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CO2 was conceived as a rotating prayer wheel of our current concerns and
anxieties about our climate, what we have done to change it, and what
remedies, if any are possible, to what Sir James Lovelock calls our “rough
ride to the future”.

In searching for a structure in which to develop these themes, I found myself
investigating Haydn’s two dramatic oratorios The Creation and The Seasons,
and I knew that before attempting to understand what man had done to
the earth and the climate surrounding it, I needed to say something about
the splendours of creation, and to bookend the whole “non-narrative”
opera with two mythical versions of the Creation and the Apocalypse. The
first derived from the wonderfully paradoxical Vedic scriptures of Hinduism
(“Creation happened before the gods existed”), with Shiva’s dance of cre-
ation and final dance of destruction; and secondly the Judaeo/Christian ver-
sion of events at the beginning of time, as written in the Book of Genesis in
the Jewish Old Testament, and also in St. John’s account, at the end of the
New Testament, in The Book of Revelation.

Only those people with ideological blinkers on - or with vested interests -
now deny that Global Warming is happening, or that human activity has
played a major role in its occurrence. But there may be a similar kind of de-
nial at work in those who believe that we may be able to alter it. The last
twenty years have seen nothing but missed targets and repeatedly post-
poned agreements. Politicians are too self-interested, corporate global busi-
nesses too greedy, and scientists are barely able to grasp what is happening,
while the rest of us, the buck-passing public, are too irrevocably wedded to
our high consumption lifestyles.

Could we tolerate the authoritarian governance and high-risk planetary en-
gineering which would be necessary, even if we could find a solution to cut-
ting carbon emissions? Richard Mabey, in his book Turned Out Nice Again,
recounts that there have been Utopian schemes for improving the climate



for centuries, which occupy one of the more bizarre and worrying corners of
our weather mythology. For example, the eighteenth – century historian Ed-
ward Gibbon believed that the earth’s climate was steadily improving and
would continue to do so because of man’s vigorous taming of Nature, espe-
cially the clearance of forests, which intercepted from the earth the rays of
the sun. He yearned for global warming.

Herman Segel, in the imperious mood of Germany in the 1920s and 30s,
got involved with a scheme which sought to drain the Mediterranean and
flood the Sahara desert; that this would have wiped the Belgian Congo off
the map was regarded as a minor technical difficulty! And as late as the
1960’s, the Russian engineer P.M. Borisov put forward a plan to dam the
Bering Straits and divert the warm water of the Pacific into the Arctic Sea,
thus melting the Ice Cap completely, and making Siberia warm enough to
grow cherries…

There isn’t much difference between these mad fantasies, with all their arro-
gance and ecological ignorance, and current crazily expensive schemes to
ameliorate Global Warming with technological fixes. Sowing the oceans
with thousands of tonnes of soluble iron, for example, to promote the
growth of plankton, which would in turn mop up atmospheric carbon diox-
ide, or by sending giant parasols into space to shield us from the sun. The
unknown and unpredictable effects that might result from these ventures
could be as catastrophic as the warming they are intended to prevent. All of
these wild dreams reflect our unshakeable belief that we are clever enough
to control Nature – which is really the same hubris that got us into the trou-
ble of the climate crisis in the first place.

These grandiose schemes have no part in the way that the Earth, the intri-
cate, diverse, locally inventive Gaia, works. Richard Mabey is convinced, like
Sir James Lovelock, that we will have to learn to deal with climate change in
the way the planet has always done, muddling and adapting our way
through as best we can – and it’s likely to be a rough ride.

More human populations will starve, many wild species will become extinct.
Some landscapes will change in ways we can’t imagine. What we do not
know or are unable to predict, is when, or where, or how all this will hap-
pen. We may be able to make statistical generalizations about climate shift,
but not about the complex weather it will generate, or how we, and all oth-
er living things, will react.

It seems clear now that the climate system can change only at its own
speed. Even if we reduced all emissions of CO2 and other greenhouse gases
to pre-industrial levels, there would still be no rapid return to the climate of
the past.



First of all we have to recognise that we are not in charge of the Earth, and
certainly not able to geo-engineer it to our own wishes. In his last book
A Rough Ride to the Future (2014), Sir James Lovelock wrote “If I am right
to think that Gaia is in a way alive, then we might compare our primitive
ideas on geo-engineering with fitting a horse with skates so that it could
better proceed in time.”

If Global Warming is as serious as the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate
Change (I.P.C.C.), and its modellers say, then for most of us, their hottest
projection, a 6 degree centigrade rise in global temperature by the year
2100, might make Earth as uninhabitable as any other planet. But a hotter
Earth would still retain our familiar atmospheric composition, with oxygen in
its present abundance, and there would be ample water, though less freely
available. So what are our alternatives? Should we try geo-engineering our
altered world back to what we used to have (before the Industrial Revolu-
tion), or should we adapt to the new world, and leave Gaia to regulate the
New Wilderness? And how do we adapt?

If most of us lived in cities, as Sir James Lovelock now claims we soon will
do, then the regulation of the climate of those cities might be a far easier,
more economic, and safer option in a hot climate, than the regulation by
geo-engineering of the whole planet.

It sounds good to try and “save the planet”, but in reality we are not think-
ing of saving the Earth (Gaia), we are thinking of saving ourselves. Lovelock
is convinced that the idea of saving the planet is a foolish extravagance of
Romantic Northern ideologies, and probably much beyond our ability any-
way. Maybe he is right. But on a more hopeful note, perhaps we are finally
evolving a global awareness, in which case the most important task is to en-
sure that enough of us survive to think about and act to oppose the adverse
environmental change which we ourselves have brought about.

A “non-narrative” opera drops seeds and ideas and images, it does not pro-
pose a dialectic of thesis, anthitesis and synthesis. The sequence of scenes of
CO2 (unlike a story opera with a soprano and a tenor falling in love and be-
ing obstructed by a baritone), proceds by patterns of internal connections
and symbols, like a modernist poem, with repeating and recurring imagery;
an apple in Eden becomes a supermarket, a snake tempts and also opens up
the environmentalist debate as well as our separation from our animal na-
ture, and words and musical themes trigged ideas and theatrical movement.
Adamson is the only character of the opera who evolves, from the liberal hu-
manist dilemma of the scientist, to a gradually more despairing and contem-
plative, even mystical position, like the contributors to the environmentalist
periodical Resurgence.
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