
C12 Ideas M A Y 3 0 , 2 0 1 0B O S T O N S U N D A Y G L O B E

Mediterranean 
evaporation

Early 
hominids 
fossil sites

Lake Agassiz

2Gulf 
Stream

Akkadian 
Empire

Strong 
Low

Dry

Wet

3

1

4
Greenland

Iceland

Viking
routes 5

PACIFIC
OCEAN

ATLANTIC
OCEAN

EL NIÑOELL NNIÑOO

Warm

Wet Cold

Dry

WaWaWaWaWWaWaWWaWaWWaarrmrmrmrmmmrmrmrrmrmrmrmrrrm

WWWWWWWWWWWWWWeWeWeWWWWWWWWWWW tt CCCCCCCoCoCoCoCCCCCCCCCCColdldldldldldllddddldldldldlddddl

Dust 
Bowl

Four
Corners

6

7

Arctic 
Ocean

PACIFIC
OCEAN

ATLANTIC
OCEAN

Average ice 
cover 2009

Northeast Passage
9,600 miles

Greenland

South
Korea

Netherlands8

H

DrDrDDrDrD yyyyyyyyyDrDrDrDrDrDrDDryyyyyyyyyDDrDrDDrDrDDDD yyyyyy

H

L

DrDrDrDrDrDrDrDrDrDDrDrDDDDDD yyyyyyyy

gassizg

1. THE EVOLUTION OF 
HUMANS
Between 6 million and 3 million 
years ago
Sea changes – including the 
temporary evaporation of the 
Mediterranean, a newly emerging 
ocean basin in East Africa, and the 
end of a million-year-long El Niño in 
the Pacific  – periodically dried out 
the thick tropical forests of Africa. 
Hominids moving upright to find 
food and shelter elsewhere survived 
the grueling climate change and 
evolved into humans.

2. THE RISE OF AGRICULTURE  
Around 11,000 years ago
The Fertile Crescent was home to rich plains of wild wheat and rye, until an ice dam on the other side of the 
world suddenly burst. Lake Agassiz, a huge pool of glacial meltwater, flooded the Arctic and North Atlantic 
from Canada, slowing the Gulf Stream and plunging the northern hemisphere back into an ice age for another 
thousand years. The Tigris-Euphrates river valley cooled, and anthropologists widely believe that the ensuing 
food shortages eventually led to the cultivation of wild cereal grasses and the birth of agriculture. 

3. THE DECLINE OF THE WORLD’S FIRST EMPIRE
4,200 years ago
The Akkadian Empire once flourished in the Tigris-Euphrates valley, 
its prosperity supported by barley grown in the fertile rain-fed 
floodplain. Then the distant Labrador Sea chilled, winds moving 
across the Atlantic strengthened, and moisture-bearing storms 
from the ocean tracked further north, causing water levels in the 
Tigris and Euphrates rivers to drop. A once wealthy civilization 
could no longer feed itself.

4. COLLAPSE OF THE MAYA 
Before the year 1,000
The Classic Maya built a powerful society with 
sophisticated cities and a rich cultural life. War, 
overpopulation, deforestation, and soil erosion 
helped hasten its end, and so did the ocean. 
Because the Yucatan lacks permanent rivers and 
large lakes, water is supplied seasonally, by 
monsoon rains blowing in from the sea. When 
Atlantic winds, currents, and sea surface 
temperatures held the rain to the south, causing 
multiyear droughts on land, the Mayan reservoirs 
and canals could no longer support its 
maize-based agriculture. 

6. THE DUST BOWL 
The 1930s
A slight cooling in the surface waters of the 
Pacific Ocean and a slight warming in the Atlantic 
altered the troposphere and wind circulation, 
suppressing rainfall over the Great Plains. The 
resulting six-year drought devastated American 
farming.  Dust storms tore up millions of acres of 
the Great Plains, blowing away the fragile topsoil, 
blackening the sky, and forcing hundreds of 
thousands of people to abandon their homes and 
livelihoods.

7. A DEADLY DISEASE IN THE AMERICAN 
SOUTHWEST 
1993
In the Four Corners region of New Mexico, Arizona, 
Colorado, and Utah, at least 14 people died of a 
mysterious lung infection. Transmitted by deer mice 
droppings, its ultimate cause was the warm water 
pool from the Pacific Ocean known as El Niño. When 
El Niño and its accompanying rains appeared in the 
eastern Pacific off the coast of California, the desert 
of the Four Corners bloomed. Mice multiplied on the 
cornucopia of nuts, berries, and seeds, coming into 
greater contact with humans and exposing them to 
the new virus.  When El Niño waned, rodent 
populations dwindled, and the number of cases 
declined.

