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Abstract ...

In 2006 Pt Lapindo Brantas began exploratory drilling for natural gas outside

of Sidoarjo, a small town in East Java, Indonesia. Its activities created a mud

volcano which continues to erupt today and has displaced thousands without

compensation and submerged villages, factories and agricultural land. This

disaster persists and has created a new reality for its residents where corruption

rules politics and government and design specialists and other experts

exacerbate it. This extended case study is then related to a recent exhibition

Contingency Plans: Or, Living with Unstable Grounds which analyses in depth

similar contemporary landscapes which | argue can be productively understood

in terms of contemporary landscape genres of noir and dark comedy of errors.
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Pak Awal and I watched the video in his
living room while drinking pints of hot, sweet
tea. Ibu Inda®, his wife, did piece work on
the front porch, sewing zippers into fake
designer sports bags while the kids helped
her sort and separate materials. The video
we were watching depicts in a Cinéma vérité
style a night time scene: a flame the size of
a building is in the center of the image, the
camera’s poor quality censors try to snap
the flames into focus but quickly loose it.
It is ghostly. People crowd the foreground
watching the flame. Some run, some glance
around searchingly as if to spot someone in
charge. Nothing explains the cause of the
flame.

Later, we understand that we are seeing

the birth of a volcano. However, unlike most,

this was created in 2006 and it erupts hot

mud. The surface of the earth bubbled, the
mud (a mixture of water and silt laden with
heavy metals and toxins) pushed through the
surface then formed geysers, many of them.
The film is a collage of locally produced
video of the early days of the volcano’s
formation in rice paddies, villages, factories
and railroads in Sidoarjo® on the southern
fringe of Surabaya, East Java. Houses were
filling with mud, trucks were driving through
it to deliver food supplies to people wading
up to their waist. The explosion was the
result of a “bubble of natural gas” that ignited
underneath someone’s house. One memorable
scene depicted, over days, a small fragment
of the eruption in the courtyard of a house. A
large classical Chinese landscape relief lined
the courtyard wall with isometric, craggy

mountains in typical Qing style. In the middle

of the courtyard the ground began to bubble
like a pot of soup on the stove. Then it began
to heave, rising and falling with the rhythm
of an asthmatic. In a few days it grew more
intense, the volumes of mud increased until it
became a vortex of liquidified ground. They
pulled the walls of the courtyard into the mud
where, like crackers in soup, they floated then
disappeared.

Pak Awal and his family had been
relocated to the other side of the monumental
earthen walls built to enclose the volcano.

From his house we circumnavigated the
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2. An evacuated village at the edge of Lapindo shortly after
the first irruption. Residents have removed all valuable
and saleable materials from their houses before leaving,
including parts of the construction. © Oscar Motuloh
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volcano site on his scooter. It is flat and vast
at roughly 8 km”. We covered its old and new
edges; as the mud has flowed since 2006
and overtopped embankments, new earthen
enclosures have been built to contain it, and
created a segmented, dried mud lake. At the
bottom are submerged villages, fields and
factories. We stopped at the closest you can
get to the vent and its white steamy plume
permanently drifting into the sky. We stood
at the edge before the solid ground turns too
liquid to safely stand. The perimeter shows
signs of tropical succession taking over
evacuated and ruined villages. The western
embankment — roughly 6 m tall, protects the
rail lines and highway that lead directly to
Surabaya, the nearest and largest city in the
area. The northern, eastern and southern edges
are still bordered by kampungs (villages) and
rice fields. The vast petrified lake of mud
inside is ash grey, cracked and flat. Nothing
grows on it because of the concentrations
of benzene, tolyene, xylene, heavy metals,
ammonia and sulphur dioxide!’. Standing
on top of it you are encompassed in a vast
horizon, silent and baking in the sun. There is
only Pak Awal to tell me that we are standing
on top of villages, otherwise erased by a new
dry, grey earth. The plume in the distance
indicates where it began and how far the
mud has travelled. At its most volatile, it
ejected 180,000 m’ of mud per day. In 2011 it
lowered to 10,000 m® per day. No one knows
yet if it will stop. The Nagarakertagama,
a 14th century Javanese text mentions the
emergence of a small mud volcano in south
Java in 1292 that continues to erupt today."’
In 2006, PT Lapindo Brantas® began
exploratory drilling for natural gas outside
of Sidoarjo. It is one of Indonesia’s largest
conglomerates and its ascendency is owed
to the aggressive Suharto era development
policies and an oligarchic political-economic

