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In 1826, Egyp tol o gists dis cov ered unusual palm fruits stored as offer ing gifts in ancient Egyp tian tombs. The tree 
that pro duced them was depicted on tomb walls and had a spe cific hiero glyphic name—mama en-xanini (mama-
n-khanen)—that dis tin guished it from the more com mon dom palm (known as mama) also recorded in ancient 

texts. Later explo ra tions of ancient Egyp tian sites dat ing across a three-thou sand-year span con tin ued to turn up 
these fruits min gled among pre served dates and dom nuts.1 Nevertheless, ques tions remained in the nineteenth and 
twen ti eth cen tu ries about the sta tus of the tree spe cies, even tu ally called Medemia argun, which many suspected had 
gone extinct. As an Egyp tian bot a nist put it in the 1960s: “Although the palm was well known to the phar a onic peo-
ple, it has not been known to exist in Modern Egypt.”2

In Novem ber 1963 a group of bot a nists based in Cairo set out across the Nubian des ert to the “unin hab ited” 
oasis of Dungul, located 220 kilo me ters south west of Egypt’s fron tier city of Aswan. One of the bot a nists, Vivi Täck-
holm, a Swed ish bot a nist and Cairo pro fes sor who first came to Egypt in 1926, was nearing com ple tion of a bilin gual 
sur vey of Egypt’s veg e ta tion, Flora of Egypt/Nabatatu Misr, that would be published in four vol umes between 1941 
and 1969. The other two bot a nists, Loutfy Boulos and Mahmoud Zahran, were youn ger schol ars work ing at Egypt’s 
new Desert Institute in plant tax on omy and ecol ogy.3 In his account of their 1963 trip, Boulos noted that the Flora 
authors “write about Medemia as a plant ‘to be looked out for,’ and . . .  put an inter ro ga tion mark for its occur rence 
in Egypt.”4 Following a tip from the ma’mur (a dis trict offi cial), the group hap pened upon a sin gle thriv ing tree, heavy 
with ripe fruit and surrounded by young seed lings, in Dungul. The bot a nists claimed their dis cov ery recu per ated 
the spe cies into the ancient and con tin u ous com mu nity of Egyp tian veg e ta tion as a rem nant of the past and a prom-
ise of future fer til ity. As Boulos later claimed, the dis cov ery proved that “Medemia argun is accord ingly no lon ger an 
extinct spe cies. It is a mem ber of the mod ern Egyp tian Flora, liv ing as a relic in the Lib yan des ert of Egyp tian Nubia. 
Its his tory from ancient days is still unin ter rupted.”5

The 1963 trip came at a moment of upheaval and strug le in Nubia and in the pro fes sional field of bot any in 
Egypt. Boulos, Täckholm, and Zahran also spent five days that month sur vey ing the veg e ta tion around three Nubian 
vil lages on the Nile near the bor der with Sudan.6 Boulos would pref ace and jus tify the report of that doc u men tary 
study of the val ley flora by lamenting the enor mous cul tural loss and tem po ral rup ture entailed by the immi nent 
destruc tion of Nubia: “The flora of that tra di tional area, adher ent to every annual flood, accom pa ny ing a series of 
diverse civ i li za tions dur ing thou sands of years, stand ing the rav ages of time, the dis tur bance of man and nature, 
will soon be entirely inun dated by the waters of the great arti fi cial lake which will extend about 500 km south of 
the Aswan High Dam.”7 Botanical sur veys in the des ert in the 1950s and the 1960s were part of a larger state pro ject 
to build an indus trial and agrar ian post co lo nial future for Egyp tians down stream in the Nile Valley by appropriat-
ing and destroying the lands of Nubia to the south of the new hydro elec tric dam. Scholars swarmed over Nubia in 
the early 1960s, their sal vage sur vey work (botan i cal, archae o log i cal, geo log i cal, eth no log i cal) extracting its knowl-
edges and resources as state offi cials rel e gated the region to “the past” and offered it as the devel op ing nation’s 
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“sac ri fice zone.”8 The High Dam also deterritorialized 
the major ity of the Nubian peo ple, whose vil lages had 
been under encroaching threat since the Brit ish first 
erected a smaller dam at Aswan in 1902. The new res -
ervoir flooded Nubia’s cen ter and deep ened its older 
polit i cal par ti tion (between Egypt and Sudan) by caus-
ing the forc ible resettlement of its north ern inhab i tants 
below the dam in Kom Ombo, Egypt, and most of its 
south ern (Sudanese) inhab i tants nearly eight hun dred 
miles away in Atbara.

The regional death of Nubia in the sum mer and fall 
of 1964 coin cided with the death of Mohammed Drar, 
one of Egypt’s pre em i nent bot a nists and coau thor of 
its com pre hen sive Flora. A Nubian him self, Drar first 
joined Täckholm as the local “col lab o ra tor” on the Flora 
pro ject, although he would later come into full author-
ship, and his untimely death would sus pend its com-
ple tion. Drar’s lin guis tic skills and cul tural knowl edge 
posi tioned him as the one who matched Latin hor ti-
cul tural names with local ver nac u lars, trans lated plant 
his to ries out of the cor pus of Ara bic texts, and drew on 
his “life’s expe ri ence” to under stand the local envi ron-
ment. He also filled in the pro ject’s geo graph i cal voids, 
“tak[ing] upon him self the extremely diffi  cult task of 
iden ti fy ing all  those local i ties of which a great num ber 
are not included in the offi cial map and oth ers incom-
pletely indi cated on the labels” of col lected spec i mens.9 
Drar’s death in Decem ber 1964 opens the nar ra tive of 
impor tant botan i cal texts in this period.

Although Drar’s Flora entry put the ques tion mark 
on the Medemia palm’s exis tence in Egypt, his own des-
crip tion of its regional pres ence focused less on the tree 
as “nearly extinct” or a “relic” pointing to an Egyp tian 
past. Rather, his spec u la tive nar ra tive empha sized the 
way the plant’s bio ge og ra phy traced a uni fied Nubia 
that itself was vanishing under Egyp tian inter nal colo-
nial ism. Text, sur vey, body, and tree emerged as mate-
rial objects to “entwine land scape with absence,” as 
John Wylie puts it.10 But crucially, these were “deaths 
in the social and polit i cal mar gins,” which, Asli Zengin 
reminds us, are often not rec og nized as loss or era sure.11 
Michel-Rolph Trouillot’s insight that “silences criss cross 
or accu mu late over time to pro duce a unique mix ture” 
sum mons his to ri ans in such cases to move across con-
vergent scales of story and archive.12

This arti cle limns the over laps of death and dis-
cov ery in 1963–64 Egypt to exca vate com pet ing reg is-
ters of land scape tem po ral ity in modes of engage ment 
with and era sure of north ern Nubia as state offi cials and 
schol ars pre pared it for vanishing. This reveals sev eral 

dis tinct but con junc tional modes of fol low ing that came 
together as bot a nists man aged absence: affec tive prac-
tices of fol low ing on or com ing after that acknowl edged 
men tor ship and laced through memo ri als to deceased 
col leagues; tex tual prac tices of fol low ing by that lay ered 
new infor ma tion on older accounts (sightings, descrip-
tions, obser va tions, loca tions, and routes) in botan i-
cal his to ries; the o ret i cal prac tices of fol low ing in that 
explained hab i tat and plant changes over time through 
eco log i cal the o ries (evo lu tion, dis tur bance, suc ces sion); 
and tech ni cal prac tices of fol low ing to and through that 
enabled close read ing of land scapes, usu ally by pro fes-
sional meth ods of spec i men iden ti fi ca tion and col lec-
tion (trav el ing, walk ing, nam ing, sur vey ing, record ing). 
Botany’s pecu liar tem po ral, tex tual, and spa tial reg-
is ters destabilized and ampli fied these modes of fol-
low ing, some of which marked other nat u ral sci ences, 
and the accu mu la tions that cycled through them.13 The 
prac tices of bot a nists in Egypt to fol low, tran scribe, and 
fill in tex tual, per sonal, and phys i cal land scapes disap-
pearing in the 1960s ulti mately facil i tated Nubian dis-
place ment.

