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On the 16th of November 2016, ‘post-truth' was officially declared 'word of the year' by the Oxford 
Dictionary. Following closely on the unexpected results of the US election, the adjective relates to 
circumstances in which objective facts seem less influential in shaping public opinion than emotional 
appeals. As a concept, post-truth has enabled a heightened fluidity between fiction and reality, 
empiricism, and mythology, factual and subjective — it has already manifested itself as an insidious, 
rewriting tool of past and present histories, revealing our reliance on 'truth-making' as a necessary 
building block of what we used to call civilization, and posing urgent questions about the essence of 
knowledge production and consumption in today's cultural economies.  

Twenty years after the popularization of the Internet, the pervasive ability of social media to 
fabricate reality has become fully manifest in the omnipresent importance they play in shaping our 
everyday lives. The impact of this new epistemic fluidity on climate-science denial is currently 
unfolding and the extent to which post-truth politics are rapidly producing a normalization of 
institutional deceit is extremely likely to result in irreparable environmental damage. More literally 
than ever, all that is solid melts into the air, and there has never been quite as much at stake in the 
very notion of truth and how truth can actually impact life on this planet on multiple registers.  

While apocalyptic visions of the Anthropocene appear closer than ever before, we might 
ask, ‘what is the role played by visual media, art, and communication in supporting, informing, and 
driving creative forms of viable resistance?’ ‘How is the complicated relationship between art and 
science impacted by these cultural turns?’ And ‘how might contested notions of truth shape 
essential research questions and methodologies?’  

This issue of Antennae is the second of two instalments titled after a symposium I co-
organized at the School of the Art Institute of Chicago in collaboration with many like-minded 
colleagues who share similar concerns for the future of our planet. Truth.Climate.Now. creatively 
addressed recent discourses and practices that define our complex relationship with nature and 
culture in the current political moment. Much of its focus revolved around how notions of post-truth 
might impact the already complicated relationship between art and science. How might contested 
notions of truth shape essential research questions and methodologies? The representations, 
policies, and lived experiences of climate change inevitably became a point of culmination for all of 
these concerns. ss s are in part informed by the content of the symposium and the events 
that surrounded it.   

This issue opens with a provocative essay by artist and author Steve Klee. ‘Inhumanist Art 
and the Decolonization of Nature’ challenges the hold exerted by the Object Oriented 
Ontology/Actor-Network Theory/New Materialism axis on contemporary art in order to pursue a 
theory that might aid the decolonisation of nature. Klee argues that OOO, et al. are problematic to 
the extent that their Anti-rational-anthropocentrism results in contradiction and political 
debilitation, including an inability to contest post-truth demagogy. His theory is instead indebted to 
Ray Brassier and Peter Wolfendale, an Inhumanism that retains a position for wo/man’s exceptional 
rational-capacity. It is in this context that he reads Pierre Huyghe’s After ALife Ahead as bearing this 
Inhumanism.   

Politics of the Anthropocene and aesthetic concerns remain central to an extensive 
conversation I had with Karsten Lund, Associate Curator at the Renaissance Society at the University 
of Chicago. Lund considers gives ample consideration to the new discourses and practices in various 
fields, including media studies, ecology, and philosophy which intersect in his recent exhibition 
Unthought Environments. The artists’ videos, sculptures, photographs, installations, and digital 
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images delve into the state of water in multiple countries; the mining operations that feed our 
computers; the effects of the sun; electromagnetic fields made visible; and among others, dust 
storms.  

Chicago artists Adam Brooks and Mathew Wilson, aka Industry of the Ordinary sat down to 
discuss the political importance of their recent body of work in the face of an ever fast-phased 
world. Their most recent performance, titled History and Forgetting is a poetic statement about the 
current state of American politics and its intrinsic connection with environmental concerns. 

The focus on Chicago art and artist continues with the work of Jeremy Bolen, Adjunct 
Associate Professor at SAIC. His research questions modes of depicting the invisible through 
creative investigations that contain unresolved energies remaining from scientific explorations, 
military testing, and industrial pursuits. Soha Alattas’s work also deals with issues of visualization in 
the Anthropocene. The artist focuses on creating visual and wearable artworks made from global 
crises data such as the number of refugees and displaced populations worldwide to raise awareness 
and engage the public with current social issues.  

7000 Marks by Sara Black and Amber Ginsburg takes an infected tanoak tree and transforms 
it into 7000 pencils. The work contrasts Joseph Beuys’ utopian declaration of 7000 Oaks by 
problematizing ideas of conservation through the lens of immigration, xenophobia and ecosystem 
collapse. 

From the United States to Congo, Kyveli Mavrokordopoulou’s and Sanne Sinnige’s essay 
titled ‘Copper means trouble’ explores the origins of copper through a reflection on the landscape of 
Katanga, Democratic Republic of Congo, in Sammy Baloji’s Pungulume (2016) and Bodil Furu’s 
Mangeurs de Cuivre (2016). Informed by the definition of landscape as a set of forms that is 
generated through a process while embodying history, and the concept of ‘slow violence’ the 
authors analyse the historical and social meanings of the depicted landscapes.   

This issue then closes with an interview with environmental activist Brian Kirkbride and a 
speculative piece by Tyler Morgan—truth and fiction intertwine indissolubly in this last section. Brian 
Kirkbride has been helping volunteer groups backing-up climate data in the knowledge that the truth 
about climate change might soon be rewritten by non-scientific sources; Antiquity of the 
Anthropocene takes objects washed ashore as traces of the humans who have used them and the 
places they have been. Whether we look by land, sea or sky, these objects beckon us to decipher the 
poetics of the stones, as well as the items the sea returns asserting agency and a call to action.  

As always, my deepest gratitude goes to all involved in the making of this issue of Antennae. 

Dr. Giovanni Aloi 

School of the Art Institute of Chicago
Sotheby's Institute of Art New York and London
Tate Galleries
Editor in Chief of Antennae: The Journal of Nature in Visual Culture
Co-editor of Art after Nature
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n his recent book  Decolonising Nature: 

Contemporary Art and the Politics of 

Ecology TJ Demos sums up the seriousness of 
the  environmental   challenge  facing    humanity 
(2016, 8-9). 

Humans, particularly ‘industrial humans’, 
have colonised the natural world subjecting it to 
mastery and ruthless exploitation, and have done 
so to the extent that the ecosystems on which they 
(we) depend are threatened. Demos is clear that 
the colonisation of nature can only be ameliorated 
by a political project, the decolonisation of his title 
(Demos 2016, 12).[1] 

So, how might contemporary art, in some
small way, contribute to a politics of this kind? In
attempting an answer, I will discuss Pierre Huyghe's
much-praised work for Skulptur Projekte Münster,
2017, an ambitious piece called After ALife Ahead.
This installation described by Huyghe as a “time-
based bio-technical system”, (Skulptur 2017, 210) is,
in many ways, a complex ecology, one that includes
its human spectators. Insects, birds, and fish are also
involved.Assuch, thepieceprovidesfertilegroundfor
thinking through humanity’s relation to nature, and
the role art might play in itsdecolonisation.Demos,

describes the framework I will adopt when 
assessing the eco-politics of Huyghe’s work. 

I’m convinced that art, given its long 
histories of experimentation, imaginative 
invention, and radical thinking, can play a 
central transformative role here. In its most 
ambitious and far-ranging sense, art holds 
the promise of initiating exactly [the] kinds 
of creative perceptional and philosophical 
shifts, [needed to offer] new ways of 
comprehending ourselves and our relation 
to the world differently than the destructive 
traditions of colonising nature.  
(Demos 2016, 18-19)[2]   

In this quotation Demos highlights art’s ability to 
create shifts with regards to humanity’s “relation to 
the world”, these are transformations that occur in 
the understanding of an audience. Using 
shorthand, we might say that art produces 
‘counter-images’ that can change minds. Demos is 
clear regarding the mindset that needs changing. 
He explains that art should move “beyond 
anthropocentrism”, which “entails transcending 

I 

INHUMANIST ART  
AND THE DECOLONIZATION 
OF NATURE 

This essay seeks to challenge the hold exerted by the Object Oriented Ontology/Actor-Network 
Theory/New Materialism axis on contemporary art. It does so in order to pursue a theory that might aid 
the decolonisation of nature. This includes providing resources for a strong defence against post-truth 
ideology. OOO, et al. are problematic to the extent that their Anti-rational-anthropocentrism results in 
contradiction and political debilitation, including an inability to contest post-truth demagogy. My theory 
is instead indebted to Ray Brassier and Peter Wolfendale, an Inhumanism that retains a position for 
wo/man’s exceptional rational-capacity. I read Pierre Huyghe’s After ALife Ahead as bearing this 
Inhumanism.  

Text by Steve Klee 
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human-centered exceptionalism, no longer placing 
ourselves at the center of the universe and viewing 
nature as a source of endless bounty" (Demos 
2016, 19). 

An eco-political art, then, should produce 
images that work against anthropocentrism, 
providing ways for thinking humankind as being ‘in 
continuity with’, rather than ‘exceptional to’, 
nature, and on this basis feeling and acting in 
solidarity with the environment. It is art’s role in the 
shaping of individual and collective opinion that 
makes it political in this sense, functioning as 
the precondition for political ecological activity, 
whether that be via representational government 
or direct action.[3] I shall follow Demos in this 
understanding of art’s politics, seeing it as serving a 
‘conditioning’ role. I also agree with him in situating 
anthropocentrism as problematic, a viewpoint that 
needs to be overcome so that we might pursue 
ecological decolonisation. 

Where I differ, however, is on the precise 
character of the anti-anthropocentric image that is 
required.  For there is more than one way to 
contest this concept. Different philosophical 
perspectives can be critical of anthropocentrism, 
broadly speaking, but approach the task in very 
different ways. In this article, I shall articulate two 
of these positions. The first emphasises human 
nature continuity at the expense of difference, the 
second attempts to think this continuity whilst 
accommodating difference. I will defend the latter 
strategy and, perhaps contentiously, the difference 
that I uphold is one given by rational capacity, 
understood as the ability to wield sophisticated 
representational concepts.[4] In other words, I shall 
attempt to articulate an anti-anthropocentric 
image of ‘wo/man in the world’ that 
accommodates her rational capacity as different to 
most other processes and entities found within 
nature. This approach, as we shall see, is radically 
divergent from that employed by the other anti-
anthropocentric position discussed in this article.   

One of the problems with Demos’ book is 
that he does not recognise these two positions as 
different.[5] Another, related but bigger issue is that 
he, like most contemporary art writing on this 
subject, nails his colours to the wrong philosophical 
mast, at least as I see it. Much art theory, especially 
in relation to ecologically minded practice, is heavily 
influenced by what Peter Wolfendale has called the 

“OOO/ANT/NM axis” (Wolfendale 2014, 383). This 
string of initials stands for Object-Oriented 
Ontology, (as propounded by Graham Harman, 
Levi Bryant, Ian Bogost, and Timothy Morton), 
Actor Network Theory (associated with Bruno 
Latour), and New Materialism (as practiced by Jane 
Bennett, among others). In this article, I 
concentrate, particularly on Harman and Bennett. I 
agree with Wolfendale that despite these thinkers’ 
differences they share certain fundamental 
presuppositions. One consequence of this is that 
they advocate a particular counter-image of the 
human that offers essentially the same solution to 
anthropocentrism - they do so by taking aim at 
human rationality. 

It is often said, convincingly so, that 
Classical and Modern humanism represents an 
extreme form of anthropocentrism, and that this 
results from its understanding of rationality as 
completely distinct from (exceptional to) nature, an 
entirely different substance no less.[6] It is the 
understanding of man

[7] as rational animal that 
secures his thorough separation from the 
nonhuman, his lack of solidarity with it.[8] In light of 
this, those thinkers that Wolfendale groups aim to 
undermine anthropocentrism by deflating the 
exceptional status of rationality to the point of its 
eradication, in other words, they propose an anti-
rational-anthropocentrism (from here on, Anti-
(r)centrism). With this eradication, Harman, and 
Bennett - for instance - are able to theorise the 
human as existing in complete continuity with the 
nonhuman. And, it is on this basis, one of similarity 
or non-difference, that solidarity with nature is 
secured. My position is that this outright 
philosophical attack on rationality is mistaken and 
that humanism ought to be contested differently. 

To restate, it is the Anti-(r)centric version 
of philosophical anti-anthropocentrism that has 
made the biggest splash in art. Huyghe’s recent 
output often being understood in this way.[9]  In 
relation to After ALife Ahead, I take the Artsy 
editorial of June 19, 2017, by Emily McDermott as 
exemplifying this interpretation. 

My key critique of the Anti-(r)centric 
position is that it achieves its apparent anti-
anthropocentrism, or complete continuity, by way 
of an argument that implicitly retains humankind’s 
central role within nature. There is, then, a major 
contradiction  at  its  heart.  To  be  clear  this hidden 
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anthropocentrism does not reproduce that image 
of wo/man-as-superior, characteristic of humanism. 
No, the entire raison d'etre of Anti-(r)centrism is 
empathy towards the nonhuman. But this well-
meaning attitude does still generate 
problems, particularly in terms of its philosophical 
coherence and, I think, its political effectiveness. I 
accuse Anti-(r)centrism of not giving due prominence 
to humanity’s ability to use technology so as to 
achieve certain ends, it underplays wo/man’s techno-
agency. My view, therefore, is that to propagate 
Anti-(r)centrism through art theory is to make 
artworks the bearers of a counter-image that does 
not offer the most effective resistance to the 
colonisation of nature, it does not condition 
spectators for political action in the best possible 
way. 

A better image, I think, is to be found in the 
recent work of Ray Brassier and Peter Wolfendale, 
a philosophical perspective termed Rationalist 
Inhumanism or simply Inhumanism.[10] In many 
ways,    this    position    can   be   understood  as an 

 

attempt to rescue an account of rationality from the 
baggage of Classical and Modern humanism. 
Following these philosophers, I understand it to be 
possible and indeed preferable to consider the 
human animal part of nature, whilst also 
manifesting a rational capacity that can be 
considered exceptional, so long as this is understood 
in a qualified sense. In contradistinction to 
traditional humanism this perspective holds 
rationality to be of nature. Brassier and Wolfendale 
draw on the findings of science in this assertion, for 
instance, understanding conceptual ability to be the 
result of Darwinian processes no different from 
those that shape any other animal capacity. To this 
extent Homo sapiens is dealt a blow to its 
narcissism shown to be “kin to all other living beings 
in a biological world devoid of hierarchy” (Cox, et al 
2015, 22) This blow is followed by another, 
Inhumanism, again in opposition to humanism, 
enjoins us to think rationality as separate from any 
particular ‘way of life’, or even any particular entity.[11] 
Humans are  the bearers of this rational 

Pierre Huyghe 
After ALife Ahead, Installation, 2017, photograph by Ola Rindal curtesy of Skulptur Projekte © Pierre Huyghe 
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capacity but they do not ‘own’ it. Reason is to be 
seen as a type of ‘natural software’ that might run 
on different organic, and indeed inorganic 
platforms. It might well be recognised in other 
terrestrial animal species if it has not been already, 
or we might encounter extra-terrestrials that ‘use’ 
it, or it might well be created ‘artificially’. (That 
being said, in the following text, when I make 
reference to the ‘rational entity’, it is the human 
variant that I name.) 

Although rationality is not ‘substantially’ 
different from the rest of nature, it is rare in respect 
to that which science understands most of nature 
to be.[12] The crucial distinction is between causal 
processes and conceptual ones, the latter 
understood to provide the capacity for objective 
knowledge and techno-agency. The Inhumanist, 
therefore, does secure a distinction between 
rationality and other things and processes on the 
basis of this rarity, as well as the fact that the 
rational entity would appear ‘better’ able to 
achieve certain ends - at certain scales - than most 
natural, causal processes. There is then a partial 
discontinuity between any rational entity, which 
need not be human, and the rest. But, this does not 
mean that these entities should be considered 
entirely exceptional as they are of nature, their 
partial difference no reason for other entities to be 
devalued. 

This assertion of rationality’s difference, 
then, is not the complete separation offered by 
Classical/Modern humanism, rather, it is a complex 
picture that affords solidarity between rational 
entities and the rest, but one that makes room for, 
or works across, difference. I consider this 
Inhumanism to be preferable to Anti(r)centrism 
because, first, I find the image of wo/man 
described by it to be more philosophically 
convincing, less contradictory, also, the Inhumanist 
image has political consequences that I take to be 
more adequate to decolonising nature than those 
that flow from its rival. Importantly, this picture of 
the human gives its techno-agency sufficient 
weight. I will, therefore, pursue a reading of After 

Alife Ahead premised not on Anti-(r)centrism but 
Inhumanism. I shall start with a straight description 
of Huyghe’s work moving to an outline of the 
Anti(r)-centric interpretation, which will then be 
counterpointed with my own reading. 

After ALife Ahead, Description 

After ALife Ahead inhabited a decommissioned ice 
rink on the edge of Münster. The concrete surface 
of the old rink had been cut through, the sawyer 
slicing in such a way as to produce angular shapes. 
Most of these were removed exposing the earth 
below, excavated and modelled to create a 
landscape reminiscent of the American Badlands in 
miniature or perhaps the surface of an alien planet. 
Steep mounds and valleys as well as two irregular 
‘pillars’ - reminiscent of termite towers - were 
shaped from the earth. Pier-like forms jutted over 
the red landscape and some concrete sections 
acted as table-top plateaus for the mounds. 

Resting on one of these was an aquarium 
made of black switchable glass. This housed 
GloFish, a  trademarked brand of genetically 
engineered fluorescent fish as well as a Conus 
textile, a venomous species of sea snail with an 
intriguing patterned shell, white triangles floating 
over an orange background. To one side of the hall 
sat a piece of medical equipment, an incubator 
containing a petri dish of HeLa cells. This cell line 
was originally extracted from cancer patient 
Henrietta Lacks in 1951. Her cancerous cells were 
found to be ‘immortal’, continuing to divide and 
proliferate and to do so indefinitely even in vitro. 
This remarkable durability allowed the cells to be 
used in bio-scientific experiments. In After ALife 

Ahead this cell line sits unseen performing its 
‘immortal’ subdivision. 

s s
s s s s

s s s s
s s s

s When it 
rained the piece got wet. This water contributed to 
shallow pools that rested in some of the 
landscape's hollows. These contained algae noted 
in Huyghe's ‘materials list' for the work. Other 
items listed included bees and Chimera Peacocks 
(Skulptur 2017, 210). On my visit, I didn’t see the 
birds but the insects were very much in evidence, 
flying singly and in small groups from one of the 
irregular pillars that acted as their hive. 

