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Radioactivity is probably the most potent figure of metaphysics in our age.
Michael Marder1

I felt my house shake—I suppose it was the bomb.
Georgia O’Keeffe2

After
In Men in Dark Times, Hannah Arendt writes “All sorrows can be borne if you put them into a
story or tell a story about them.” This, she continues, is because “story reveals the meaning of
what otherwise would remain an unbearable sequence of happenings.”3 If Arendt is correct
about this, and I think she is, then Mary Kavanagh is a storyteller par excellence. And an
archivist too, for story and archive share a deep and abiding kinship. In this sense, Daughters of
Uranium is a wunderkammer for the nuclear age, gathering together an atomic archive, and the
ferment of something shared. And yet none of what we see and hear in this exhibition is purely
retrospective, none of it is allowed to exist purely in the past; as though we gaze upon these
questions of atomic culture and exposure from the other side of the fence. As history. Indeed, we
might say that Kavanagh’s particular achievement in this case is her ability to blur the very
possibility of neat distinctions between past and present in such a way that it troubles the very
status of what it means to be “after.”4 As Mariko Nagai quips at the conclusion of her Irradiated
Cities, “We are still in the before the after.”5 The not yet.
Uranium and its daughters, or perhaps her daughters.6 Such a complicated family romance and
one that confounds the temporal civilities of the idea of afterward. Recall that the noun filiation is
related to the Latin word filia: daughter. Recall too that U-238, the most abundant form of
natural uranium, the isotope making up over 99% of all in situ uranium, is not fissile. That is, not
capable of sustaining a nuclear reaction. Instead, it is said to be fertile. To make fertile U-238
into fissile material, it must procreate. Hence the breeder reactor. (Would it be overwrought to
read a dark and unstable misogyny at work in all of this?) The sequence to bred fissionable
plutonium is fairly straightforward. First of all, add a neutron to Uranium-238 to obtain
Uranium-239. This particular uranium isotope has a very short half-life—twenty-three and a half
minutes—and via beta decay, produces a daughter, Neptunium-239. This, in turn, decays—also
producing beta particles—with a half-life of 2.3 days to produce its own extremely toxic and
volatile daughter, Plutonium-239.7 Voila, uranium’s daughters, or some of them at least.
Left to its own devices, however, uranium (U-238) follows a very different itinerary through an
impossibly long sequence of birthings, eighteen filiations, daughters, in all—a kind of atomic
parthenogenesis, driven by blind material compulsion. With afterlives (half-lives) ranging from
minutes to millennia, through alpha and beta decay, it all meanders toward the stable heft of

elemental lead; a journey of unstable matter, the overall half-life of which approaches four and a
half billion years; roughly the age of the planet.8 And along the way, of course, massive amounts
of energy are produced.

Finality without end
A reckless analogy might be to suggest that we could say of uranium what surrealist André
Breton (according to Walter Benjamin at least) said of art: that it is vibrated by the reflexes of the
future;9 alive, that is, “to the reverberations of the future.”10 Such matter leaves traces, imprints,
images of itself in texts, in landscapes, in bodies of all kinds. Imprints, as though on a
photographic plate.11
This is what we see in one of the exhibition’s vitrines, an archival and autobiographical material
study. Traces and imprints. Yucca plant seed pods12 from the desert of the White Sands Missile
Range,13 family heirloom science books,14 and a tree fungus from Ontario.15 A rock sample of
uranium, and uranium glass dishware.16 Red soil from Georgia O’Keeffe’s New Mexico home17
with a tourist brochure from the Trinity site and blown chemistry-glass tubes filled with the
breath of the artist.
Perhaps the question becomes: so, just what does it mean, now, to be after? As Jean-Luc Nancy notes
in relation to the events in Fukushima,
Certain “afters” have the value of “that which succeeds,” that which comes later on: that
is the value we have given to the “post” prefix set next to, for instance, “modern,” which
designates the “after” of this “modern,” which is itself conceived as an incessant “before,”
as the time that precedes itself, that anticipates its future …18
But, he continues,
the “after” we are speaking of here stems on the contrary not from succession but from
rupture, and less from anticipation than from suspense. … It is an “after” that means: Is
there an after? Is there anything that follows?19
Are we still headed somewhere?, he asks.
All of these afters, without closure. And not just the failure of narrative closure, unsettling though
that is, but a failure of ontological closure. Strange loops these are: to be after something that is
not in itself able to be completed; to be in the reign of a manner of finality without end. (Might
the appropriate figure here be The Owl of Fukushima?)