Following Extinction: Ecological Absence  
and Temporalities of Vanishing
In the early 1960s, bot a nists such as Boulos were among 
the many Egyp tian and inter na tional sci en tists, art-
ists, and social sci en tists pre par ing north ern Nubia for 
its flooding by the new dam’s res er voir—and its final 
destruc tion as an ances tral home land for one of Egypt’s 
most impor tant eth nic groups.14 Encompassing a long, 
nar row swath of the Nile Valley from Aswan south to 
Dongola, his toric Nubia had been the object of vary ing 
degrees of ongo ing impe rial and colo nial encroach ment 
by Egyp tian and Euro pean state forces since ancient 
times. The region’s com plex eth nic and geo graphic 
land scape allowed it to retain a mea sure of inde pen-
dence, although Egyp tian and colo nial rul ers used it  
as a pas sage way in their quest to pro cure min er als and  
human labor for con scrip tion or enslave ment into 
Egyp tian house holds, armies, and trad ing cir cuits.15 By 
the nineteenth cen tury, Mehmet ‘Ali and his suc ces sors 
had inten si fied these extrac tions, although exten sion 
of Egyp tian author ity over the region was only par tial 
and was interrupted in the 1880s and 1890s by Sudanese 
resis tance under the Mahdi and by the Brit ish inva sion 
and occu pa tion of Egypt. The mil i tary vio lence used to 
“return” Sudan to Anglo-Egyp tian con trol again ren-
dered Nubia a cor ri dor of destruc tion, and once the 
Mah dist state was defeated, allowed the Anglo-Egyp tian 
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colo nial state to build the first large dam at Aswan, Kha-
zan Aswan, which opened in 1902. The res er voir behind 
this dam began the engineered flooding of Nubia. The 
low dam was raised in 1912 and 1933 to expand its irri-
ga tion capac ity for down stream cul ti va tion of export 
crops such as long-sta ple cot ton, which peripheralized 
Egypt more tightly in the world econ omy. As a result, 
Nubia became flooded for part of the year all  the way to 
the Sudanese bor der.16

In these years, Jennifer Derr notes, some Nubi ans 
displaced by the new lake “rebuil[t] their houses fur ther 
up the steep gran ite hills that bor dered the Nile south of 
Aswan, while oth ers relocated. Those who rem ained . . .  
farmed their land when the waters of the res er voir were 
released. . . .  As abbre vi ated agri cul tural cycles dras-
ti cally lim ited pro duc tiv ity, a stream of Nubian men 
trav eled north to search for work. In the first half of the 
twen ti eth cen tury, Nubia became a land sustained by 
remit tances.”17 Already severely disrupted by the 1930s, 
Egyp tian Nubia appeared to down stream Egyp tians as 
suit able for sac ri fice when the new Nasserist state pro-
posed the High Dam in the 1950s. According to Hussein 
M. Fahim, “While the impact of the first dam was rel-
a tively lim ited . . .  the sec ond [or High] dam’s effect 
was total, flooding all  Nubian lands within the Egyp-
tian ter ri tory and nearly one-third of the Sudanese 
Nubian Valley. All Egyp tian Nubi ans and those Suda-
nese affected by the new lake (fifty thou sand peo ple on 
each side) had no alter na tive but to leave their home-
land.”18 In the early 1960s, schol ars pored over Nubia 
in cam paigns to sal vage knowl edge about the region’s 
geol ogy, eth nog ra phy and cul ture, and archae  ol ogy 
in addi tion to its bot any.19 Many urban Egyp tians had 
never been aware of Nubia before the High Dam, and 
these domes tic sur veys into the coun try’s “unknown” 
south fre quently drew on the tools of colo nial explo ra-
tion. The region’s pend ing loss displaced the sac ri fice 
on behalf of Egypt’s anti-colo nial future onto Nubian 
bod ies, prop erty, land, and non hu man kin, while also 
interwining the “dis cov ery” of the south’s arid land-
scapes with grief often expressed in the lan guage of 
absence and extinc tion.

The midcentury Egyp tian botan i cal search to 
locate a sur viv ing indi vid ual tree to estab lish the liv ing  
con di tion of Medemia argun drew on the lan guage of 
extinc tion, in which, Audra Mitchell argues, “absence 
is the pre dom i nant phe nom e no log i cal fea ture . . .  and  
the reg is ter in which it is most often imag ined and 
described.”20 Extinction-as-absence, how ever, smooths 
over the uneven and var ied tem po ral i ties of eco log i cal 

loss and obscures pro cesses through which extinc tion 
tem po ral i ties change over time.21 In his eth no graphic 
and phil o soph i cal account of bird extinc tions, for 
instance, Thom van Dooren argues that “extinc tion is 
never a sharp, sin gu lar event—some thing that begins, 
rap idly takes place, and then is over and done with. 
Rather, the edge of extinc tion is more often a ‘dull’ one: 
a slow unraveling of inti mately entangled ways of life 
that begins long before the death of the last indi vid ual 
and con tin ues to rip ple for ward long after ward, draw-
ing in liv ing beings in a range of diff er ent ways.”22 Van 
Dooren crit i cally exam ines the effects of con ser va tion 
pol i tics elicited by the spec tac u lar event of the dis cov-
ery, death, or cap tiv ity of the “last indi vid ual” of a spe-
cies,23 a type of fram ing Boulos used in his nar ra tive 
about dis cov er ing the Dungul palm tree in 1963.

