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Environmental Mobilities 
Research, Public Engagement, Museum Practice 
 

The workshop addresses the history of mobilities by studying transportation and 

infrastructures through a distinct environmental and cultural lens, bringing together literary 

scholars and historians with museum practitioners to foster a dialogue on how the 

experience of transit—particularly automobility—shapes and is shaped by environmental 

contexts and perceptions of nature, while reflecting on effective methods for communicating 

this research to the public through exhibitions and creative museum displays. 

Workshop Program 

 
Wednesday, 22nd July 2026 
 

09:00 – 09:15 Welcome and Introduction 
09:15 – 10:45 Panel 1: Off the Road Team Part 1  
 Melanie Frey (Uni Konstanz) Automobile / Immobile: Constructions of 

Indigeneity and Whiteness in early automobile narratives 

Pascal Ehrlich (Uni Konstanz) Engines of Emancipation. The New woman, 
the car, and female belonging  

Otilia Teodorescu-Stadler (Uni Konstanz) Fueling the Modern/ist 
Imagination: Automobility in William Carlos Williams’ Early Poetry 

10:45 – 11:00 Break 

11:00 – 12:15 Panel 2: Environmental Mobilities  
Talitta Reitz (Rachel Carson Center, LMU Munich) 
Bike Culturing: How Cycling Cities Are Made 

Lukas Breitwieser (DM Verkehrszentrum, Munich) 
  Off-road Cycling: Exhibiting the History of Mountain Biking 

12:15 – 14:30 Lunch at Notting Hill Cafè 
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14:30 – 16:00 Panel 3: Off the Road Team Part 2  

Jonathan Stafford (Uni Konstanz)  
   From Mud to Macadam: Frederic and Edith Clements’ automotive ecology 

Jannis Buschky (Uni Konstanz) 
    Fueling Early Automobility: Oil Extraction in American Literature, 1914-1945 

Ashley Moser (Uni Konstanz) 
   Opening the Black Box: Infrastructure and Crisis in Kim Stanley Robinson 

16:00 – 16:15 Break 

16:15 – 16:45 Panel 4: Exhibiting the Environment 

Gilberto Mazzoli (Uni Konstanz) Off the Road: A Virtual Exhibition 
Talitta Reitz (RCC/LMU) Ecopolis München: Environmental Histories of a 
City 

 

16:45 – 17:00 Break 

17:00 – 18:30 Public Lecture 

Conrad Kunze (Independent Researcher)  
Die Autobahn als eine Tradition in Deutschland? 

19:00 Dinner: Wirtshaus am Bavariapark 

Useful Information 

 

The workshop will take place from 9:00 to 18:30 at the Verkehrszentrum of the Deutsches Museum. 
Here you find information on how to reach it:  

Lunch will be at Notting Hill Cafè. See the menu here.  
Dinner will be at Wirtshaus am Bavariapark at 19:00. See the menu here. 
 

To register for the lecture and for other info, please contact: team@offtheroad.org 
The lecture will be audio-recorded.  

 

We are grateful for the support of the following organizations: 

 
  

 
 

https://www.deutsches-museum.de/verkehrszentrum/besuch/anfahrt-und-lageplan
https://nottinghillcafe.de/
https://wirtshaus-am-bavariapark.com/
mailto:team@offtheroad.org
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Keynote Lecture 

 
Conrad Kunze (Soziologe und Historiker) 

Die Autobahn als eine Tradition in Deutschland? 
Die psychologische Wahrnehmug von Raum und „BEV Range Anxiety‟ als unintendierte 

Konsequenz der Erschließung Europas durch Autobahnen als ein Faktor für die verspätete 
Elektrifizierung 

 
Ein eigenes Auto mit Verbrennungsmotor und ein Netz aus Autobahnen verändern unseren Blick 

auf eine Karte Europas. Wo kann ich heute oder morgen früh hinfahren? Komm ich bis zum 
Mittelmeer oder nach Paris? Mimmy Sheller nennt das Wissen um die eigene Beweglichkeit Motilität. 

Die Rückseite dieser Medallie heißt „range anxiety‟, die Entfernungs-Angst – also die Sorge, nicht 

weit genug fahren zu können. „Range Anxiety‟ ist eine Variable um die verspätete Umstellung auf 
Elektroantriebe im Autoland Deutschland zu erklären. Eine Alternative zum Auto auf großen 

Entfernungen ist neben dem Fliegen die Bahn. Aber die Bahn ist zu wenig zuverlässig, auf zu 
wenigen Strecken auf hohe Geschwindigkeit ausgebaut und spontan fast immer teurer als eine 

Autofahrt. Der Blick auf die Karte suggeriert hohe Motilität nur mit dem Verbrennungsmotor. Ein 
Wechsel zum Elektromotor ist daher eine psychologische Barriere, oder war es bis vor kurzem, als 

die Batterien eine Fahrt von München nach Palermo noch nicht erlaubten.  
 

