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My father is one of the engineers
I don't know which one but my mother should
He helped build a lake in Oklahoma
When the thousandth boat sank there they set  
them both on fire

Another old man, no relation to me
Climbed up on the roof to look at the moon
The subtlety of reform was terrible to him
He threw himself off the roof, though it was only 
two floors

-Drakkar Sauna, “Not Ideas About the King, But 
the King Himself”

Prelude 

A day after an early spring heat wave, I went to a coffee 

shop on a surprisingly cold day, underdressed in only a sweater. 

“Got kinda chilly out, huh?” said the guy behind the counter.

“I know, but anything feels cold after the week we've had,” 

I replied.

“Yeah, I guess it's not summer after all.”

“It was great while it lasted. I wish it was like that all the 

time; though, I guess soon it probably will be. Sorry grandkids.”

He laughed, “Well, you know, it is 2012.”

“True, but if that's how it all ends, I'm fine with it. If it 

just summers us to death, that's not such a bad way to go out.”

We laughed and he said, “Yeah I guess you're right.”

The most classically mundane conversation, discussing the 

weather, has taken a dark turn. A speculative awareness of climate 

change and the end of the world has entered our day-to-day 

consciousness such that neither have to be explicitly mentioned in 

order to be implicitly understood in even the most vernacular 

context. 

This text is not an analytical dissection of the pop-culture 

of apocalypse, which is certainly at the forefront of my generation's 

mind. Rather, I am presenting for consideration a series of instances 

in which our world is too large to be perceived concretely – as 

opposed to abstractly – necessitating mediation through scientific 

or creative means or both. These vignettes reflect on phenomena 

that are paradoxically ever-present and yet too large, temporal, or 

distant to observe easily, but nonetheless inspire a great deal of our 

cultural activity, like my conversation with the barristo, or 

whatever a male barrista is called.



The Ballad of HD 85512 b

The Lawrence, Kansas-based experimental folk duo, 

Drakkar Sauna released an album in 2009 entitled 20009 

(pronounced “two-thousand-ousand-nine”). It is a loose concept 

album generally concerned with the emotional, moral, and practical 

limits of space travel, rocket science, and interstellar contemplation. 

Two consecutive tracks, one a spoken interlude and the other a 

more straightforward folk song (at least musically), deal with a 

profoundly disturbing event that is possible on the horizon: 

extraterrestrial colonization. In a heavily distorted, b-grade science 

fiction way, the spoken interlude, “Don't Hex a Polygon,” goes like 

this:

1, 2, 3
Astronauts
Angry mathematicians
Imperial deliberations
Cosmic Visions
What beings and an outpost or a station
Becomes an American Lunar Metropolis
Or a Sino-Asian Lunar Metropolis
Or a Metropolis Lunaire Française 
It's all the same
They imagine a state settled, then named
I imagine something different once the moon is self-
sufficient
What's to prevent them with all those scientists to refuse 
submission?
And deny that which binds us
False doctors of Huston,
End your calculations
Brothers,
Hold your arms

The following track, “The Long Sovereignty,” touches the subject a 

bit more delicately, but only a bit more. The hook of the song, sung 

in their signature perfect harmony, goes like this: “We're going to 

need some bigger banks / To finance all of those oxygen tanks / 

Oxygen taaaaanks / Oxygen tanks.” Drakkar Sauna's lyrics are 

frequently neurotic, but if these lyrics were a politically paranoid 

delusion in 20009, they weren't in 200011. 

In mid-September, 2011, The European Southern 

Observatory (ESO), a telescope specializing in researching 

exoplanets, or plants outside our Solar System, announced the 

discovery of 16 super-earths, the most ever announced at one time. 

These are terrestrial planets – meaning mostly rocky, like Earth – 

that likely have between one and ten times the mass of Earth.  The 

masses of these alien worlds are estimated by observing tiny shifts 

in the spectrum of light emitted by their stars as their gravitational 

pull tugs the star back and forth in a tiny orbit of its own. The 

greater the planet's mass, the more it fights against the star, and 

the wider the spectrum shift. ESO employs leading technology in 

reading these spectrums.1

The word super-earth itself has an intoxicating, imaginative 

quality to it, and was enough to turn many heads. This 

groundbreaking announcement was likely the first time many 

people became familiar with the term, and many responded with 

joyous amazement. Space.com2 posted a podcast from the ESO's 

website in which super-earths were announced. It was followed by 

a Facebook-powered comment app3 which read like this: 

1 Hook & Isidro
2 A very helpful resource despite its obtuse name.
3 http://www.space.com/12917-16-super-earth-discovered.html



Sarker and certainly Gabriel were very excited by the news. Romy 

is perhaps awestruck. But Edgar saw the situation differently, 

maybe sharing concerns with Drakkar Sauna, and perhaps if he 

came back to the comment thread two weeks later, he would have 

found Jordan's post disturbing. 