When Boulos declared the Medemia palm “no lon-
ger extinct . . .  in mod ern Egypt,” he used the eco-
log i cal lan guage of extir pa tion, or “local extinc tion.” 
Geographers Ben Garlick and Kate Symons crit i cize 
the bio log i cal essen tial ism inher ing in the con cept of 
extir pa tion, “diff er en ti ated from extinc tion proper as 
being loss of spe cies from a spec i fied area,” because 
it “ren ders life fun gi ble and exchange able across its 
dynamic spatiotemporalities by argu ing that a loss is  
only per ma nent (an extinc tion) if the spe cies as a whole 
is erad i cated across its geog ra phy in entirety. In such 
a nar ra tive, place is a mere back ground, reduced to 
inter change able hab i tat.”24 The wide spread death of 
trees from par tic u lar regions, caused by the spread of 
destruc tive fungi or insects, is a prime exam ple of plant 
absence in the reg is ter of extir pa tion. Owain Jones, Kate 
Rigby, and Linda Williams pon der the effect of ash die-
back, a tree dis ease projected to kill 98 per cent of the 
ash trees in the United Kingdom in com ing decades: 
“This is not extinc tion,” they write, “inso far as the ash, 
as a tree spe cies, will sur vive in vastly reduced num bers, 
and over the cen tu ries will prob a bly recover with new 
strains resis tant to fun gal path o gen. But it is cul tural 
and eco log i cal dev as ta tion and dim i nu tion on a vast 
and tragic scale. It is bio di ver sity loss that sits along side 
extinc tion.”25 Framings of extinc tion, then, may also 
erase the spe cific his to ries of place, occlud ing the ways 
in which indi vid ual land scapes accrete dis tinct rela tion-
ships among losses occur ring with var ied tem po ral i ties.

Did the Egyp tian bot a nists con sider their trium-
phal ist account of the tree “over com ing” botan i cal 
extinc tion/extir pa tion to assert a deep, con tin u ous pres-
ence for Egyp tian his tory in the Nile Valley a form of 
jus ti fi ca tion, or com pen sa tion, or even as a moral to the 
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story of Nubian dis place ment hap pen ing  con cur rently 
in the same land scape? Egyp tian botan i cal texts from 
this period in fact dis close a more com plex strug le, one 
that requires inflecting Genese Sodikoff ’s call to attend 
to the spe cific forms that the rela tion ship between the 
extinc tion of “organic beings . . .  and cul tural for-
ma tions” might take—“Is it one of anal ogy, inter de-
pen dence, or col lat eral effect?”26—with more crit i cal 
accounts of how colo nial bot any has been racialized 
in the lan guage of “Indigeneity” and “pro duc tiv ity” to 
smug le in what Dixa Ramírez-D’Oleo calls “forced or 
coerced relationality” in human/non hu man rela tions: 
a relationality that priv i le ges white ness and posi tions 
“black ness as com post,” “that which issues from death 
to yield life for some thing else.”27 Ecologies of vanish-
ing, then, entwine dis pa rate and unequal tem po ral 
and spa tial rela tion ships among spe cies, to places, and 
between cul ture and pol i tics; they unfold as pro cesses 
rather than appearing defin i tively as absence, rever ber-
at ing through land scapes that are mate rial, his tor i cal, 
and nat u ral. Botanical sur veys in the sparse, arid fringes 
of Nubia, includ ing those under taken by Drar, in fact 
reveal alter na tives to fram ing Nubia as a space for the 
pres er va tion of an Egyp tian past, as Boulos regarded 
it, by foregrounding other rela tion ships with the land-
scape that acknowl edged past vio lence and the lim its 
and uneven dis tri bu tions of human capac ity to know it.

Following Drar
Botany devel oped through one of the “inves ti ga tive 
modal i ties” Bernard Cohn iden ti fied as key to the con-
sol i da tion of Euro-Amer i can colo nial power: the “sur-
vey” that explor ers and sci en tists used to sys tem at i cally 
inspect, study, doc u ment, and ren der coher ent the nat u-
ral and social fea tures of places.28 Information gath ered 
and clas si fied through sur veys was recast into var i ous 
tex tual forms (maps, archives, ency clo pe dias, com pen-
dia, sys tem atic guide books), stored in collecting insti-
tu tions (botanic gar dens, nat u ral his tory muse ums), 
and projected as a modal ity of rule over areas where 
colo nial civil author ity was largely absent.29 Botany 
par tic u larly serves in his tor i cal schol ar ship as the sci-
ence that enabled colo nial accu mu la tion and expan sion, 
espe cially Euro pean (and Brit ish) colo nial ism in trop i-
cal areas in South America, South Asia, and Southeast 
Asia and periph eral incor po ra tion of other regions into 
the world econ omy, includ ing Egypt.30 Despite the pow-
er ful insights these stud ies offer into the roles of plants, 
bot any, and insti tu tions in extending impe rial net-
works and extrac tions, much of this lit er a ture remains 

focused on the trop i cal trav els of a few Euro pean men, 
enabled by voluminous cor re spon dence among bot a-
nists, an archive pre served at colo nial botan i cal gar dens 
and their librar ies.31

Affective punc tu a tions—the joy of dis cov ery, the 
anguish of grief, the dis com fort of uncer tainty, a dis-
dain of diff er ence—mark fol low ing in the oth er wise dry, 
terse, and “objec tive” text of botan i cal sur veys. Among 
sci en tific writ ings, botan i cal texts were par tic u larly sat-
u rated with affect and mourn ing: “Flora could be a mel-
an choly muse,” according to David Arnold.32 In trop i cal 
colo nial South Asia, bot any was par tic u larly charged by 
an “inter con nec ted ness” with sen ti ment and “aware-
ness of death,” which Arnold attri butes to the rel a tively 
prominent role of Euro pean women (and their Vic to-
rian cul ture of sen ti ment) in bot any and gar den ing 
and to a link in India and Europe between flow ers and 
emo tion, all  of which was exac er bated by the “nature 
of [Euro pean] bot a nists’ often fatal engage ment with 
India’s deathscapes and its empire of affect” due to the 
haz ards of trop i cal dis ease.33 Such “untimely” deaths of 
bot a nists in the field bequeathed to other bot a nists the 
mate rial and emo tional work of sorting and pub lish ing 
the col lec tions of those who died. “Botanical texts, with 
their atten dant eulo gies and ded i ca tions, thus became 
sci en tific memo ri als to the dead.”34 Urgent res cue or 
sal vage sur veys in the face of land scape destruc tion 
also cast tem po ral fini tude into relief, which, when 
inflec ted by extinc tion anx i eties, as overlapped in the 
1960s Nubia stud ies, inten si fied the affec tive dimen-
sions of bot any and spilled “mourn ing, mel an cho lia, and 
nos tal gia”35 into its nar ra tion of both dead col leagues 
and sur veyed plant spe cies.

Botanical research in Egypt is laced with affec tive 
irrup tions to men tors, espe cially to Muhammad Drar 
in this period. Botanists artic u lated a keen aware ness 
of fol low ing on Drar and his exper tise, com ing after 
him in the work of documenting plant spe cies, car ry-
ing for ward his leg acy, and spe cifi  cally using the “wild” 
space of the des ert to fol low the native or endemic 
veg e ta tion of Egypt. Boulos ded i cated his 1966 arti cle 
“Flora of the Nile Region in Egyp tian Nubia” “to the 
mem ory of Mohammed Drar (1894–1964), Egyp tian 
Botanist, whose works on the flora of Egypt and Sudan 
will remain among the most nota ble con tri bu tions to 
our knowl edge about these parts of the world.”36 Drar’s 
con tri bu tions to Egyp tian bot any were many, includ ing 
the com pre hen sive doc u men tary record of the plant 
life of Egypt, the four-vol ume Flora of Egypt, published 
between 1941 and 1969. Drar’s own move ment to full 
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author ship in that pro ject came halt ingly. Listed as just 
a “col lab o ra tor” with Vivi Täckholm and her hus band, 
Gun nar, for the first vol ume in 1941, Drar became joint 
author by vol ume 2, published in 1950. “In this [sec-
ond] vol ume of Flora of Egypt, the name of my late 
hus band, Prof. Gun nar Täckholm, D  .Sc. (University of 
Stockholm), is left out,” Vivi Täckholm explained in the 
pref ace. “He took part in the work on the first vol ume 
up to [his] death in 1933. . . .  His name is put as joint-
author on the first vol ume to hon our his mem ory as the 
first pro fes sor and founder of the Botany Department 
at the Fouad I University. As every thing in the pres ent 
vol ume is entirely the work of myself and Mr. Drar, 
I think it is more fair to him and in accor dance with 
facts to put only our two names as authors. The same 
will be the case in fol low ing vol umes.”37 Vivi Täckholm 
thus excluded Drar in vol ume 1 to mark the death of her 
hus band, although Drar later followed into his role of 
coau thor.