A piece of minimalist music rumbled, all 
atmospheric base and hum saturating the space. Its 
score was derived from translating the visual 
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pattern of the Conus textile shell into audio 
correlates. Huyghe also commissioned an app that 
could be downloaded and used by spectators to 
produce an augmented reality experience. When 
viewing the installation via one’s phone black 
triangular   shapes   appeared   to   hover   over  the 
landscape. 

Many of these installation components 
were connected to one another physically, 
networked into the aforementioned “time-based 
bio-technical system” (Skulptur 2017, 210). The 
music, the opening of the skylights, the opacity of 
the aquarium glass, the proliferation of augmented 
reality shapes, the division of cells, even the air 
quality in the hall were interrelated in an ongoing 
and changing system. 

The Anti-(r)centric Interpretation 

McDermott, in her Artsy piece, offers an 
assessment of After ALife Ahead that translates the 
Anti-(r)centrism of, for instance, Harman and 
Bennett into art criticism. She focusses on the way 
the piece’s network structure ‘situates’ the artist 
and spectator. She takes up this theme in the 
sentence below, directly quoting Huyghe as she 
does so: “the project’s complexity isn’t 
intended to confuse viewers but instead to 
make them question where its processes (and 
thereby wider processes within our lives) begin 
and end. 'It's a way to shift the centrality of the 
human position—whether as a maker or 
receptor.'" (McDermott 2017) 

Let us take the ‘decentering’ of the 
spectator (receptor) first; Huyghe’s point is that 
appreciation of After ALife Ahead as a complex 
system courses the spectator to question their own 
status as an isolated or exceptional individual, 
seeing themselves, rather, as merely one 
component within a set of symbiotic natural-
technological relations. The central position of the 
author (maker) is challenged too. This pertains to 
the way that the work’s human-techno-system is 
viewed as dependent upon - subject to interruption 
by - those biological elements imbricated with it. 
“He [Huyghe] designed the system such that the 
technology involved is dependent on natural 
factors, reversing the traditional notion that 
technologies can somehow bring nature under 
control” (McDermott 2017). 

It would seem that this relation of 
dependency, which mitigates against “control” is 
an instance of that gesture familiar to much 
modern and contemporary art wherein the artist’s 
mastery of their work is questioned. And this 
artistic decentering is taken to be a synecdoche for 
a more general point, the spectator is expected to 
understand the ‘unpredictable’ aspect of the piece 
as proving the falsity of wo/man’s belief in her 
ability to stand outside nature in order to 
technologically master it. So, both decenterings, 
that of the spectator and author confer the same 
meaning, the recognition that wo/man cannot be 
seen as exceptional to nature, rather she is 
continuous with it, one more component part. 

McDermott does not explicitly say what it 
is about the human that is being decentred. She 
does not use the word rationality. But, the simple 
fact that she concentrates almost exclusively on 
those ways that (Huyghe’s piece shows) 
humankind to be continuous with nature, without 
remainder, evidences her underlying allegiance to 
Anti-(r)centrism. This is because, as I have already 
mentioned, and as I hope to prove in a moment, 
Anti-(r)centrism is characterised by theorising 
rational and other entities to be the same. Another 
‘tell’ as to McDermott’s sympathies can be found in 
her interpretation of technology. It is a 
commonplace that humanity’s technology, 
from personal computer to space shuttle, evidences 
our rational abilities, or cognitive difference. As we 
have seen McDermott is scrupulous in disabling this 
common-sense view, exclusively emphasising those 
ways (Huyghe’s piece shows) that technology fails to 
achieve its objective, becomes interrupted by non-
technological forces, or moves beyond human 
jurisdiction. 

McDermott’s reading, then, hammers 
home those ways that After ALife Ahead prompts 
its spectator to feel a sympathetic and complete 
similarity with the nonhuman. As already outlined I 
am wary of this particular approach to anti-
anthropocentrism, of its non-accommodation of 
rational difference, but why? My first criticism is of 
a purely theoretical nature, I think that the image 
of wo/man presented by Anti-(r)centrism is 
philosophically contradictory. I will work through 
this criticism referencing the work of Harman and 
Bennett, and then highlight another, perhaps more 
serious problem with this framework. 
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Hidden Anthropocentrism 

Harman’s Object-Oriented Philosophy (OOP), has 
had an enormous influence on contemporary art. 
As is well known he focusses on objects, seeking to 
create an ontology which accounts for all of them, 
even conceptual, or fictitious ones. The opening 
sentences of The Quadruple Object make this clear. 

Instead of beginning with radical doubt, 
we start from naiveté. What philosophy 
shares with the lives of scientists, 
bankers, and animals is that all are 
concerned with objects. The exact 
meaning of "object" will be developed in 
what follows and must include those 
entities that are neither physical nor 
even real. Along with diamonds, rope, 
and neutrons, objects may include 
armies, monsters, square circles, and 
leagues of real and fictitious nations. All 
such objects must be accounted for by 
ontology. 
(Harman 2011, 5) 

But, more importantly for my current discussion, 
Harman also insists that these objects be 
accounted for equally. Wolfendale, in his book-
length critique of OOP names this imperative 
“ontological egalitarianism” (Wolfendale 2014, 
214). This is why Harman’s ontology is famously 
‘flat’, all objects must be presented as existing on a 
radically level plane. It is also clear that a very 
similar principle animates Jane Bennett’s approach, 
all material, from human bodies to worms are very 
deliberately positioned as objects of equal 
attention. 

This vibrant matter […] is my body but 
also, the bodies of Baltimore litter 
(chapter 1) Prometheus's chains (chapter 
4) and Darwin's worms (chapter 7) as well
as the not-quite-bodies of electricity
(chapter 2) ingested food (chapter 3) and 
stem cells (chapters 5 and 6).
(Bennett 2010, xiii)

This ontological egalitarianism includes the fact 
that all objects interact in the same way. Harman 
understands conceptual processes in a very 

particular way, they are, despite appearances, 
actually unexceptional. For him, rationality 
represents just another form of object-encounter, a 
premise we can see animating the following 
statement: “And like every exercise of intelligence, 
philosophy is less a creation of concepts than a 
creation of objects. Ultimately, the phrase 'object-
oriented philosophy' is redundant” (Harman 2005, 
247-248). For Harman, the characterisation of his 
philosophy as ‘object-oriented’ is superfluous 
because all philosophical programmes are objects, 
including the concepts they employ. In other 
words, conceptualisation bears no special 
dispensation, it functions in the same way as any 
other worldly interface.     

It is this eradication of rational 
exceptionality, its reframing as ubiquitous process, 
that I name Anti-(r)centrism. From this 
perspective, wo/man is not accommodated within 
the ‘tree of life’ as different but is merely one object 
amongst many. She is the same as, or in continuity 
with everything else: To restate then, and as we 
have seen, it is clear that positions such as these lie 
behind McDermott’s framing of After ALife Ahead, 
her emphasis on the similarity between human and 
nonhuman elements within Huyghe’s composition. 

I think, though, that this Anti-(r)centric 
image is philosophically contradictory. Weirdly, the 
continuity between wo/man-and-the-rest is won 
on the basis of the radical inflation of 
another of her capacities, that of experience. Peter 
Wolfendale names this inflation “introspective 
metaphysics” (Wolfendale 2014, 104-5). As is well 
known Harman’s philosophy begins with certain 
phenomenological premises. His method is to 
introspect the mechanics of human perception and 
feeling, analysing how the world appears to 
consciousness. This is a philosophical examination of 
how it is that wo/man relates experientially to the 
world. He then projects this model onto the world, 
or more specifically, onto the way that objects are 
and how it is that they interact with one another. (This 
projection is done by philosophical fiat, without any 
scientific justification.) In other words, he presumes 
that ‘the world’ is and behaves in a manner precisely 
comparable to humans, as perceptual and feeling
beings. Humanity stripped of its rational difference is 
presented in continuity with the world because 
everything therein is taken to be ‘like’ human 
experience. 

Bennett’s   methodology   is   similar.   She 
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does not draw on the resources of 
phenomenology, but from a Deleuzian inspired 
philosophy of sensorial intensity. In the 
introduction to Vibrant Matter, she explains the 
development of her thinking as it has moved from 
theorising these intensities in human affairs to a 
broadening of this approach, so that all matter is 
seen to be affective (Bennett 2010, xii). 

It would seem to me, and following 
Wolfendale, that Bennett and Harman’s philosophical 
assertion of human continuity and non-
exceptionality, their Anti-(r)centrism, is secured by a 
move that grants the human qua experience 
a radical exceptionality, a status as ‘the measure of all 
things’. From this perspective wo/man cannot be, as 
Harman wants, just one object like any other because 
s/he is the first, or blue-print object… This move, then, 
secretly enshrines wo/man at the centre of the 
universe, in other words, it represents an “unbridled” 
anthropocentrism (Brassier 2015, 222). 

A philosophical position that begins with 
the attempt to displace the centrality of the human 
and results in an implicit re-establishment of that 
centrality, is, it must be said, a rather curious one. 
Certainly, for me, this ‘boomerang move’ makes it 
hard to take it seriously, and punctures its virtue as 
a profoundly ‘Copernican’ position. And, if we value 
theoretical clarity we might decry the way that this 
theory has influenced contemporary art, shaping 
the opinions of primary spectators and secondary 
audiences alike. This is certainly my personal 
opinion. 

But there is a bigger, if related issue 
bubbling away in the background. The reason Anti-
(r)centrism deflates reason and inflates experience 
is to posit a similarity between wo/man and the 
rest as the basis for solidarity. And it is my 
contention that theorising solidarity in this way 
actually inhibits political action. This is because any 
effective environmental politics needs to draw 
upon what I have been calling rational techno-
agency. To win solidarity at the expense of 
rationality, therefore, is to undermine humanity’s 
ability to best act upon this feeling. In Anti-
(r)centrism this techno-capacity is dissolved or 
subsumed into a generalised picture of agency as 
radically distributed. 

Distributed Agency 

In the world of Bennett’s New Materialism, ‘results’ 
are understood less in terms of human action 
(people-constituencies realising goals) than in 
relation to distributed networks of actor-entities 
causing certain ‘ends’. Thinking agency in this 
fashion holds faith with the principle of ontological 
egalitarianism already discussed. Bennett is 
dedicated to giving the agency of each and every 
material (worms, electricity) its due, seeing them, 
as far as she can, as equally weighted. It is this 
multiplicity of equal actors working upon one 
another in affective relations that make ‘outcomes’ 
nearly impossible to predict or direct by any 
human(s). Again, from this perspective wo/man 
deserves no ‘special’ distinction, in terms of getting 
‘things done’ she is, simply, one actor amongst 
many. We might say that Bennett’s picture subtly 
downgrades motivated or willed human action, 
especially in terms of the way it is commonly 
understood, presenting it to be not especially 
effective.[13] 

And this is where the problem lies. As I’ve 
already outlined, the aim of Anti-(r)centrism 
as political project is to motivate human actors. 
Bennett wants to encourage “more ecological and 
more materially sustainable modes of production 
and consumption”, she wants to “promote greener 
forms of human culture” (Bennett 2010, ix-x). This 
begs the question, is a theory that downgrades 
human agency as a matter of principle, the best 
vehicle for inspiring such political action? Would it 
not be reasonable for a reader to ask, what is the 
point of action when the theory extolling me to do 
so emphasises the limited nature of that action? 

Again, it is clear that McDermott is 
drawing upon this Anti-(r)centrist view of human 
agency in her theorisation of After ALife Ahead.  As 
we have seen the bio-techno system that 
animates After Alife Ahead is discussed only in 
those ways that it escapes or evades the direction 
provided by human agency, specifically of its artist 
creator. The idea that technology might enable 
some successful intervention into nature is 
understood to be ‘old-fashioned’. This is a vision 
that is skeptical of humanity's ability to achieve 
certain goals on the basis of its technological 
prowess. 
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If the spectator does feel that humanity 
has no special techno-agency then this has a knock-
on effect on the piece's art-politics. In a manner 
symmetrical to the question just posed to 
Bennett’s philosophy, is it not reasonable to 
assume that the spectator might ask, what is the 
point of, say, voting for renewable energies, if all 
such technological interventions are seen as 
limited, not especially effective? Huyghe’s piece, 
then, (as framed by Anti-(r)centrism) provides a 
picture of human nature continuity that might well 
result in a feeling of solidarity with the nonhuman – 
a solidarity built on similarity. But, this is gained at 
the expense of a spectatorial self-understanding as 
that entity able to really make a difference in 
particular situations, to collectively facilitate 
techno-political ecological action. After ALife 

Ahead, seen in this way, represents a problematic 
conditioning of its spectators. Rather than actively 
motivating political action it generates a certain 
friction.   

I hold that Inhumanism provides a better 
counter-image in this regard. Before showing how 
Inhumanist art-politics play out, I need to properly 
articulate the different assumptions, already 
gestured at in my introduction that distinguish this 
position from the Anti-(r)centric one. 

Inhumanism 

As already mentioned the Inhumanist perspective
figures rationality as different to most of nature.
Howso?Toreason, forBrassier, is toengage in"rule-
governed conceptual practices" (Brassier 2011,49)
that are exceedingly rare. Cognitive rule-following is
fleshed out as a form of ‘strong knowing', that is:
"the takingof somethingas something, classifyingan
object under a concept” (Brassier 2011, 49). This
classification is subject to “normative standards of
truth and falsity” (Brassier 2011, 49), i.e. the agent
making the classification can be correct or incorrect,
and must bear responsibility for their conceptual
judgment. This strong rational knowing, thatBrassier
also calls sapience, is then contrasted with sensing
(sentience), understood as one example of a much
more common typeof natural process. Hedescribes
sensing as “the registration of a somatic stimulus”
and, further, as “the responsive dispositions through
which one part of the world – [for instance]
thermostat - transduces information from another

part of the world – [i.e.] molecular kinetic 
energy” (Brassier 2011, 49). Sensing is different to 
knowing in that there is no conceptual classification 
involved. The thermostat bears no responsibility for 
the truth, or otherwise of its ‘somatic registration’. 
As Brassier says, “[t]he transduction of information 
may be adequate or inadequate to relative ends, 
but never ‘true’ or ‘false’” (Brassier 2011, 49). 
According to the Inhumanist, this ability to 
conceptually classify the world stands behind all 
manner of rational abilities. It is the means by 
which humans produce objective knowledge about 
the world via the disciplines of natural science. 
Again, to quote Brassier, “reason is our sole means 
of cognitive access to nature. There is no other way 
of knowing what nature is (certainly not intuition, 
pace Bergson and others)” (Brassier 2015, 
220-221). Second, this objective window on the 
world accounts for human techno-agency. 

I want to pause for a moment here, as 
claims around objectivity and technology can 
appear suspect, especially within the context of 
recent continental philosophy. To be clear Brassier 
does not posit articles of objective knowledge as 
timeless verities, rather they are always open to 
revision. The revisable nature of scientific 
postulations does not mean that, at any given 
historical junction they are untrue, but that their 
traction upon reality is likely to be reassessed or 
improved. Brassier is also very aware that the 
institutions of science are subject to social 
pressures that may distort the findings of particular 
research projects. One such distortion concerns the 
hold patriarchy has over the discipline. But, again, 
the recognition of this male dominance does not 
invalidate the notion that science is able, when 
functioning correctly, to make objective claims. Not 
all of its statements are dressed up biases or social 
distortions. Brassier’s stance is, therefore, different 
from those positions (sometimes feminist) that 
assert the impossibility of truth claims about the 
real. For instance, certain theorists “insist on the 
social […] construction not only of gender but of 
knowledge and truth, maintaining that 
epistemological and ontological claims are always 
[…] gendered, never neutral” (Cox et al 2015, 23).
[14] That this view exists and has a currency does not 
mean that a defence of rational objectivity is 
therefore necessarily anti-feminist. In fact, there is a 
body of cutting-edge feminist thought that  takes 
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Inhumanism and Brassier's work very seriously 
indeed. I'm taking about Xenofeminism, a position 
that characterises itself as rationalist, defends 
scientific truth claims, whilst also engaging in a 
critique of those moments where existing science 
falls short.[15] 

The Inhumanist Interpretation 

With this clarification in mind, we can return to the 
main argument. Following Brassier we can 
understand reason as different to other natural 
processes such as ‘somatic registration’ and that 
this difference confers upon its users' certain 
capacities. (And that these capacities are not 
necessarily tied to social exclusion or dominion.) To 
interpret After ALife Ahead through this lens is to 
read in a way that makes room for this rational 
difference. For instance, we might begin by 
recognising that After ALife Ahead was an imposing 
piece. The size and ambition of the install as 
impressive as the manner of its realisation. The 
surface of the old ice rink had been broken apart 
like the crisp on a crème brûlée. The revealed earth 
‘terraformed’ into an alien setting, in a manner as 
convincing as any sci-fi movie set. This was not a 
work that dissimulated itself as ‘made artefact’. It 
was an ostensible, ostentatious even, piece of 
human engineering. To grasp the work as 
Inhumanist involves an appreciation of these 
characteristics as indexing rational knowledge and 
technical expertise, or in other words, it is to see the 
piece as a rational ‘feat'. For instance, the ability to 
‘landscape’ an environment so effectively is 
understood to depend upon the objective 
knowledge of physical properties and how these 
might be manipulated. To read in this way is to be 
impressed by these capacities, to see them as 
unusual and distinctive. 

