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The Life of the Forest

To wAlk AttentIvely through A ForeSt, even A 
damaged one, is to be caught by the abundance of life: ancient and new; 
underfoot and reaching into the light. But how does one tell the life of 
the forest? We might begin by looking for drama and adventure beyond 
the activities of humans. Yet we are not used to reading stories without 
human heroes. This is the puzzle that informs this section of the book. 
Can I show landscape as the protagonist of an adventure in which hu-
mans are only one kind of participant?

Over the past few decades, many kinds of scholars have shown that 
allowing only human protagonists into our stories is not just ordinary 
human bias; it is a cultural agenda tied to dreams of progress through 
modernization.1 There are other ways of making worlds. Anthropolo-
gists have become interested, for example, in how subsistence hunters 
recognize other living beings as “persons,” that is, protagonists of sto-
ries.2 Indeed, how could it be otherwise? Yet expectations of progress 
block this insight: talking animals are for children and primitives. Their 
voices silent, we imagine well- being without them. We trample over 
them for our advancement; we forget that collaborative survival requires 

Active landscapes, Kyoto 
Prefecture. Satoyama 

forest in December. 
Sometimes the life of  

the forest is most evident 
as it bursts through 

obstacles. Farmers chop; 
winter chills: life still 

breaks through.



156  ChaPter 11 

cross- species coordinations. To enlarge what is possible, we need other 
kinds of stories— including adventures of landscapes.3

One place to begin is a nematode— and a thesis on livability.

“Call me Bursaphelenchus xylophilus. I’m a tiny, wormlike creature, a 
nematode, and I spend most of my time crunching the insides of pine 
trees. But my kin are as well- traveled as any whaler sailing the seven 
seas. Stick with me, and I’ll tell you about some curious voyages.”

But wait: who would want to hear about the world from a worm? That 
was, in effect, the question addressed by Jakob von Uexküll in 1934, when 
he described the world experienced by a tick.4 Working with the tick’s sen-
sory abilities, such as its ability to detect the heat of a mammal, and thus a 
potential blood meal, Uexküll showed that a tick knows and makes worlds. 
His approach brought landscapes to life as scenes of sensuous activity; crea-
tures were not to be treated as inert objects but as knowing subjects.

And yet: Uexküll’s idea of affordances limited his tick to the bubble-
like world of its few senses. Caught in a small frame of space and time, 
it was not a participant in the wider rhythms and histories of the land-
scape.5 This is not enough— as the voyages of Bursaphelenchus xylophilus, 
the pine wilt nematode, attest. Consider one of the most colorful:

Pine wilt nematodes are unable to move from tree to tree without the 
help of pine sawyer beetles, who carry them without benefit to them-
selves. At a particular stage in a nematode’s life, it may take advantage of 
a beetle’s journey to hop on as a stowaway. But this is not a casual trans-
action. Nematodes must approach beetles in a particular stage of the 
beetles’ life cycle, just as they are about to emerge from their piney cavi-
ties to move to a new tree. The nematodes ride in the beetles’ tracheae. 
When the beetles move to a new tree to lay their eggs, the nematodes slip 
into the new tree’s wound. This is an extraordinary feat of coordination, 
in which nematodes tap into beetles’ life rhythms.6 To immerse oneself 
in such webs of coordination, Uexküll’s bubble worlds are not enough.

Despite this sojourn with a nematode, I have not abandoned mat-
sutake. A major reason for the current rarity of matsutake in Japan is 
the demise of pines that results from the habits of pine wilt nematodes. 
Just as whalers catch whales, pine wilt nematodes catch pines and kill 
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them and their fungal companions. Still, nematodes were not always 
involved in this way of making a living. Just as for whalers and whales, 
nematodes become killers of pines only through the contingencies of 
circumstance and history. Their voyage into Japanese history is as ex-
traordinary as the webs of coordination they weave.

Pine wilt nematodes are only minor pests for American pines, which 
evolved with them. These nematodes became tree killers only when they 
traveled to Asia, where pines were unprepared and vulnerable. Amaz-
ingly, ecologists have traced this process rather precisely. The first nem-
atodes disembarked at Japan’s Nagasaki harbor from the United States 
in the first decade of the twentieth century, riding in American pine.7 
Timber was a resource for industrializing Japan, where elites were hun-
gry for resources from around the world. Many uninvited guests ar-
rived with those resources, including the pine wilt nematode. Soon 
after its arrival, it traveled with local pine sawyer beetles; its moves can 
be traced concentrically out from Nagasaki. Together, the local beetle 
and the foreign nematode changed Japan’s forest landscapes.