One of the 16 super-earths has gotten the most attention, 

HD 85512 b. It's celebreté is because it is likely that the planet 

exists in its star's inhabitable zone, or the narrow ring around a star 

in which water can existing liquid form,4 making it potentially life-

4 When you consider that, in part of our Earth, water that is always 
frozen, and that much of the equator is covered by desert, you can 
appreciate how small an inhabitable zone is. 

sustaining. At first, I was just as excited as Sarker by this notion 

(maybe not quite as excited as Gabriel), but then thought to 

myself, why do we care if there is life there? Then it hit me. We 

don't care if there is life. No, it is much worse than Drakkar Sauna 

thought: the moon is not enough. Science fiction cinema has always 

prepared at least the magical-realism sensitive areas of our mass-

media consciousness for the possibility that an alien race will come 

to our planet to colonize it because they have depleted some 

precious resource of their own – without concern of what becomes 

of the human race – when in fact the opposite is more likely the 

case. Do they have alien movies on HD 85512 b? Will they greet us 

as liberators?

Beyond the Stagnation Layer

Certainly, a realistic estimation as to how long it would take 

to develop the technology to reach this distant super-earth – let 

alone the actually making the journey – is beyond our current 

speculation. But we anticipate reaching at least one milestone in our 

venture outward very soon, perhaps any minute now, perhaps even 

as you read this sentence.

In 1977, the Voyager spacecraft were launched on a mission 

to photograph the planets of the outer Solar System up close for the 

first time. The images that Voyagers 1 and 2 took up until the 

cameras were turned off to save energy in 1990 formed what we 

now know the planets to look like: the iconic rings of Saturn, the 

giant red storm on Jupiter, Neptune's deep blue color. Though the 

cameras are off for good, the Voyagers still collect data and they are 

still moving.5

5 Levy 



Lynn Levy, for National Public Radio's Radiolab, produced 

a story on what the Voyagers are up to now. She explains that they 

continue to report back using “instruments that detect how many 

particles are around [or] what the temperature is” while 

astronomers like Boston University professor Merav Opher, collect 

the data and wait for new information. They weren't sure what 

would happen when they got here, but they knew the Voyagers 

would one day reach the edge of the Solar System.

“The sun has a wind,” Opher explains to Levy “It is very 

fast. It can be between 400 and 800 kilometers per second.” The 

wind essentially defines the shape of the Solar System, which is 

more like a balloon than a flat oval around the Sun. For 14 years, 

the Voyagers reported no significant changes in the data about this 

wind until late 2004, when the speed of the windspeed dropped 

from 380 km/s to 100 km/s. Opher describes the data as “much 

more turbulent than before. The particles [were] also behaving in a 

very different way, and the [magnetic] fields were very … um … 

weird.”6

They were making their first steps through the edge of the 

Solar System, which according to Levy's report is a distinct place, 

not a border. After a few years in the edge, the wind around 

Voyager 1 stopped suddenly, but it still reported measurements 

about temperature, magnetic presence, and particle density. No one 

really knows what this means, and Opher tells Levy, “Nature 

surprised us again.... People are calling it the 'Stagnation Layer.'” 

When we breach the Stagnation Layer, Opher says, “This 

will be the first man-made object to leave any star, and Voyager is 

right there smelling, touching that boundary.” Opher and the 

6 Levy

Voyager team expect that this could happen any time between 

right now7 and the next three or four years.8 Any time now. Maybe 

Now. Maybe Now.

Space and Time

Marking time and telling time is difficult because time 

oscillates in and out of objectivity and subjectivity. Journalist 

Marvin Lin tells a story about a time before time was objectively 

standardized. On August 12, 1853, two trains on the Providence and 

Worcester Railroad collided near Pawtucket, Rhode Island. “The 

New York Daily Times published a report with the headline 

'AWFUL RAILROAD ACCIDENT; FOURTEEN LIVES LOST. 