The chang ing for mal nature of Brit ish colo nial pre-
sence in Egypt—infor mal colo nial pro tec tor ate (1882–
1914), for mal pro tec tor ate (1914–22), semi co lo nial occu-
pa tion (1923–56)—and lin ger ing Otto man capitulatory 
and extra ter ri to rial priv i le ges granted non-Brit ish Euro-
pe ans forms of local and eco nomic extrac tive power 
that existed uneas ily with the state and at times were 
instrumentalized as anti-Brit ish forces.38 The inter na-
tional fac ulty of the pri vate Egyp tian University (later 
named Fuad I and then Cairo University) par tic i pated in 
this com plex pub lic sphere of inter war Egypt.39 Brit ish 
and Swed ish bot a nists had long com peted for con trol 
over the devel op ing inter na tional sci en tific field of bot-
any through for mal iz ing sys tems of clas si fi ca tion, bio-
prospecting ter ri to ries out side Europe, and establishing 
her baria to house their grow ing col lec tions and research 
author ity.40 In this con text, the Täckholms occu pied 
an inter sti tial space as Swed ish bot a nists work ing in 
the Brit ish-Egyp tian semi co lo nial state. After train ing 
in the mate rial and sci en tific leg acy of Sweden’s robust 
botan i cal col lec tions made famous by Carl Linnaeus in 
the eigh teenth cen tury, Vivi Täckholm came to Egypt in 
the 1920s, joined the fac ulty of Cairo University in 1946, 
and used Swed ish patron age to estab lish its Botanical  
Institute.41

Drar him self unex pect edly died of pneu mo nia on 
Decem ber 25, 1964, just as the new res er voir began to 
flood the lands of Nubia. The fourth vol ume of the Flora 
of Egypt opened with an eight-page ele giac essay on 
Drar’s life, writ ten by Vivi Täckholm. “Since the appear-
ance of Vol. 3 of Flora of Egypt, this work has suff ered a 

great loss. One of its authors, Mohammed Drar, passed 
away . . .  at the age of 70. It is a diffi  cult sit u a tion for 
the con tin u a tion of the work as nobody possesses 
his immense knowl edge and expe ri ence of Egyp tian 
plants,” she lamented.42 Sequencing texts with deaths, 
Täckholm used the front mat ter of the Flora to record 
her grief, con trol the fram ing of botan i cal research in 
Egypt, and take up nar ra tive space—documenting her 
hus band’s pioneering insti tu tional role, her sense of 
dis tance as a Swede from Brit ish colo nial ism in Egypt, 
and both her pride in Drar’s pro fes sional devel op ment 
through pater nal is tic net works and her regret at the 
colo nial ist inher i tances that constrained him.

Täckholm noted that Drar was born in 1894 into 
a “fam ily of Sudanese ori gin” and that his mother was 
Nubian. His father held “a mod est posi tion” in Cairo in 
the Horticultural Department of the Ministry of Agri-
culture.43 Drar was pater nal is ti cally appren ticed into 
bot any by the Brit ish colo nial direc tor of the Horticul-
tural Department, who “ ‘dis cov ered’ Drar and gave him 
his botan i cal edu ca tion in a more effi cient way than any 
uni ver sity would ever have done. . . .  He treated Drar 
like one of his sons and taught him all  his vast expe ri-
ence” but also “made a mis take when he advised Drar 
not to take an aca demic degree. . . .  Drar had to suf-
fer through out his life from the lack of an aca demic 
degree.”44 Drar built and man aged two diff er ent botanic 
gar dens in Cairo and devel oped spe cial i za tions in trees, 
includ ing aca cia, she noted. He directed the botan i cal 
sec tion of the Egyp tian Agricultural Museum, arrang-
ing “the Sudanese part of the Museum exhi bi tions,” 
and even tu ally headed the botan i cal sec tion of the 
new Egyp tian Desert Institute, where, she proclaimed, 
he performed “mir a cles” of collecting, con serv ing, and 
reclaiming the des ert, includ ing the fol low ing sig nal 
achieve ment:

[Drar cre ated] a gar den where he planted all  sorts of wild 
des ert plants, which he him self col lected dur ing numer-
ous des ert excur sions. The ground around the build-
ing was pure sand, and Drar decided not to apply any 
manure or soil but try to only add water. It was an exper-
i ment, but he succeeded. The gar den offered a splen did 
sight which the many vis i tors from abroad had occa sion 
to admire when the Desert Institute was inau gu rated in 
1950 in con nec tion with the 25th anni ver sary of Cairo 
University.45

Täckholm traced the routes of Drar’s des ert explo ra-
tion back onto the clos ing vol ume of the Flora, list ing 
his com pre hen sive trav els through out Egypt’s des erts—

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://read.dukeupress.edu/cssaam

e/article-pdf/44/2/327/2127979/327reynolds.pdf?guestAccessKey=09a507ff-3d9a-4aed-a8f1-925da77962c3 by guest on 15 August 2024



332 Comparative Studies of South Asia, Africa and the Middle East  •  44.2  •  2024

work that took him to remote areas with “no roads to 
fol low” and nearly cost him his life—and recalling his 
“des ert-minded[ness]” and “love” of Egypt’s arid zones.46