But it is important, I think, to resist the urge to succumb to the critical and/or cynical seductions
of a post-nuclear sublime. As Kavanagh’s work so deftly demonstrates, we need a language larger
than grief.20
We come to these topics because it isn’t over; we stay with this because it can’t be over. Clearly, it
didn’t end with Nagasaki. Or Chernobyl. Or Fukushima. Thinking this to be true eclipses a lot.
The war simply continued by other means, we might say, targeting, for the most part, bodies
considered expendable, lands considered dispensable.
The principal authors of such nuclear practices (warfare, we might as well say) “are the United
States (936 times), the former Soviet Union (7l5 times), France (192 times), the United Kingdom
(44 times), and China (36 times).”21 These numbers are important; we should let these quantities
matter.
And as Masahide Kato reminds us, the primary targets of this warfare …“have invariably been
the sovereign nations of Fourth World and Indigenous Peoples.”22
Today we are in the wake of nuclear wars against the “Marshall Islands (66 times), French
Polynesia (175 times), Australian Aborigines (9 times), Newe Sogobia (the Western Shoshone
Nation) (814 times), the Christmas Islands (24 times), Hawaii (Kalama Island, also known as
Johnston Island) (12 times), the Republic of Kazakhstan (467 times), and Uighur (Xinjian
Province, China) (36 times).”23

Derivations
Kavanagh’s work draws us toward an understanding of human entanglements with the earth that
directs our attention not toward the past in obsessively seeking to place a spike or mark a
calendar—the project of a brooding Anthropocene—but toward an understanding of the past as
a record or archive of prior media, prior mediations—potentialities, shimmers24 maybe—that are
always and already at work in the present.25
In the case of nuclear materials—materials made possible, that is, actual, at least partially
through the deep infiltration of matter by the nearly infinite contingencies and entanglements of
calculated human practice—these prior mediations stake a claim on the future as well, involving
the present within the dizzying and strange ethical loops of causality and contingency.
We might imagine an arbitrary and discontinuous line of derivation …
There is no plutonium without uranium—pitchblende—used initially for producing coloured
glass and glaze for ceramics. And there can be no project at all without ready sources of uranium,
which, by luck, had been an almost worthless by-product of the production of radium. And there
can be no supply of fissionable uranium without technologies of enrichment and the ability to
identify, breed and separate isotopes. And there can be no functioning nuclear pile without a
considerable amount of mathematical, chemical and physical knowledge, experimentation,
conjecture, and harmonic leaps of brilliance, all propped up by a myriad of epistemic pathways,
institutions, charismatic individuals, laboratories, matters, and scientific diasporas leading back to
the mid-nineteenth century. And there can be no war machine without simultaneous advances in
aviation, transportation, refinement, trade, multinational cooperation, and inevitably, the
ongoing and intensified colonial occupation of Indigenous lands configured as resource. And
none of this can arise without the simultaneous invention of nuclear wastes26 and the equally
novel and interminable nuclear accident. And none of this could have happened without the (also
calculated) extraction of mining-related labour from (mostly) Indigenous peoples, which, at the
time the Bomb was developed, meant the Indigenous peoples of the Belgian Congo and the Dene
of Great Bear Lake.
It’s complicated.