In China hingegen kam das Hochgeschwindigkeitseisenbahnnetz kurz nach dem Aufbau eines 

Autobahnnetzes. Das Fehlen einer Autobahnnetz-geformten Motilität bei gleichzeitigem 
Vorhandensein eines preiswerten Hochgeschwindigkeitseisenbahnnetztes hat eine andere 

Wahrnehmung des Raums geschaffen. Range Anxiety ist wesentlich weniger vorhanden, und die 
Umstellung auf BEV ging und geht rasch vonstatten.  

 
Können wir daraus die These ableiten, dass die Autobahn die Elektromobilität in Deutschland 

gebremst hat? 
 

Unbestritten ist der Sanierungsstau an den Stahlbetonbrücken, welche als ganze Kohorten an ihr 
Lebensende kommen. Dessen ungeachtet werden weiterhin neue Autobahnen gebaut, nun mit dem 

neuen Beschleunigungsgesetz möglicherweise noch schneller als zuvor. 

 
Die Autobahn wird nach einem ¾ Jahrhundert immer noch mit Moderne, Beschleunigung, 

Fortschritt und Wohlstand assoziiert. Doch wieso? Ein Blick in ihre wechselvolle Geschichte 
eröffnet uns ein besseres Verständnis dieser europäischen und deutschen Mobilität. 
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Abstracts (in alphabetical order) 

 

Lukas Breitwieser (Verkehrszentrum, Deutsches Museum, Munich) 

Off-road cycling: exhibiting the history of mountain biking 

The lecture outlines the cultural and technical history of mountain biking - with a focus on the early 
years. It discusses the impact of the mountain bike on the history of the bicycle, highlighting its role 
in transforming the bicycle from a mere means of transport into an icon of sport, lifestyle, and leisure 
product. Furthermore, the presentation demonstrates how the mountain bike served as a 
technological trendsetter for the entire industry. Finally, the talk provides insight into the 
conceptualization and realization of the mountain bike exhibition at the Deutsches Museum. 

 

Jannis Buschky (University of Konstanz) 

Fueling Early Automobility: Oil Extraction in American Literature, 1914-1945 

The emergence of automobility as a mass phenomenon required readily available energy, especially 
in the form of fossil fuels. To meet the insatiable demand for cheap energy, oil extraction gradually 
began to take on large-scale, corporate dimensions in the early twentieth century. For many 
Americans, it was during this period that petromodernity, Stephanie LeMenager’s term for the 
“modern life based in the cheap energy systems made possible by oil,” was felt nationwide for the 
first time (LeMenager 2014: 67). The infrastructures of automobility expanded into vast networks of 
roads and gas stations, and unfettered mobility became a cultural imperative. Considering early 
petromodernity through the lens of automobility, however, risks relegating oil to a pervasive 
resource that operates invisibly in the background. 

This paper will offer an alternative perspective by focusing on the first novels written about oil 
extraction in the United States. Published between 1917 and 1941, novels by, among others, Upton 
Sinclair, Mary Austin, and John Joseph Mathews extensively engage with how oil extraction 
transformed the regions in which it was extracted. Hence, this paper begins with the assumption 
that understanding the literary origins of petromodernity requires a regional perspective. Notably, 
the first novels about oil extraction are all set in the American West, chronicling how boom towns 
sprang up and the earth was turned into the repository of black gold in major oil producing regions 
such as Oklahoma, Texas, and California. More than mere geographical setting, the American West 
provided a plethora of symbols, narrative templates, and historical discourses that interacted with 
the cultural reception of oil. This paper argues that, on the one hand, oil permeated and formed the 
broader regional imagination of the American West. On the other hand, it argues that in their efforts 
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to represent oil, for which there was, at the time, little to no literary precedent, these authors drew 
from and rewrote prior cultural conceptions of the American West. Situated in the burgeoning field 
of petrocultures scholarship, this paper makes a case for the significance of these almost entirely 
unread novels in helping understand the formation of petromodernity when oil was still encountered 
physically and often remained highly visible. 

