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New book looks at how
plants sense the world
and the agency they have
in their own lives,

By ELIZABETH A. HARRIS
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Zo& Schlanger was a reporter
covering climate change ~ a daily
onslaught of floods, fires and other
natural disasters — when she started
wading into botany journals to relax

There, she found something that
surprised her: Researchers were de-
bating whether plants might have an
intelligence of their own.

Take corn. It is one of several
types of plants that can identify a
caterpillar's species by its saliva and
send out plumes of chemical com-
pounds into the air, summoning
the insect’s predator. Alerted to the
caterpillar’s presence by these com
pounds, a parasitic wasp arrives and
destroys it, protecting the com.

“One of the big debates is whether
ornot there's any form of intention
with plants and whether you need
intention for something to have in
telligence.” Schlanger said. “But oie
could angue that it doesn't even mat-
ter if you can find intention in plants.
What matters is watching what they
actually do. And what they do is
make decisions in real time and plan
foor the future.”

hlanger spent the next sever.
al years exploring plant behavior for
her book, “The Light Eaters,” which
was published this month. On a re
cent walk through Central Park in
New York — past hydrangeas, hel-
lebores. hyacinths and a Broadway
softball league game between team
Hamilton” and team “The Lion
King” — Schlanger described some of
the astonishing things plants can do,
and how learning more about them
has informed her work reporting on
climate change, which she now does
for The Atlantic.

This interview has been edited
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nothing there for it, but the flower
gets pollinated anyway.

Or there’s the whole world of
sexually deceptive orchids, which
1 think is so cool. There are some
that grow one really unusual petal
this ong strand with a little bulb at
the end of it. Male wasps will arrive
and dling to it because it's exuding al-
most the exact same pheromone as
a female wasp.

1like it when they summon a

. That's just crazy.

Back in the ‘90s, researchers re-
alized that corn and tomatoes were
able to sample the saliva of the cater-
pillar eating them, and then synthe-
size chemicals that summon the ex-
act parasitic wasp that would come
and inject the caterpillars with their
larva. So the wasp comes, puts loads
of larvae inside of the caterpillars.

What soma

an do?

Tam most drawn to the ways that
plants manipulate animals to their
benefit.

Yellow monkey flowers are able
to lie to bees about how much pol-
len they have in their flowers to dupe
them into showing up. Bees have this
screening process where they're
sampling the volatile chemicals com-

The hatchand eat the cater-
pillars from the inside out and then.
e their cocoons to the outside of
the caterpillar. So then you just have
these husks of caterpillars covered in
WRSD COC00NS.

‘When scientists talk about “in-
‘teligence” in plants, what do they
mean?

There are all of these calcula-

tions plants are constantly making
by taking in every aspect of their en-

ing off the flowers, and those chemi-  viroament and adjusting their lives
cals will indicate llen is rdingly, and it starts to look an
there for them. The monkey flowers  awful lot fike what we might consid-

have come up with a way to not have
to go through the very expensive, en-
ergetic work of making all this pollen,
but just emitting the volatile chemi-
cals. The bee shows up and there is

erintelligence — ina totally alien life
form. That’s kind of how you have to
treat it. Intelligence won't show up
in the way we expect ourselves to
be intelfigent. 1t ll show up in ways

Above » Zo# Schianger spent years exploring plant behavior and the
guestion of plant intelligence for her book, “The Light Eaters.”
At top » Schlanger is shown at the National Tropical Botanical Garden

that are evolutionarily appropriate
for plants.

50 no one ks saying the plant is
going to write a poem or do your
math homework?

Not yet! Although researchers
who study plant communication talk
about syntax in plant communica
tion and, ina way, setence structure.
But they 're talking about chemistry,
chemical compounds floating in the
air that have meaning.

What about the way plants

There's some rescarch happening

now where scientists are playing
tones for plants and realizing certain
tones make plants produce more of
certain compounds. There's a tone
that, if played for enough time, will

make broccoli ramp up i*s antioxi-

dants. In alfalfa sprouts, other tones
will cause the plant to produce more

vitamin C. One could see how — if
they figured this out better — you
could adjust the nutrition content of
crops just by playing tones.

There's also a whole world of play
ing tones to plants that causes the
to produce more of their own pesti-
cide, which is interesting when you
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ligent? If so, what
does that mean for

think about how much pesticide we
use to grow our food crops.

Obviously we're animals that
need to eat plants. There's no way
around that. But there is a way of
imagining a future with agricultur-
al practices and harvesting prac
tices that are more tuned in to the
lifestyle of the plant, the things it's
capable of and ts prociivities

‘This opens up the world of plant
ethics. What does our world look like
if we include plants in a moral imag-
ination? There are lots of cultures
that are already based on this. Rob.
in Wall Kimmerer (author of “Braid-
ing Sweetgrass™) writes a lot about
this, how Indigenous science leaves
a lot more room for questions about
plants that are centered on respect
and mutual interest

What do you want people to
take away from this book?