(In)visibilities
If lead stands as the conjectural and ontological terminus, what Kavanagh has produced is a
series of waypoints, stations, and suspensions. How else could we see any of this?27 Objects
suspended or arrested so we might glimpse the entanglements the artist brings into presence, into
visibility. Uranium oxide suspended in glass in the form of a radiant pair of legs.28 A replica of a
research-subject pig in a radiation suit meant to protect it from fatal exposure.29 Sand fused into
a novel glass mineral in the infernal heat of the twenty-one kiloton Trinity detonation in 1945—
trinitite it is called, or Alamogordo glass.30 Documentary photographs from the Berlyn Brixner
archives with their metadata attached (Kavanagh’s attention to this kind of thing makes for some
of the exhibitions most engaging moments).
I suppose that in one way or another, anyone working on questions pertaining to atomic culture,
practices and history, anyone struggling with all of the afters, is mired in vexing questions of
rendering the invisible visible. This is no simple matter.31 This is not the occluded visible—the
something hidden, a secret perhaps—but the constitutive invisibility of matter not entirely on the
order of the visible to begin with. Tim Morton calls such objects, which resist conventional forms
of conceptualization, hyperobjects. Such things that arise from timescales and spatialities
incommensurate with our assumptions about things in the here-and-now.32 And thinking about
such things as hyperobjects lets us more fully appreciate the way that such entanglements call
into question geometrical, temporal and topographic notions of scale and proximity: the very
near and the very far; the big and the small; the very old and the new. The before and the after.
Karen Barad suggests that topology, with its focus on connectivity and boundary, is a more apt
analytical tool to think with. “It’s not that scale doesn’t matter,” she says, “the point is that it isn’t
simply given, and what appears far apart [temporally or physically] might actually be as close as
the object in question; indeed, it may be an inseparable part of it.”33
Climate change, for example. How can we conceptualize such a thing when we can’t even agree
on what or where it is? The same can be said for nuclear practices. As we try to imagine the
predicament of atomic survivors in, for example, the Marshall Islands, we tend to think these
colonized, contaminated, relocated, and then resettled peoples as enduring the legacy of
something that happened to them during the American nuclear testing there between 1946 and
1958. This much is true. But the nuclear projects that both preceded and followed the exposures

and displacements of the Marshallese, and the branching timescales of things like global climate
politics, the half-lives of radioactive fallout, rising oceans, and the increasing probability that the
ad hoc waste repository on Runit Island (Eniwetok Atoll)34 is leaking radioactive materials into
their ocean water, make for a strange object, equally past, present and future. It’s pretty much
impossible to think seriously about thyroid cancer, the half-life of plutonium, food safety and the
Paris Agreement at the same time. While it is possible to see the connections, each requires a
different depth of field, so to speak. To make something visible requires that other aspects and
qualities become less so.
And there are many other modes of invisibility we can point to. We could be talking about
political invisibility, that which is predicated on disavowal, nuclear as the energy future to address
the pressing imperatives of climate change, and so forth. And there is archival invisibility (or
silence, which comes to the same), where the archive incarcerates subjugated knowledges that
might otherwise become matters of pressing concern, or evidence, or testimony. And there is
social or economic invisibility, where no voice can be heard; agency arrested. And there is
material invisibility, perhaps at the root of all this, where a contest arises over both the means
and meaning of this emphatic material in time.

The Territorial Archive
To the difficulties we encounter with hyperobjects, invisibilities and other complex
entanglements, there are workarounds, of course, as Kavanagh’s work attests. “Tracing
entanglements,” as Barad notes, “is no easy task. It takes work.”35 Kavanagh calls her twochannel video piece Trinity a hyperobject precisely to signal the divergent, contradictory and
weird nexus of people, stories, documents and landscapes that the location of the first atomic
detonation evoke. Here, she writes, “so many bodies seemed heavy with the weight of history,
this legacy of mass destruction and death contained in a narrative of national pride and scientific
heroism.”36 Documentary, ethnographic, archival, and poetic, Trinity brings into proximity and
conversation the multi-scalar elements that connect down-winders and cold-warriors, peace
activists and curious tourists, scientists and humanists, with archival and contemporary footage.
What Kavanagh derives from all this invisibility we might understand as a radically different
notion of archive. An archive subject to the prevailing winds, an archive for the down-winders,
an archive we might properly call territorial; dispersed, yet nonetheless in situ. As I put it
elsewhere, the territorial archive “includes all of the material and immaterial deposits, residues,
and remnants from which the living may transform a past into the realm of active and ongoing
memory. A territorial archive is that matrix from which the past is transformed by the present
not as history, as mere record of past events, but as sites of active and ongoing concern. Concrete
social practices—political, memorial—articulate with a territorial archive in the production of a
site of memory.”37
And it is this territorial archive—upon which these things are etched at various locations,
although the legibility of these inscriptions is difficult and contested—that preoccupies my
thoughts as I survey the pieces that make up Daughters of Uranium. In Kavanagh’s work, the
archive as site shifts toward the archive as practice. It is a search for discursive figures, for
regularities and discontinuities, and a deep engagement with types of material “evidence” that
are as many and as varied as can be produced and located. No easy task, given that the very
question of evidence, or the evidentiary, is itself subject to its own decay, half-life, and
interpretations. The multiple and varied modes through which the nuclear archive is here
conceptualized (material, gestural, narrative, documentary, memorial, etc.) tell us that such work

