
Before beginning, I want to acknowledge that this is the land (and sea) of the Tongva people. I 

want to thank them for taking care of this land and acknowledge that without them, we could 

not be here.  I learned this sort of land acknowledgement from Deborah McGregor, an excellent 

Nishnaabe water scholar. 

In this paper, I want to look at the structures of 

entanglement and (re)assemblage in relation to the sea, 

and more specifically to the part of the Arctic Ocean 

from the Chukotka peninsula in the far northeast of the 

Russian Federation along the so-called Northeast 

Passage to Novaya Zemlya .  

First, I’m going to quickly define seascape, alluding to the importance of media to 

seascape assemblages, and then look at how the nuclear in particular mediates seascape 

relations in the Northeast Passage, and then finally turn to Aleksei Popogrebskii’s film How I 

Ended This Summer to unpack the how the nuclear functions alongside other media for making 

seascapes.  

Work on seascapes (alongside waterspaces and wetscapes) has been gaining increasing 

attention, building off established work done in landscape studies and the more recent 

explosion of interest in the blue humanities (and the Oceanic Turn!). Seascape takes the concept 

of landscape—understood, for example, as a “gathering topographies, geologies, plants and 

animals, persons and their biographies, social and political relationships, material things and 

monuments, dreams and emotions, discourses and representations” as Charles Tilley and Kate 

Cameron-Daum defined it last year—and highlights the particularity of the sea, the circulation 

and fluid behavior of marine assemblages, the specificity of water’s amphibious encounters 

with land, and the sense of place created with the sea—not as something to fear but something 

with which to entangle. I believe the questions of how seascapes are created, with whom they 

become entangled, and with what are those entanglements sustained, are key questions in the 

debates around the Anthropocene (and my understanding of Haraway’s Chthulucene), for 

reasons that I will touch upon throughout my talk.   



These questions—themselves entangled and inextricable—draw attention to the 

importance of media in the building and sustenance of seascape assemblages. Thinking about 

Billy Gauthier, for example, an Inuit artist in Labrador, I note the use of labradorite, moose 

antler, and caribou antler in his sculpture of the narwhal 

hunt. But above all, I notice his use of caribou sinew for 

the ropes. The sinew is the connective tissue that once 

bound the caribou’s muscle to bone and muscles to each 

other, and now binds the hunter to the narwhal, and the 

artist to the caribou, the narwhal, and the hunter. These 

sorts of bonds insist on the intimacy of more-than-

human relations, on deep reciprocity between the gifts of the caribou, the moose, and the 

narwhal, and between the artist and the hunter. Such acts of suturing seascape relations are not 

limited to art and storytelling and specifically art practices—though they are always mediated. 

On the Chukotka Peninsula for example, where the film I’m 

going to discuss is set, similar acts of suturing occur when 

the Chukchi herder lassos his reindeer with sealskin rope, 

which he got from trade with the coastal Yupik. Among the 

Yupik, walrus skin too is a medium between the people and 

the sea when it is stretched over the frame of a baidara (a 

walrus-skin canoe).  

These sorts of intimately mediated relations are not the only possible seascape 

assemblages, and I am wary of attempts to centralize the concept of seascape (or landscape or 

even assemblage) as an ethical linchpin. Entanglements are not always intimate, not always 

based on deep reciprocity, not always based on relationships of responsibility. [They are not 

always based on grounded normativity and constellations of reciprocity– Leanne Simpson]. The 

work of the senses permits entanglements across vast expanses, and permits a challenge to 

existing, more immediate, seascape relations (‘Chthulucene seascapes’) that centre the particular 

and the vernacular (even within worldwide mobilities). The nuclear has played a rather special 

and under-acknowledged role in creating Anthropocene seascape assemblages with the 



Northeast Passage. It entangles distant, metropolitan bodies, to the so-called Northeast Passage 

and in so doing annihilates it in two important senses, referring back to the title of my talk, it 

‘annihilates’ oceanic space. 

The first sense is the most obvious and most literal: it is the sense in which the function 

of the nuclear is to annihilate, to irradiate in order to make nothing: to wasteland (Voyles). This 

sense of annihilation is closely related to the position put forward by Colin Waters and others 

that the nuclear trace is the golden spike of the Anthropocene; it is something that obscures and 

dominates previous, Holocene relations, and replaces them with Anthropocene assemblages.  