Drar’s Euro pean men tors’ posi tion ing of him as a 
supporting char ac ter—a non ac a demic “nat u ral” bot a-
nist of des ert ecol o gies—reflected both their abil ity to 
wield colo nial insti tu tional power and broader racial-
ized views in Egyp tian soci ety of Sudanese and Nubi ans. 
Although since at least the nineteenth cen tury impor-
tant lin guis tic and regional diff er ences dis tin guished 
Nubi ans from Sudanese in Egypt, urban Egyp tians and 
Euro pe ans often con flated them, Eve Troutt Powell has 
noted, in “a sin gle iden tity . . .  of the Nubian, whose 
color, cus toms, and accent Egyp tian writ ers sketched 
out in numer ous essays, dia logues, and stories”47 by 
using a derog a tory epi thet that implied “brut ish ness or 
idi ocy” and was part of a gram mar of rac ism that wove 
anti-Blackness with ref er ences to class. Nubi ans had for 
cen tu ries migrated to work for wages in Egypt’s cit ies, 
and many upper-class house holds recruited them into 
ser vant posi tions for merly held by enslaved peo ple after 
the abo li tion of slav ery at the end of the nineteenth 
 cen tury. “Discourses that link con tem po rary Nubi ans 
with their for mer ser vant sta tus, black ness, slav ery, and 
Afri can ness, simul ta neously include Nubi ans within 
the nation and locate them in a sub or di nate posi tion,” 
according to Elizabeth A. Smith.48 By the twen ti eth  
cen tury, Egypt’s down stream cit ies had become “sites of 
intense racial hos til ity,” and Nubian land in the south 
was raced as well, “deemed a des ert by colo nial pow ers, 
thus deemed wor thy of deser tion, emp ti ness, and de-
peo pling,” argues Nubian archi tec tural scholar Menna 
Agha.49 Racialized views of Nubianness thus oper ated 
in two key reg is ters that struc tured Drar’s posi tion ing 
in the Flora texts. One pos it ing him as a “native col lab-
o ra tor” rather than an author empha sized ser vi tude; 
another high lighted his asso ci a tion with lin guis tic dif-
fer ence and infor mal cul ture.50 The botan i cal texts do 
not use derog a tory terms to refer to Drar or Nubia, but 
the rep re sen ta tion of his lack of aca demic train ing and 
diff er ent lin guis tic com pe tence in their ele giac pref aces 
sug est these racialized assump tions about the Nubian 
sub ject branched under his pro fes sional rela tion ships.

An array of mate rial prac tices of land scape change, 
includ ing plan ta tions and dams, artic u lated “new 
forms of racialized being” and drained the human 
from Blackness, as race became dou bled as “meta phys-
i cal and geo phys i cal claim in his tor i cal geog ra phies 
of colo nial ism,” Kathryn Yusoff has argued.51 Yusoff’s 
atten tion is trained on the geo logic and on race as “a 

means to operationalize extrac tion” from the earth; 
but, as she points out, coloniality racialized earth 
mat ter to facil i tate a wide array of unequal dis tri bu-
tions of accu mu la tion, dis pos ses sion, and vio lence.52 
Postcolonial botan i cal sur vey work, such as that 
under taken in 1960s Nubia, rejected Euro pean polit-
i cal con trol but per pet u ated cer tain racializations 
of the land scape, includ ing “the com plex and often 
unmarked ways that plants have been sorted out as 
‘native’ or ‘non na tive’ . . .  and the forms of power to 
which those prac tices have been linked.”53

During a four-month trip to Sudan in 1938, Drar 
amassed a large spec i men col lec tion that remained 
unpub lished. He bequeathed his notes and the 2,548 
spec i mens from the jour ney to Täckholm. In con-
sul ta tion with Drar’s tech ni cal assis tant Muhammad  
al-Mahdi, who was still liv ing, Täckholm orga nized and 
published these mate ri als post hu mously under Drar’s 
name in 1970.54 In yet another elegy to Drar, Täckholm 
noted in that book’s open ing pages how her ties to Drar 
cre ated the obli ga tion to con tinue his sci en tific work 
and pre serve his leg acy for the future: “Before his death 
he had expressed to me his wish that I should help pub-
lish ing his col lec tion, and he left me all  his dia ries from 
the jour ney to make use of. That is why I feel it a duty 
to his mem ory to do my best to save his jour ney from 
being for got ten in future.”55 Not cut dra mat i cally short 
by trop i cal ill ness, Drar’s leg acy nev er the less threads 
midcentury plant his to ries with the mel an cholic in 
ways con so nant with bot any as a dis ci pline, although 
inflected by des ert rather than trop i cal mate ri al i ties 
and marked by the power struc tures and lay ered racial-
izations of late Euro pean impe ri al ism and Egyp tian 
nation al ism.

Following Medemia
The overlapping botan i cal dis cov er ies and deaths of 
1963–1964 cen ter around Medemia argun, that elu sive 
“relic” tree finally “located” alive on the edges of Nubia’s 
des erts.56 Similar to the Hyphaene or dom palm, Medemia 
is a rare spe cies of fan palm that can grow up to ten 
meters high and is dioe cious, mean ing its repro duc tive 
organs and flow ers occur on male and female plants, 
thus requir ing more than a sin gle plant to cre ate a via-
ble seed. The tree diff ers from the more com mon date 
and dom palms by hav ing an “unbranched trunk,” bright  
yel low palm-stalk stems (or pet i  oles), and dis tinc tive 
plum like fruits that, bot a nists note, are “ellip soid . . .  
with a shiny, thin, deep pur ple skin which comes off 
read ily and is more frag ile than the edi ble chest nut. 
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The thin flesh [is] stringy, dry, yel low, taste less. [Its] 
stone . . .  black-dot ted out side . . .  in cross sec tion 
looking as a white mass pen e trated by black needles.”57 
Well adapted to the hyper arid con di tions of the Nubian 
des ert in the east ern Sahara, the palm has “sup ple 
leaves,” an abil ity to tap into scarce and saline water 
sources, and a “dense mass of leaves” con sol i dated at the 
head of the sin gled-trunk tree that, sci en tists spec u late, 
“prob a bly serves to pro tect the inflo res cences [flower 
clus ters] from the dry, hot des ert sun and winds.”58 The 
Medemia palm located in Dungul was later found to sus-
tain a wide array of human and non hu man lives, as the 
spe cies tends to grow in iso lated groves, rather than 
sin gly or intermingled with other trees.59 Boulos and 
Haitham Ibrahim, another bot a nist in Aswan, noted in 
2011 in an arti cle on the tree as part of a series on Egypt’s 
“endan gered flora and fauna” that Bedouins pre ferred 
the palm’s elas tic leaves for weav ing bas kets, rugs, and 
ropes and that they col lected and ate its fruit.60 On a visit 
to the Dungul grove in 2007, Ibrahim and William Baker 
noted that “gazelles and rodents feed on the fibrous fruit 
pulp” in the “car pets of fruits [that] lie bak ing in the sun 
below the female [trees].”61 During autumn migra tion 
sea son, the trees host “large num bers of birds and mam-
mals” as well as insects.62 The tree’s abil ity to sus tain life 
and anchor the “diver sity and assem blages of the Nubian 
Desert Oases eco sys tems in Egypt” have led to rec om-
men da tions that it be used “as a flag ship spe cies, to pro-
vide pro tec tion for the wild life in the Nubian Desert 
Oases and in south ern Egypt.”63

Egypt and the des ert both func tion in botan i cal 
stud ies as spaces of ori gin, res er voirs archiv ing the deep 
past of plants. A 1949 review of the devel op ment of geo-
bo tan i cal research in Egypt by T. M. Tadros noted that 
assump tions about the des ert as a space of pres er va-
tion and thus Indigeneity drew gen er a tions of bot a nists  
to Egypt:

The his tory of Geobotany in Egypt is actu ally the his tory 
of all  botan i cal stud ies. Since these are based prin ci-
pally on a knowl edge of the indig e nous flora, its his tory 
starts with that of gen eral plant stud ies in Egypt. . . .  
The native flora of the coun try is to be sought in the des-
ert on both sides of the fer tile and almost per ma nently 
cul ti vated Nile val ley. Such an arid des ert hab i tat with 
a scanty water sup ply . . .  has cre ated a plant envi ron-
ment which has long aroused the inter est of sys tem a tists  
and ecol o gists.64