requires a methodological and conceptual openness, a subject position of bewilderment, and the
cultivation of something we may call a hermeneutics of leakage; that is, reading the remains.
And yet, the basic problematic of this leakage—these remains, these entanglements—is what
Kavanagh handles so skilfully. There is so little to be directly seen. In other words, there is
nothing visible, sonorous, or electric; it can only relay into these orders via techniques for the
production of signs (signals, sounds, symptoms). That is, something that will stand for and ratify
an equivalence, a contrast or calculability amongst a broad set of forces, products, agents and
actors, meanings and values. Everything requires mediation, requires a mediation in order to be
disclosed: that is, following the “event,” whatever that may be—a Chernobyl, a Fukushima, a
Trinity, a Runit Island—there is only representation. Which is to say, a translation into a different
idiom, a relay into some other semiotic regime.
Conventionally speaking, there are two broad categories of such translations. Some manage
matter in bulk, so to speak.38 Heuristics. For example, a Geiger-Müller tube, sorting out the
statistical dimensions of the many, in order to render sonorous, audible; or a dosimeter to absorb
and transform radiation into light, into photons; or likewise, a scintillator to scintillate, to
luminesce; or the electric charge produced by a semiconductor when exposed to ionizing
radiation. All producing a kind of analogue sweep of more or less. While the clicking of a Geiger
counter may seem purely indexical, as though signalling an equivalence between click and
particle, this is but an artifact of the technology itself.39
The other mode of translation is more directly indexical, imagistic, and mimetic. The vapour
trails in a cloud chamber certify and index; allowing one to see that which is otherwise quite
invisible—an imperfect analogue for hearing that which is quite inaudible; or a photographic
film to also certify and index the that-has-been of emphatic matter; for many years prospectors used
film to search for uranium; or a body or tissue—vulnerable to mutation—to be transformed by
the absolute invisibility of alpha and beta particles and gamma radiation; or, scaling outward, the
medium of a city, rendered instantaneously photographic, with forensic shadows, melancholic,
abandoned by their objects, as the only means of symbolic reconstruction of the event.40
Kavanagh’s work, on the other hand, engages with a far richer palette of techniques of
translation in assembling her territorial archive, some heuristic, some mimetic, and some with
harmonic leaps that challenge the viewer to complete the thought … a resistance to interpretive

closure that operates to interpellate, to hail the viewer.41 For example, the incandescent legs we
see in one of the darkened exhibition spaces seem to be suspended in a sort of sci-fi, medicosurgical space. We realize that the glass legs are infused with uranium oxide, and that when
exposed to ultraviolet light, they glow. Incandescent toxicity. My first thought upon seeing the
luminous legs was Ken and Julia Yonetani’s monumental, uranium-beaded Crystal Palace. That
piece is a map of sorts, and like Kavanagh’s it also relies on the radiant property of uranium
oxide. Thirty-one chandeliers for thirty-one nuclear nations, with the size of individual
chandeliers scaled to the number of operating reactors in each nation. Although the work was
conceived in response to the disastrous events of Fukushima, they see it as referencing the
“grandiose building designed for the Great Exhibition of 1851 in London, hinting at the tension
between human ambition, technological development, and its costs and consequences.”42 Beyond the spectacle
of the chandeliers themselves, one must make a whole series of conceptual leaps to see what it is
that they are doing; the signified—the earthquake, angry waves and triple meltdowns to which
they hint—remain at a considerable distance, lost in the visual pleasures of the spectacle itself.
Kavanagh’s work also requires these conceptual leaps, but there is a centripetal force, a force that
draws us back to one of the artist’s main preoccupations: the body as a site of exposure; a part of
an atomic territorial archive; a radiant anatomy lesson.
Daughters of Uranium, with its experiments with duration, with volume and breath, with
watercolour, line, and documentary video, with collections, formal juxtapositions, conjectures
and probes—all these things bring into view modes of unrepresentability, exposing us to the
present and the presence of the Nuclear.
We are all exposed—in the gallery and elsewhere.
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