The second sense I have in mind comes from Marx’s famous quote, that capitalism 

annihilates space by time. Marx’s concept of the annihilation of space by time is really the 

annihilation of distance by velocity [Gordillo]. The use of ‘by’ (‘by time’, ‘by velocity’) signals 

what John Durham Peters has called the ‘ablative’ case of media studies: by means of what 

exactly? When Marx originally wrote these words, steam engine technologies in the second half 

of the nineteenth century were the means by which space was annihilated; ships in particular 

annihilated oceanic space in the so-called Columbian exchange. This is closely related to the 

position on the Anthropocene put forward by Simon Lewis and Mark Maslin: increasingly 

frequent transoceanic biological exchanges are ‘without geological precedent’: it is as though 

the forces of capital have shifted continents reuniting Pangea for the circulation of capital. The 

annihilation of space by velocity, too, suggests an annihilation of the particularity of land- and 

seascapes, something that anthropologist Kenneth Olwig centres in his description of this 

epoch—the bumpy variegated surface of the Earth is flattened in the Anthropocene into the 

smooth flows of global capital. 

The first sense of nuclear annihilation of oceanic space, and the formation of a nuclear 

seascape, is tied to the history, above all, of the Pacific and the hundreds of thermonuclear 

bombs the Americans and French detonated between 1954 and 1996 on the Bikini Atoll and 

surrounding islands (on lit: Shewry, DeLoughrey). The Russian site of similar testing occurred 

in the western edge of the Northern Sea route along the Northeast Passage, in Novaya Zemlya.  



The Russian Arctic has also been used as a dump for nuclear waste, which includes spent 

nuclear fuel as well as obsolete nuclear transportation vessels, such as the K-27, scuttled into the 

shallow shores of the Kara Sea, threatening to detonate, apparently, when the hull rusts out. In 

this sense, the Arctic seascape has 

been a site of radioactive traces in 

the scientific sense used by Waters 

and others, and in Benjamin’s sense 

of ‘trace’ as deployed by Ann Laura 

Stoler to include acts of waste in 

expansionist empires. By the 

nuclear ‘annihilation’ of oceanic 

space, in this sense, the Soviet and 

Russian states have territorialized 

this seascape, making it theirs through irradiating it and laying it to waste.  

 

 In the second sense, the nuclear has long been 

instrumental (or ‘ablative’) in annihilating space 

between points of capital accumulation. In 1954, for 

example, two American scientists, employed at a 

Monsanto-owned laboratory, invented a radioisotope 

thermoelectric generator, an RTG. These small and 

relatively lightweight nuclear generators, operate on a 

principle of nuclear degradation rather than nuclear reaction. The heat released as a biproduct 

of this degradation provides a steady, low-output, autonomous source of energy over a long 

period of time. These attribute make it ideally suited for the expansion of the World System into 

its furthest reaches. Indeed, it was initially designed for space travel, and is still used by NASA, 



particularly for missions on the 

planetary surfaces often cut off 

from photovoltaic sources of 

energy. Its first terrestrial use 

came in 1966, when it was used to 

power a research station on 

Fairway Rock off the coast of 

Alaska. Soon after, the RTG 

became a key part of the Soviet 

infrastructure along the Northeast 

Passage. They were used 1) to power unmanned lighthouses, and 2) to power meteorological 

and hydrological research stations. The latter category of use was particularly important 

because the RTG facilitated a practice of coming to know the sea, in order to entangle the 

economic interests of metropolitan Russia with the Arctic, with the ultimate aim of governing it 

and making it available to the flows of capital. It was lightweight, readily transportable and 

autonomous—it did not need to be linked to the grid, like hydropower, nor did require it 

regular refueling, like petro fuel. Thus it could be deployed as a means by which the Northern 

Sea Route could be constructed as a Russian seascape. 

.  

The RTG is at the centre of Aleksei Popogrebskii’s 2010 film How I Ended This Summer, which 

takes place on the fictional island of Aarchym, shot, in fact, on the continental Val’karkai 



Lagoon, at the eastern end of the Northeast Passage. The film was shot there at an abandoned 

research station that was once powered by an RTG, and ends with the RTG’s removal. The plot 

concerns two characters, Sergei and Pasha, who represent two generations of entanglement 

with the Arctic: Sergei represents a Soviet analog generation, while Pasha represents a post-

Soviet, accelerated, digital 

generation. The two characters come 

into inevitable conflict, and the film 

turns into a psychological thriller, at 

the end of which both Sergei and Pasha’s bodies become exposed to radiation from the RTG, the 

RTG is removed, and—the film suggests—Sergei and the research station are abandoned, 

together, their fates thoroughly entwined.  

