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BY ANDREA LIMAURO 

S
pring is the season of taking long walks in the 
park and diving into gardening. It is the 
season of cleanups and fresh coats of paint.

It’s also the season of flooding, as snowmelt 
and showers deluge rivers and send them wander-
ing far beyond their banks.

The Georgetown neighborhood of D.C. has expe-
rienced a handful of major floods in the past century. 
Notably, the 1942 flood saw the Potomac crest at 
17.7 feet at the Key Bridge, and in 2011, a significant 
flood occurred when the flood walls weren’t activat-
ed at Washington Harbour.

After extreme heat, flooding is the second- 
­deadliest type of weather event in the United States. 
But it’s a mostly invisible risk. To visualize flood risk 
in a specific area, one has to check the Federal 
Emergency Management Agency’s flood insurance 
rate maps (or, in Washington, dcfloodrisk.org). Un-
fortunately, these maps don’t capture the power or 
impact of floods on the community. At a time when 
climate science and science in general are under 
attack, it is paramount to find meaningful ways to 
engage the public on these issues. This is a role that 
can be filled by artists working alongside policymak-
ers, scientists and planners.

To make flood risk visible, I created a “climate 
portal” into the past and future that I titled “The 
River and the Town.” It’s a 14-foot-wide, 8-foot-high 
gold-painted ring placed on a pedestal in the Poto-
mac River floodplain that affects the Georgetown 
waterfront. The mural on the ring depicts the sur-
rounding landscape in a state of extreme flooding, 
featuring recognizable buildings, landmarks and 
monuments at risk, as well as stories of resilience 
along the floodplain.

To design and build the ring structure that holds 
up the circular mural, I teamed up with Omar 

Hakeem, a talented architect and founder of To Be 
Done Studio, whose dedication to craft, people, 
planet and community made him the perfect part-
ner. To keep our materials in line with the artwork’s 
message of care for community and the environ-
ment, we created the structure out of wood we 
milled from local trees damaged by disease and 
storms. To waterproof the structure and protect it 
from bacteria and mold, we charred the wood’s 
surface and then coated it with natural oil finishes, 
using the Japanese technique of shou sugi ban. The 
blackened wood from trees downed by storms was 
the ideal finish for artwork about flooding.

The colors and the art in the mural are an homage 
to the art, mosaics, maps and wall paintings I saw 
around me growing up in Italy between Rome and 
Verona. The rich golds and greens in the painting are 
also meant to attract viewers from afar and bring 
them into a conversation about climate. As with the 
art of our common ancestors, I wanted this work to 
feel like the result of hard physical labor, thought, 
love and care. In reaction to the proliferation of 
technology that is replacing human skills, labor, 
craft and care — from Auto-Tune to nonfungible 
tokens to artificial intelligence — “The River and the 
Town” is a fully analog, organically immersive art 
experience that’s intended to feel timeless.

We do not observe, dwell or ponder anymore. We 
just swipe or scroll. So it is the role of artists to create 
a new cultural language that inspires people. At a 
time when scientific concepts and words are 
banned, art exhibitions are censored, and books, 
websites, identities and databases are destroyed, 
artists need to create public works that motivate 
political and social action.

The writer is an artist, city planner and climate resilience 
expert based in Silver Spring and a flood resilience planner 
for the D.C. Department of Energy and Environment.
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I wanted to make flood risk visible.
 So I painted a mural.
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Artist Andrea Limauro’s freestanding spring mural sits along the Georgetown Waterfront in Washington.
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Camp Greene
On Theodore Roosevelt Island, this camp was used to train 
the 1st Regiment of United States Colored Troops after 
emancipation. 

Francis Scott Key Memorial Bridge
The Key Bridge was named for Francis Scott Key, a 
Georgetown resident whose poem served as the basis for 
“The Star-Spangled Banner.” Snowmelt from the Appalachian 
Mountains, shown in the background, causes much of 
Washington’s flooding.

Largemouth bass
The largemouth bass is subject to contamination by 
chemicals found in the Potomac and Anacostia rivers.

“The River and the Town” was made possible by the generous support of the Earth Commons 
Institute at Georgetown University, where Andrea Limauro is the artist in residence and where the 
artwork will be permanently moved in the fall. It is the first of four artworks he will create for his 
year-long “Climate of Future Past” project about seasonal risks in four vulnerable communities around 
D.C. Limauro created the project in response to The Post’s commission of four artworks in its “Four 
Seasons” collaboration with an artist.
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D.C. faces elevated flood threat
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