system. In this pro-development era the

links between landscape, the formal political
system of the Republic and the management
of the economy became especially tight.
New members were inducted to the
pantheon of oligarchs, including Abruzial
Bakrie of Brantas and his family, who held
interests in addition to natural gas, coal, oil,
electronics, property development, finance
and telecommunications. By the time the
geologists submitted their assessment report
and the first drills were entering the fields
of Sidoarjo, Suharto had long abdicated his
authority amidst riots and urban warfare. The
Reformasi period which followed his fall
made few changes to the country’s oligarchic
infrastructure. Bakrie, is a perfect example,
with his close alliances in government,
including President Susilo Bambang
Yudhoyono, was drilling, digging, sifting and
piping across all Indonesia. Moreover, Bakrie
was also in the government — as the darkly
ironic Minister of Peoples Welfare. The
Bakrie family remains one of the wealthiest
and most politically influential in the country.
They live in Menteng, Jakarta where his
property wraps around a corner of a block in
white Dutch deco style, or at least what can
be seen over the perimeter walls that guard
it from the street. Not far away, the Suharto
family owns a compound, like many of the
oligarchs, who filled the houses and properties
of the once Dutch colonial garden city, some
of the calmest, shaded and expensive real
estate in Jakarta. The geological report that
claimed the ground safe for exploration
synched up a network that travelled from
200 m under the Sidoarjo ground to pipelines
distributed across the country and finally to
Menteng.

Thousands, including Pak Awal, were
displaced as their villages submerged, and
relocated to temporary shelters which have
since become permanent. Schools, factories,

shrimp farms, rice fields, and the lives

entangled with them have been interrupted
and forced to re-organize. Many have
sunken into a permanent state of waiting for
compensation payments from PT Lapindo
Brantas. They never arrive. This radical
upsetting and prolongation of delay has been
caused by a shadowy, contentious core, the
missing origin of the eruption. No court has
recognized liability and PT Lapindo Brantas
refuses responsibility.

Two possible causes of the eruption
continue to circulate. The Yogyakarta
earthquake occurred two days prior to the
eruption, PT Lapindo Brantas claims that it
unsettled the geology and the mud flow was
only accelerated by their drilling not caused
by it. Unsurprisingly, it is experts working for
or somehow tied to PT Lapindo Brantas that
make this claim. The second claims that it
was unequivocally caused by the drilling. PT
Lapindo Brantas insists on the former, thereby
making them and everyone else subject to an
accident, and therefore not legally obliged
— only morally, to help out. They have
gone to war, mobilizing experts to speak on
their behalf, held conferences, published
papers, applied political pressure, cozied
up to politicians and arranged back room
deals. They even insist on calling the volcano
the Sidoarjo Mudflow, while everyone else
calls it just Lapindo or Lusi (from “lumper”,
mud in Indonesian). Those in favour of the
second case, lay the responsibility directly
on PT Lapindo Brantas. Overwhelmingly,
independent studies by geologists working
in the petroleum industry have all made
this argument: shoddy practices and flawed
assessments are responsible for the
eruption.”™