In this view, des ert arid ity culled all  non na tive plant life 
and thus pre served a pure, endemic flora and eco log i cal 

past. Such think ing was anchored in the the ory that plant 
growth in the des ert did not pro duce eco log i cal fol low-
ing: des ert winds and dry con di tions dis lodge organic 
mate rial and pre vent its decom po si tion and accre tion 
into soil. In botan i cal terms, fol low ing (on the level of a 
sys tem or com mu nity) is known as suc ces sion, the “grad-
ual, sequen tial series of changes in the spe cies com po-
si tion of an eco log i cal com mu nity fol low ing a dis tur-
bance.”65 Theories of des ert suc ces sion began to change 
in the 1960s. In a UNESCO study of arid zones published 
in 1966, Muhammad Kassas, an Egyp tian bot a nist then at 
the University of Khartoum, described the spe cific nature 
of suc ces sion among plants in des ert com mu ni ties, cor-
recting older assump tions that suc ces sion occurred only 
in humid envi ron ments, not arid regions. Kassas argued, 
“It is true that this auto genic type of veg e ta tional suc-
ces sion is, apart from the build ing of phytogenic sand 
mounds, of lit tle sig nifi  cance in the des ert. Another type, 
allo genic suc ces sion, is one of the keys to under stand ing 
the des ert veg e ta tion. By allo genic suc ces sion is implied 
that suc ces sive waves of plant growth occupy an area 
due to grad ual cumu la tive changes in hab i tat pro duced 
essen tially by phys i cal pro cesses inde pen dent of plant 
growth. Desert veg e ta tion man i fests suc ces sional pro-
gres sive and ret ro gres sive changes.”66

In other words, new plants do not grow from 
organic cycles of decaying plant life in the des ert. 
Rather, non bi o log i cal and usu ally exter nal changes to 
the hab i tat—either grad ual (warming or dry ing trends; 
winds) or cat a strophic (flooding, drought, vol ca noes, or 
earth quakes)—alter the spe cies dis tri bu tion of an area. 
Historian Diana Davis argues that Kassas ulti mately 
framed the des ert as a prob lem that could be fixed with 
the right tech nol ogy, financ ing, and polit i cal will—a 
highly attrac tive solu tion to mod ern iz ing post co lo nial 
states like Egypt that imag ined futures through spec-
tac u lar tech nol o gies, such as large hydro elec tric dams, 
despite their necropolitical con se quences.67 Kassas’s 
new sci en tific the ory of des ert fol low ing, or suc ces-
sion, based on the view that rup ture and destruc tion 
were gen er a tive pro cesses nec es sary to sus tain life in 
arid eco sys tems, helped under write Egyp tian national 
designs to vio lently destroy Nubian ances tral lands with 
the new dam in the 1960s, as well as supported bot a-
nists’ sur viv al ist nar ra tive about the Medemia palm in 
the dis turbed arid land scapes of the south.

Although Drar and Täckhholm’s sec ond vol ume  
of the Flora of Egypt, published in 1950, con tains a six-
page entry on the “mys te ri ous” Medemia palm, the prose 
flaged the tree as a spe cies “of cul ti vated or for eign 
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ori gin.”68 The entry includes a sec tion on evi dence for 
the com mon dis tri bu tion of the tree in ancient Egypt 
but pri mar ily focuses on its recent his tory and links 
to Nubia. The Flora entry reports par en thet i cally on a 
sec ond hand story that a tree with sim i lar fruits but a 
diff er ent, Sudanese name had been found at Nakhila, 
a small oasis in Egypt’s Nubian Desert near Kurkur in 
the late nineteenth cen tury.69 Otherwise, the entry’s 
authors asserted that the tree was “grow ing out side 
the Egyp tian bound ary.”70 Botanists had documented 
vari e ties of the tree grow ing in the mod ern era in the 
des ert oases of Sudanese Nubia, the entry noted, along 
“an old road known since the most ancient times . . .  
[that] connected Upper Nubia with the part of the 
Nile Valley where the king dom Meroë was situated. 
The Egyp tians imported the palm from Upper Nubia 
and even succeeded to accli ma tize it in Thebes [today, 
Luxor] dur ing the 18th Dynasty . . .  [but it] seems 
to have been rare in Thebes.”71 The lan guage of these 
entries frames Medemia as a Nubian tree, one liv ing 
out side of and inde pen dently from Egypt, that in fact 
marked lines of Nubian unity and con nec tion (the old 
road to the cap i tal of the Nubian king dom of Kush). A 
geol o gist min ing the resources of des ert Nubia, who 
was “aware of the old [sec ond hand] story and was thus 
looking,” offi cially documented another liv ing spec i-
men of the tree at Nakhila oasis in the month of Drar’s 
death.72 Other dis cov er ies of the tree in the south east-
ern Nubian des ert in the same year went unre corded by 
Boulos, per haps because they chal lenged his nar ra tive 
of the “lone relic.”73

Photographs of Boulos’s “mother tree” con tin ued 
to cir cu late in the trans na tional sci en tific lit er a ture, as 
later schol ars peri od i cally reported on its con di tion—
and ulti mately its death—and the sta tus of the “fam ily” 
of trees it spawned.74 Ibrahim and Baker noted in 2009 
that “the tall mother tree that had been so hand somely 
illus trated by Boulos (1968) was dead, its crown blown 
off and its trunk still stand ing to 10 meters. However, 
the juve niles that Boulos had reported were healthy and 
had grown to more than 3 meters with one repro duc-
tive female and four repro duc tive males. Moreover, 29 
new juve niles of var i ous sizes were found.”75 Botanists’ 
depic tion of the sol i tary dead trunk posi tions the tree 
as an eth i cal demand to elicit care and com mu ni cate 
precarity in ways con so nant with what Yusoff calls “the 
lone sub ject, iso lated, cut off ” that has the “kind of faci-
ality [that] deliv ers this demand on behalf of bio di ver-
sity.”76 However, in the con text of the forced dis place-
ment of Nubi ans to new set tle ments in the 1960s, the 

iso lated inter gen er a tional grove suc ces sion ally grow ing 
in the disrupted land scapes of arid Nubia also ges tures 
toward a more sin is ter cel e bra tion of growth after rup-
tural loss.