 

Pascal Ehrlich (University of Konstanz) 

Engines of Emancipation. The New Woman, the Car, and Female Belonging 

This chapter argues that the automobile in the girls’ series enables forms of female autonomy even 
as it extends the domestic sphere outward. The theoretical frame sets the period’s New Woman 
discourse against the residual ideology of separate spheres and the cult of domesticity. The 
chapter’s central theoretical move is to read the automobile at once as an extension of domestic 
enclosure and an instrument of escape from it. Theoretical works from Deborah Clarke analyse the 
car as a privatized, domestically furnished capsule, ground the containment reading of the first 
subchapter - the motor girl as mobile yet sealed, mediated by the windshield, confined to repair 
rather than invention. The same apparatus, turned toward its emancipatory face, grounds the 
second subchapter: Virginia Scharff and Georgine Clarsen on women claiming automotive 
competence and independence and Nancy Romalov’s and Sherrie Inness’ argument that 
mechanical mastery is precisely what marks the heroine as a New Woman. The car becomes the 
contested object on which these two models of womanhood collide. The central claim is that the 
automobile reflects the New Woman movement of the Progressive Era - and that the transgression 
it stages is genuine rather than merely apparent, standing in deliberate counterpoint to the extended 
domesticity it also serves. The girls’ transgression is genuine. The woman at the wheel departs from 
the still-dominant ideal of domestic womanhood.  

 

Melanie Frey (University of Konstanz) 

Automobile / Immobile: Constructions of Indigeneity and Whiteness in early automobile 

narratives 

Since its emergence in the U.S. around the 1900s, automobility has contributed to notions of 
American identity. Existing scholarship mainly examines various phenomena connected to late-
twentieth-century and contemporary automobility – for instance, how automobility bolstered white 
masculinity and was instrumentalized for an allegedly unified nationalist identity. However, there is 
little research on early automobility to date, and none that systematically engages with intersections 
of early automobility and race. This presentation closes this gap by illustrating that white drivers 
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narrated (imagined) encounters with indigeneity to entrench automobility with an American identity 
defined by whiteness. Examining Dallas Lore Sharp’s The Better Country (1928) and Clarence 

Young’s The Motor Boys Across the Plains (1907), I pose that these early authors equate indigeneity 
with immobility and whiteness with being mobile – more specifically, being automobile – either by 
portraying Indigenous people as stationary or contesting their indigeneity upon finding them in the 
driver’s seat. 

 

Gilberto Mazzoli (University of Konstanz) 

Off the Road: A Virtual Exhibition 

This talk outlines a proposal to develop a virtual exhibition focused on the ERC project, Off the 
Road: The Environmental Aesthetics of Early Automobility. 

 

Ashley Moser (Unievrsity of Konstanz) 

Opening the Black Box: Infrastructure and Crisis in Kim Stanley Robinson 

This talk reads Kim Stanley Robinson's Science in the Capital trilogy and New York 2140 through 

Bruno Latour's actor-network theory, arguing that Robinson's climate fiction stages infrastructure 
not as inert material backdrop but as a network of actants that enable human action while remaining 
largely unseen. Combining Latour's concept of black-boxing, the process by which functioning 
systems become opaque and taken for granted, with Susan Leigh Star's account of infrastructure 
becoming visible only through breakdown, this talk traces a recurring three-part movement across 
both texts: infrastructure rendered invisible through habituated use; infrastructure made suddenly 
visible through climate disaster; and infrastructure deliberately reimagined rather than merely 
restored in disaster's aftermath. In the trilogy, this movement runs from Frank Vanderwal's oblivious 
navigation of NSF bureaucracy, through the Potomac flood that exposes DC's failed flood defenses, 
to the ecological and institutional reengineering of Sixty Days and Counting. This is a gradual, top-
down approach to re-imagining human-infrastructural networks. New York 2140 compresses and 
complicates this arc: the Met building's normalized co-op routines give way under a catastrophic 
second pulse that exposes physical and financial infrastructure as mutually entangled systems, 
while the novel's ending depicts contested, ongoing cooperative struggle rather than neat 

resolution. Reading these texts together reveals a meaningful divergence in how disaster prompts 
reconstruction, while showing that both texts ultimately imagine "disaster readiness" not as 
restoration but as an ongoing, never-finished tending to the networks that sustain collective life. 
This talk situates that argument within broader conversations on infrastructure studies, climate 
fiction, and utopian theory's investment in process over arrival.  
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Talitta Reitz (LMU Munich / Rachel Carson Center for Environment and Society)  

Bike Culturing: How Cycling Cities Are Made 

What makes a cycling city? Is it the number of people riding bicycles, the quality of its infrastructure, 
or something else entirely?  