Since the eruption in 2006, impasses
created by this contested origin have created
a peculiar temporality in which no one is
responsible but the necessity to survive and

make life meaningful pushes forward on the
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residents. A rift has been opened between the
law, politics and life. The pressures of urban
growth continue to push upon Surabaya,
and by proximity Sidoarjo and Lapindo.
The mud continues to flow and PT Lapindo
Brantas and the Bakrie family continues
to profit off their other companies. Bakrie
is currently campaigning with Prabowo
Subiantoas a supporting party member in the
current presidential election. The impasse
of an undetermined causality allows the
responsibility — and by this, I should clarify
that I mean care, concern, and help, not
just base economic support, to be offloaded
by Lapindo onto the residents of Sidoarjo.
This missing origin becomes the burden of
the person riding the bus who has to sit in a
traffic jam caused by the inundation of the
road. It becomes the responsibility of Pak
Awal who watches over Lapindo almost
everyday and carts people like me around on
motor bikes. It becomes the responsibility of
the subsumed rice paddies and shrimp farms.
It reverberates outwards from the hole. PT
Lapindo Brantas has been directing its vast
resources to creating a reality where it has no
responsibility beyond the maintenance of its
own growth. The volcano continues to erupt
and may never stop. Its weight is becoming
so immense on the surface of the earth that
as geologists are currently suggesting it
could subside, creating a massive crater. The
etymology of disaster is instructive here. It
speaks to the experience of loosing stars to
navigate with. The prefix “dis” means to peel
away, to dislodge the “astres”, or stars in
French. In this old sense, a disaster is to loose
one’s way in a cosmos.

Agnotology is the study of the purposeful
production of ignorance. It is essential for
understanding the landscape at Lapindo in
which the political and economic structures
which created it produce ignorance to the

benefit of some life forms over others. Non-

knowledge and uncertainty creates a space to
unload consequence onto some forms of life
over others. (I use here “forms of life” as a
way to include both humans and non-humans,
because they both experience the realities
produced by non-knowledge.) In contrast to
the prevalence of epistemology, which has
sought for so long to characterize and explain
how it is that we know what we know,
agnotology, as the editors of a recent volume
argue, that what we need to understand is
how the production of not-knowing structures
public life™. This has much to tell us about
our landscapes. In particular, how it is that the
intersections of politics, economics and law
bound by non-knowledge, produce particular
kinds of landscapes. Lapindo is one of these
landscapes. To say that the solution would be
in or through the landscape — a technical,
operational, in short, a designed solution, is
to further exacerbate the problem by missing
the very source of its production. It is to
contribute to the “agnosis”, to follow the
wrong star. We have already seen so much of
this at Lapindo: for example, Japanese experts
suggested dropping concrete balls from the
air into the hole, which they did, and it failed.
Or, building walls to contain the mud, which
they did and the mud overtopped them. Or,
resorting to invoking gods through offerings
into the pit to stop the flow, which they did,
and it also failed. It is to look for any other
actor, from anywhere, sometimes as far as
possible, to arrive and save the day, rather
than look to the actors there. It is to look into
the night like the people in the beginning of
the film I watched with Pak Awal.

Contingency Plans: Or, How to Live with
Unstable Grounds

The noir landscape of Lapindo was
one of nineteen case studies included in
the exhibition Contingency Plans: Or,
How to Live with Unstable Grounds held

at the University of Hong Kong Faculty
of Architecture, Shanghai Study Centre in
Shanghai (March ~ June, 2014). (A quick
note for the sake of transparency: I co-curated
Contingency Plans with Daan Roggeveen,
as well as contributed the Lapindo case and
one other about landslides in Hong Kong.)
The exhibition featured nineteen cases
contributed by twenty contributors including
researchers and designers, displaying
roughly two hundred objects including art
works, artifacts, trees, videos and others.
What I say about the exhibition here I take
full responsibility for and cannot claim
are the opinions or arguments of the other
contributors. The exhibition focuses on genres
of landscapes typically out of the purview
of contemporary landscape architecture. In
the past decade or so academic discourse
in the discipline has been preoccupied with
the contemporary pastoral and picturesque
(the working landscape in the former and the
slippages between drawing and landscape in
the latter). Contingency Plans turns to other
(if not always unrelated) genres to understand
our contemporary world: “landscape noir”,
and the “dark comedy of errors”. The cases
begin with an unexpected landscape event:
a landslide, erosion, volcano, the creation of
a new island. The analyses then follow these
events as they become entangled in complex
political, economic and technical systems
over time. This approach avoids the typically
brief temporal and narrow minded focus on
“disaster” or the limitations of risk discourses.
Very often in the cases in the exhibition, an
expert (engineer, landscape architect, etc.)
steps in to manage an unpredictable event
only to exacerbate or create new unpredictable
entanglements. There is never any return to a
prior state, there is only ever the production
of new unexpected realities.