This impression of the work is only 
magnified the more we attend to its complexity. 
The work’s components were bound together with 
enormous intricacy in a series of physical 
interactions. For instance, hidden within the space 
were sensors that both tracked the movements of 
peacocks and bees, as well as measuring the 
proportion of carbon dioxide - and even certain 
bacteria - within the hall. This data was then 
processed by a piece of software, Huyghe called it 
a “genetic algorithm” that created a ‘measure’ of 

the space’s “vitality” (Skulptur 2017, 210). This was 
then used to control the conditions within the 
medical incubator, such that: “When the space has 
a higher vitality, so does the petri dish with cancer 
cells. When it has a lower vitality, the algorithm 
slows the cells’ rate of reproduction” (McDermott 
2017). In turn, the rate of division amongst the cells 
influenced those digital shapes produced within 
the spectator’s phone app. These shapes, however, 
disappeared (were killed off) when a skylight was 
opened. Furthermore, the opening of the skylight 
changed the CO2 content of the space as did the 
number of spectators present, renewing the sensor 
readings and thus changing the characteristics of 
the installation. Whether the skylights were open 
or closed was dependent upon the transparency of 
the aquarium’s switchglass, which in turn was 
affected by the musical score 

From the Inhumanist perspective, rational 
capacity lies at the root of this complexity. For 
instance, the biomedical component of the work, 
the quiet subdivision of cells within the incubator, 
draws attention to humanity’s ability to strongly 
know the world, to deeply understand its structure 
in a way that enables successful intervention into 
that very structure, to extract a cell line, clone it and 
artificially maintain its reproduction, for instance. 
And, importantly, the work’s complex network 
structure draws attention to the human skills 
involved in creating such a demanding 
‘computational organisation’. I would argue, then, 
and to re-state, that to see After ALife Ahead in this 
way prompts an appreciation not only of the 
capabilities of Huyghe and his team but of rational 
difference in general. On viewing the piece, a 
spectator understands humans as capable of 
objective thought and its technological 
application: impressive capacities well described by 
Brassier. 

But, importantly, this understanding 
of After ALife Ahead as ‘feat’, represents only one 
half of the Inhumanist perspective, it is not the full 
story. This is because Inhumanism does not promote 
that understanding of the human animal as 
completely different, as per Classical/Modern 
humanism. Therefore, an Inhumanist interpretation 
of Huyghe’s work would not only focus on those 
ways that his piece reveals difference, but it would 
also set itself the task of showing how After ALife 

Ahead also shows rationality to be entirely natural. 
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In other words, the Inhumanist interpretation 
would show that rational distinctiveness is not 
total, that it does not destroy human nature 
continuity. 

Brassier draws attention to this feature of 
Inhumanism when he stresses that philosophers 
and (neuro)scientists should commit themselves to 
revealing how cognition is resolutely of the world. 
This means illuminating the material basis for 
rationality (within the brain, as well as without). 

Yet reason is not supernatural because rules 
(i.e., concepts) must be realised in patterns: 
they can do nothing independently of their 
material realisation. In other words, concepts 
are functions, but functions must be 
materially realised in order to do anything – 
and I use “material” in the broadest possible 
sense here, to encompass the microphysical, 
neurobiological, and sociohistorical domains. 
(Brassier 2015, 221) 

It is also beholden upon philosophy and science to 
explain how our knowledge emerged 
from ubiquitous natural process, in other words, 
how transduction might have made the 
evolutionary move into ‘knowing that’. Both these 
interrelated tasks are complex and ongoing, but, 
suffice to say, they index Brassier’s commitment to 
rationality as partially exceptional, that is a 
difference nevertheless fundamentally continuous 
with nature. 

As we have seen via McDermott’s review, 
it is possible to read After ALife Ahead as containing 
many moments in which this human nature 
continuity is stressed. The Inhumanist 
interpretation concurs with the Anti-(r)centric one 
here. They agree that Huyghe’s work represents 
human nature continuity, but, ultimately, they 
draw different conclusions from this shared 
assessment. For instance, the Inhumanist agrees 
with McDermott when she describes how After 

ALife Ahead causes the spectator to understand 
humanity as ‘decentred’ in relation to its 
technology. (As we have seen, she draws attention 
to the way that the bio-techno system that 
underlies the piece is not, at any given moment, 
controlled by a human (artist) operator.) The 
Inhumanist view, however, disagrees with 
McDermott over exactly how we should 

understand this decentring. We can characterise 
the Anti-(r)centrist reading as holding to an overly 
strong interpretation; wo/man is totally decentred 
from a position of distinct difference, thereby 
rendered completely continuous without any claim 
to be able to control nature more than any other 
entity. The Inhumanist interpretation, on the other 
hand, interprets decentering in a ‘softer’ manner, 
and this is because its reading is leavened by that 
understanding of Huyghe’s work as ‘feat’ already 
discussed. In other words, for the Inhumanist, the 
decentering unquestionably produced by Huyghe’s 
work is conjoined with the idea that humanity is 
different, in possession of certain distinctive 
rational capacities. 

So, bringing these two perspectives 
together prompts the Inhumanist to recognise that 
wo/man can never be in complete control of 
nature, because she is part of the world, in 
continuity with it; her techno-agency always likely 
to be met with resistance by other vital materials, 
those sharing the same ecology as her. But, this 
does not mean that we should see her techno-
agency as completely continuous with - the same 
as – all other a-rational actors. And, the fact that our 
intentions, or ambitions to control (certain 
situations) can be thwarted does not mean that we 
are poor at utilising our techno-agency to achieve 
certain goals. In fact, we are often very good at 
achieving these, impressively so. The notion that 
we as a species can achieve objectives is not always 
a hubristic one. The Inhumanist sees the 
engineered complexity of After ALife Ahead as a 
manifestation and celebration of this ability. Contra 
Anti-(r)centrism, then, humanity can be seen as 
decentred, and continuous with nature but 
not completely so. 

In sum, to understand Huyghe’s piece 
through the lens of Inhumanism is to see it as 
articulating those ways that the rational actor is 
both different and in continuity with nature. The 
Inhumanist approach is characterised, therefore, 
by the effort to understand After ALife Ahead as 
bearing both of these meanings. We can 
understand these significations to be in a dialectical 
relation with one another, such that the spectator 
‘first’ appreciates the human animal to be part of 

nature, then, that it is also different, and finally that 
it is, therefore, part of nature as different. 
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Inhumanist Art Politics 

Huyghe’s work under an Inhumanist reading is a 
carrier of this complex picture of wo/man in the 
world, one that represents a rational anti-
anthropocentrism. By these lights, rationality is 
considered to be entirely of the world. This 
continuity, or similarity in kind, is the basis for 
solidarity between the human and nonhuman. As I 
have argued, this solidarity is the precondition for 
acting in consort with nature, taking concrete 
measures towards its decolonisation, for instance, 
voting or demonstrating in favour of radical 
environmental policy. This is a similar ethico-
political principle to that which underlies the Anti-
(r)centrist perspective. But, an artwork understood 
to be Inhumanist doesn’t suffer the contradiction 
that undermines its theoretical rival; it does not call 
for action whilst implicitly disrupting the basis for 
that action, i.e. by promoting the idea that human 
techno-agency is no more nor less than any other 
object-encounter or ‘vital transduction’. This is 
because the basis for Inhumanist solidarity does 
not eradicate rational difference. 

In other words, the philosophical image 
of wo/man carried by Inhumanist art is better than 
that contained in the Anti-(r)centrist version 
because it gives human agency its due. From this 
perspective, the spectator of After ALife Ahead is 
less likely to respond to the recognition of 
nonhuman-solidarity with a shrug, to feel that any 
personal action on this basis - voting or 
campaigning for techno-political solutions - is likely 
to be ineffective in the last instance. The 
Inhumanist perspective shows that solidarity with 
nature need not mean that wo/man must 
renounce her self-understanding as technologically 
proficient, even remarkable. Huyghe’s work as an 
impressively engineered artefact should be seen as 
promoting this form of causal power. Understood 
in this way After ALife Ahead can be seen to 
condition spectators so as to render (more) likely 
political action on the basis of solidarity with 
nature, in other words, to grease the transition 
from solidarity to action. 

Conclusion 

This article has sought to contest the hold
exerted by the OOO/ANT/NM axis on
contemporary art theory and practice. I have
done so in order to pursue a theoretical image of
wo/man in the world, one which might form an
effective basis for the decolonisation of nature.
Harman and Bennett are problematic to the
extent that their Anti-rational-anthropocentrism,
a position that attempts to eradicate any
exceptionality for the human subject qua
rationality, results in philosophical contradiction
and ‘tacitly’ debilitates political action. I turned,
instead, to the philosophy of Ray Brassier and
Peter Wolfendale, specifically their Inhumanism,
so as to formulate another image, one that
although not conventionally anthropocentric
maintained a place for humankind’s rational
difference, i.e. its cognitive facility. This position,
Inhumanism, was seen to provide no friction to
the potential development of a political
constituency devoted to nature’s decolonisation.
I sought also to read Pierre Huyghe’s After ALife 

Ahead as the bearer for this Inhumanist image 
of wo/man in the world, understanding the 
piece to effectively precondition spectators for eco-
political action. 

Coda: Post Truth and OOP 

The task of addressing our environmental crisis
now faces a further complexity. The most
powerful government in the world denounces
environmental issues, for instance blithely
dismissing the scientific consensus around
climate change.[16] It does so, in part, by
employing a strategy characteristic of so-called
‘post-truth' politics, that is, the systematic
discrediting of objective knowledge. Under this
purview, climate change is taken to be merely a
suspicious theory, promulgated by a cabal of
corrupt experts (Runciman 2017). That science
has a legitimate claim to objectivity is ignored,
or rather, objectivity is no longer the measure
by which truth is accounted. Fact, rather, is
taken to be bestowed by the strength of the
intuitive or emotional pull of any given
message, as well as the force and repetitiveness
with which it is communicated (Runciman
2017). It is clear that the current state of
political discourse, its post-truth condition,
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exacerbates our contemporary ecological crisis, 
disrupting our collective ability to understand and 
take action. Any effective decolonial project, 
therefore, must resist the post-truth ideology. 

It is my contention that this task requires 
philosophical resources that defend science as 
producing knowledge of the world in itself (i.e. 
objective knowledge). We need a way to 
understand and articulate this comprehension as 
having a legitimate authority. The consensus on 
climate change, for instance, involves hypothesis, 
and these are liable to change, but, they are 
supported by evidence in a manner that gives them 
legitimacy and authority over theories that purport 
description of the natural world without such 
evidence.[17] Following Brassier and Wolfendale, 
and as already suggested, I understand Anti-
(r)centrism to be inadequate regarding 
this defence of objectivity. In what follows I shall 
focus upon the work of Harman attempting to 
address his work in relation to post-truth politics. 

I shall begin with a quotation. In it, 
Wolfendale accounts for the difference between 
Harman and other philosophers associated with so-
called Speculative Realism. Object-Oriented 
Philosophy is different in approach to the systems 
of Quentin Meillassoux et al because, unlike theirs, 
it is a veiled form of anti-realism.  

The reason that OOP is the odd man out 
of the initial SR group is not that it refuses 
materialism, but rather that it refuses to 
have any truck with positive epistemology 
whatsoever. Regardless of the supposed 
ontological realism in which it dresses 
itself up, its epistemological anti-realism is 
pervasive and corrosive to the realist spirit 
that the other approaches, for the most 
part, represented. Most tellingly, the 
rallying cry […] that we take the literal 
pronouncements of the sciences seriously 
is completely rebuffed by OOP.  
(2014, 402) 

Wolfendale’s criticism is clear, OOP is little 
interested in epistemology, commonly understood 
as the grasping of positive facts, rather it concerns 
itself with delineating a certain ‘negativity’ that 
disrupts all such attempts to understand. Harman 
asserts that the reality of objects is essentially 

hidden from knowledge, in other words “[r]eal 
objects withdraw from our access to them, in fully 
Heideggerian fashion. The metaphors of 
concealment, veiling, sheltering, harbouring, and 
protecting are all relevant here” (Harman 2009, 
195). One consequence of this philosophical move 
is that wo/man can never make contact with the 
object in itself, rather she only encounters the 
sensuous surface of any given thing. From this 
perspective the pronouncements of science, for 
instance, those which claim to track the deep 
structure of the universe, cannot be 
taken literally they must always be seen to miss 
that withdrawn structure, to track only the 
sensuous realm. This gap between what scientists 
think they are doing, and what they actually 
achieve is one reason to be skeptical of them. 

Another is that according to Harman, 
scientific knowledge should not be privileged even 
in the sensuous realm. Science misses the 
metaphysical truth in a manner that is 
absolutely ubiquitous. As we have seen, Harman 
levels the interaction between any ‘thing’ and 
another, describing all in terms of a rather crude 
‘object-encounter’. This is seen to be true for both 
material reality, conventionally understood, but 
also within the realm of human thought and 
knowledge; concepts, words, statements, etc., are 
all objects. From this perspective, then, a scientific 
concept’s relation to its ‘target’ is synonymous 
with, for instance, fire’s relation to cotton. Harman 
says: “I hold that interaction between cotton and 
fire belongs on the same footing as human 
interaction with both cotton and fire” (Harman 
2011, 6).[18] This emphasis on the similarity 
between conceptual and other natural processes 
serves to undermine scientific claims by relativizing 
them, making them no different, essentially 
speaking, from causal processes.  Harman, 
therefore, deflates their descriptive value and 
significance. Harman’s notion of the ‘relative’ 
worth of scientific pronouncements is another 
reason to be skeptical. 

As we have seen this stance of skepticism 
towards scientific truth also characterises the post-
truth position, albeit for very different reasons. 
There is a symmetry between OOP and post-truth, 
one  that  makes  it  hard  for  the  Object-Oriented  
philosopher to chastise the post-truth demagogue 
for his ‘freedom with the facts’, especially with 
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scientific truths. The philosopher cannot articulate 
this particular criticism because it would demand 
a defence of the special status of scientific fact 
as really diagnostic (of the in-itself), a status that 
the Object-Ontologist does not accord science. 

It is my contention that this epistemic 
skepticism is translated into the Anti-(r)centric 
interpretation of After Alife Ahead. McDermott’s 
emphasis on Huyghe’s piece as prompting 
spectators to appreciate themselves (qua human) 
as decentred, so as to be completely in continuity 
with nature, mimics (and performs) 
Harman’s relativising move. As we have seen, the 
Inhumanist reading, on the other hand, offers a 
foundation from which to contest the post-truth 
position. From this perspective, After ALife Ahead is 
viewed as an impressive ‘feat’, one that indexes 
humanity’s rational ability to strongly know the 
world. The piece, therefore, can be seen to 
propagate the idea that objectivity is possible. This 
idea is a necessary weapon in the fight against post-
truth politics. In communicating this message to its 
audience, we might situate After ALife Ahead as 
contributing to the development of a constituency 
who recognise the justified authority of scientific 
knowledge, and are thus better placed to dismiss 
the Trumpian demagogue, especially as he 
attempts to undermine the validity of those 
scientific theories best able to aid in our attempts 
to decolonise nature. 

Notes 

[1] Demos’ title also reflects his recognition that our
environmental crisis is bound up with the colonial
exploitation of ‘non-western’ people.

[2] In this quotation Demos posits a central role for art in
the task of shaping opinion. This is because the tradition
of radicality within modern and contemporary art, its
iconoclasm, makes it a discipline well suited to the
propagation of counter images. But Demos is also clear
that the eco-political project requires the
mass mobilisation of media, print, and broadcast, etc. Art
plays but one part.

[3] Art can, of course, be formulated as political in many
other ways. For instance, artists might actively intervene
in a social situation bringing practical aid to a 
disadvantaged community, and/or mobilise direct
activist strategies, such as staging protests, organising
occupations, etc. Or, an artwork might be political in the
way that its materials and relations of production are
organised so that it enacts, say, environmentally friendly
ways of being-in-the-world. It is also the case that these

 strategies create their own image-interventions; an 
occupation, for instance, is both a physical and symbolic 
action after all. A great strength of Demos book is that it 
covers all of these methods and is attentive to these 
overlaps. I agree with him that these forms are not 
mutually exclusive and all should be championed. Art’s 
contribution to a political ecology must be pursued on as 
many fronts as possible. My task in this article, 
however, is less ambitious than that tackled by Demos. I 
concentrate on one aspect of art’s political valence, that 
of image intervention as produced by artworks in 
relation to a ‘conventional’ spectatorial situation. I do so 
not to privilege this encounter but to mark out a defined 
territory so as to focus, in a fine-grained manner, on a 
particular philosophical query. The question is this: what 
is the best way to think an anti-anthropocentric image? 

[4] This qualified defence of rationality is contentious
because continental philosophy has for a time now been
suspicious of this term. I take the view along with other
projects such as Xenofemism and Left-accelerationism
that rationality can be put to emancipatory work.
(See http://www.laboriacuboniks.net/; http://criticallegalt
hinking.com/2013/05/14/accelerate-manifesto-for-an-
accelerationist-politics/)

[5] This is exemplified by the way that Demos understands
Brassier’s philosophy as offering essentially the same
insight as Harman’s. In the terms of my argument Demos
does not make a distinction between nti-(r)centrism and
Inhumanism.

[6] I am referring to the ‘mind-body dualism’ derived from
the philosophy of René Descartes.

[7] I have been gender specific here because
Classical/Modern humanism did understand rationality to
be the preserve of men. From this point on I shall refuse
such thinking by employing the term wo/man.

[8] This point is made forcefully in Rosi Braidotti’s The
Posthuman.

[9] For instance, a review of Huyghe’s retrospective at the
Pompidou has this to say: “Huyghe’s exhibition echoes
the critique of anthropocentrism inherent in such
branches of contemporary philosophy as […] object-
oriented ontology” (Khazam 2013).

[10] For a clear account of this term see Wolfendale’s self-
published dictionary definition:
https://www.academia.edu/26697819/Rationalist_Inhum
anism_Dictionary_Entry_ The word, as used by
Wolfendale and Brassier bears little resemblance to

iorgio gamben and oberto sposito s mobilisation of
it. or gamben the Inhuman plays a role in a comple
deconstruction of the sub ect  he wants to develop an
ethics that is ontologically prior to that e plored within
traditional human rights frameworks. or instance, see
his discussion of the uselmann  in Remnants of
Auschwitz gamben . imilarly, sposito uses the
Inhuman to worry problematic distinctions and
presumptions that underlie rights discourses, proposing
an alternative hird erson  perspective. he difference
between these approaches to the Inhuman and the
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Inhumanism of rassier and olfendale is profound and 
very comple . nfortunately, an analysis of these 
dissimilarities is beyond the remit of this current essay. 