 Through a use of both cinematography and mise-en-scene, both characters are linked to 

Soviet traditions of polar and toxic poetics [principally from polar exploration diaries and the 

cinemas of Mikhail Kalatozov and Andrei Tarkovsky]. Sergei’s seascape is a taskscape, in which 

he is thoroughly and intimately entangled with the other-than-human through his various 

analog technologies: long, wide-angled shots combine with long takes, modeled on those of 

Andrei Tarkovsky, present him as thoroughly enmeshed in the seascape. Ultimately this 

intimacy is communicated to the mainland through an analog radio—and this is an important 

part of how his taskscape becomes an Anthropocene seascape. The film takes particular care to 

show how Sergei attends to the Campbell-Stokes recorder: a heliograph that concentrates light 

through a glass sphere to leave an impression 

on a piece of paper, telling its attendant about 

the speed and intensity of the light over the 

course of a day. The camera also pays loving 

attention to how Sergei attends to the task to 

measuring the water’s temperature [slide], 

slowly moving the thermometer through the 

water that he himself is into up to his thighs, 

creating ripples of light across the water. Through both these apparatuses, it is light (and 



sunlight as a particular form of radiation that heats the sea) that is being mediated. Film, the 

function of which is to record and 

convey the distribution of light, becomes 

engrossed into this assemblage that 

mediates relationships between light, the 

sea, Sergei, and the movie-going 

audience. In this use of light, particularly 

on water in a toxic waterspace, Andrei 

Tarkovsky’s film Stalker, which imagines film itself entangled in a beautiful, illumined, and the 

toxic is the clear intertext with which Popogrebskii is engaged. 

Pasha’s seascape, on the other hand, is more thoroughly distanced and mediated. In this, 

the opening shot of the film [video], Pasha is not part of the seascape, but detached in close-up 

and extreme close-ups apart from the sublime and alienating coast; the sound of the sea in too is 

mediated through the sound of his earphones. His work, though benefiting from computational 

accuracy, lacks attentiveness. It is only eventually, through contact with the nuclear seascape 

and out of a crisis in his relationship with Sergei that is caused by his fundamental inability to 

work with analog media (paper, pen, radio, and speech), that Pasha is eventually subsumed 

into the nuclear assemblage. His relationship to the nuclear seascape, too, is created in 

conversation with Tarkovsky’s Stalker, but only 

indirectly through the 2007 video game STALKER: 

Shadows of Chernobyl, which he plays instead of 

attending to the tasks of the research station [video]. 

His relationship to the nuclear land- and seascapes of 

Chernobyl and the Northeast Passage are defined by a 

disoriented and inattentive relationship with the 

nuclear. Ultimately this inattention and disorientation leads to the contamination of his body 

and Sergei’s (Pasha poisons Sergei’s fish by dipping it into the RTG) and balance is lost.  



Popogrebskii thus depicts the Northeast Passage as a nuclear and cinematic seascape, 

contested between the two generations. Working towards a conclusion, I wish to point out that 

however much these seascapes—the analog and the digital—are pitted against each other, they 

constitute part of the same logic, in what I understand to be the history of the Anthropocene as 

a history of the annihilation of oceanic space in two stages of the epoch. In the first stage, 

particular media, such as the steam engine or the nuclear, are used to entangle metropolitan 

people with peripheral land conceived of as resources. This is stage associated with Sergei’s 

seascape. The second stage is characterized by an acceleration of those relationships; the more 

thorough annihilation of oceanic space that depends on higher velocity and more integrated, 

less autonomous, media. What Popogrebskii’s film lacks, what it erases, are the past, present, 

and to come Indigenous entanglements with the Arctic. These are assemblages for the 

Chthulucene; based on relations of responsibility, intimacy, and deep reciprocity. 

It also misleads the audience into believing the obsolescence of the nuclear as a means of 

annihilating oceanic space in the Northeast Passage. While the RTG of the Val’karkai research 

station has been replaced by the Cryostat-2 satellite—launched just one week after How I Ended 

This Summer was released in Russia, its purpose is to survey ice thickness in the NE Passage—

the nuclear is being deployed to an increasingly significant extent, so significant, in fact, that 

authority over the Northern Sea Route will soon be transferred from the ministry of transport to 

Rosatom, the state nuclear trust. They are in the process of releasing released 3 new nuclear 

icebreakers to travel the Northeast Passage to clear the way for shipping, and have announced 

plans for a new class of nuclear icebreakers they claim will be able to escort ships through the 

Passage year round. The Russian state has even announced its intention to develop a fleet of 

nuclear submarines that would scour the ocean floor, capable of finding, extracting and 

transporting oil to the mainland. To handle the increase of nuclear traffic, they are also 

preparing a floating nuclear power plant that will be based in Pevek, the nearest town to where 

How I Ended This Summer was shot, beginning next year, in 2019.  


