example, leaves are blown from 
trees, chimney pots lifted, houses are destroyed). 

Across a variegated set of curatorial and editorial instantiations developed 
by Christine Shaw in 2018/19, the Beaufort Scale of Wind Force becomes 
a diagram of prediction and premonition in the context of accelerating 
planetary extinction. The Work of Wind: Air, Land, Sea appropriates the 
Beaufort Scale of Wind Force as a readymade index for curating a site-
specific exhibition in the Southdown industrial area of Mississauga, 
Ontario, Canada, and a publication divided into three conjoining volumes. 
The project is extended by the Society for the Diffusion of Useful Knowledge, 
a public program and broadsheet series. 

While the title might suggest a weather project, it is not about wind but of 
wind, of the forces of composition and decomposition predicated on the 
complex entanglements of ecologies of excess, environmental legacies  
of colonialism, the financialization of nature, contemporary catastrophism, 
politics of sustainability, climate justice, and resilience.
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12 HURRICANE

The Theory  o f  the  F i re  Ants

Ju l iana  Spahr

— for  Cheena Mar ie  Lo

Every th ing  s ta r ts  w i th  ra ins ,  w i th  w ind,

wi th  the  d isappearance o f  l i za rds  and mosqu i tos ,

w i th  the  appearance o f  land crabs ,

and the  nervous  act iv i ty  o f  red  ants  and cockroaches .

A muted sky  too .

A b leak  waste land.

An empty  shore .

Wi th  ra ins ,  w i th  w ind.

Wi th  an  oak  sway ing  vehement ly.

Wi th  swa l lows f l y ing  low,

and br id led  te rns  and brown noddies  f l y ing  h igh ,

w i th  thousands o f  a l l iga tors  t rave l ing  inwards ,

as  the  b lackt ip  sharks  a l l  together  move out  o f  the  bay 

so  as  to  s ink  be low 

in to  the  b lue  b lack  depths

as  the  cur rents  s t rengthen

and the  sea  pu l l s  back  f rom one shore 

jus t  so  as  to  surge  on  another.
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A l l  our  thoughts  s ta r t  w i th  ra ins ,  w i th  w ind.

A long unend ing ra in  and

a wind f rom the  mounta ins  that  darkens ,

a  w ind that  car r ies  or  causes  to  be  car r ied ,

a  most  t remendous wind, 

a  most  t remendous wind to  ever  be  remembered by

	  the  o ldest  person.

Whi le  one in t rep id  wh imbre l  f l i es  th rough, 

we ho ld  t ight ,  hunkered down, 

shar ing  w i th  the  w ind 

the  theory  o f  the  p lace  we know,

the  sp i ra ls  o f  the  r i ve rs  and brooks , 

the  fo res ts  and the  woods,

the  copp ices  and the  pastures ,

the  towns and the  boroughs,

the  theory  o f  the  f i re  ants  that  la tch  onto  each other 

	 and fo rm a  l i v ing  mound that  f loa ts  on  the 

	 water ’s  sur face ,

and the  theory  o f  the  b i rds  that  get  in to  the  end o f  the 

	 hur r icane’s  sp i ra l  and then move inward  toward 

	 the  ca lm unt i l  they  a re  mov ing wi th  the  eye ,

wh ich  is  the  theory  o f  the  Ear th ,

wh ich  is  a lso  the  theory  o f  the  sea ,

and the  theory  o f  the  c i ty  and o f  the  la rge  po l i t ics  o f 

	 the  Sta tes ,

as  we l l  as  the  theory  o f  the  r ights ,

and the  theory  o f  f l igh t .
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Some of  these  th ings  resemble  us ,

prov ide  a  mode l  fo r  us .

Some do not .

We wi l l  never  be  b lackt ip  shark 

nor  in t rep id  wh imbre l . 

That  much is  obv ious .

There  is  no  go ing  under  in  th is  moment ,

no  f l y ing  th rough.

We have to  wa i t  i t  out .

Some of  us  f lee ing  and watch ing  f rom a far.

Others  o f  us  hunker ing  down in  a  dark  room,

windows covered.

Some of  us  w i th  a  roof

and some of  us  w i thout .

St i l l  o thers  o f  us  out  in  the  w ind,

some by  cho ice ,

some by  c i rcumstance.

When i t  i s  over,

we wi l l  g rab onto  each other

use  our  c laws,  our  jaws,

even the  adhes ive  pads on our  legs .

and secre t ing  an  o i l y  f lu id ,

we wi l l  t rap  the  a i r  aga ins t  our  body

and then sudden ly  f loa t ,  a l l  l i nked together

on a  ra f t  made out  o f  ourse lves

so as  to  ho ld  each other  up together.

We wi l l  be  f loa t ing  fo r  about  a  week wi th  each other.

But  then the  c lean-up not  rea l l y  done,

the  roofs  not  ye t  fu l l y  repa i red ,
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the  e lect r ica l  sys tem not  rea l l y  work ing 

and even though there  i s  no  reason every  moment 

	 shou ld  not  be  l i ke  th is

fo r  whatever  reason we wi l l  dec ide  no more 

and our  c laws,  our  jaws,  the  pads on our  legs , 

	 our  o i l y  f lu id

wi l l  g ive  way 

and we wi l l  she l te r  down in  the  cur rent  fo rm of 

	 cap i ta l i sm

that  we so  o f ten  mis take  fo r  autonomy.
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