The cases include the food crisis that

compelled the monumental de-desertification
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of Egypt, which in turn compelled its recent
revolutionary insurrection. It includes the
landslides in Hong Kong which through
their consolidation by geotechnical engineers
compelled the monopolization of the
property market. It includes the impossible
project of stopping the Gobi desert from
engulfing Beijing and the aesthetic politics of
“massiveness” that landscape architects are so
often lured by. Likewise, one case describes
how a break in the Deep Water Horizon pipe
off the coast of New Orleans was transformed
through network assemblages into profits
on the trading floor. In what follows I will
characterize the landscape genres described

above in more detail.

Landscape Noir

Roman Polanski’s 1974 China Town was an
early and excellent articulation of the noir
landscape of Los Angeles and the provisioning
of water to the city in its early days.” In
noir, actors motives are always hidden,
even to themselves. The act of knowing
through investigation (transcribed into our
professional vocabulary as “site analysis”)
does not expose a constellation of facts with
which we could then mobilize some design
decision. Instead, knowing only ever reveals
darker clandestine forces where everyone
— especially the most well-meaning, plays
a hand in a cheating game of self-interest.
In noir, politics is only the manipulation of

capital for particular interests. Civil society is

NOTES

a vaporous wish image. Death and sacrifice
form the other side of accumulation in the
dyad that structures this world. Those who
die are those that attempt to understand the
real networks of actors that make decisions
that matter. This is why noir is the “other
side” of the Enlightenment: real knowledge
of the world can only be met with death.
Sacrificed are those in the way of the forces
of accumulation (peasants, resistant farmers,
and service workers), or unsuspecting
witness / bystanders, or evidence (defectors

who know what is really going on).

Dark Comedy of Errors

In these genres, landscape architects
appear as naively optimistic. They often pine
for more authority than they have because
they so often believe they could better
manage the world than those who already
do. Discussing this optimism in serious
and meaningful ways is often difficult as it
rests so much on the shaky legitimacy of
the discipline which has long attempted to
establish itself as a legitimate intellectual
enterprise. This deep-seated insecurity also
makes it difficult to raise the problem of how
our best laid plans and optimistic decisions
don’t pan out but become accomplices to
more sinister realities.

The Dark Comedy of Errors is a genre
in which landscapes are tragically out of
control. The landscape architect and other

designers are the one’s who wish to correct

their direction, function and value but their
intensions enter a world that twists them,
redirects and redeploys them against all
of their initial intentions. This is a world
of misidentified actors and causes, two
faced and shape-shifting. However, it’s not
only designers who play the fools but also
governments, NGO’s, even the military. It is
a world where control begets unpredictability.
Where intentions are curled and folded back
on themselves. And it hurts to laugh at it.
Of course, these landscapes appear in many
different forms, with many different actors,
human and non-human associated with them.
Never the less, failure is its most predominant
motif and optimism its engine.

Both of these genres fall short of the
solution oriented optimism of the discipline.
Perhaps, this is why they are so often ignored
or overlooked. However, this does not
abscond the burdens of partaking in their
construction or living with them. Contingency
Plans is an attempt to look at landscape
architecture from the side, to create a
refraction, not to provide solutions or point a
way forward, to reestablish a stable cosmos of
trustworthy stars. Rather, it is in the hopes that
seeing in a new way allows us to imagine our
role in producing and occupying landscapes
differently. The birth of new genres brings
with them both new ways of telling stories

about the world but also living in it.
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