Thirty or Forty Seriously Injured,'” Lin writes. “Within a month, 

the conductor was charged with manslaughter. Not for being 

reckless or for being drunk, but for carrying a faulty watch.”9

As flippant as the charges sound, I imagine the families of 

those 14 killed took this incongruency in time very seriously in 

those circumstances. How intimately it impacted their lives. How 

intimately time effects us all. How strange it is, therefore, that we 

look so far outside ourselves to find the predictability we need to 

make sense of our chaotic and unordered world. 

Nothing is more predictable than planets and stars. 

According to NASA, on June 5 of this year, the Western 

Hemisphere observed The Transit of Venus, a phenomenon that we 

have only witnessed seven times previously since the invention of 

the telescope in the years 1631, 1639, 1761, 1769, 1874, 1882, and 

7 Unless it has since I wrote this sentence.
8 Levy
9 Lin, pp. 40-41, Lin's emphasis



2004. The name personifies Venus just as much as the astronomers 

of old who named the planets after gods, as does the occurrence 

itself in which Venus, tiny black speck, meanders across the wide 

yellow disc of the sun. The Transit occurs on a very specific 

pattern, only in December and June every eight years, then 121.5 

years, then eight years, then 105.5 years. This means that the next 

Transit will occur in December of 2117.10 That was the only chance 

we had to see time expressing itself in this way, as a tiny dot. 

Mercury transits across the sun on its own pattern as well. 

An anonymous Wikipedia author uses the patterns to determine 

that the last simultaneous Transits of Venus and Mercury was on 

September 22, 373,173 BCE and that the next will occur on July 26, 

69,163 and again on March, 29 224,50811 Clicking on the year 

69,163 takes you to the Wikipedia entry for “Timeline of the Far 

Future.” What will life be like in 69,163? I suspect many readers of 

this don't believe there will still be human life, though the human 

race has been around for much longer than that. 

Tenebrae

Famed Astronomer Carl Sagan had one last request of the 

Voyager team before the cameras went dark for good. He asked 

that when one of the vessels turned  toward Earth, it snapped one 

last picture, looking back instead of out. On Valentine's Day, 1990, 

Voyager 1 took its last picture, grainy and mostly empty except for 

a tiny, pale blue dot.12 Sagan famously ruminated on this dot:

10 http://eclipse.gsfc.nasa.gov/transit/venus0412.html
11 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Transit_of_Venus, After some clicking 

through, I found a reputable scientific journal to confirm this 
claim. Meeus, J. and Vitagliano, A. "Simultaneous Transits" 
(2004).  http://chemistry.unina.it/~alvitagl/solex/Simtrans.pdf

12 Levy 

Look again at that dot. That's here. That's home. 
That's us. On it everyone you love, everyone you know, 
everyone you ever heard of, every human being who ever 
was, lived out their lives. The aggregate of our joy and 
suffering, thousands of confident religions, ideologies, and  
economic doctrines, every hunter and forager, every hero 
and coward, every creator and destroyer of civilization,  
every king and peasant, every young couple in love, every 
mother and father, hopeful child, inventor and explorer,  
every teacher of morals, every corrupt politician, every 
“superstar,” every “supreme leader,” every saint and sinner  
in the history of our species lived there – on a mote of dust 
suspended in a sunbeam.

The Earth is a very small stage in a vast cosmic 
arena. Think of the rivers of blood spilled by all those 
generals and emperors so that, in glory and triumph, they  
could become the momentary masters of a fraction of a dot. 
Think of the endless cruelties visited by the inhabitants of  
one corner of this pixel on the scarcely distinguishable  
inhabitants of some other corner, how frequent their 
misunderstandings, how eager they are to kill one another,  
how fervent their hatreds.

Our posturings, our imagined self-importance, the  
delusion that we have some privileged position in the 
Universe, are challenged by this point of pale light. Our  
planet is a lonely speck in the great enveloping cosmic dark.  
In our obscurity, in all this vastness, there is no hint that  
help will come from elsewhere to save us from ourselves.13

Of all of the photos taken by the Voyager spacecraft, none were so 

moving as that final, mostly dark photo of a dot.