Following Pasts
Close read ing of the land scape, usu ally by slow move-
ment in fol low ing prior path ways or traces, is cen tral 
to botan i cal prac tice. For instance, Drar’s daily itin er ary 
dur ing his Sudanese flo ris tic sur vey in 1938 is listed in 
the book, and the dair ies of bot a nists are often logs of 
their move ments across place.77 Walking and writ ing 
are inte grally connected in sur veyed land scapes, a prac-
tice that requires “close and spec u la tive atten tion” to 
pat terns that emerge as well as the categories through 
which these are per ceived, a “con stant ten sion between 
here and else where, accom pa nied by close atten tion to 
the inde ter mi nacy of what is going on in a par tic u lar 
encoun ter.”78 Discordance between the effects of time 
on land scapes ver sus other organ isms shapes the forms 
of life and loss bot a nists record. Erik Muegler points 
out that “if a land scape is a social rela tion, it is archi val 
in form. The move ment of the earth in time is not evo-
lu tion ary like that of most liv ing beings: it is accre tive. 
And ever since our ances tors began to write, texts have 
been among the accre tions that have formed its body.”79 
Muegler’s stud ies of bot any in the lush Himalayas 
focus on walk ing as inte gral to botan i cal sur vey; he also 
exam ines aspects of that walk ing that con sti tute but are 
erased in tex tual accounts: energy expended, pain expe-
ri enced, and knowl edge extracted from local guides, for 
instance, in car ry ing and orga niz ing the expe di tion’s 
tools, food supplies, and spec i mens, thereby ren der ing 
colo nial explor ers “free” to wan der and roam.80

In his med i ta tion on walk ing as a mode or prac tice 
of con sum ing land scapes, Michel de Certeau points to 
instances when the past unex pect edly wells up from 
within visu ally sta ble spaces of the pres ent, a tem po ral 
den sity formed through accreted absences recalled into 
place.81 Walking itself, he acknowl edges, is ulti mately a 
prac tice of man ag ing chronic absence: “To walk is to lack 
a place. It is the indefi  nite pro cess of being absent and 
in search of a proper.”82 If, through walk ing, a human 
body comes into being and “mea sures itself against the 
earth,” then this requires nav i gat ing “play between con-
straint and room to manoeu vre,” since con straints such 
as grav ity, bal ance, and a need for equi lib rium make 
walk ing a pro cess of suspended or “con trolled fall ing.”83 
While a com mon embod ied prac tice of move ment, 
walk ing-as-chronic-absence gave mus cu lar rhythm and 
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cor po real mean ing to the pro fes sional and cog ni tive 
work of searching a land scape for lost growth.

In the early 1960s, diverse groups of down stream 
Egyp tians walked inti mately through Nubia as the state 
refashioned it into a land scape of death. In addi tion to 
the numer ous sal vage teams, offi cial and cul tural mis-
sions streamed reg u larly to the south, many of which 
appeared prom i nently in the local news. Students and 
vol un teers took trips to Aswan and Nubia as part of 
offi cial cel e bra tion of the tech no log i cal mar vel of the 
dam’s con struc tion.84 This reporting often represented 
Nubian loss as one linking cor po re al ity to geo logic and 
ele men tal mate ri al ity: soil, water, land. For instance, 
the first evac u a tion of Egyp tian Nubi ans displaced by 
the new res er voir involved 501 fam i lies from Daboud, 
a vil lage just south of Aswan, on Octo ber 18, 1963. Hus-
sein Fahim, an anthro pol o gist work ing closely with the 
displaced Nubi ans, recalled departing res i dents’ mate-
rial prac tices of grief—kissing the earth or push ing 
soil into pock ets close to their bod ies—for the vanish-
ing land:

On the day they boarded the boats, the women rose at 
dawn to sadly and silently visit their dead, spraying the 
gra ves with water expressing com pas sion and sanc ti fi ca-
tion . . . . Observers were touched by the shared grief at 
the moment of depar ture. Many Nubi ans kissed the land 
as they left their empty, vacated homes, while oth ers 
filled their pock ets or small bags with soil. After boarding 
the boat, the Nubi ans . . .  sat in deep silence, star ing at 
the disappearing vil lage; some had tears in their eyes and 
oth ers cried openly. One Nubian . . .  said, “As we were 
sail ing, I recalled Noah’s ark.”85

Fahim’s por trait of the raw and almost prim i tive com-
mu nal grief over forced dis place ment thus also prom-
ised a future generativity: Nubian “nat u ral” land scape 
attune ment could become a seed bank for suc ces sive 
des ert life, an ark that ges tured toward the recu per a-
tive the ory of the per sis tence and indeed vital ity of des-
ert life after catas tro phe espoused by bot a nists such as 
Boulos and Kassas.86

To appre hend the long tails of extinc tion events—
“they . . .  are diffi  cult to locate, define, under stand, or 
even imag ine”87—Adam Searle offers the Derridean 
trace as a method to mark the “affec tive force” of absence 
and “the eth i cal affordances they bring about.”88 Nam-
ing prac tices also trace the eth i cal choices of depicting 
Nubian pasts. Jeffrey Sacks notes that “the nam ing of 
place shares in a mourn ful reg is ter, to ges ture to the 
inscrip tion of loss on the body of the let ter and the let-
ter of lan guage.”89 One of Drar’s sig na ture con tri bu tions 

to the inter na tional lit er a ture on Egyp tian plants was 
his doc u men ta tion of Egyp tian and Ara bic names for 
plants oth er wise only known by their Latin botan i cal 
names. “Linguistically Drar was very gifted,” Täckholm 
explained. “He mas tered per fectly the English lan guage 
and could read also French, Ger man, Ital ian and Latin 
beside his mother tongue Ara bic and the Nubian dia-
lect he had been taught by his mother.”90 Drar’s res to-
ra tion of local names to plants oth er wise glossed by 
Latin botan i cal des ig na tions chal lenged what his to-
ri ans of sci ence have described as Euro pean bot any’s 
emp ty ing out of the his tor i cal spec i fic ity of plant his-
to ries through trans la tion and nam ing prac tices. Projit 
Bihari Mukharji calls this pro cess “retro-bot a niz ing”; 
Londa Schiebinger identifies “the rise of Lin naean sys-
tem at ics . . .  as a form of what some bot a nists have 
called ‘lin guis tic impe ri al ism,’ a pol i tics of nam ing that 
accom pa nied and pro moted Euro pean global expan sion 
and col o ni za tion,” spe cifi  cally because it embed ded and 
priv i leged cer tain his to ries “cel e brat ing the deeds of 
great Euro pean men” rather than the “bio geo graph i cal 
dis tri bu tion or the cul tural uses of plants.”91

In the case of Medemia, Drar’s name sur faces 
repeat edly in the entry in Flora of Egypt as the local  
ver nac u lar voice. For instance, the entry pro vi des the 
Ara bic var i ants of the plant’s name (argun but also dalla, 
both in Ara bic script and in var i ous styles of trans-
lit er a tion), with this final com ment: “The first name 
(‘Argoun) should be ‘Urgoun although by the bot a nists 
cited Argoun in accor dance with the col lo quial pro-
nun ci a tion. Also Dalla is the cor rect name (Drar).”92 
The Flora of Egypt con tains a series of indexes that 
link ver nac u lar and Latin botan i cal names, and each 
plant entry con tains what Drar later described as “full 
infor ma tion on old and mod ern names; there we also 
men tion who col lected the names and in which region 
they are used.”93 The teach ing ver sion of the col lec tion, 
known as Students’ Flora of Egypt, includes an essay by 
Drar titled “Vernacular Names.” There Drar recounts 
his own efforts to chart “the devel op ment of local 
names of plants dur ing the last two cen tu ries” by car-
ry ing and cross-checking in the field lists of ver nac u lar 
names of plants com piled in the eigh teenth cen tury by 
Euro pean explor ers.94 He noted names that had been 
lost or are now applied to diff er ent plants, although he 
con cluded, “It can be safely stated that a good deal of 
names recorded in ear lier years still sur vive, par tic u-
larly among plants of gen eral or local use. The stu dent 
should be aware that local names often diff er from one 
region to another, not only in the Nile Valley but in the 
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des ert as well. . . .  As a rule the elder peo ple of that 
coun try carry with them names of their father land.”95