8. THE OPENING OF THE ARCTIC
Now
For 400 years, the Arctic ice cap blocked European ships from crossing the North 
Pole, the shortest trade route between Asia and Europe. Explorers’ journeys ended in 
mutiny, starvation, and death amid thick pack ice. In 2009, two German cargo ships 
made the transit in a few weeks. Global warming is melting Arctic sea ice, opening 
summer shipping routes through the Arctic. The balance of world power will change, 
as countries bordering the Arctic begin to take advantage of the open passage and 
the oil resources now becoming accessible on the sea floor.

5. EUROPE WARMS, THEN FREEZES
800-1800 A.D.
Medieval Europe was transformed when the temperature 
of the North Atlantic rose, bringing warm air and melting 
the Arctic ice pack. Wineries flourished in England; farmers 
began moving up into the Scottish hills; and Norse voyagers 
led by Eric the Red settled in newly accessible Greenland, 
even raising livestock during the short summers. But the 
warmth didn’t last: The North Atlantic eventually chilled, 
plunging Europe into the Little Ice Age. The Norse colony in 
Greenland became extinct after 500 years of settlement; on 
the continent, grapevines withered, rivers froze, and glaciers 
engulfed Alpine villages. Cool, rainy summers led to massive 
crop failures and widespread starvation. 
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full-length review devoted to a single movie, book, 
or painting. But it’s enlightening in a new way. 
These shows present something we haven’t re-
ally seen before: criticism in action. They consider 
food, clothes, singing, stardom — stuff we’ve always 
just consumed  — and give us a set of tools to think 
about them, even evaluate them for ourselves. The 
marriage of highbrow criticism and lowbrow TV, it 
turns out, is a powerful thing.

S
ISKEL AND EBERT were famous for 
their thumbs up/thumbs down rat-
ings, but anyone who watched an entire 
episode of their show knew that their 
thumbs were the least interesting thing 
about them. Some weeks for as long as 

fi ve minutes — an eternity in TV time — they would 
passionately, reasonably discuss movies. Sometimes 
their passions got the better of them and arguments 
would erupt.

“At the Movies” isn’t off the air yet, but those 
days appear to be well behind us. A robust, civilized 
debate about the new Roman Polanski movie seems 
impossible to imagine. And forget about long con-
versations with the likes of the fi lm critic Pauline 
Kael or the theater critic Kenneth Tynan, who once 
would appear on network talk shows.

Critics have begun, instead, to pop up in the least 
expected places. “American Idol” is the most highly 
rated example. Since the American version of the 
show began eight years ago, Simon Cowell, a record 
executive by trade, has become the show’s biggest 
lightning rod, famous for his unambiguous take-
downs. (“That was terrible, just awful.”)

Cowell, who is leaving “Idol” for a different talent 
show next season, has been vilifi ed as a bad guy, but 
he’s also what makes the show interesting. Whether 
or not we agree with them, his assessments offer 
genuine insight into how the music business func-
tions, dissecting each performer to get at what 

works and what doesn’t. He has a lot to say about 
the importance of technique and the absolute im-
portance of stage presence.

Cowell — and by extension the show — isn’t simply 
thinking about whether a contestant can sing. He’s 
asking us to consider the entire industry of fame. 
Are you an interesting or exciting enough singer to 
make millions of people want to buy your record? 
Do you have charisma, or a memory that will allow 
you to keep track of lyrics to songs? Can we imagine 
an entire album by this singer? You could say that 
Cowell has helped America grasp the truth that pop 
stardom is not a right. It’s earned. It sounds simple, 
but his honesty and his critical bluntness have been 
a revelation about pop culture.

We are still a consumer culture, and we’ve never 
been a particularly evaluative one, but “American 
Idol” and its ilk really do seem to be changing that. 
Even better than “Idol” at this are “Project Runway” 
and “So You Think You Can Dance.”

