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Abstract:
After giving a brief history of ecocriticism, identifying and discussing the movement’s
successive ‘waves’, I will turn to two related preoccupations that have emerged recently in both
ecocriticism and nature writing. These preoccupations are hydroculture or ‘the blue
humanities’, and underground ecosystems, from the ‘wood wide web’ of mycorrhizal fungi
underneath forests to deep caves, tunnels and aquifers. Clearly, these topics are related to the
‘spa’ theme of the conference – the tradition of blessings that come from below rather than
above. I will introduce and examine critically the metaphorical and symbolic meanings that
have traditionally been attached to these hidden worlds, and the new ecocritical meanings that
are emerging now. This will lead me to two additional themes. The first is the importance for
ecocriticism of the task of sorting out those traditional meanings of ‘nature’ that should be
embraced and developed, and those that should be rejected, and the second is the ambivalence
of ecocritics and nature writers towards the exploration and revelation of the deepest and most
inaccessible places. Understanding these places – perhaps familiarising them – is necessary for
the sake of the ecological systems-knowledge required by the crisis, but the resulting
domestication and intimacy is a form of disenchantment that calls for new locations and
occasions for the sublime. How can both of these impulses play a part in cultural responses to
the environmental crisis?
My discussion of these questions will engage with the work of Stacy Alaimo, Astrida Neimanis,
Anna Tsing, Robert Macfarlane, J.M. Ledgard and Sean Borodale. I will touch upon new
materialism, multispecies ethnography and Timothy Clark’s concern with derangements of
scale. I will also give a brief reading of some of my own new nature writing.
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