However, Drar strongly cau tioned that collect-
ing local names was com plex and imper fect. “As a rule 
bot a nists should not expect their guides to know the 
ver nac u lar names of every plant they see dur ing their 
excur sions. Those who per sist on this point will, in the 
long run, com pile a mix ture of cor rect and incor rect 
names. All collecting of local names has to be done with 
great care.”96 If fol low ing past botan i cal knowl edge into 
the emerg ing post co lo nial pres ent involved collecting 
names that asserted bio geo graph i cal spec i fic ity against 
impe ri ally inflected sys tem at ics, Drar also named the 
con fi nes of those local knowl edges, the lim its of tran-
scrib ing and trans lat ing lived land scapes into texts, the 
dan gers to truth when infor mants are pressed to fill in 
gaps of knowl edge. “The pro duc tion of traces,” Trouillot 
notes, “is always also the cre a tion of silences.”97

Endurances and Ethics
Various nar ra tive and affec tive modes of fol low ing tan-
gled in the overlapping voids in the botan i cal and his-
tor i cal record in 1963–64: the tree that was absent as 
a past com ing into view while Nubian pres ents—the 
land, Drar—moved into absence by becom ing pasts. 
Performing lay ered modes of fol low ing, bot a nists 
helped pre pare Nubia for this destruc tion. With his 
archi val/tex tual ques tion mark about the palm and his 
cau tion against forc ing too much out of the land scape 
and those who inhabited it, Drar refused to fill in the 
land scape of Nubia being emp tied by the Egyp tian state 
as it built the irri ga tion futures of down stream com mu-
ni ties. He also clearly retraced Medemia argun’s his tory 
across the “old des ert roads” conjoining the region’s 
frag ments in order to recon struct its unity and point to 
the long his tory of ruin a tion that made pos si ble Nubia’s 
cur rent pres ent of destruc tion. Drar’s his tor i cal trac ing 
diff ered from Boulos’s depic tion of a lone but fecund 
“relic tree,” which ges tured toward a dying past of 
Nubian lifeforms that, postrupture, could gen er ate an 
Egyp tian future.

The dis place ments and vio lence that in the mid-
twen ti eth cen tury reconfigured the Nubian des ert—
and the peo ple, like Drar, who knew it by collecting 
its plants and its names—pro duced “sequen tial and 
syn chro nous rela tion ships and inher i tances” that ulti-
mately left “unequal endur ances and influ ences in the 
pres ent, both mark ings of lost pasts and lost futures.”98 
Stories and strug les from Nubia’s entangled vanish-
ings in the mid dle 1960s point to the work of long, 

sedimented his to ries of colo nial ism in struc tur ing 
over time the unfolding of absence in non lin ear nar ra-
tives that must be accom mo dated, even foregrounded, 
in global con fig u ra tions of envi ron men tal activ ism. In 
land scapes, accu mu la tions of loss—of liv ing beings 
and ways of know ing them—are struc tured by par tic u-
lar forms of mate ri al ity, rela tions of power, and modes 
of rep re sen ta tion for eco log i cal change over time (as 
rup ture, as suc ces sion, as entan gle ment, as accre tion) 
often nat u ral ized in lex i cons of absence and con flated 
in modes of fol low ing. Narrating together stories of 
three pro tag o nists—a palm, a bot a nist, and a region of  
Nubia—and their emplace ments in overlapping but  
dis tinct reg is ters of absence reveals the cen tral ity of 
com pet ing land scape tem po ral i ties in strug les to  
nat u ral ize the destruc tion of Egypt’s south.

The enor mity of loss in 1960s Nubia ech oed and at 
times was displaced in the dirges for botan i cal men tors 
such as Drar. Scholars of cli mate change and extinc tion 
have argued that mourn ing is a form of eth i cal engage-
ment and polit i cal action; as van Dooren and Rose have 
put it, “mourn ing is a pro cess of learn ing and trans for-
ma tion enabling accom mo da tions to a changed real-
ity. It is an indi vid ual psy cho log i cal pro cess, but at 
the same time a deeply rela tional phe nom e non. . . .  
Thus while grief is indi vid u ally expe ri enced, mourn-
ing involves action and is often car ried out col lec tively 
both by human groups and by other ani mals.”99 Much 
like Brian Deyo’s call for “indwell ing with trag edy” to 
cre ate “eco log i cal sen si bil i ties and eth i cal ori en ta tions 
that are ade quate to the demands of the Anthropo-
cene,”100 Ashlee Consolo Wilcox draws on Derrida and 
Butler to argue that mourn ing has the poten tial to be 
“a potent eth i cal and polit i cal force,” one that could 
“be a cat a lyst for action between, among, and across 
spe cies” and could ulti mately col lec tively and pub-
licly restore “bod ies that have been dis pro por tion ately 
derealized from eth i cal and polit i cal con sid er ation 
in global dis course,” such as racially and eth ni cally 
minoritized groups and non hu man bod ies.101 Yusoff 
cau tions, how ever, that this work neces si tates care ful 
reflec tion about the pol i tics and prac tices of rep re-
sen ta tion, of “under stand ings of pres ence and mak ing 
pres ent those that are dead or soon to be dead [that 
would] mark the pos si bil i ties of both mourn ing and 
relat ing.”102 Ramírez-D’Oleo goes fur ther to sug est 
that inter spe cies opac ity and antirelational modes of 
com mu ni ca tion may pro vide nec es sary space for rage 
at the unequal dis tri bu tions of land scape manip u la tion 
and dis pos ses sion.103
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In con trast to much envi ron men tal human i ties 
schol ar ship, which flatly the o rizes extinc tion and land-
scape destruc tion in a pres ent tense with a col lec tive 
first-per son per spec tive (the “we-will-all -soon-be-
extinct” cri sis of the Anthropocene),104 this arti cle has 
foregrounded other forms of land scape tem po ral ity 
and tracked the work of these com pet ing pasts across 
some of the racialized human and non hu man bod ies 
and ecol o gies of Nubia. If the colo nial explorer-sci en tist 
encoun ters an indi vid ual tree and sees him self reflected 
back from nature—or, in the words of John Fowles, “We 
feel, or think we feel, nearest to a tree’s ‘essence’ (or 
that of its spe cies) when it chances to stand like us, in  
iso la tion”105—a land scape-becom ing-absence can dis-
rupt the decep tive solace of cross-spe cies relational-
ity. In his prose poem In the Presence of Absence, Pales-
tinian poet Mahmoud Darwish plays with tem po ral ity 
to point to its unset tling by dis pos ses sion and exile: 
“You pause for a long time before an iris that sprang up 
alone, nowhere near a pot. Not because, like you, it is a 
stranger among flow ers, but because it relies on itself  
in grow ing on its own.”106 His pause, a brief inter rup tion 
of speech and action, instead length ens in time as the 
col o nized land scape refuses to reflect back the self.

Nancy Y. Reynolds is asso ci ate pro fes sor of history 
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