“Runway” every season assembles about 16 as-
piring fashion designers to compete in challenges 
that require ingenuity and improvisation. During 
the runway presentations, judges Michael Kors and 
Nina Garcia frantically scribble notes; when Garcia 
holds up her notebook and evaluates with her eyes 
squinting, it’s pretty entertaining: She’s performing 

the process of thought.
During the judging, we’re seeing fashion insid-

ers explaining to these outsiders what it takes to 
enter their world, and the welcome mat isn’t always 
out. But you can see that all the judges actually 
value something besides winning — these arms of 
the fashion apparatus (Kors is a designer, Garcia an 
editor at Marie Claire) genuinely expect contestants 
to honor the art and craft of fashion. During this 
year’s fi nale, we watched the judges deliberate for 
about almost 10 minutes — that’s 10 minutes of civi-
lized discourse about clothes people made. You’re 
forced to think about the physical construction of 
the clothes; about wearability, range, and styling. 
You realize that fashion is a balancing act between 
business sense, creativity, and pure ability with a 
piece of fabric. The terms and stakes of the judging 
are so clear that you can see what the judges saw in 
the winner of a particular challenge or of an entire 
season. Even if you happen (as I do occasionally) to 
disagree, you can’t help learning something about 
how design really works.

What the “Runway” judges do for clothing, what 
“Top Chef” does for food, and “So You Think You 
Can Dance” does for nonclassical dancing is what 
Siskel and Ebert did every week for movies: debate 
both excellence and awfulness, and talk about not 
just whether a creative art succeeds, but the differ-
ent ways that it could.

In one important sense, reality-show criticism 
differs crucially from regular criticism. The shows 
evaluate the artists’ work before it enters the mar-
ketplace. And sometimes the shows actually work 
as a fi rst line of defense against mediocrity — I’d 
contend that Kelly Clarkson (the winner of the fi rst 
season of “American Idol”) and Carrie Underwood 
(who won season four) aren’t just the variety-show 
winners you might have seen in a previous era of 
TV, but more talented and entertaining performers 
than many of their peers.

I
T’S TRUE, THERE were “judging” shows be-
fore “American Idol.” But the more discursive 
approach of today’s best reality competitions 
is a far cry from the perform-and-rate format 
of a show like “Dance Fever,” which ran from 
1979 to 1987, or “Star Search,” whose original 

run in the 1980s lasted 12 years. (“The challenger 
receives three and three-quarter stars!”)

By contrast, what the new shows do is take a 
pop art and put it under the microscope for us. 
We, in turn, are then forced to think critically our-
selves — to agree or disagree, to consider what we 
liked and why. The shows urge us to be choosy, ac-
tive consumers who know why we’re buying what 
we’re buying — and not simply because we like it.

There are signs that this sort of critical think-
ing has seeped into the culture at large. Judging 
from the comments on sites like Yelp and Urban-
Spoon that have sprouted up in the eight years 
since Simon Cowell came into our lives, we’ve 
grown more comfortable expressing ourselves 
frankly. And despite worries that we’re becoming 
more of a thumbs up/thumbs down society, a lot 
of the healthiest sites are the ones where people’s 
comments transcend the usual rants and enter 
the realm of real criticism. Maybe I shouldn’t ad-
mit this, but sometimes the comments on certain 
newspaper websites are as smart and reasoned as 
those of the staff critics.

Culture would certainly continue without crit-
ics. But what a critic offers the culture — perspec-
tive, insight, and maybe some entertainment along 
the way — matters as well. It’s not the thumbs that 
are so valuable about criticism, although they’re 
important. Criticism is what takes us past how 
we feel to why we feel. And if it happens on a half-
celebrity panel, with dramatic background music, 
and a line of contestants waiting anxiously for the 
verdict — well, it’s still a way to get that conversa-
tion started.

THE OCEAN HAS shaped human history in deep and 
surprising ways. In a cave off the coast of South Africa, 
a pile of mussel, whelk, and giant periwinkle shells at-
tests to the beginning of our romance with the sea — the 
remains of the earliest recorded human seafood meal, 
167,000 years ago. Since then, the sea has provided 
trade routes and fueled empires. But the ocean’s impor-

tance to our story is greater still: With its powerful effect 
on the planet’s climate, the sea infl uenced human evolu-
tion in the forests of Africa, and today continues to touch 
us wherever we dwell, whether in mountains, deserts, 
or cities. World Oceans Day, June 8, gives us a chance to 
consider the ways the ocean has transformed who we are 
and how we live.

Deborah Cramer is the author of “Smithsonian Ocean: Our Water Our World,” the companion to the Sant Ocean Hall at the National Museum of Natural History. To learn more, go to www.deborahcramer.com and www.
seaaroundyou.com. Javier Zarracina is a graphic designer for the Globe.
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HOW THE OCEANS MADE US WHO WE ARE
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