Argentinian-American Composer Osvaldo Golijov was one 

of many inspired by that dot. In 2002, he wrote a devastatingly 

beautiful piece for string quartet called Tenebrae, in response to 

“two contrasting realities in a short period of time in September, 

2000.” He continues in his composer notes for Tenebrae, “I was in 

13 Sagan, pp. 6-7



Israel at the start of the new wave of violence that is still 

continuing today, and a week later I took my son to the new 

planetarium in New York, where we could see the Earth as a 

beautiful blue dot in space. I wanted to write a piece that could be 

listened to from different perspectives.”14 

Coming from the latin for “shadows,” the term Tenebrae 

refers to a liturgical service observed in Catholic and some 

Protestant sects on Maundy Thursday or Good Friday during hours 

of darkness. The key feature of this service is the gradual 

extinguishing of candles accompanied by choral performance.15 

Golijov is not the first to take the term out of this context to 

denote a piece concerned not only with darkness, but with 

darkening. The term has been the namesake of choirs,16 movies,17 

and mixtapes.18 

As Tenebrae starts, it is barely audible with long, lilting 

notes in the lower and middle registers. Layers of counterpoint 

slowly build up from the viola and violin, and the notes become 

more fluttering and dense. Each set of measures in palindromic in 

volume: starting from near silence, moving to a loud height, and 

returning to near silence. Each swell shifts in mood from quiet 

wonder in major, to louder, anxious fear and even violence in 

minor, setting up a musical space for the listener to move through, 

both a distance and a closeness. Golijov writes, “If one chooses to 

listen to it 'from afar,' the music would probably offer a 'beautiful' 

surface but, from a metaphorically closer distance, one could hear 

14 Golijov
15 Carmelite Monastary
16 http://www.tenebrae-choir.com
17 http://www.imdb.com/title/tt0084777
18 http://disconaivete.com/post/12167537326

that, beneath that surface, the music is full of pain.”19

An automatic and common reaction to the photo of the pale 

blue dot – as well as Sagan's iconic passage about it – is that it 

underscores the insignificance of life on Earth, but Golijov provides 

a different approach to understanding it. Notice that in the excerpt 

above, Sagan never uses the word “insignificant.” He never 

discounts the significance of “rivers of blood” nor the love between 

parent and child or between young couples. He does, however, 

reconsider our supposed “position,” specifically the idea the a there 

is such thing in the cosmic realm as a “privileged position.” 

Questioning this idea can only happen through examining ourselves 

from distances varied enough to witness both the beauty and pain, 

as Golijov suggests, of our lives here on Earth. By placing every 

important figure – important both in the distance of human history 

and in the closeness of individual day-to-day life – on the same tiny 

dot, Sagan does not deny their significance but increases their 

density. As we move further outward in our viewpoint Earth, and 

our vision becomes gradually more filled with darkness, we better 

appreciate our closeness, raising the stakes for the compassion we 

afford each other. Consider again Sagan's final line, “In our 

obscurity, in all this vastness, there is no hint that help will come 

from elsewhere to save us from ourselves.”20 Form this point of 

view, human life has never seemed more significant.

The Blackest Black

A new bar has been set for darkness. The world's blackest 

paint lines the insides of NASA's photography equipment, it is 

19 Golijov
20 Emphasis added.



called NASA Z306, and the function of its blackness is to prevent 

stray light rays from bouncing around inside the camera, diffusing 

the images they capture and compromising their detail. But the 

blackest black is not black enough. NASA is now developing a 

black ten times blacker than the blackest black. 

The material is, for lack of a better word, “grown” on the 

outside of substrates through a process called catalyst assisted 

chemical vapor deposition. From what I understand, whatever 

material the photo equipment will be made out of is coated with a 

chemical catalyst that is heated up and exposed to a gas with 

carbon in it. This causes carbon nanotubes to form on the surface. 

These are carbon molecules that are tubular in shape and one 

nanometer wide. Their hyperfine composition allows them to 

absorb 99.5% of light that hits them. NASA's optical physicists 

believe that use of this black will allow the instruments to capture 

40% more information in each photo.21 

I wonder if that level of darkness is even perceptible or 

discernible from everyday blacks; what would, for instance, a wall 

were coated in carbon nanotubes look like. I imagine it vacuuming 

all of the ambient light in the room, creating a cold wind into itself 

of all the color, heat, and even sound around it. My ponderings let 

me to www.cheaptubes.com, a company based out Brattleboro, VT 

that sells graphitized multi-walled nanotubes like those being 

prepared for space travel. One gram is $25.

Darkness is no longer a broader; this material questions the 

most basic absolute we have left, black as a complete darkness. It 

has relativized nothingness. There is no longer a limit to emptiness. 

21 http://www.nasa.gov/topics/technology/features/new-nano.html

Seeing Things

We are familiar with pop-science claims that, for the 

individual of average ability, 85 to 95 or so percent of information 

perceived objectively or interpreted subjectively is done so visually. 

