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The Tangled Banquet
A words and pictures story by Dave Huth

Let’s abandon the notion that
life can be anything other
than mind-bendingly complex.

In fact, saying “life,” as if it’s a single,
apprehensible thing, is terribly misleading.

One of life’s most delicious
system-parts is called: Food.

Life is a complicated system of many
interacting parts...and each part of
the system is itself another system.

Life can’t find a definition unless it includes
a fundamental exchange of energy, moving
into and out of the whole beautiful mess.
that energy emerges from food.

Food is burned in the fire of the body.
All that burning, all that energy, is
necessary for the system to live.

Energy produced by burning scatters and shatters. It fragments into disorder and
destruction. This is inevitable, unless the energy can be contained and directed.

As it turns out, Life’s burning energy can be contained
and directed. It’s put into vessels for storage: tiny
structures in the universe called adenosine triphosphate
(ATP). The body makes these molecular objects itself.

The energy released by burning food pumps charged
particles across membranes, into reservoirs, and
through the tiniest imaginable revolving turbines.

This is a building process. What’s built is ATP
to store the remainder of the energy.

The cells in bodies hoard
these molecules, then break
them open to release their
energy whenever they need
to do any of the energyhungry labors of life. Death
is forestalled, for a little
more time.

We’re all eating each other.
It may be hard to accept this, But anyone who’s
tried to lose some weight, or put chemical
fertilizer into a potted plant, or noticed how
a roadkilled carcass gets smaller every day, or
thought through what exactly is happening when
one “has food poisoning,” will hopefully get a
sense of what I’m talking about.

This is because every person, every panda, every
bacterium, every mold, every whale, every oak, every
squid, every daisy: every one of us needs food.

All living cells, at all times, are on the verge
of total energy depletion. Death.

In aggregate, the massive scale of this
insatiable need is barely comprehensible.

Where can these cells get the next hit of ATP? Where can we grab
our next charged particle to roll down the gradients and through
the little turbines that make it all possible?

The answer is: from any place we can, which
is a way of saying: from everyone else.

Pictured here are 35 species of arthropod that have all
been found on a single species of plant in a single meadow.

They’re all living together, off the same plant. They
live by eating the plant, or by eating things that are
eating the plant, or by eating things that are eating
things that are eating the plant.

And they are all, eventually, eaten.

A fungus eats a plant. A bug eats a
fungus. A wasp eats a bug. A bird
eats a wasp. A mammal eats a bird.
It appears that this system might be
very orderly, like a long chain of food.

But it’s not a linear chain. It’s
a chaotic, recursive, spiraling,
overlapping, tangled up web.

Many mammals eat each other, while most have funguses and bugs eating their hair, their
skin, their nails. Some bugs eat skin off the surface of some reptiles, while some other
bugs merely walk upon reptiles to eat the skin-eating bugs. Some birds visit to eat them all.
Some bugs that the bird eats carry smaller bugs inside them that, when swallowed, eat parts
of the bird from inside. Many bugs the bird might have eaten will arrive as the bird dies to
eat the bird. While the bugs are eating the bird, an amphibian may arrive to eat the bugs. And
another reptile, to eat the amphibian. But a different bird may eat the reptile later. Meanwhile,
bacteria coats the inside and outside of everything, everywhere, eating whatever it can.

Darwin wrote of “a tangled bank.”

This bank entangles us all.

Every knot in the tangle is a feast.

And we humans are knotted into
the web with all the rest.

Don’t think that any of us escapes the banquet.

We sit at the table, we feed upon the world, taking the energy into ourselves, converting it throughout
our bodies. We do great and mighty deeds. We live.

But while we live, in whatever way the threads of our lives unspool, we come apart one piece at a time.

A few skin cells here, molecules of carbon dioxide there. a bacterial nosh upon lung, or colon, or eye.

Ultimately, we lie down on a final platter, served up for all the web.

Finally, every piece of us comes apart in uncountable tiny mouthfuls.

Every limb, every fleshy wad,
every sinew, every shaving
of bone, every molecule,
every atom …
... is food.
Shared among the eaters in the web. All of their
ravenous molecular turbines burning through our
borrowed energy, converting and storing it up for
so many hungry, hungry cells.

As we eat, we are eaten.

Let’s Chew on that.