[11] As has been thoroughly and convincingly theorised
humanism, as it emerged in Europe during the Middle
Ages and evolved in the Modern period, conflated
rationality with ‘a way of life', the particular virtues,
vices and prejudices of western culture. This conflation
acted as part of the justification for the colonial project.

[12] Inhumanism in this way moves beyond the tired
Cartesian assertion that thought and material are
incommensurably different – distinct substances.

[13] Bennett admits that her analysis of material agency
over-reaches itself somewhat, when she says: “I will
emphasize, even overemphasize, the agentic
contributions of nonhuman forces (operating in nature, in
the human body, and in human artefacts)” (2010, xvi)

[1 ] This passage refers to the work of Donna Haraway.

[1 ] The following paragraph from the influential
Xenofeminist manifesto makes all these points
succinctly and is worth quoting at length.
"Xenofeminism is a rationalism. To claim that reason or
rationality is ‘by nature' a patriarchal enterprise is to
concede defeat. It is true that the canonical ‘history of
thought' is dominated by men, and it is male hands we
see throttling existing institutions of science and
technology. But this is precisely why feminism must be a
rationalism—because of this miserable imbalance, and
not despite it. There is no ‘feminine' rationality, nor is
there a ‘masculine' one. Science is not an expression but
a suspension of gender. If today it is dominated by
masculine egos, then it is at odds with itself— and this
contradiction can be leveraged. Reason, like information,
wants to be free, and patriarchy cannot give it freedom.
Rationalism must itself be a feminism. XF marks the
point where these claims intersect in a two-way
dependency. It names reason as an engine of feminist
emancipation and declares the right of everyone to speak
as no one in particular" (Cuboniks).

[1 ] I am of course referring to the US Administration’s
attitude, exemplified by its recent withdrawal from the
Paris climate agreement.

[1 ] To be clear, understanding the pronouncements of
science to have authority in this way does not preclude 
critical assessment of their content, including ‘calling 
out’ bad science.

[1 ] hen fire burns cotton, it makes contact only with
the flammability of this material [ ] otton-being is
concealed [ ] from all entities that come into contact
with it  arman 2 11, .
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tart with the ancient elements—earth, 
water, fire, air—and then expand your 
view of our elemental world. Think about 

sunlight, weather systems, rare earth minerals, 
and electromagnetic forces, to name only a 
few other things. Phenomena like these are 
integral to our daily lives but they can be 
elusive, easily forgotten, or deliberately kept 
out of sight: the hidden components of our 
virtual worlds, factors in geopolitics, or deeper 
influences on human habits and cultures. What 
are our “unthought environments” today? Our 
elemental surroundings become another kind 
of vital infrastructure, seemingly there to be 
used and overlooked, but the elements have 
shaped us, too, and sometimes they veer into 
the foreground. 

The exhibition Unthought Environments 

was held at the Renaissance Society at the
University of Chicago between the 17th of February 
and April the 8th, 2018. The exhibition curated by 
Karsten Lund featured the work of artists Daniel G. 
Baird, Marissa Lee Benedict, Nina Canell & Robin 
Watkins, Revital Cohen &  Tuur Van Balen,  Cécile  

  is informed by evolving discussions in various fields, including media studies, 
ecology, and philosophy. Against this backdrop, new and recent artworks offer a set of explorations with 
different focal points in the elemental sphere as it intersects with our more human-made domains. The 
artists’ videos, sculptures, photographs, installations,  and digital images delve into the state of water in 
multiple countries; the mining operations that feed our computers; the effects of the sun; electromagnetic 
fields made visible; dust storms; and other phenomena brought to life. 

B. Evans, Peter Fend, Florian Germann, Jochen
Lempert, Nicholas Mangan, Ruperto Miljohn
and Xaviera Simmons.
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K r te   As we start this exchange, I still
feel immersed in the exhibition I just
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organized at the Renaissance Society, 
Unthought Environments, which looked to the 
elemental world—things like water, air, the sun, 
geology, and weather—and its intersections with 
human-made domains like infrastructure and 
digital technologies. I think an exhibition like this 
one, developed in dialogue with thirteen artists, 
can itself be a lively way of contending with the 
kind of question you pose here. In doing so, 
though, the exhibition didn’t necessarily start with 
a fixed idea of art’s role in the world or a rigid 
sense of the desired outcomes for the project. The 
shifts in awareness you mention, and the related 
tremors running through epistemology, ontology, 
and politics, have been part of the backdrop for 
the show and inform it in certain ways, but it set 
out to find its own footing as part of the process. 

I like the fact that questions like this
one—considering the possible outlines of new
aesthetics—often end up grasping for many
different verbs. You mentioned mapping,
envisioning, and constructing, for instance;

even a short series of actions like that feels like 
the beginning of an unfurling list to me—
maybe one still taking shape—as if one 
particular function or input might not be 
enough on its own. That suggests that there 
are other verbs, too, waiting to be found and 
added, or perhaps swapped out for the ones 
we already have. Maybe it’s fitting, then, that 
the works in Unthought Environments seem to 
suggest a range of different possibilities and 
propositions, which I myself feel like I'm still in 
the process of unpacking, especially since 
many of the works were made especially for 
the show. 

In a talk she gave at the Renaissance 
Society in March, while the exhibition was on 
view, Keller Easterling spoke about the 
prospect of shifting our focus from figure to 
ground, or from object to field, while thinking 
less about static materials and more about 
interdependencies, chain reactions, and other 
dynamics between things. That kind of 

Fig.1. Revital Cohen & Tuur Van Balen 
Av ant Tout, Discipline, 2017, printed voile, and B/NdAlTaAu, 2015, neodymiu m, aluminium, gold, tantalum, used computer hard drives; 
ins

 
tallation view of Unthought Environments, The Renaissance Society at the  University of Chicago, 2018, Photo: Useful Art Services
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adjustment can send ripples through one's 
sense of how the world works and offer 
different ways of taking action. To me, this 
feels resonant with works in the exhibition, 
which might be similarly invested in 
redistributing attention or recalibrating our 
focus in one way or another. Artworks can 
memorably draw connections between things; 
or perhaps condense hugely complex systems, 
letting us encounter them in significant ways 
(whether visual or not)  without necessarily 
setting out to explain or summarize them. But 
again, these may be just one set of 
possibilities. Artistic pursuits invested in 
revealing material facts, like many of these are, 
can still lead to seemingly strange places, 
evading what one might expect when dealing 
with familiar subjects like water resources or 
digital technology. 

G.A.: Unthought Environments arguably is a very 
timely exhibition in many ways. Many of theworks 
included question notions of agency, time-scale,
and visibility. In a sense, the exhibition stems from 
the recent preoccupations with climate change 
but it simultaneously bypasses specific ecological 
concerns in order to draw a philosophically
complex picture. In the workshop that 
accompanied the exhibition of the exhibition, you 
mentioned that it wasn’t your intention to curate 
“another Anthropocene” exhibition. Could you 
explain in more detail how Unthought

Environments bypasses the anthropogenic remit
and what, in your view, is a more specifically
“Anthropocene exhibition”? 

K.L.: I’ve always imagined this exhibition as a
complement to the work that other curators,
artists, and writers are doing, whether their
projects are framed around the Anthropocene,
or thinking about fragile ecologies, or
addressing head on the very real urgencies of
climate change. It feels like another thread in a
growing web of conversations that feel vital
right now. At the same time, I was curious to
see what emerges if we start in a different
place, with a different set of terms, which
could also be revised as the exhibition
developed. Without drawing the same outline
around what we’re doing, or telling the same
stories, can we be attuned just as strongly to

the questions and complexities at work now,
and to our tangled relations with various
environments? In that case, do we understand
or experience them any differently?

In the end, I think the exhibition includes a
lot of work that is very tuned in to the
anthropogenic remit, as you put it. th ht 

ir e t  is sympathetic in many ways to a
proposal like the Anthropocene, although the
notion that this is simply an objective geological
periodization has some persuasive detractors as
well, such as T.J. Demos Either way, I think leaving
that big concept aside for a moment let us follow
the artists along different paths, giving them license
to make new works, in some cases, without being
overly conscious of a theme—or at least not a
theme that's quickly parsed and neatly aligned with
something we've seen before. I'm very interested in
figuring out how an exhibition might draw a
philosophically complex picture while letting the
artists andartworkshelp lure it out.

So, what I was saying in the workshop
wasn’t necessarily meant as a rejection of
recent exhibitions that have invoked the
Anthropocene in their title or started with that
framework. It’s more that I want to be mindful
of how a phrase can build momentum in the
cultural sphere and start leading to projects
that tread the same ground or work in an
illustrative mode, presenting what we already
know, or think we know. Above all, I wanted to
make an exhibition that surprised me, too. We
all might keep asking ourselves: is it useful, in
this instance, to mobilize an overarching idea
like that—perhaps something that lets us work
together from a shared baseline toward a
more complex position—or is it being used as
shorthand that lets people just nod along, or
signals the project’s theoretical currency?

Every concept comes with its own
emphases, focal points, and blind spots, which
might be enough of a reason on its own to test out
different approaches to what we face today. To
talk about the Anthropocene is to borrow a
geological framework; in the end, it’s a way to
describe and hold in mind these vastly
complicated set of factors, effects, dynamics,
time-scales, and what have you, as they ripple
through entangled systems. (Though my own
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description, here, of what it’s describing feels 
insufficient!) For Unthought Environments, 
starting with an ancient idea like “the 
elements”—admittedly one with its own 
limitations—brought out a difference in 
emphasis or orientation, at least, allowing 
alternate pathways into those deep questions 
of agency, scale, and visibility. But it's all 
related. Exploring the dynamics of human 
infrastructure and the "elemental world," and 
the places where they meet brings to light all 
sorts of weird tensions. I think Nicholas 
Mangan's collage works in the show—which 
track the physical and cultural influences of 
the sun across a wide range of contexts and 
scales—begin to suggest, or at least 
speculatively explore, how much the earth has 
left its mark on us (and continues to do so), 
even as we leave our mark on the earth. (See 
Fig. 2) The elements are baked into some of 
our core concepts, after all, even our sense of  

 

time, which is tied to the sun; and 
infrastructure is often a direct response to 
elemental challenges, whether it’s water, 
earth, or energy. This might carry us back again 
to the interconnectedness of socio-, eco-, and 
bio-spheres, to which we might add the 
techno-sphere, too. 

G.A.: One of the striking aspects of th ht
ir e t lies in its approach to what might

be called a neo-sublime aesthetic of the
Anthropocene. I am particularly interested in
desires to devise new poetics capable of
envisioning the contextual urgency of the time
we live in. My impression is that
postmodernism’s carelessness and irreverence
have been somewhat reconfigured. In contrast
to the “I don’t care” of much 1990s art, the
current preoccupation seems to be the crafting
of detached aesthetics of care–there’s a
renewed sense of appreciation for depth and

Fig.2. Nicholas Mangan 
Ancient Lights (Brilliant Errors), 2015, photographic prints on corkboard with pins, wood frame, and acrylic. Courtesy of the artist and 
Labor, Mexico City  
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interconnectedness; a refusal to engage the 
viewer through shock tactics, or an even more 
demarcated refusal of classical beauty. 

Unthought Environments is partly 
concerned with the visibility and invisibility of
infrastructure—a term that instantly brings to 
mind networks of industrial conduits and 
processes, geographies, and multinational 
interests—and the agency they implicitly have on 
our everyday lives and cultural development. 
Some of the pieces in the exhibition, like Florian 
Germann, emf/liquid state (electromagnetic 

field) and Cécile B. Evans, Something Tactical is 

Coming, for instance, strike me as more directly 
indebted to certain postmodernist aesthetics; 
they more or less proudly reveal the mechanisms 
behind their functioning and yet they somewhat 
seem to be reaching further. Do they question 
something more than assessing a matter of 
fact? 

K.L.: As you say, there are certain tendencies
that ran through some of the well-known work in 
the late-80s and 90s: perhaps a kind of
irreverence, or a postmodern relish for revealing
structures of meaning, inspired by the theory of 
the era. At this point, I might be more intrigued 
to think about the qualities you described as 
rising characteristics of our moment: a detached
aesthetics of care; appreciation for depth and
interconnectedness; a more demarcated refusal 
of classical beauty. These are all really interesting
things to observe on their own. I’d wager that
these qualities, particularly as they manifest in
various ways, don’t have to be so disconnected
from an interest in larger mechanisms or even
structures or networks at the threshold of
visibility.

It's always useful to look at specific 
examples, so I'm glad you brought up Cécile B. 
Evans and Florian Germann. I like how you’re 
thinking about these two artists together here, 
even though they were presented in different 
areas of the space. I think you’re right to home 
in on the fact that they are both quite 
deliberate in revealing an apparatus, which is 
functionally and conceptually integral to their 
works in this exhibition. In both cases, an 
awareness of certain mechanisms, or pulling 
back the curtain so to speak, doesn’t feel like an  end 

in itself though; both Florian and Cécile seem 
deeply curious about human systems of control 
and also what remains outside of human efforts to 
that end—not in a rigid way that rehearses a 
nature/culture split or an inside/outside logic, but 
more so in a manner that welcomes weird 
intersections, resemblances, and even internal 
contradictions (whether real or imagined). 

Florian’s work—the green bubbling 
pool—is strangely captivating and it might 
startle you by “coming to life” when you get 
close to it. (Fig. 3) It’s also oddly evocative, 
maybe bringing to mind a natural geyser or 
some primordial slime. But he’s not hiding how 
it works: you stand in front of this mechanical 
system that is on full display. If you watch it, 
you can follow the blue hose from the pool to 
a large steel tank, which connects to an air 
compressor nearby, all of which run on 
electricity from the wall socket (buffered by a 
transformer, since the artist is Swiss and their 
current is different). The last thing you might 
notice is the motion sensor hanging overhead. 
It’s a self-contained loop that replenishes 
itself. It presents a meeting of the organic and 
the technological, the human and non-human, 
steel in the service of this algae-derived gel, 
but there’s also something very immediate 
about the work: when his piece suddenly starts 
bubbling, people tend to react with laughter or 
amusement. It catches you off guard and elicits 
a genuine response, operating with an element 
of surprise that feels somehow generous to 
me. At the same time, the whole configuration 
invites a kind of mental acrobatics on the part 
of the viewer as we decipher our experiences 
of this thing and figure out what we think it is. 

Cécile B. Evan’s contribution to this 
show is both a finished sculpture—built 
around its own set of aesthetic and conceptual 
choices—but it is also openly a stop along the 
way in a larger production process, building 
toward an episodic series of narrative videos, 
titled Amos’s World. (Fig. 4) The scale model of 
an office that you see on one side of the piece 
also doubles as functional shooting set; the 
small video screens on the more “unfinished” 
backside of the structure display short 
fragments of the second episode in the series, 
which Cécile is completing now and will exhibit 
later.   Here,   she   offers   only   a  set of short 
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clips—in the spirit of the daily rushes from a big film
production—accompanied by her shooting script:
thirteen scenes written out in black marker directly
on thebackof thepiece,endingwith thearrival of “a
thick,milky fog.”

The protagonist of this work and of the
eventual films is an architect named Amos, who
wants to control not only the buildings he designs
but alsootherpeople andeven theweather—which
of course resists him rather effortlessly. He’s an
example of certain human impulses towardmastery
anddomination (perhaps especially pronounced in a
familiar brand of egocentricmen). It feels telling that
the Weather is one of the recurring characters,
representedmostly by a voice that speaks to Amos.
The work questions on various levels longstanding
ways of thinking about social life andnature that are
under great pressure now, for all the reasons you’ve
mentionedabove.

There is a certain irony that runs through
the work, but it doesn’t feel superficial to me;

humor plays a subtle but sharp role in what 
she’s doing. It’s worth noting, for instance, that 
the architect is the only character that’s a 
puppet (controlled by off-screen handlers, their 
arms clad in chroma-key blue, ready to be 
digitally erased from the scene); everyone else is 
played by a live actor (except for the Weather). 
Revealing her own filmmaking process, and the 
scale-model shooting set, foregrounds how her 
whole project is a world-building exercise in its 
own right; the artist in this scenario is involved in 
a similar effort, in a way, one that echoes her 
not-so-sympathetic main character. This makes 
it harder to just write off the architect as a 
simple object lesson in “how not to be.” As 
Cécile implicitly brings herself into this, too, 
there's more room to see some hint of 
ourselves in these impulses. I think both Florian 
and Cécile welcome an undercurrent of 
absurdity and humor, maybe in part because it 
is one of the quickest ways that  feeling rises up 

Fi g.3. Florian Germann 

emf / liquid state (electro magnetic field), 2016-2017, Acrylic, epoxy fiberglass, air compressor, steel tank, sensors, nuru alga gel; in stallation 
view of Unthought Environments, The Renaissance Society at the  University of Chicago, 2018. Photo: Useful Art Services 
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in each of us, where it can join itself 
with thinking. 

G.A.: Narrative is another challenging
component of this exhibition. Certain pieces,
like Revital Cohen & Tuur Van Balen's A a t t,

i i i e  and Xaviera Simmons's, e et adopt
substantially different semantic strategies in
order to take the viewer through an experience of
sorts. I am going to use a problematic word
here, but I am interested in the “didactic” value of
art that engages with contemporary topics
revolving around capitalogenic notions or that
grapples with geographies, topographies and
the impact we have on remote areas that
conveniently remain out of our cultural sight.
Can an exhibition like th ht ir e t
educate? Does it want to educate? And what is
your point of view on the pedagogical aspect of
contemporary art grappling with anthropogenic
subjects? What do the ethical obligations,

 

if any, rest upon? 