In thinking about plant intelli-
gence, what we're really thinking
about is how much plants are active
participants in their own life. They
have some sense of agency, even if it
doesn't look anything like our own
agency. 1 think that is really hum

rything wants to keep living
That has really helped me come back

in reporting with more of a
hat we stand to Jose from
hange. Every single species
is this ingenious biok feat that
would be so foolish to exting

‘Game changer’ section at Cannes zooms in on the visionary

Esteemed film fest's Un Certain
Regard selections favor young
filmmakers and signal the
emergence of future generations.

By AJ. GOLDMANN
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British filmmaker Molly Manning Walk-
er was on vacation in Rome on May 26, 2023,
when her phone rang. A week eardier. her fa
ture debut “How to Have Sex” had premiered
at the Cannes Film Festival. Now, festival or-
ganizers were calling because her movie, about
a group of 16-year-old girls who spend a de-
bauched booze and sex-soaked summer va-
cation on the Greek island of Crete, had won
a prize that would be announced at that eve-
ning’s closing ceremony back on the Cte
dAzur

“T'had to drive to the nearest airport real-
by quickly and get on the next plane, and I ran
in three minutes after the filtm had been an-
nounced ™ Manning Walker, 30, recalledina
recent phone intervies:.

She wasn't exaggerating. She did in fact, bolt
into the cinema wearing a lime green T-shirt
and hiack ternis shorts. “What the hell is ghing
on?” she asked the audience in dishelief. The
answer was that “How to Have Sex™ had won
the top awand in Un Certain Regard, the side.
bar section at the festival that is known for rec-
ogruzemg films by new and emenging directors.

While the starry main competition at
Cannes — which began Toesday and this vear

Cannes” artistic director, “UCR discovers and
covlebrates the new generation and expands the
frontiers of cinema ™

Inan email interview, Frémaux. who heads
the viewing committee that selects the films
that screen at the festival, said that Un Certain
Regard's purpose was “to bring oot new trends,
new paths, new countrigs of cinema. 1's aselec.
tion that favors young filmmalkers, especially
female directors, and prepares the emengence
of future generations

“We're looking for style, originality, narrative
foroe and conviction,” he wrote.

Peter Bradshaw, chief film critic for The
Guardian, said Un Certain Regard was a game
changer when it was founded in 1978 by Gilles
Jacob, Frémanx's predecessor.

“It doubled the size of the official festival
basically.” Bradshaw ined in a phone in
w. “Twenty extra tithes in what is 2 very
sidebar — it’s taken very seriously
-2 that sidebar it created 2 huge chal-
lensy- to the other festr you know:

atransgender ballet dancer.

In his email, Frémaux str
same committee curated the ent
program, the “s@lection officiell
cludes various noncompetitive sections in
dition to the main slate competition and |
Certain Regard. How a film wind:
section or another, he stresses, is an
arbitrary

“The most important thing is that each film,
for what it is, finds its best place,” he said. Not
g that yourg filmmakers, inchyding first-time
directors, can be sedected for the main compe.
tition and even win prizes there. Frémaux ex
plained that sometimes a film initially selected
for Un Certain Regard has ended up in com
petition

“I's important to take risks, s this allows us
to make new discoveries,” he said. Al
time. he emphasized that Un Certa
where many filmmakers feel most
Cannes, sway from the hoeand oy

whic

other festivals which might have wanted those
tithes find they re being hoovered up by Un
Certzin Regard.” he said, since the films that

b Regard awards, Bradshaw
added. are particolarly valuable for emeng-
ing filmmakers like Manning Walker, since i
means that “you can come away from Cannes

e ruggec loskandic epic “Godland™ (2022 and

the polarizing Belgian film “Cie™ M) aboet

—

comyp But he also cautioned agxinst the
perception of Un Certain Regard as the fest
val's second tier.

cent years, because we've changed its mission
1t no longer the ‘seconddivision.” it's a section
in it own right ~

“Even without Un Certain Regard, you
can’t see everything ~ Bradshaw seid of the of:
ten-hecticexperience of being :t Cannes “But
i does create s new leved of POMO, becase you
think. Oh my goodness. there's some brilliar
movie that everybody’s taliing f. =

might not have seen & because it < :
nce that gets
i e the hot

Bl Cat everybody's talking s 1

the beaten track_ And of course

2wy

Over the past decade. many of the
kers most closely associated with Ca
@t their startin { in Reggard. A
before Bang Joon Ho's “Parasite™
both the Palme d'0;
for best picture, th
Mother” stunned the Un Ce
dience. And Swedisk
hund, who won Ps J 7)
and “Triangle of Sadness " (2022), took home
the Un Certain Regard jury prize for “Force
Majeure™ in 2004

leartheats™ (2000) — m:
and “Lasrence Any

tur 2004) and “1t's
Ordy the End of the World™ (2016) both w
tap prizes in the main co
The jury this year
embourg-born Vicky
Un Certuin Regard
for “Corsage™: Morncc
El Moudir rof
tain Regard
tor Maimouna I
Caties” weaths
trayal of young ¢
ture and American f
Todd McCarthy. They

nchades Lux
who won the
for best a
n filmmaker

Last vear was agreat year,
alling out “How to Have Se

Lies.” and Thomas Cailley's dystopian fin
“The Animal Kingdom which went or