Still, an infected pine might not die if it is living in good conditions, 
and this indeterminate threat thus holds matsutake, implicated as col-
lateral damage, in suspense. Pines stressed by forest crowding, lack of 
light, and too much soil enrichment are easy prey to nematodes. Ever-
green broadleaf trees crowd and shade Japanese pine. Blue- stain fungus 
sometimes grows in pine’s wounds, feeding the nematodes.8 The warmer 
temperatures of anthropogenic climate change help the nematodes to 
spread.9 Many histories come together here; they draw us beyond bub-
ble worlds into shifting cascades of collaboration and complexity. The 
livelihoods of the nematode— and the pine it attacks and the fungus 
that tries to save it— are honed within unstable assemblages as opportu-
nities arise and old talents gain new purchase. Japan’s matsutake enters 
the fray of all this history: its fate depends on the enhancement or debil-
itation of the Uexküllian agilities of pine wilt nematodes.

Tracking matsutake through the journeys of nematodes allows me to 
return to my questions about telling the adventures of landscapes, this 
time with a thesis. First, rather than limit our analyses to one creature at 
a time (including humans), or even one relationship, if we want to know 
what makes places livable we should be studying polyphonic assem-
blages, gatherings of ways of being. Assemblages are performances of 
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livability. Matsutake stories draw us into pine stories and nematode sto-
ries; in their moments of coordination with each other they create liv-
able— or killing— situations.

Second, species- specific agilities are honed in the coordinations of as-
semblages. Uexküll gets us on the right track by noticing how even hum-
ble creatures participate in making worlds. To extend his insights, we must 
follow multispecies attunements in which each organism comes into its 
own. Matsutake is nothing without the rhythms of the matsutake forest.

Third, coordinations come in and out of existence through the con-
tingencies of historical change. Whether matsutake and pine in Japan 
can continue to collaborate depends a great deal on other collaborations 
set in motion by the arrival of pine wilt nematodes.

To put all this together it may be useful to recall the polyphonic 
music mentioned briefly in chapter 1. In contrast to the unified harmo-
nies and rhythms of rock, pop, or classical music, to appreciate polyph-
ony one must listen both to the separate melody lines and their coming 
together in unexpected moments of harmony or dissonance. In just this 
way, to appreciate the assemblage, one must attend to its separate ways 
of being at the same time as watching how they come together in spo-
radic but consequential coordinations. Furthermore, in contrast to the 
predictability of a written piece of music that can be repeated over and 
over, the polyphony of the assemblage shifts as conditions change. This 
is the listening practice that this section of the book attempts to instill.

By taking landscape- based assemblages as my object, it is possible to 
attend to the interplay of many organisms’ actions. I am not limited to 
tracking human relations with their favored allies, as in most animal 
studies. Organisms don’t have to show their human equivalence (as con-
scious agents, intentional communicators, or ethical subjects) to count. 
If we are interested in livability, impermanence, and emergence, we 
should be watching the action of landscape assemblages. Assemblages 
coalesce, change, and dissolve: this is the story.

The story of landscapes is both easy and hard to tell. Sometimes it re-
laxes readers into somnolence, making us think we are not learning 
anything new. This is a result of the unfortunate wall we have built be-
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tween concepts and stories. We can see this, for example, in the gap be-
tween environmental history and science studies. Science studies schol-
ars, unpracticed in reading concepts through stories, don’t bother with 
environmental history. Consider, for example, Stephen Pyne’s fine work 
on fire in the making of landscapes; because his concepts are embedded 
in his histories, science studies scholars remain uninfluenced by his rad-
ical suggestions on geochemical agency.10 Pauline Peters’s trenchant 
analysis of how the logic of the British enclosure system came to Bo-
tswana range management— or Kate Showers’s surprising findings about 
erosion control in Lesotho— could revolutionize our notions of normal 
science, but they have not.11 Such refusals impoverish science studies, 
encouraging the play of concepts in a reified space. Distilling general 
principles, theorists expect that others will fill in the particulars—but 
“filling in” is never so simple. This is an intellectual apparatus that shores 
up the wall between concepts and stories, thus, indeed, draining the 
significance of the sensitivities science studies scholars try to refine. In 
what follows, then, I challenge readers to notice concepts and methods 
within the landscape histories I present.

Telling stories of landscape requires getting to know the inhabitants of 
the landscape, human and not human. This is not easy, and it makes 
sense to me to use all the learning practices I can think of, including our 
combined forms of mindfulness, myths and tales, livelihood practices, 
archives, scientific reports, and experiments. But this hodgepodge cre-
ates suspicions— particularly, indeed, with the allies I hailed in reaching 
out to anthropologists of alternative world makings. For many cultural 
anthropologists, science is best regarded as a straw man against which 
to explore alternatives, such as indigenous practices.12 To mix scientific 
and vernacular forms of evidence invites accusations of bowing down 
to science. Yet this assumes a monolithic science that digests all practices 
into a single agenda. Instead, I offer stories built through layered and 
disparate practices of knowing and being. If the components clash with 
each other, this only enlarges what such stories can do.

At the heart of the practices I am advocating are arts of ethnography 
and natural history. The new alliance I propose is based on commitments 