K.L.: Unthought Environments deliberately
includes a range of different media and
methodologies, as well as varied relationships
to place and elemental phenomena; I think in
tandem this led the artists towards different
semantic strategies and even to different ways
of passing along acquired knowledge. The
word didactic often brings to mind a mode that
says, "listen, let me tell you all about this," an
approach that can be heavy-handed, flat, or
reductive, at worst, and prone to
overpowering the other qualities of an
artwork. But the underlying impulse, which
relates back to building knowledge and sharing
information in one form or another, isn't
something we should be afraid of. The
exhibition doesn't have an educational
mandate but that doesn't mean we can't learn
something meaningful from the works. At the
very  least,  it  doesn't feel tenable anymore to

Fig.4. Cécile B. Evans 
Something tactical is coming, 2018, scale-model production model with chroma key paint, Makibes screens, Raspberry Pi players, Real 
Game FX miniature fog machine, 3D prints, paper, wood, puppet hand, 3D printed mask dummy; installation view of Unthought 

Environments, The Renaissance Society at the University of Chicago, 2018.  Photo: Useful Art Servicess 
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imagine an aesthetics that is wholly separate 
from the world outside. 

Some works in this exhibition, for 
instance, such as Revital Cohen & Tuur Van 
Balen's, are focused on certain geographies 
and global flows in the present tense, while 
being highly conscious of colonialist histories. 
Their recent projects have been aimed at the 
realities of coltan mining: the Democratic 
Republic of Congo is one the major sources for 
the "rare earth" metals that are vital to our 
smartphones and computers, but for most 
people it's a place that may not cross your 
mind, at least not very often, despite the ways 
it’s tied to our everyday lives through our 
devices. In one of their works, the artists 
present used hard drives from which they, 
themselves, have extracted the neodymium, 
tantalum, and gold, and then recombined the 
metals to create a jagged new mineral the size 
of your fist. (Fig. 5) Their second work in 
Unthought   Environments   stems   from  their  

recognition of how Congo is a place that's 
incredibly hard to access and even rarely 
photographed, given the conflicts going on 
there. The artists created a 3-D digital model of 
one mining site, using gaming engine software 
to recreate their own film footage of the site; 
working from that new immersive virtual 
world, based on the real location, they printed 
some of its digital vistas on a set of huge 15-
foot scrims—this ethereal, semi-translucent 
material that surrounds you in one area of the 
exhibition space. (Fig. 1) 

In contrast to the way that Revital and 
Tuur’s works focus on specific geographies and 
the global trajectory of certain materials, the 
show also includes works that dwell more on 
natural phenomena themselves and the ways 
we experience them. This includes works by 
Xaviera Simmons, and also perhaps sculpture 
and sound works by Nina Canell and Robin 
Watkins, and photographs by Jochen Lempert. 
Xaviera’s text pieces, such  as  Velvet  (2018), 

Fig.5 . Revital Cohen & Tuur Van Balen 
B/NdAlTaAu, 2015, neodymium, aluminium, gold, tantalum, used compute r hard drives; installation view of Unthought Environments, 
The Renaissance Society at the University of Chicago, 2018. Photo: Karsten Lund 
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which she made for this exhibition, draw out the 
ways language can evoke landscapes or create a 
kind of sensory overload, in this case as the work 
describes a photograph of a place where 
mountains meet the sea. (Fig. 6) What Xaviera 
might share with Revital & Tuur is an interest in 
how an artwork can conjure a place, or represent 
it, as well as hurdles to understanding or the 
intrusions of mediation. She delivers a lyrical text 
in white letters on black-painted wooden boards, 
which bring to mind old hand-painted signage, 
but the spacing and lack of punctuation make 
the reading experience an effortful one; certain 
words might jump out at first (perhaps “wind” or 
“mountain”) but you have to make your way 
slowly across each line to digest the text and 
follow its unfolding description. 

In these works, one starts to get a 
sense of certain realities in the world not just 
through the delivery of information, based on 
an artist’s research or fieldwork, but more so 
through an intertwining of ideas, processes, 
and materials. This is true of Marissa Lee 
Benedict’s installation, too. (See Fig. 9) On one 
hand, her work Points from five shade clouds 
(Ivanhoe, Elysian, Upper Stone Canyon, LA 
Reservoir, Las Virgenes) asks quite directly: 
what are the materials of water containment? 
How are they produced and how are they 
used? Her installation brings together some of 
the unseen materials of water infrastructure, 
physically presenting to us these things that 
conveniently remain out of sight, and it also 
traces some of the twists and turns of 
globalized manufacturing and even tries to 
replicate, in a do-it-yourself manner, certain 
industrial production processes. On the other 
hand, her work also introduces semiotic 
slippages or subtle transformations. You might 
notice the severed hose attached to the fence, 
the physical remnants of some water system 
that doesn’t appear to be of any clear use. 

G.A.: On the 16th of November, 2016, ‘Post-
truth' was officially declared 'word of the year'
by the Oxford Dictionary. Following closely on
the unexpected results of the US election, the
adjective relates to circumstances in which
objective facts seem less influential in shaping
public opinion  than  emotional  appeals. As a

concept, post-truth has thus far enabled a 
heightened fluidity between fiction and reality, 
empiricism and mythology, factual and subjective 
— it has already manifested itself as an insidious 
rewriting tool of past and present histories, 
revealing our reliance on 'truth-making' as a 
necessary building block of what we used to call 
civilization and has posed urgent questions about 
the essence of knowledge production and 
consumption in today’s cultural economies. How 
much of the recent debate about the relativism of 
perception in our everyday life has informed 
Unthought Environments and which works in the 
exhibition encapsulate these more directly? 

K.L.: This exhibition was organized over a period of 
time, so when I began imagining this project it 
wasn't directly influenced or inspired by the "post-
truth" debate. I think the force of these 
development has continued to build since then—
and even since the election, as culture plays catch 
up, to a degree, and theweight of it becomes more 
evident. But I do think concerns like these have 
filtered into the larger scope of consideration, 
emerging as one more factor that one might think 
about vis-a-vis the show. The erosion of respect for 
facts and the aggressive wielding of untruths by
those in power (or those reaching for it) have
become unavoidable and ominous realities.

The title of this exhibition, Unthought 
Environments, is meant to be a malleable one, open 
to being interpreted in multiple ways. To talk about 
our “unthought environments” might sound, most 
readily, like a matter of passivity—say, a lack of 
thought bolstered by the necessary selectiveness of 
perception, or one born from disengaging with 
complex systems that remain fairly invisible—or 
even passivity shored up by the very helpful 
unobtrusiveness of the infrastructure in our 
everyday lives. But along the way, I was also 
thinking about a less obvious and more active kind 
of “unthinking” when it comes to our environment, 
one in which the current administration in 
Washington is deeply invested. It’s a more active, 
cynical, self-serving kind of thoughtlessness: a sort 
of willful   scrubbing   of  knowledge   to  leave  an 
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opportunistic void in its place. So, although I 
wasn't imagining the exhibition as an 
engagement with the vulnerability of 
empiricism exactly, right-wing politicians were 
there in the shadows. We can’t ignore their 
maddening denial of climate change in the face 
of all the evidence and scientific consensus. 
And then there’s someone like Scott Pruitt at 
the EPA, whose administrative m.o. is built 
around non-transparency, aggressive inaction 
(among other strategies), and pretending all 
sorts of things we know can be simply 
discarded or ignored. He’s essentially asking us 
to sit back and not think about what they’re 
doing or about what the effects might be on 
people’s health or the functioning of local 
ecosystems. So that aspect, at least, has been 
an ambient counterpoint, and a strong 
motivator, hopefully, to work toward ethical 
ways of being, thinking, and rethinking.   

G.A.: Correct me if I am wrong, but the impact

 

of new materialism and object oriented 
ontology seems to have a defining impact on 
the aesthetics and sensitivities of Unthought 

Environments. Are there specific ideas from 
these movements that have guided the 
curatorial process? 
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Fig.6. Xaviera Simmons 
Velvet, 2018, paint, wood; installation view of Unthought Environments, The Renaissance Society at the University of Chicago, 2018. 
Photo: Useful Art Services  
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long reading list that didn't ignore new 
materialism, but I didn’t go back and 
reread too much of what I’d read before. What 
was more generative here came from different 
sources: I found myself turning to recent media 
theorists, such as John Durham Peters and Ina 
Blom; to pockets of philosophy like Manuel 
DeLanda’s A Thousand Years of Nonlinear 
History or  David Macauley’s writing about the 
four elements as environmental ideas; and to 
brilliant thinkers writing about hard and soft 
infrastructure, like Keller Easterling. That joined 
reading related to the Anthropocene and a wide 
range of things infused with ecological thought 
or attentive to the non-human or geological. 

Part of the curatorial process, in this 
case, was not starting from a specified set of 
theoretical building blocks and, say, using new 
materialism as a platform or foundation for the 
artwork to stand on. Instead, an initial 
constellation of ideas brought together, 
provisionally, from many sources was a means 
to draw an outline that was simultaneously 
specific enough and open enough for the artists 
to work freely and generatively within it. And 
then, as things progressed, we could redraw the 
terrain and follow new paths as the artists 
brought their own insights and curiosities. (One 
artist recommended The Southern Reach Trilogy 
by Jeff Vandermeer, this great set of recent 
novels that joined the fray, too.) It has become 
an unlikely constellation of readings, perhaps; 
but that opens up the possibility for synthesis or 
overlap between ideas in separate areas. For 
me, this whole process confirmed my feeling 
that compelling group exhibitions can also arise 
from places that aren't tightly aligned with a 
certain school of thought. 

G.A.: We are currently witnessing a resurgence
of interest in materiality. In 2008, James Elkins
was among the first to argue that art history
has traditionally taken interest in the
materiality of artworks on a general and
abstract level. This contingency, according to
Elkins, has been predominantly caused by a
reliance on phenomenology, especially
capitalizing on Merleau-Ponty, Sartre, and
Husserl. However, the changing scenery of

contemporary artistic production is one in 
which, perhaps, the materiality of a work of art 
can no longer be ignored. How much did the 
materiality of works included in this exhibition 
weighted on the curatorial approach? 

K.L.: At its heart, the terrain of Unthought
Environments is one with a powerful, complex
relationship to things material. It always felt to
me like it should operate not only on the level
of ideas but also open itself to the material
aspects of the work artists are making. Abigail
Winograd put it well in a review of the show:
"As an exhibition invested in the elemental
building blocks of material life, it seems only
just that an argument should be expressed
through the irreducible materiality of the
works of art in turn." While organizing this
exhibition, this probably led me toward artists
whose work, in general, feels attuned to the
potential of materials, and the affects,
experiences, and meanings that might arise
along with that.

This interest in the role of materiality 
also reinforced certain decisions about 
exhibition design, such as not having wall 
labels beside each work. We did offer a 
handout with a checklist and few more details 
about each work, but without an explanatory 
text tugging at your eyes from the wall, I think 
as a visitor one was much more likely to be 
drawn in by the material aspects of the works 
rather than immediately going in search of an 
explanation. It might also make you more likely 
to notice the fact that works in the exhibition 
also relate to other senses beyond your vision. 
Certain works have sound components 
(though in an interesting twist, all the video 
works all happen to be silent); other works 
seem to invite touch as well, at least 
imaginatively; and Xaviera Simmons’s text 
work asks you to imagine the scent of a place. 
(Fig. 6) I’ve been intrigued by the ways artists 
let the materiality of their works facilitate a 
certain kind of direct sensory encounter with 
the art object, driven in part by its individual 
materiality, and from there, how it opens up 
on to a more expanded terrain of 
consideration or thought.  

As David Macauley writes, "one 
rationale   for   taking  up  earth,  fire,  air,  and 
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Fig.7. Nina Canell 
Halfway Between Opposite Ends, 2016, wood stick, 3000 volts, salt, wat er, courtesy of the artist and Galerie Barbara Wien, Berlin  
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water is that they are more concrete and less 
abstract than an often elusive and elastic 
notion of nature. It is easier, in brief, to engage 
these entities with the senses and to 
experience them physically or viscerally and 
then, in turn, to know them intellectually."  He 
continues: "We can draw a lighted flame 
before our eyes, inspect dry earth with our 
hands, relish cool air in our noses and lungs, 
and appreciate the distinct textures or tastes 
of water with our tongues.” Of course we now 
recognize that our surroundings aren’t made 
up of earth, water, air, and fire, like the ancient 
Greeks once surmised; we know on some level 
that the periodic table of elements might offer 
a more accurate picture of the building blocks 
of our world, but I think the ancient elements 
still have things to show us, especially if we 
extend or refine our catalogue of the 
“elemental sphere” to include things like 
electricity, the sun, rare earth minerals, or 
weather systems, to name just a few. From 
that kind of footing, certain feeling/thinking 
structures seems deeply connected to the 
materiality of the world around us. And I’d say 
a general curatorial sensitivity to the complex 
and subtle ways that artworks can relate to 
each other, beyond basic visual similarity or 
shared subject matter, started to feel like a 
complementary aspiration.  

G.A.: Which work in the exhibition more heavily
leverages a determinately contemporary
conception of materiality and phenomenology?

K.L.: I haven't read the Elkins article you
mention above but I'm curious to think about
more contemporary conceptions of materiality
that are less abstracted. We might look at Nina
Canell's sculptures, in which the materiality is
such a vital, active part of what she's doing, on
a fundamental level. Many of her works,
including some of those in Unthought

Environments, take as their important material
certain natural phenomena. Complicating the
picture, some of these things, such as air or
electrical currents, are seemingly immaterial
until Nina changes their state or captures their
very tangible effects on other materials. In a
way, her work often feels like a poetics of
material specificity and interaction.

Two works in the show bear the mark of 
electricity: these lightning-like shapes, one on a 
small piece of wood, and the other in black 
powder, which happens to be photocopy toner
—the stick was the result of exposure to 3000 
volts, the toner to a staggering 1,000,000 volt. 
(Fig. 7) Either electric charge could be enough to 
kill you, but the latter is almost literally like 
making an image with a lightning bolt—though, 
in her case, it was a microsecond shock to the 
delicate surface in a highly controlled laboratory 
setting. The forking patterns that are formed, 
which mark both works, are the same thing you 
see scarred into someone’s body after they’ve 
been hit by lighting. 

Canell explores the ways one can 
engage with the phenomena and tests out their 
impact on other materials. She has a canny way 
of discovering how these "unconventional" 
materials can be transformed, such as forcing a 
state change from an invisible gas to a stable 
solid—as is the case for another work in the 
show, Interiors (condensed), which features a 
glass full of "coagulated" air sitting on a used 
scrap of wall-to-wall carpet. (Fig. 7) She tends to 
torque our standard encounters with these 
familiar, but in the end not quite familiar, 
materials. They’re often things surrounding us all 
the time, really some of the overlooked 
materials of our lives; she halts them in their 
place, makes them visible, sculpts or draws with 
them, but also, in the process, traces these 
things as they are in play around us. It's not a 
coincidence that she often presents these 
spectacular material transformations in 
unassuming ways, while incorporating modest 
human-made materials, such as the weathered 
carpet scrap. They're almost begging to be 
overlooked. She meets these phenomenal 
materials on their own terms, while also 
mapping or enacting their intrusion into our 
human world.  

Even if Nina corrals them in these 
works, the way she does that always suggests 
how these materials just as easily elude us in 
other cases, or resist our efforts, or simply exist 
beyond us. The melding of process and material 
in her work feels crucial here. It's not just her 
choice  to  use  static  materials like copy 
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toner or carpet in certain works; other 
materials, most pointedly electricity, are 
actively mobilized. And you get the sense that 
nothing appearing in her work is really passive. 
Even the carpet in Interiors (Condensed) shows 
signs of change: a rectangular area in one 
corner is darker, suggesting that the rest of the 
carpet has been gradually faded by sun 
exposure. The central material, in each case, is 
not just a noun, it's a verb: it changes or leaves 
its mark, or it does something to something 
else, or it, in turn, is affected. That to me feels 
very contemporary.   

G.A.: The aesthetic minimalism embodied by
many of the works in the exhibition also
constitutes an interesting aspect of Unthought

Environments. It seems that minimalist
aesthetics, applied through certain materials
and refined design choices, have been
assimilated by multinational corporations and

then proliferated on totally different terms 
than artists might have once imagined. I am 
wondering if we might be approaching a 
contextual crisis in which certain aesthetics 
might or might not be suited to certain 
subjects anymore? And by this, I don't 
necessarily mean to draw a blanket rule. For 
instance, Marissa Lee Benedict, Points from 

five shade clouds (Ivanhoe, Elysian, Upper 

Stone Canyon, LA Reservoir, Las Virgenes) uses 
an industrial/minimalist aesthetic of power for 
the purpose of mapping the power politics 
behind the ownership of essential resources 
and the impossibility of ever exerting total 
control. Her minimalist aesthetic seems to be 
contextual, but are there instances in which 
artists might want to be more careful about 
their choices? 

K.L.: Maybe certain aesthetics have become a
go-to   style   or   at  times  a  sort  of  unspoken

Fig.8. Nina Canell 

Interiors (Condensed), 2013, drinking glass, coagulated air, floor carpet; ins tallation view of Unthought Environments, The 
Renaissance Society at the University of Chicago, 2018. Photo: Useful Art S ervices 
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default. There are certainly echoes between 
the art world, past and present, and the design 
regimes of, say, companies like Apple. At risk 
of over-generalizing, a sort of sleek standard-
order minimalism does seem to travel far these 
days. Even so, I’m not sure I would agree that 
certain aesthetics are not suited to certain 
subjects—that feels a bit too totalizing or 
arbitrary to me. I still encounter new artworks 
in a minimalist trajectory that hit home, works 
that manage to use this visual or material 
aesthetic in thoughtful, potent ways. 

I agree with you that Marissa 
Benedict’s Points from five shade clouds, which 
deals with water infrastructure, fits that 
description. (See Fig. 9) Her project leverages 
materials like steel and plastic—with the side 
effect, in this case, of a striking color palette of 
silver, black, and blue—to both aesthetic and 
critical ends. It works on us in multiple ways. 
Notably, her project here is also deeply 
steeped in the production processes behind all 

these materials and the places where they 
come from, not to mention more submerged 
questions of labor. These concerns are woven 
into the work, in part, by her choices of where, 
and how, to get certain materials: certain 
components, like the black plastic shade balls, 
are mass-produced items straight from a 
factory in China; other parts, like the security 
fence, were customized to her specs by skilled 
workers in Chicago; and finally, other pieces 
she produced herself at great effort. Namely, 
to produce the bright blue plastic water 
bottles, for instance, she tried to replicate on 
her own what are usually large-scale 
operations of mass-manufacturing, starting 
from PET plastic performs and a set of ovens, 
molds, and air compressors; the results are 
beautifully imperfect, looking more like blown 
glass than uniform water jugs that appear in 
stores. All of this sends us back to out to this 
web of considerations that extend far beyond 
the work itself. 