Of course, these claims are slippery if not dubious because sensorial 

information, even at its most objective, is qualitative and not 

quantifiable the way a percent value is. Nonetheless, anyone can 

agree that light is a major contributing factor to our understanding.

But light exists in terms other than the terms we set for 

defining our objectivity and subjectivity. We are so couched in it 

that it can be difficult to understand the ways in which light is a 

function of atmospheric physics that surround us as opposed to a 

function of our own seeing, even though we rationally know that 

the latter is not the case. John Berger eloquently presented this idea 

in the introduction to his canonical text Ways of Seeing: “The 

relationship between what we see and what we know is never 

settled. Each evening we see the sun set. We know that the earth is 

turning away from it, Yet the knowledge never quite fits the 

sight.”22 Sometimes, even within recognizable or mundane 

phenomena, knowledge and understanding do not match entirely. 

Freud wrote about the concept of the “uncanny” in which, 

maybe just for a moment, a familiar person, even one's own 

reflection, appears at once also unfamiliar. But he didn't elaborate, 

at least to my knowledge, on the idea of the uncanny occurring 

amid other visual conditions, such as our recognition of places, 

situations, or scenes. Nor did he consider the possibility that 

experiencing the uncanny incites any other emotion besides fear 

22 Berger, p. 7



and revile.23 I find uncanny a suitable word for times when light, 

though behaving along the strict mandates of particle or wave 

physics, does not behave according to our expectations.

Mirages create this kind of visual dissonance for us, though 

for part of the year, people living in urban settings may see them 

on a daily basis. Mirages are such strange interferences in our 

visual ambience that they are often portrayed on TV as delusions of 

the mind, especially in children's cartoons. There is an often 

repeated cartoon scene when two characters are stranded in a 

desert, and, overcome with hunger and exhaustion, one character 

looks over to his companion to see he has turned into a giant 

chicken leg, or perhaps wavy lines begin to materialize into a 

lemonade stand on the horizon. The truth is that mirages are not 

just our imagination, nor exactly even a product of extreme heat. 

Rather, mirages occur as a result of light rays undergoing a rapid 

temperature change as they approach a surface.

If the air above a surface is drastically cooler, a light ray's 

path will start to bend as it moves towards the surface, causing a 

mirrored effect below the horizon. Because they are below the 

horizon, they are called inferior mirages, and are most commonly 

seen on highways, when the distant pavement appears wet or 

reflective on a hot day. Conversely, if warm air moves over a cold 

surface, as sometimes occurs out at sea or in the desert, light may 

bend the opposite way, causing an image to appear above the 

23 While Freud characterizes the uncanny as an aesthetic phenomenon 
in the general sense (Freud, p. 123), brought on by "things, 
impressions, events and situations" (Freud, p. 131), all of his 
subsequent case studies deal only with our lapses in our ability to 
familiarize the humanness or life in recognizably animate things or, 
conversely, our spontaneous assigning of these qualities in 
inanimate or nonhuman things.

horizon. Sometimes this curvature can roughly correspond with the 

curve of the earth, causing objects beyond the horizon to appear 

floating upside down in the sky, if only for a short while. These are 

called superior mirages or in some cases Fata Morgana, after the 

shape-shifting fairy wife of King Arthur. All of these phenomena 

are very fleeting because, if you approach them, you will move out 

of the angle of the banding light, or if the temperatures level out, 

they will disappear.24

Dangerous Names

Aesthetic philosopher Yuriko Saito wrote an eyeopening 

essay called “The Aesthetics of Weather” which compares and 

contrasts our aesthetic experience of art to that of weather, while 

allowing each to function in their own terms. She recognizes that 

art functions as art and weather as weather, but puts them 

simultaneously on the same aesthetic level – much in the way we 

might consider music in certain terms that are different from visual 

arts, though no less aesthetic.25 This philosophical exercise is more 

contentious than it seems because, while our experience of weather 

and its changes is a far more universal than the institutionalization 

of the artworld, as Saito often points out, weather is indeed deeply 

cultural in both universal and specific ways. Moreover, art is far 

less likely to kill someone than the weather is. 

