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“Root Cellar” by Theodore Roethke

Nothing would sleep in that cellar, dank as a ditch,
Bulbs broke out of boxes hunting for chinks in the dark,
Shoots dangled and drooped,

Lolling obscenely from mildewed crates,

Hung down long yellow evil necks, like tropical snakes.
And what a congress of stinks!—

Roots ripe as old bait,

Pulpy stems, rank, silo-rich,

Leaf-mold, manure, lime, piled against slippery planks.
Nothing would give up life:

Even the dirt kept breathing a small breath.
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From The Lives of a Cell: Notes of a Biology Watcher, Lewis Thomas

A gallery in New York exhibited a collection of 2 million live army ants, on loan
from Central America, in a one-colony show entitled “Patterns and Structures.” They
were displayed on sand in a huge square bin, walled by plastic sides high enough to
prevent them from crawling over and out into Manhattan. The inventor of the work, Alan
Sonfist, arranged and rearranged the location of food sources in different places,
according to his inspiration and their taste, and they formed themselves into long, black,
ropy patterns, extended like writhing limbs, hands, fingers, across the sand in crescents,
crisscrosses, and long ellipses, from one station to another. Thus deployed, they were
watched with intensity by the crowds of winter-carapaced people who lined up in neat
rows to gaze down at them. The ants were, together with the New Yorkers, an
abstraction, a live mobile, an action painting, a piece of found art, a happening, a parody,
depending on the light.

1 can imagine the people moving around the edges of the plastic barrier, touching
shoulder to shoulder, sometimes touching hands, exchanging bits of information,
nodding, smiling sometimes, prepared as New Yorkers always are to take flight at a
moment’s notice, their mitochondria fully stoked and steaming. They move in orderly
lines around the box, crowding one another precisely, without injury, peering down,
nodding, and then backing off to let new people in. Seen from a distance, clustered
densely around the white plastic box containing the long serpentine lines of army ants,
turning to each other and murmuring repetitively, they seem an absolute marvel. They

might have dropped here from another planet.
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