Fig.9. Marissa Lee Benedict 
i t  fr  fi e hade d  a h e  ia  er t e a  LA  e er ir  La  ir e e 201, modified zinc-plated security

fencing, carbon black HDPE shade balls, molded PET plastic, water; instal lation view of Unthought Environments, The Renaissance
Society at the University of Chicago, 2018. Photo: Useful Art Services
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I think artists can see the potential 
quicksand as easily as you or I might. So rather 
than warning artists where to be careful, it 
feels much more energizing, and maybe more 
generous, to consider further how artists are 
leveraging some of these minimal vocabularies 
now. In Unthought Environments, to my mind, 
Daniel Baird’s work, Meridian, provides 
another positive example. (Fig. 10) It is a 
beguiling object in a minimalist style, and 
perhaps from a distance, it might seem all 
about its surfaces, its materials like polished 
aluminum, and the impact of crisp geometry. It 
clearly echoes someone like Donald Judd in 
those qualities, and yet other choices Daniel 
has made change my impressions of the work 
in crucial ways. Meridian has a shimmering 
surface that changes its appearance as one 
moves around it, which might amplify one's 
awareness of your body in relation to the 
object. From different viewing angles, you 
either see a red or gold surface or head-on, a 
serene view of an ocean horizon (which 
happens to be a digital rendering). But the crux 
of the piece for me has to be the combination 
of its size and the origins of its frontal surface—
an off-the-shelf adhesive "privacy screen" for a 
computer. The small size of the object creates 
this unusual combination of intimacy and 
expansiveness, in which only one person can 
stare at the horizon at a time. But its 
dimensions are also directly dictated by the 
standardized size of the privacy screen, which 
was mass-produced for a common laptop size. 
Baird made the aluminum frame himself, but 
the shimmering screen is a readymade—one 
that he recognized as an unusual, beautiful 
material on its own terms—and it sets some of 
the rules for the piece. Minimalism, as an art 
movement in its original forms, tended to 
privilege the look, or the phenomenological 
potential, of commercial or industrial materials 
like metal and colored Plexiglass, without asking 
the viewer to think about how the object was 
made or to consider where these materials 
come from. (The seemingly frictionless 
assimilation of these materials and visual 
sensibilities by multinational corporations might 
reinforce this view.) In contrast, Baird’s piece 
lets those very factors infiltrate the work, 
without loudly announcing them. 

G.A.: The shadow of the Romantic sublime also
looms large over some works in Unthought

Environments. However, it seems to me that
the relationship between scale and time
appear reconfigured into new poetics of
incommensurability. Can we go as far as saying
that the sublime is being once more redefined
by the politics of the Anthropocene?

K.L.: If we're thinking about a “politics of the
Anthropocene”, I worry the word sublime
might actually be more distracting than
helpful. It seems aligned with earlier modes of
thought, pulling in a different direction than
the shifts in awareness that you write about
eloquently in some of your questions here.
There's something in the notion of the sublime
that seems interwoven with the belief that
nature is fundamentally separate from
humans. This is different than the deep
interconnectedness we've been talking about,
even if the sublime positions human beings
"within Nature". The idea of the sublime may
reinforce the smallness of humans, or
challenge our sense of power and presumed
species dominance, but it still seems to fit well
with the fading idea that Nature is something
that is just too large to affect—and that is one
of the great adjustments that comes with
recognition of the Anthropocene, no matter
what we end up calling it. Dipesh Chakrabarty’s
“The Climate of History” compellingly outlines
these ideas, noting how environmental
history, as a sub-discipline, even in fairly recent
times, still accepted a premise of ultimate
immutability in nature, that on some level it’s
just too big and everlasting to fundamentally
alter.

So, I never really thought of this 
exhibition in terms of a “neo-sublime aesthetic of 
the Anthropocene,” as I think you phrased it in an 
earlier question, but I recognize it includes 
occasional echoes of subjects or tropes that might 
take us there—whether it’s the horizon in Daniel 
Baird’s work, Meridian, (Fig. 10) or the towering 
mountainous landscape in Revital Cohen & Tuur 
Van Balen’s installation (Fig. 1). As scale and time 
come together in many of these works, at times 
filtered through newer technologies, perhaps a 
new poetics of  incommensurability does take 
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shape. It does feel right, in any case, to be 
talking about things like scale, agency, and 
presence, and even what I might call a realm of 
feeling that starts to intermingle with 
knowledge-driven pursuits. 

Sometimes artworks can have a 
powerful ability to let us occupy multiple scales 
at once, whether we’re talking about space or 
time. That seems like a good place to start for 
an exhibition like Unthought Environments. 

Elements and infrastructure, these two kinds 
of entities that run through the show, share an 
unusual existence in that they appear in our 
daily lives in tangible, intimate ways and yet 
track back out to huge systems that are not 
fully legible to us: the rain falling on your hand 
originates in clouds circling the earth and the 
faucet in your kitchen connects to a network of 
pipes, treatment plants, and reservoirs. They 
are part of larger collections of forces or 
structures  that  we  know  about  but  rarely,  if 

ever, fully picture in our minds. How do we 
encounter, experience, and make sense of 
systems that are massive, dispersed, gradual in 
the accumulation of effects, prone to 
operating in the background, and sometimes 
really hard to reckon with? That big multipart 
question feels worth grappling with. Maybe we 
can start to redefine the sublime around that 
idea in a way that fits our changing sense of the 
world, but it feels more useful maybe to focus 
on some of the factors involved. I wonder if we 
start to observe these attributes and affects in 
play, whether we might come to different, 
more precise ways to describe what’s going on. 

G.A.: Are notions of slow violence and
structural violence part of this aesthetic
reconfiguration of the sublime, if so in what
ways?

K.L.: I  might  answer  by  way of a short detour

 Fig.10. Daniel G. Baird 
 Meridian, 2018, aluminum, 3M Privacy Screen, 3D rendering; installation vi ew of Unthought Environments, The Renaissance 
Society at the University of Chicago, 2018. Photo: Useful Art Services 
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before returning to the matter of slow 
violence. It was a strange experience to be 
working on Unthought Environments this past 
summer, while natural disasters seemed to 
line up one after another in our part of the 
world, almost offering an unsettling catalogue 
of elemental destruction in all its variety—
even easily described in terms of air, water, 
fire, and earth. It made me think about the fact 
that the elements are among the more 
immediate measures of things that are often 
too vast, and too dispersed or diffused, to 
easily grasp, such as climate change. The air 
and oceans warm imperceptibly, but that can 
hardly seem real, whereas it's hard to turn 
away as hurricanes sweep over the Caribbean, 
floodwaters rise in Houston, fire season grows 
deadly in Oregon and California, and ensuing 
mudslides wash away some of the same places 
that dealt with the fires. At the same time 
though, focusing on momentous events like 
those can be a myopia of its own kind, their 
harrowing outcomes notwithstanding; it 
makes it seems like the ruptures and eruptions 
are mostly what matters, when in fact we 
ought to be equally interested in the slow-
moving things, the gradual or imperceptible, 
which can be no less profound or devastating. 
Thinking about these catastrophes, I was also 
reminded of an observation that I think I first 
read in a piece by Rebecca Solnit, although I 
understand it’s a well-known idea among 
environmental geographers and sociologists: 
that there is no such thing as a natural disaster. 
The amount of destruction in the face of 
powerful natural processes is tied to the level 
of vulnerability, preparedness, and the nature 
of the response; which is to say, it brings us 
back to infrastructure, while also leading 
outward to politics, money, and calculations of 
social value. 

So, with this sort of thing in mind, 
when I read Rob Nixon’s book Slow Violence 

and the Environmentalism of the Poor this past 
fall—which was later in my research process 
for this exhibition—it felt then like it 
introduced a vital crosswind, one blowing 
through the same terrain from a different 
direction. This line of thinking added further 
complexity to the project, which I welcomed. 
Nixon writes, “By slow violence I mean a 

violence that occurs gradually and out of sight, 
a violence of delayed destruction that is 
dispersed across time and space, an attritional 
violence that is typically not viewed as violence 
at all.” Even in his brief description of slow 
violence, it becomes clear that it involves some 
of the same kind of dynamics that shape our 
relationship with both the elements and 
infrastructure—the mental challenges of 
vastness, distance, and slow time that have 
come up in our conversation here as well. We 
might add to that all the mundane operations 
that unfold in the background or remain out of 
sight entirely.  

Nixon continues, “Violence is 
customarily conceived as an event or action 
that is immediate in time, explosive and 
spectacular in space, and as erupting into 
instant sensational visibility. We need, I 
believe, to engage a different kind of violence, 
a violence that is neither spectacular nor 
instantaneous, but rather incremental and 
accretive, its calamitous repercussions playing 
out across a range of temporal scales”. I think 
there’s a similar lesson to be learned from 
infrastructural thinking and in looking at the 
elemental world, as they shift into various 
temporal scales around us.  

We know the ways geological time 
stretches our mind to think beyond our human 
pace, but the elements do that in many other 
ways, too, almost no matter where you look. 
One of the subtlest, quietest works in 
Unthought Environments, Miljohn Ruperto’s 
Reanimating “Valley Turbulence by Sam 

Chase,” is actually a direct record of a massive, 
violent event, but it transforms it from a 
powerful sudden occurrence into a constant, 
slow state of change. (Fig. 11) The artist started 
with a found photograph from the 1970s that 
depicts a massive dust storm in the San 
Joaquin Valley in California, but he animates it 
in such a way that it churns so slowly you kind 
of have to adjust yourself to its pace to even 
notice it’s moving. In the video (although that 
doesn’t feel like quite the right description), 
the dust cloud in the image retains its power, 
towering over the valley, but the cloud roils 
endlessly without dissolving. 

In the book, Nixon makes the 
distinction between structural violence, which  
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has more static connotations, and slow 
violence, which foregrounds questions of 
change and time. He also notes that slow 
violence often becomes decoupled from the 
original cause. Nixon’s idea of slow violence 
was kind of a reminder for me that there’s a 
danger in letting things grow too abstract, or, 
for that matter, in losing sight of what humans 
are doing even when one tries to imagine a 
less anthropocentric frame. You might already 
sense the shadows of colonialism, resource 
exploitation, exertions of power, and other 
dark histories in certain works in Unthought 

Environments: the idea of slow violence might 
be another way to think about Revital Cohen 
and Tuur Van Balen’s work about rare earth 
elements, linking us to the Congo, or some of 
Peter Fend’s ambitious projects, which appear 
in capsulized forms in his text-and-images
collages in the show. 

G.A.: How has the curation of Unthought

Environments shaped your current thinking on
the matters addressed by the works on show?

K.L.: Unthought Environments has always been
an effort to "think along with" the exhibition,
rather than a platform to share a set of insights
or arguments that I had already outlined in
advance. It is intended to be something that is
generative and, in certain ways, shared.
It’s nice to be able to have some more time,
even now, to digest the twists and turns that
emerge in a project like this so I’m very glad to
keep talking about it with you and other
people, which helps to push at other latent
questions within it. The process will continue
through the summer at least, extending into a
book that we’re working on now and which will
be released later in the fall. I’m pleased that
the publication will also feature contributions
by a number of the artists and new texts by

Fig.11. Miljohn Ruperto 
 Re-animating “Valley Turbulence” by Sam Chase, 2015, video loop presente d on a 4:3 plasma screen; installation view of 
 Unthought Environments, The Renaissance Society at the University of Chica go, 2018. Photo: Useful Art Services 
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John Durham Peters, Keller Easterling, and Ina 
Blom—in its own way, this continues the flow 
of ideas back and forth. 

I do feel like I’ve learned things or felt 
shifts in my thinking after spending time with 
the artworks in the space, and also discussing 
the show with various individuals and a dozen 
classes from universities and art schools 
around the area. The show began with 
an interest in looking to “the elements” but 
more human-shaped domains, and a 
technological emphasis, grew as the artworks 
took shape; so, the exhibition has given me 
a different feel for the collisions and mergers 
of the non-human and the human, the 
“organic” and the technological. Thinking 
about the elements and infrastructure, I’m still 
stuck by how these things are interconnected 
and co-implicated, and also how they can be 
grounded in very hands-on, nearby material 
realities and yet telescope out to vast, 
dispersed systems or entities. And I think 
through it all, these particular ways of looking 
and thinking about our world reinforce my 
awareness of how recent discussions around 
environmental topics can focus on the impacts 
of humankind on the earth or climate—which of 
course are so crucial to address—at the expense 
of just how much all these elemental forces 
have, and continue to, leave their mark on us at 
the same time. Recognizing interconnectedness 
doesn’t necessarily reinforce a sense of 
multidirectional exchange or influence, but it 
can. That shouldn’t diminish our sense of the 
need for action, both individually and 
collectively, but it feels valuable in the spirit of 
developing a philosophically complex picture. 
What these various hints all add up to as they 
come together, I can’t quite say yet. I take some 
solace in the fact that a big project like this 
begets many others, offering up other forking 
paths that one might follow later on. There will 
be more to come, in one form or another. And in 
the meantime, there’s a lot we can think about 
together. 

Unthought Environments, The Renaissance Society at 
the University of Chicago, February 17-April 8, 2018; 
http://renaissancesociety.org/exhibitions/531/unthought-
environments/ 
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n 2012, whilst visiting Chicago during the 
winter holidays, I happened to stop at the 
Cultural Center. The exhibition, titled Sic 
Transit Gloria Mundi, was a retrospective 

documenting nine years of work produced by 
Chicago-based artists Adam Brooks and Mathew 
Wilson, aka “Industry of the Ordinary”. The artists 
began working together in 2003 and over the past 
fifteen years have produced an impressive and 
original body of work designed to make the public 
think about politics, religion, labor, and 
consumerism – the essential components of most 
people’s everyday lives. Their performances and 
object-based projects are usually suspended 
between the mundane and the ridiculous, the 
sublime and the deadpan; at every turn, they 
seem to be capable to poetically peel off layers of 
truth through seemingly simple but carefully 
orchestrated interventions. It might therefore not 
come as a surprise that right now, Industry of the 
Ordinary should find themselves more politically 
engaged than ever before. 

Giovanni Aloi: Are there some specific 
contextual/aesthetic coordinates an IOTO work 
follows in order to come to fruition? For instance, I 
have become familiar with a certain humor and an  

 
 
 
 
 

unpretentious aesthetic in your work. When do 
you both agree that a project has the right 
elements to become an IOTO project?  

Industry of the Ordinary: The singular 
condition for a potential work to become a 
realized IOTO piece is that we both agree to its 
creation. There have been dozens of works 
that we have discussed, sometimes for years, 
before deciding that they are not sufficiently 
complete to merit being executed. 

[Mathew Wilson]: For instance, a number of 
years ago Adam returned from a visit to Vietnam. 
He was very interested in making a work about 
the history of that country...  

[Adam Brooks]: The initial iteration was to be 
popsicles in the shape of a bust of Ho Chi Minh 
which would be given out to passers-by on 
Michigan Avenue. Ho’s body is publicly 
displayed in central Hanoi but photography is 
strictly forbidden.

[MW]: I thought that the piece would be too 
opaque performed in downtown Chicago. That 
conversation   went   on   for   months.   It  might 

I 

HISTORY AND 
FORGETTING 

The manifesto of Adam Brooks and Mathew Wilson, aka Industry of the Ordinary states: "Through 
sculpture, text, photography, video, sound and performance, Industry of the Ordinary are dedicated to an 
exploration and celebration of the customary, the everyday, and the usual. Their emphasis is on 
challenging pejorative notions of the ordinary and, in doing so, moving beyond the quotidian”. 
In this interview, the artists discuss the political importance of their recent body of work in the face of an 
ever fast phased world. 

Interviewer: Giovanni Aloi 
Interviewee: Adam Brooks and Mathew Wilson 
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yet be realized but for a different audience. 

G.A.: Adam was born in New York and Mat in
Reading, near London, in the UK. What is
IOTO’s relationship with the United Kingdom in
terms of cultural references and approaches?

[AB]: It’s important to note that I moved to the 
UK when I was a year old, and lived there 
throughout my childhood, adolescence and 
early adulthood. Thus, we spent our formative 
years in the UK, although at differing, but 
overlapping, times. We spent the entirety of 
the 1970’s in the UK, a decade which saw 
radical changes to the social order in Britain 
and culminated with the election of Margaret 
Thatcher as Prime Minister. She famously 
stated that ‘there is no such thing as Society’, 
a declaration that continues to haunt both the 
UK and, by association, the US.  

[MW]: Although    that   ‘special   relationship’ 

cuts both ways. 

[AB]: I came to Chicago to attend graduate 
school at SAIC in 1986. I was nominally in the 
Sculpture program but several faculty 
members had an issue with the fact that my 
final projects were primarily public text-based 
wheat-pasted installations that engaged 
audiences outside of academia. One 
memorably went so far as to question whether 
language was a valid material for art-making. 

[MW]: I moved to Chicago in 1991 to attend SAIC. I 
was studying photography at the time but became 
increasingly interested in performance. 

IOTO: Recently we completed a work as a 
consequence of being in England during the 
Brexit vote. It included video images of the tide 
coming in on Blackpool beach, (as the island 
becomes a little bit smaller) – recalling a strong 
childhood memory for people of a certain age. 

Industry of the Ordinary 
History and Forgetting s
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We were struck in the production of the work 
by the generational gap revealed in attitudes 
to Europe in the Leave vote and a belief in 
some quarters that England (in particular) 
could return to the halcyon days of their youth. 

We have deep roots in England and 
occasionally make reference to that in the 
work and while our primary impulses mostly 
derive from being outsiders in America with 
the privileged point of view that affords, we’re 
now outsiders in England too. 