This presentation introduces the concept of bike culturing, a way of understanding cycling cities as 
places that are continuously cultivated rather than simply built or measured. The idea emerged from 
a paradox at the heart of my PhD research. Portland, Oregon, has long been celebrated as a leading 
cycling city, despite having relatively low cycling rates. Instead of simply asking why Portland, the 
“cycling capital” of the United States, “failed” to become a true cycling city, I ask different 
questions: What does it mean to be a cycling city? How are cycling cultures formed? What role do 
they play in sustainable urban mobility?  

Drawing on environmental humanities, urban history, cultural and mobility studies, I argue that 
cycling cultures are not the product of infrastructure alone. They are cultivated through the ongoing 
interaction of planning, activism, media, community organizations, and everyday practices. While 
developed through the case of Portland, bike culturing is intended as a broader conceptual 
framework for studying other cities and even other modes of mobility. It challenges conventional 
ways of evaluating cycling cities based primarily on technology, transport systems, infrastructure, 
or ridership. Instead, it offers a framework for understanding mobility as an ongoing cultural 
process—one that is continuously made, maintained, and transformed. 

For museums, this perspective also opens new possibilities. If mobility is understood as a cultural 
process rather than merely a technical one, exhibitions can tell stories not only about vehicles and 
infrastructure, but also about the people, practices, conflicts, values, and environmental 
relationships through which mobility cultures are cultivated. 

 

Otilia Teodorescu-Stadler (University of Konstanz) 

Fueling the Modern/ist Imagination: Automobility in William Carlos Williams’ Early Poetry 

At the dawn of the twentieth century, complex phenomena of fear, fascination, alienation, and hope 
situated the motorcar at the center of the new “technological sublime” (Jordan 2023) of modernity. 
Automobility generated an unprecedented promise of spatial and temporal freedom, and 
significantly transformed the relationship between the modern individual, technology, and the 
environment. Moreover, driving mobilities and practices gave rise to a whole new “affective regime” 
(Merriman 2012) of forces, feelings, and emotions outlining not only the close connection between 
drivers and their cars, but also an entire universe of distinct sensorial awareness and synesthetic 
kinship with the motorist’s surroundings.  
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In his early poetry, William Carlos Williams engages with the motif of the motorcar to explore the 
impact of technology on the modern soul. Early imaginaries of automobility in his work emphasize 
perceptions of the motorcar as a capacious repository of individual dreams, wishes and projections 
of a better life in the future. This paper argues that within the rising culture of leisure and 
consumerism characteristic of the first decades of the twentieth century, Williams’ poetic vision 
highlights the growing status of the automobile as an object of desire. In poems published between 
1914 and 1921, Williams describes the motorcar as a vehicle of freedom, autonomy, and control, 
as a site of sensorial pleasure and aesthetic delight, and as a medium of kinesthetic emotion: It is 
a carefully curated space of comfort and intimacy, novelty and excitement, mystery, anticipation, 
and surprise. My reading of these poems suggests an analytical perspective on Williams’ treatment 
of automobility that is still missing from the vast body of scholarship on his work, and shows how 
modernist poetry meets broader cultural discourses surrounding the arrival of motorcars on 
American roads and in the popular imagination. 

 

Jonathan Stafford (University of Konstanz) 

From Mud to Macadam: Frederic and Edith Clements’ automotive ecology 

This paper explores to what extent automobility and the roadscape could be seen as formative 
epistemic infrastructures for early twentieth-century American ecology. Drawing on the plant 
ecologist husband and wife team Frederic and Edith Clements’ use of the automobile as a tool of 
research, it considers the role of mobility in ecological practice and thought. As the title of Edith’s 
memoir Adventures in Ecology: Half a Million Miles… From Mud to Macadam (1960), suggests, the 
Clements’ research involved extensive regional surveys covering vast distances by car, carried out 
on an automotive infrastructure still undergoing development. The various trials, delays, and 
accidents of these journeys underscore the natural landscape’s ability to destabilize the 
technological apparatus of the scientific expedition.  

As I will explore, the embodied practices of early motoring were rhetorically incorporated into 
ecological thought. Automobiles also served as mobile laboratories: cars carried typewriters, 
cameras, and field instruments, compressing the temporal practices of data collection and 
facilitating rapid, comparative surveys. By situating ecological research within the material practices 
of its production, this analysis shows how roads operated as both constraints and affordances of 
environmental knowledge. It also foregrounds Edith Clements’ underacknowledged technical 
contributions as driver, photographer, and field assistant. While making no claims for a simple 
causal link, the analysis tentatively suggests that automobility was among the conditions that 
informed the scale, metaphors, and applied practices of American ecology in the first half of the 
twentieth century. 