Saito points out that our aesthetic engagement of weather 

extends beyond the appreciation of the warmth of summer and 

spring, snow in winter, or brisk autumn breezes, but also an 

irritation with or even fear of weather. She writes: “Weather 

24 Young
25 Light & Smith, pp. 159-160



directly affects our well-being in a number of ways: it determines 

bodily comfort, the possibilities of outdoor activities and events; it 

makes or breaks many people's … livelihoods; and it sometimes 

threatens our existence.”26

She continues by playing devil's advocate about whether or 

not this is an aesthetic engagement: 

These very practical concerns with and interests in weather  
make us less sensitive to their aesthetic aspects. Such is the  
claim maintained by many, though not all, thinkers who 
subscribe to the theory of aesthetic formalism or the theory 
of disinterestedness or distancing. To put it simply, these  
views share the notion that the aesthetic appreciation of  
anything has to do only with its sensuous surface …, 
without regard for its practical significance.27

Certainly our appreciation of art reflects this aesthetic sensibility, 

that of going beyond just the beauty in the surface; are we not 

often moved by ugly or troubling works of art?

The naming of hurricanes is an aesthetic relationship 

between nature and culture at their most violent clash. While 

certain natural disasters, like tsunamis or high-magnitude 

earthquakes, are more devastating than hurricanes, they are too 

unfathomable and infrequent to truly become engrained in the 

culture they affect to the degree that hurricanes are a part of yearly 

life in areas like the American Southeast. It is certainly no accident 

or flippant gesture that we apply an aesthetic literary device, 

personification, in order to cope with their disastrous but inevitable 

visits. 

Hurricane names follow a pattern. A set of six names is 

26 Light & Smith, p. 162
27 Light & Smith, p. 162

chosen for each letter of the alphabet, three male and three female. 

One year, the names will alternate by gender – A, male; B, female; 

C, male, etc. – and then reverse the following year.  This system 

was developed by the National Hurricane Center (NHC) in 1953 

and is now maintained by the World Meteorological Organization 

(WMO).28 At first, all hurricanes were assigned women's names, a 

practice which continued, despite the obviously problematic 

insinuation, until 1978.29 Names reoccur every six years, unless the 

storm is particularly destructive, strong, or deadly, at which point 

the name is retired and replaced with a new name. To date, there 76 

retirees on the list. The name Danny has been used five times and 

is still active. The name Floyd was retired in 1999.30 

What results from this naming is a more easily transmitted 

oral history that allows us to make an attempt at controlling and 

understanding these events, not as events, but singular bodies in 

our culture. A landfall becomes instead the appearance of a figure 

to be feared, revered, and perhaps even anticipated with nervous 

excitement. This is what the beginning of a hurricane feels like: not 

like something has started but that has arrived; “It's here,” people 

often say. And these names add further infamy to many of the 

retirees. Few will forget Andrew from 1992. I remember Opal very 

well from my childhood and the quick succession of Charley and 

Ivan when I was in high school. We all remember Katrina, a name 

that makes my heart sink every time I even meet someone named 

Katrina, though she wasn't even as deadly as Mitch in 1998. 

28 http://www.nhc.noaa.gov/aboutnames.shtml
29 This first went into effect for the naming of Eastern North Pacific 

cyclones, and not until the following 1979 season for Atlantic 
hurricanes (http://www.nhc.noaa.gov/aboutnames_history.shtml).

30 http://www.nhc.noaa.gov/aboutnames_history.shtml



I would be remiss not to mention that, according the data 

from the WMO that I have skimmed for this and other projects, 

when people say hurricanes are getting stronger and more 

prevalent, believe them. The 2005 hurricane season is a startling 

example, and even just the names show it. Before 2005, it was rare 

for names even in the R's to be used, but in 2005, the letters of the 

alphabet were exhausted for the first time, and the WMO resorted 

to using Alpha, Beta, Gamma, Delta, Epsilon, and Zeta before the 

season's end. Also, 2005 had a record-breaking five retired names 

including Katrina, the most destructive hurricane in history by US 

Dollars, and Wilma, the strongest of all time.31

Neither Astronomer Nor Astrologer

Looking up at space and into the stratosphere to inform our 

workings here on Earth has traditionally, and ironically, been saved 

either for spiritual or purely scientific pursuits. But however 

indebted our research is to those astronomers and astrologers, many 

others find meaning in the hugeness of the outer working of the 

universe. The rational or secular layman also has a claim in the 

curiosity to explore what is not easily observed by the naked eye, 

especially now as we grow more and more skeptical of the 

ecological and political viability of our life here on Earth. I have 

presented rare moments of watching the world work in a way 

beyond our own limited perception; watching time occur, 

projecting ideas into the future, or gaining a wider perspective on 

our position. So much is at stake in these inquiries for our 

emotional and intellectual growth. l

31 http://www.nhc.noaa.gov/2005atlan.shtml
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