G.A.: Is this outsider's notion exemplified by the 
contemplative nature of the work? The idea that 
there's nothing one can do to control the tide... 
The idea of contemplating the shrinking of the 
island is very poetic in its literal unravelling. But I 
also see something metaphoric in the idea of the 
tide as something representing cultural shifts, 
waves  of  ideologies  that  seem to come and go, 
and then return again...ideologies that sweep the 

masses and have a major impact on the actual 
physicality of the land. 

IOTO: Being an outsider puts you at a distance 
from things that can be very helpful to the artist. 
It affords a certain perspective. The video we shot 
was edited to isolate the tide coming in and 
inundating us. For us, the Brexit vote was a 
suffocating expression of xenophobia; a 
withdrawal from a shared future. The tide 
coming in consequently feels ominous as the 
ground on which we stand disappears. 

G.A.: Do you think that some of your humor
classifies as "British" and what aspects of a
dialogue between British and American ways
of being come to play in your work? I ask since
I lived in London for twenty years and I often
wonder how much of certain things I do, make,
or  say  are  informed  by  my years spent there.

Industry of the Ordinary 
History and Forgetting s
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[MW]: I’ve been told many times by Americans 
that they think British humor is darker and 
edgier than American humor. I’m not sure 
whether that’s true, but someone once told 
me that Americans laugh at other people and 
the British laugh at themselves. I put this to an 
English friend of mine once and he told me that 
he laughs at other people all the time. 

[AB]: One of the bases of our collaboration is 
our shared exposure to British humor and the 
shorthand that allows us. A snippet of dialogue 
from a forty-five-year-old Monty Python 
sketch can be loaded with shared meaning. 
While it does not enter the work directly very 
often, this syntax can be divined by those who 
care to find it. 

“Hegel is arguing that the reality is 
merely an a priori adjunct of non-naturalistic 
ethics, Kant via the categorical imperative is 
holding that ontologically it exists only in the 
imagination, and Marx is claiming it was 
offside.” (Monty Python) 

G.A.:  Many would inscribe your work into the 
dimension of relational aesthetics because  of the  
emphasis  you  place  on  the interaction with the 

public and the stated intention that your work is 
completed by the creative interpretation and 
engagement of the audience. Does that label do 
justice to your body of work? 

[AB]: Probably, although I believe that that 
term has lost some of its currency over time. If 
there has been a shift in the way that relational 
aesthetics is viewed, it is that it has become a 
convenient and all-purpose container into which 
many kinds of work, both socially engaged and 
otherwise, can be placed, often inappropriately. 
It is certainly not the primary motivating factor for 
why we make work. In general, we tend to 
respond to particular circumstances and 
occurrences in the world rather than filtering our 
ideas through the prism of theoretical constructs.  

[MW]: I used to call myself a Situationist, but times 
change. My initial experiments in performative 
work involved public-sited interventions that 
would often involve dozens of volunteers. There 
would never be any signalling about what the work 
was about and relied on events surrounding the 
action to generate meaning. For example, in 1994, 
I organized 100 volunteers dressed in office attire 
to simultaneously fall on Daley Plaza in downtown 

Industry of the Ordinary 
History and Forgetting s
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Chicago. They lay in place for an hour with no 
explanation. I was interested in how the 
accidental audience would interact with the 
‘bodies'. I stopped doing that kind of work with 
the advent of flash mobs because everyone just 
dismissed it as that. 

G.A.:  Since your practice is closely related to 
everyday life, some of your projects have clear 
political overtones. More recently I attended the 
staging of History and Forgetting, a haunting and 
meditative metaphor on the current political 
climate encompassing the national, local, and 
global scales. A 25ft long American flag made of 
sheets of ice melted as the recorded voices of 
residents, workers, and former workers from the 
surrounding area were incorporated in a 
'negative-space soundtrack' designed by Lindsey 
French and accompanied by Katinka Kleijn (cellist 
for the Chicago Symphony Orchestra) performing 
a requiem. Where did the idea come from? 

IOTO: Trump’s campaign promise to bring back 
manufacturing jobs to the Midwest. The 
conditions that led to the election of the 
current President have existed in America for 
many years. Our work has, from the beginning, 
addressed the socio-political climate that 
resulted in Trump’s election. 

G.A.: How did the collaboration with
Lindsey French and Katinka Kleijn unfold?

IOTO: We have worked with Katinka before — 
the opportunity to collaborate with a world-
class musician who sympathises with our work 
has been a privilege. Lindsey worked with us 
here for the first time.  Her work often 
includes the collection and re-representation 
of data, so we were interested in her take on 
how to register and represent our (both 
IOTO's and Katinka's) presence in the space, as 
well as the presentation of the voices of our 
interviewees. Katinka was asked to play only 
the cello parts from a symphony of her choice 
(which turned out to be both Bruckner's 4th 
and 9th), and Lindsey projected fragments of 
the interviews we made with members of the 
community who have a connection to the 
space onto the walls of the space itself. We 
hope to work with both of them again. 

G.A.: History and Forgetting had a solemnity to
it – its kinetic dimension invited a sense of
unredeemable demise, a haunting feeling of
impending loss grounded in the material
permutations involved in the rawness of the
exhibiting space. From sound to silence, light
to darkness, and water to ice, everything
seemed precariously situated at a slippage
point between fact and fiction and past and
present. How did the concept for the project
develop?

IOTO: Solemnity is a good word. We wanted to 
make the space a critical component in the 
work and speak about its effect on the senses. 
Aristotle’s famous quote, ‘nothing enters the 
mind but through the medium of the senses’ 
was an important impulse and we compared 
the space to a sacred place on many occasions 
during the planning stages. 

There also was an airborne component 
to the project... 

IOTO: The day’s physical work in the space at 
Silent Funny was framed at sunrise and sunset 
by two aerial banners being flown over the City 
of Chicago. This expanded the work to a much 
larger audience, despite the fact that almost all 
of the thousands of witnesses were not aware of 
the connection. The two phrases: ‘We are 
Responsible’ and ‘We are Not Responsible’ are 
references to a corporate legal disclaimer that 
we borrowed from Grolsch Beer. We have to 
own what is happening right now. 

G.A.: History and Forgetting is an intriguing title
—it inscribes an interesting contradiction that 
nonetheless appears uncannily relevant to the 
times we live in. How did the title for this project 
come about? 

IOTO: The title is a reference to Milan 
Kundera’s line, “The struggle of man against 
power is the struggle of memory against 
forgetting”. It has always been true of 
totalitarian states that history is edited, 
rewritten or erased. It then becomes the 
responsibility of the citizenry to remember. 
There are numerous examples of this kind of 
strategy being employed in America right now. 
Perhaps  the most  egregious  examples are  on 
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climate change and the institutionalisation of 
climate denial - and the NFL protests over 
police brutality and the subsequent attempt in 
right-wing media to shift the target of those 
protests to the flag, patriotism and the 
military. 

G.A.: Through the performance, you unpacked
and positioned on the ground rectangular ice
sheets and star-cut ice blocks. There was a
specific point in the performance at which the
American flag begins to emerge from the
composition. Seeing the flag on the floor
reminded me of a controversy that took place
at SAIC in 1989. It was Dread Scott's What is
the Proper Way to Display a US Flag?  Scott set
up the installation as an invitation for audience
participation. It comprised a photomontage
(the montage consists of pictures of South
Korean students burning US flags holding signs
and flag-draped coffins in a troop transport;
text printed  on the  photo  montage that read

text printed on the photo montage that read 
"What is the Proper Way to Display a U.S. 
Flag?", books (originally with blank pages) on a 
shelf, ink pens, and a 3'x5ʹ American flag on the 
ground. The audience was encouraged to write 
responses to the question "What is the Proper 
Way to Display a U.S. Flag?" As they did so, 
they had the opportunity to stand on the flag 
as they wrote their response. When this work 
was displayed at SAIC, thousands of people 
filled hundreds of pages with responses. The 
positioning of the flag on the floor and the 
imposition to step on it in order to write in the 
book and hence gain one's voice was for many 
a revelatory moment of self-awareness. It 
posed questions about the value of patriotism 
and ones’ own desire or necessity to identify 
with pre-encoded and shared social values. 
Veterans and their supporters accepted the 
invitation, not only by writing in the books but 
by lifting the flag from the floor, folding it and 
placing it on the shelf. Although a few viewers 

Industry of the Ordinary 
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unfolded it and put it back on the floor… 
The audience was able to explore the 

positive and negative spaces of the flag as they 
merged into each other and yet, walking on 
this was simultaneously enabled and denied. 
What can you tell us about the positioning and 
building of your flag? 

IOTO: The ice was cut with the dimensions of 
the floor in mind. It was important that if the 
audience wanted to move through the space 
they would have to navigate through the flag. 
On close inspection, the nuances of the 
concrete floor were visible through the ice and 
as it melted dust was carried on a film that sat 
on the forming puddles. Obviously, to view 
this, the audience had to be on or in the flag. 
In this way, the audience completed the 
sculpture as an interactive and kinetic object 
and terrain to navigate. We knew that the 
natural beauty of the sculpted ice would lure 
the audience in - especially after our departure 
- then make use of their phones to photograph

details and take selfies. This would 
‘deconstruct' the flag as a unified symbol and 
give them a type of ownership. There is a sense 
of powerlessness to be found in many people 
living in the most powerful country in the 
world. 

G.A.: Whilst Scott's flag could be moved
around by visitors, yours was, in essence,
destined to disappear despite anyone's effort
to prevent it from doing so. The presence of ice
clearly seemed to imply references to climate
change and melting glaciers. But it seemed to
me that much more was melting in the
metaphorical dimension of this work. Am I
right?

IOTO: The use of ice goes back to a work from 
2005, entitled We had a copy of the Ten 
Commandments constructed out of ice in 
response to Roy Moore's campaign in Alabama 
to place the Ten Commandments in the 
Supreme Court building in Birmingham. Moore 

Industry of the Ordinary 
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was, at the time, the Chief Justice of the 
Alabama Supreme Court. He was thrown out of 
office for refusing to remove the monument. 
His Ten Commandments sculpture was made of 
granite, of course, and his gesture was part of his, 
and many others', the insistence that America was 
founded specifically as a Christian nation. (There's 
a deep irony in the fact that his sculpture was 
based not on any historical artifact, but on the film 
The Ten Commandments starring Charlton 
Heston). Granite is permanent, unmoving, 
obstinate. Our interest was in the temporariness 
of our object and the nature of faith itself. Humans  
engage in acts of faith throughout their lives 
whether it's about a god or not. But our faith is 
always slipping away, changing, transforming. It 
has to be nurtured, held on to, rebuilt as we're 
tested. We need to believe in something. In 
America, schoolchildren pledge allegiance to the 
flag every morning as if to a fixed set of ideas and 
ideals - but to us, America is a transitional state. 

G.A.: What is the most troubling aspect of
contemporary society addressed in History and
Forgetting?

IOTO: There is an assault on facts, history, and 
science taking place in America as we speak. 
People think that personal opinion is more 
important than actual facts. History and 
scientific truths are lost when we forget our 
responsibility to preserve or understand them 
- especially as there are those who would
actively rewrite or ignore them in service of
their agenda.

While our flag disappeared and turned 
to water it washed the factory floor. 
Embedded in that floor was the very DNA of 
the workers who once occupied it. We have all 
been complicit in their removal since the 
neoliberal revolution in the early ’80’s. All for 
10 cents off at Walmart. 

Industry of the Ordinary 
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G.A.:  Your flag also reminded me of Jasper
Johns's paintings of American flags and his
essentialist questions about the nature of the
flag as an object or symbol, but also as a
repository of identity, dreams, ambitions, and
values –the tangibility of everyday lives appears 
somewhat encoded in the abstract symbolisms, 
the stars, and stripes that compose the equally 
abstract motive. Do you see your flag as in 
dialogue with previous ones that have 
controversially populated the history of 
American art?

IOTO: Both Scott’s and John’s use of the flag, 
along with David Hammons’s, Robert 
Rauschenberg’s, Barbara Kruger’s and others, 
hover in the background of this work. 

[AB]:  The first performative work that I made, 
in 1990, long before IOTO, involved a series of 
projections of American flags made up of the 
‘Seven Dirty Words’ that George Carlin used as 
the basis of one of his riffs about the hypocrisy 
of the State. These were accompanied by a 
recitation of Supreme Court case law governing 
Freedom of Speech.

[MW]: I choreographed a performance in 
1994 titled ‘Contract with America’ 
after the Republicans took back control of 
Congress during the Clinton Administration.  
The performance involved organising 100 
volunteers to wave a white handkerchief at 
the empty horizon while standing at the end of 
Chicago’s Navy Pier. Much of what we are 
living through under the Trump administration 
has its roots in the platform the party ran on 
in that midterm election. While my work at 
that time was not as overtly political as 
Adam’s example, it was often initiated by a 
deep personal connection to the political 
debate. 

G.A.:  I saw you unpacking the blocks of ice right 
in the exhibiting space, as part of the
performance. What technical challenges did the 
project entail?

IOTO: The challenges were more physical than 
technical although as with any site-specific 
installation, the dimensions of the space 
required careful planning for the number and 
size of the  ice  components) . The ice blocks 

weighed about 70 pounds each, and there 
were two in each box. They were also very 
awkward to handle and there was some 
discussion beforehand as to whether we would 
be able to complete the task without injuring 
ourselves. (We made it very clear that we were 
not to be helped under these circumstances 
and our failure would constitute the work). 

G.A.: How important was it for this process to
be part of the piece?

IOTO: [As for unpacking the boxes as part of 
the performance] We wanted to insist on the 
visibility of the labor and make the work as 
untheatrical as possible.  

G.A.: This is a very interesting aspect of the 
performance: the desire to resist theatricality. is 
this related to a postmodernist conception of 
theatricality that might be at odds with the realist 
dimension inscribed in the work? 

IOTO: Yes, but also our backgrounds are in 
photography and sculpture, not theater. We 
have no interest in acting. In this instance, we 
didn’t want to symbolically perform the labor - 
we wanted the drama to come from the effect 
that labor had on us. What Marina Abramovic 
has called ‘Body Drama’. 

G.A.: Why was it necessary for the audience to
see the construction of the flag? It starts to
disappear the moment the first block is laid
down and the cellist soundtrack seems to
imply the ‘death’ or funeral of a nation has
begun even before that nation is fully ‘born’.

IOTO: It was particularly important that the 
audience saw, or had the potential to see, the 
delivery and construction of the flag. That the 
labor wasn’t metaphorical. As two middle-
aged men with failing bodies struggled, the  
pain of the bodies struggled, the pain of the 
construction and its pathos had to be 
witnessed. Additionally, we have talked about 
how the IOTO project as a whole will 
increasingly focus on the breakdown of our 
minds and bodies, and ‘History and Forgetting’ 
addressed this explicitly. 
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Industry of the Ordinary 
Tourist, Trader, Refugee, video still. 2018. Photo: Dave Pabinquit 
© Industry of the Ordinary 
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G.A.: In your opinion, what is the role of
‘forgetting’ in American history and is there a
specific dimension to American ‘forgetting’
that seems different to you from that of other
countries?

IOTO: That’s a good question. Perhaps a belief 
in Manifest Destiny makes it challenging to 
grapple with, or even recognize, the sins of the 
past? 

G.A.: More recently you have staged Trader
Tourist Refugee, in which you re-establish a
historic trade route across Morro Bay,
California. As you have mentioned, this work
acts as a complement to the History and
Forgetting work. Can you tell us more about
this project and how it relates to your
previous?

IOTO: As part of the work we collected the four 
products that built the early local economy; 
barley, wool, dairy products, and potatoes. The 
overlap resides in an interest in history and 
economics but with a particular interest in the 
economics of tourism and the consequences of 
that economy for the rest of the world. In rich  

 

countries, we tend to view the world as a 
backdrop for our holiday pictures and rarely 
concern ourselves with the consequences 
upon local economies. When our direct or 
indirect actions abroad have negative impacts, 
sometimes leading to crashed economies, 
environmental devastation, and even war, we 
ignore our culpability. The final gesture in this 
new work was to plant a flag that read Refugee 
on one side and Tourist on the other.  

G.A.:  Yes, I was struck by the simplicity of the
flag and the impact of the flickering of the two
words when they appear as two sides of a coin.
What does your next project entail?

IOTO: We are in discussions to take History and 
Forgetting to other US cities and abroad. It 
feels like a timely work and the current 
administration seems keen on keeping it so.  

We have also been talking about the 
recent controversies around Confederate 
statues. We are particularly interested in how 
easily they have crumpled when toppled.  This 
is because there have been periods of rapid 
production of the monuments in US history, 
(both during the 1920’s and the late 1950’s  and 

Industry of the Ordinary 
Tourist, Trader, Refugee, video still. 2018. Photo: Cynthia Post Hunt © Industry of the Ordinary 
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early 1960’s), where they had to be produced 
both quickly and cheaply. We feel these 
crumpled objects are a potential starting point 
for a work as they are so much more erudite 
than the forms from which they were 
produced. 

Through sculpture, text, photography, video and 
performance, Industry of the Ordinary (IOTO) are 
dedicated to an exploration and celebration of the 
customary, the everyday, and the usual. Their 
emphasis is on challenging pejorative notions of the 
ordinary and, in doing so, moving beyond the 
quotidian. 

Industry of the Ordinary were formed in 
2003. The two artists who make up this collaborative 
team, Adam Brooks and Mathew Wilson, have long 
histories as visual and performative artists. They bring 
complementary sensibilities to their activities.Their 
projects exist in temporal terms but have also been 
conceived to function on the web site associated with 
the collaboration,  
http://www.industryoftheordinary.com.  

They have had solo shows at multiple 
venues including the Museum of Contemporary Art, 
Chicago and, more recently, a major mid-career 
survey at the Chicago Cultural Center that was 
received with much acclaim.  

