“CARBON CYCLE”

Project for ‘Resourceful’ 1998

Richard Thomas

Materials: approx 5 tonne split redgum, wood ash, redgum seedlings, fencing.

Dimensions: stack: 5m x 2m. diameter. Total work 30 m. diameter.

Construction: 21 June  (midwinter solstice) - 21 September (spring equinox)1998

In many rural areas in Australia in winter firewood becomes a currency as important as $. Whilst in the city currency is always simply $,and  in outback Australia diesel or slabs, around the Grampians/ Garriwerd in winter a big stack of firewood at the beginning of winter in the backyard is like having an extra $500 in your pocket.

Along the eastern flanks of the Grampians/Garrwerd thousands of majestic redgums grow, their trunks 2m. or more in diameter, stretching 30m or more higher into the atmosphere. Walking through paddcks of redgums you have the sense that each tree is an autonomous entity, an ecosystem in itself. It is said the biggest of these trees may be 600 years old, which means they were already large trees at the time of the Rennaisance. 

Human consciousness developed from the God-centred medieval period, to the sun centred revolution of Copernicus, to the human centred enlightenment and modern era, to the no-centre era of relativity, quantum physics, complexity, Darwinism, nuclear power, postmodernism and the information revolution. Through all these monumental changes of human history, the Redgums of the Grampians lived and grew, maintaining their own centres and exchanging energy and material with the biosphere.

Redgum is about the best firewood there is, because of its dense, heavy structure, over a tonne to the cubic metre dryweight. It burns slowly and produces an intense heat with a low, gaslike flame.

Its density means that Redgums are very effective as carbon banks. Carbon has been deposited in these big plants over centuries, sequestered from atmospheric carbon dioxide, through the process of photosynthesis to produce carbohydrates upon which organic growth is based. Eventually the trees will reach the end of their lifespan and die slowly. As their flesh becomes deadwood, they become skeletons, and form important habitats for insects, possums, reptiles, birds and microorganisms. As they slowly disintegrate, the carbon which was once the building block for the trees’ cell structure bonds with the oxygen in the atmosphere and is re-released into the atmosphere as carbon dioxide. 

This exchange is called the carbon cycle, a profoundly important process to all organic life forms on planet earth, which is taking place incessantly and invisibly as one of the key matter and energy transfers which allow the continuing dance of life in this part of the universe.

If trees are cut down or fall over, the release of carbon will be accelerated as the timber rots more quickly when it is in contact with the ground, moisture and microorganisms within it. If the timber is cut and burnt, carbon is released into the atmosphere very rapidly and a great deal of energy is released with it.

In the work Carbon Cycle  a very simple carbon transfer system is constructed, using redgum in its living and dead states. A large stack of firewood is surrounded by redgum seedlings. The circular nature of both the stack and the tree ring indicates the circular nature of the carbon cycle, as do the connecting ground lines, which also point to this process as a kind of mandala. However the work is not simply a representation of the process, it is the process.
The stack itself is built using drystone wall techniques I learnt in Israel, whilst constructing a work in which a stone wall was built around an (olive) tree. In carbon cycle I have reversed that relationship. Each tree is aligned to one of the cardinal points, and the trees form a circle around the built structure, guarding and interacting with it. The form of the stack echoes the scale and shape of the redgum trunks of the surrounding trees. The split wood was cut from a tree which has been lying on the ground for 20 years, about 200 metres from the work site. By reconstructing a vertical trunk/stack, a kind of resurrection of the dead tree takes place.

It may be possile to calculate at what rate the carbon from the firewood stackis being released in comparison to the carbon absorption of the trees. At some moment in the future, the rate of CO2 inhalation in the saplings will surpass the rate of exhalation in the stack. This will be a moment of equilibrium in an open system. Sometime in the next ten years or so, the ‘system’ will absorb more carbon than it produces.

I am interested in making visible the invisible processes and energy transfers of nature. The Roman architect Vitruvius wrote that Art is nothing but a ‘second nature’ which is made by humans and derives its beauty and knowledge by an understanding of ‘first nature’, which is largely mysterious and unfathomable. We are now at a time in history where science has become the dominant paradigm for our understanding of the world, and we are exploring deeper and deeper into the workings of this first nature. Many artists find themselves working as parallel scientists, because the most interesting developments in human endeavour are not happenning in art, they are happenning in science and technology. The notion of art being an autonomous ‘second nature’ is now largely superceded.

However we still need an artistic consciousness, even if art itself is becoming redundant, to draw out and celebrate the poetry in the workings of the universe. The scientific mind can show us how and why the world happens, but it takes the artistic mind to show the beauty and meaning of the world’s happening.