They also performed at the opening of the 
Modern Wing of the Art Institute of Chicago in 2009. 
http://www.industryoftheordinary.com 

Industry of the Ordinary 
Lachrymose: Losing the Sky. Daley Plaza, 
May Day, 2018. Photo: Cassandra Davis 
© Industry of the Ordinary 

Notes

[1] https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
Ho_Chi_Minh_Mausoleum

[2] https://vimeo.com/190487240

[3] https://www.chicagoreader.com/chicago/katinka-kleijn-
daniel-dehaan-ryan-ingebritsen-cello-brain-wave-eeg/
Content?oid=8417453

https://vimeo.com/89182528

[4] http://www.industryoftheordinary.com/html/projects-
disclaimer-aerial.html

[5] http://www.industryoftheordinary.com/html/projects-
ten.html

[6] https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Seven_dirty_words

[7] https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Contract_with_America

[8] https://vimeo.com/236498944
http://www.theblaze.com/

[9] news/2017/08/15/protesters-pull-down-confederate-
statue-and-then-really-show-it-whos-boss/
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ow do we sense the insensible, and 
observe what is beyond our often 
inadequate sensory capabilities?  How do 
we begin to understand, to visualize, to 

recognize that which evades our narrow fields of 
perception?  We live on a planet of multiple realities; 
multiple landscapes coexisting, overlapping and 
becoming entangled.  There is the visible landscape 
of factories, landfills, parks, lakes, rivers, forests, and 
the invisible landscapes of countless unseen 
phenomena including violent, toxic, and radioactive 
energies –– many of which remain undetectable. As 
these unresolved, entropic energies continue to 
evolve and accumulate –– in unpredictable and 
undefined ways, there is a need for new modes of 
investigation, observation, and recording to 
recognize the increasingly important, imperceivable 
landscapes emanating around us.  

In my practice, I create systems of recording 
to combine these multiple realities that exist in a 
single environment, both seen and unseen –– in 
order to create a more comprehensive investigation 
of a site.  To do this I often employ site-specific, 
experimental photographic techniques, using 
scientific laboratories, bodies of water, soil, 
unexposed film, and self-designed multi-lens 
cameras as recording devices.  Exploring sites of 
scientific exploration, military testing and industrial 
pursuits   I  rethink   the   apparatus  for  each  site  I  

 
 
 
 
 
 

document to capture events beyond human 
perception, often using the actual environment I 
am recording as the “lens” for capturing.  

Site A/Plot M is a former laboratory 
housed in a forest preserve just 30 miles outside of 
Chicago.  Buried there is Chicago Pile 1(CP-1), one 
of the most significant hidden, yet active 
monuments of the 20th century.  CP-1 was the 
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For the past six years, I have been 
emulating this mode of sensing, by burying 
unexposed photographic film at Site A and Plot M. 
These burials create both planned and chance-
based documents of the invisible, unresolved 
energy still emanating from the world's first 
nuclear reactor. The resulting photographic  docu- 
ments are coated with the dirt and other flora that 

H 

SITE A/PLOT M 

Questioning modes of depicting the invisible, my resear ch and work has been investigating many sites 
that contain unresolved energies remaining from Scientific exploration, military testing and industrial 
pursuits. My work created at Site A/Plot M, the site of the world’s first nuclear reactor becomes an 
example of unresolved energy that remains long after knowledge production pursuits conclude. As 
these unresolved, entropic energies continue to evolve and accumulate –– in unpredictable and 
undefined ways, there is a need for new modes of investigation, observation, and recording to 
recognize the increasingly important, imperceivable landscapes all around us. 

Text by Jeremy Bolen 
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Jeremy Bolen 
Plot M #1 (Print from film exposed and buried at plot m above waste from the first nuclear reactor. The film was unearthed by an 
anonymous force), Archival Pigment Print, Flora, Dirt and Erosion Pad from Site. 24”x30”. 2014  
© Jeremy Bolen 
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Jeremy Bolen 
Plot M #1 (Print from film exposed and buried at plot m above waste from the first nuclear reactor. The film was unearthed by an 
anonymous force), Archival Pigment Print, Flora, Dirt and Erosion Pad from Site. 24”x30”. 2014  
© Jeremy Bolen 
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Jeremy Bolen 
Site A Excavation #1-12 April 2013, September 2013, October 2013. Twelve Archival Pigment Prints created from 
buried film. dirt from site. 13”x16” each. 2014 © Jeremy Bolen 
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Jeremy Bolen 
Site A Excavation #1 April 2013, September 2013, October 2013. Archival Pigment Prints created from buried film. dirt 
from site. 13”x16” each. 2014 © Jeremy Bolen 
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Jeremy Bolen 
Site A Excavation #10 April 2013, September 2013, October 2013. Archival Pigment Prints created from buried film. 
dirt from site. 13”x16” each. 2014 © Jeremy Bolen 
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surrounded the film during its burial, essentially 
the apparatus for recording becomes part of the 
image surface. Placing could-be radioactive 
material on the photographic paper allows us to 
have a first-order experience: our potential fear, 
our realization of the possible danger, or doubt of 
any threat is something the document produces 
through traces and artefacts, rather than in a 
depictive manner. The surface becomes a tension 
of past and present, visible and invisible, actual 
and representational, with active and passive 
forces. Not only do questions of the depicted sites 
arise but also questions concerning the role, 
structure, and potential of the document. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Jeremy Christopher Bolen is a Chicago based artist, 
researcher and educator interested in site specific, 
experimental modes of documentation and presentation. His 
work has been exhibited internationally with recent 
exhibitions at IDEA Space, Colorado Springs; Newspace Center 
for Photography, Portland; La Box, Bourges; MOCP, Chicago; 
The Mission, Houston; Galerie Zürcher, Paris; Andrew Rafacz, 
Chicago; Salon Zürcher, New York; The Drake, Toronto; 
Untitled Art Fair, Miami; Gallery 400, Chicago; Depaul 
University Art Museum, Chicago; Hyde Park Art Center, 
Chicago; EXPO, Chicago; and Roots and Culture, Chicago. 
Bolen holds a MFA from the University of Illinois at Chicago 
and currently serves as an Adjunct Associate Professor of 
Photography at the School of the Art Institute of Chicago  
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he world relies on data and science for 
valuable information that is often 
invisible to the eye. In this time and age, 
we are constantly flooded with digitally 

collected information. Still, our interaction 
with data remains limited. Data mining and 
data analysis move at a slow pace in 
comparison to the flow of incoming data 
information. However, visual analytics aim at 
bridging this gap. Information visualization 
does not only reduce the cognitive work 
needed to draw conclusions, synthesize 
information and gain insight about data sets, it 
can also be illuminating if presented in the 
right medium. Data is relied on in many aspects 
of our lives, and the final presentation of data 
is the most crucial phase. If presented 
incorrectly, date, can be overwhelming and 
confusing. Therefore, it is essential to use the 
right medium in addition to including multiple 
data sets when discussing data.  

The two artworks, Shattered and 
Wearable Art are made in an effort to engage 
the public with complex data sets that could be 
understood in a timely fashion. These two 
artworks are made in an effort to raise 
awareness about global crises including 
refugees and worldwide displaced 
populations. They are a part of an ongoing 
project, which visually represents various sets 

 
 
 
 

of a global crisis in non-traditional media. 
Shattered is an artwork made of 

broken glass pieces on the floor. It is made in 
honor of the forced worldwide displaced 
population in 2015. The Office of the United 
Nations High Commissioner for Refugees 
(UNHCR) reported the highest recorded 
number of forced displacement; 65.3 million 
people were forced to flee their homes due to 
conflict or persecution in 2015. Through a 
combination of different data sets, the artwork 
Shattered represents the current locations of 
the displaced population affected by war, 
conflict and natural disasters. While some of 
them made it safely to Europe, others rest 
peacefully in the Mediterranean Sea. Each of 
the broken glass pieces represents the location 
of the affected population and its size, the 
scale of those displaced. For instance, a one-
inch glass piece represents 400,000 affected 
individuals.  

Wearable Data is an artwork whose 
data-set does not differ from that of the 
previous artwork Shattered. While it also 
focuses on the 65.3 million displaced people, 
Wearable Data aims to further engage the 
public with data. For instance, the backpack is 
made of knitted data, 65,300 stitches for the 
65.3 million affected people.  

T 

SHATTERED 

Exploring and analyzing high volumes of data is becoming increasingly difficult given the overflow of 
data in today’s world. While information visualization can help to deal with this issue, Soha Alattas 
focuses on creating visual and wearable artworks made from global crises data such as the number of 
refugees and displaced populations worldwide to raise awareness and engage the public with current 
social issues. 

Text by Soha Alattas 
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Soh
 
a Alattas 

Shattered, Broken Glass on Floor, 60 x 40 Inches, 2016 © Soha Alattas,  
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Soha Alattas 
Shattered, Broken Glass on Floor, 60 x 40 Inches, 2016 © Alattas  
Wearable Data, Mixed Media, 2017 © Shoa Alattas 
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The artwork also combines different 
datasets of fashion trending colors collected from 
various fashion forecasters such as Worth Global 
Styles Network (WGSN). Each color represents the 
statistics numbers of displaced people in the 
world reported by the UNHCR. While the white 
color represents the 4.8 million internally 
displaced people, the burgundy color represents 
the ten million adult refugees, and the yellow, the 
11 million children amongst refugees. Lastly, the 
blue color represents the 3.20 million asylum 
seekers.  

Even though the world nowadays has 
easy access to information through technology, 
the Internet, and books, information problems 
remain present in every society. Information 
visualization thus provides individuals with 
valuable information, yet by using the right 
medium to expose data and to address issues, the 
combination of visual data and art can one day 
make a change for a better future.   
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Soha Alattas is a Saudi Moroccan student at the School of the 
Art Institute of Chicago focusing on interdisciplinary art. She is 
the recipient of Saudi Arabian Cultural Mission academic 
award and undergraduate scholarship. For the past two years, 
her work has focused on visually representing data through 
various mediums in order to reduce the cognitive work needed 
to draw conclusions and gain insights from specific datasets, 
depending on each project. Her recent project focuses on 
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ith the arc of colonialism, 
industrialization, and globalization 
running us fiercely toward late global 

capitalism, we have myriad crises presenting 
themselves to an increasingly anxious global 
population. Pick your threat: climate collapse, 
mass extinction, overpopulation, post-industrial 
joblessness, peak oil, disease epidemics, religious 
radicalism or ‘terrorism.’ One’s ideological and/or 
subjective position influences their fear or 
skepticism. After an era of purported social and 
capitalist progress, we are witnessing a powerful 
backlash on multiple fronts. This backlash 
presents itself in the form of ethnic nationalism, 
anti-globalization, religious orthodoxy and 
xenophobic sentiments. Only a few examples in 
the west include anti-globalization movements 
like Brexit, the election of a figure like Donald 
Trump to the American presidency, the 
legitimization of France’s Marine Le Pen. Each of 
these examples highlights an anti-immigrant 
agenda and a firming up of human-drawn 
boundaries such as the state.  

The    modern    human    being    projects  

 
 
 
 
 
 

conceptual boundaries to register meaning upon a 
complex and entangled world. Often useful and 
even innocuous, these named boundaries reflect 
our beliefs about the world we aim to understand, 
describe and control. Projections of this kind are 
not limited to the fearful, but in some ways reflect 
the human thinking apparatus. Taxonomies are the 
foundation of science, language itself organizes the 
world into a semiotic system, and by practiced 
extension, the nation-state compartmentalizes 
cultures and economies.  

It is notable that the geopolitical
tightening of boundaries we are witnessing today
runs parallel to the environmental and ecological
community's commitment to protecting native
ecosystems from invasive plant pathogens
introduced through global trade, reckless
agricultural and extractionist practices. One can
argue that the tightening of ecological boundaries
to protect native plant and animal communities -
oftenmore vulnerable due to climate change - is a
critical step toward conservation. But howmaywe
problematize theway these drawnand reinforced

W

7000 MARKS 

7000 Marks takes a Sudden Oak Death-infected tanoak tree and transforms it into 7000 pencils. The 
work contrasts Joseph Beuys’ utopian declaration of 7000 Oaks by problematizing ideas of 
conservation through the lens of immigration, xenophobia and ecosystem collapse. An outcome of 
global industrial trade, the pathogen Phytophthora ramorum (Sudden Oak Death/SOD) has traveled 
on commodity lumber and nursery trees to the United States. Trees infected with SOD are 
‘quarantined’ and cannot be moved until processed into lumber and kiln dried. This tightening of 
boundaries is both a move toward conservation, but echoes a rising tide of nationalism, xenophobia 
and boundary reinforcement on a global scale. 

Text by Sara Black and Amber Ginsburg 
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boundaries echo the fear-laden instincts on 
display by our current administration and 
beyond. Do our contemporary crises require a 
deeper reconfiguration of the aforementioned 
ontological framework?   

Tanoak 
In March 2016, on the first rainy day after the 
most extreme drought California had ever 
experienced, we felled a mature tanoak tree 
infected with Phytophthora ramorum, Sudden 
Oak Death (SOD). The disease agent responsible 
for SOD is a member of a group of microscopic, 
fungus-like organisms called Oomycetes; the 
most notorious of which was responsible for the 
Irish potato famine in the mid-19th century. The 
disease was brought to the United States through 
the global trade of nursery plants for landscaping. 
Phytophthora ramorum inhibits capillary action 
within the tree, slowly starving it to death.  

The disease fells ancient oaks, leaving 
conspicuous browned openings in the otherwise 
verdant  forest  canopies,  ratcheting up the risk  of  

wildfire and threatening future oak stands. 
Ecologists and governmental agencies in 
California are scrambling to research the 
pathogen and protect threatened native oak 
populations from this invasive and aggressive 
pathogen. [1] One path toward conservation of the 
oaks is to halt all migration of the fungus. Trees 
infected with SOD, both living and dead, are 
‘quarantined’ and cannot be moved beyond the 
human-drawn boundaries of their county except 
under very specific conditions. Phytophthora 

ramorum is a waterborne pathogen passed 
through an ecosystem via water. Heat and 
evaporation render the processed material of 
wood safe for migration, so lumber that has been 
milled and kiln dried is free to move across 
territories.  

Over the past year, we have been 
collaborating with botanist and ecologist Kerri 
Frangioso of UC-Davis. Kerri is an expert of the SOD 
pathogen and has been working to salvage the 
highly threatened true oak populations in the 
coastal west, specifically within the Landell's Hill 
was Big Creek  Reserve  near Big tanoak Sur, where 

Sara Black and Amber Ginsburg 
Big Sur (SOD Quarantined Monterrey County), Digital Photograph, 2016, Amber Ginsburg and Sara Black © Black/Ginsburg 
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our felled. The reserve's longstanding witness, and 
steward, Feynner Arias-Godinez accompanies 
Kerri in clearing carrier trees such as the bay laurel 
to inhibit the spread of the disease. 

Kerri and Feynner, equipped with 
forestry gear and a sense of commitment, led the 
way to our tanoak in March. They were motivated 
by the somewhat ironic possibility that a broad 
dissemination of knowledge just may lead to the 
cessation of disease transmission. A local sawyer, 
Dave Merchant, joined us that day to rough-cut 
the tree into moveable logs. His work involves the 
harvest of local diseased tanoak trees to render 
into commercial hardwood flooring, a growing 
market that, for Dave, is bittersweet. The   rough- 

cut logs were loaded into his truck, exposing the 
discoloration of the disease at the tree’s 
heartwood to the naked eye. Hauled along the 
picturesque coastal highway to his mill, the SOD 
infected tree has since been milled and kiln-dried 
out of quarantine. It is currently poised for 
shipment across numerous county and state 
boundaries of the United States from the coastal 
west to the midwestern city of Chicago, where it 
will be transformed into 7000 pencils.   

Beuys 
7000 Marks is both a reference to and lament for 
the late Joseph Beuys’ 7000 Oaks, initiated as part 
of  dOCUMENTA 7  in Kassel Germany  in 1982.  

Sara Black and Amber Ginsburg 
Left: Sudden Oak Death Infected Tanoak, Notholithocarpus 

densiflorus, Digital Photograph, 2016, Amber Ginsburg and 
Sara Black © Black/Ginsburg 

Above: The Fall, Digital Photograph, 2016 © Black/Ginsburg
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Sara Black and Amber Ginsburg 
Margins of the Disease (Sudden Oak Death Ring), Digital Photograph, 2016  
© Black/Ginsburg 
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Beuys’ gesture was a call to foster environmental 
and social change with the planting of 7000 oak 
trees. It was his belief that the slow growth of the 
oak tree held deep symbolic power, representing 
the Earth and its ages. Beuys’ states, "The planting 
of seven thousand oak trees is only a symbolic 
beginning,” he goes on, “future goals for the 
project include: an ongoing scheme of tree 
planting to be extended throughout the world as 
part of a global mission to effect environmental & 
social change and an ongoing process whereby the 
society would be activated by means of human 
creative will."  (Joseph Beuys in conversation with 
Richard Demarco, 1982) 

Beuys' vision that human communities 
must shape the human and nonhuman world in 
radical ways through the utilization and 
manipulation of social and environmental systems 
is temptingly utopian but also echoes the colonial 
and anthropocentric sentiments that led to the 
very crisis in which his work responds. More  

 

than three decades later we find ourselves re-
naming our current geological epoch, the 
Anthropocene, marked by human-accelerated 
climate change. We know the gestural act of 
planting trees isn't enough, yet we lack the 
political will to counter the potentially devastating 
effects that extraction practices have on myriad 
levels: human, non-human, geologic, and 
atmospheric. 7000 Marks reflects on Beuys’ 
beginning with a hurried call to begin again, but 
with new questions. What does it mean to be 
native to a place, whether human, plant, animal or 
fungus? The boundaries that we draw – on 
multiple scales (on a cellular level, an object level, 
to societal and global levels) are in some ways 
fictions, but our beliefs and rhetoric around them 
do have real political, social and ecological 
consequences. How does this question translate 
to human migration, globalization, its effects on 
ecosystem stability and our fear or embrace of the 
Other?  

Sara Black and Amber Ginsburg 
Raw Tanoak Timbers (In Preparation for Kiln Drying), Digital Photograph, 2016  
© Black/Ginsburg 
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7000 Marks’ inaugural site is SPACES in Cleveland, 
slated to open in November 2017. Like a planting, 
this is a beginning and the outcome is purposefully 
indeterminate. Planting a tree poses a solution. 
Making a pencil offers a speculative tool. 7000 

Marks resists the clarion call to action, rather, 
places people in a room together, each with a 
pencil in hand, a tool to trace and perhaps redraw 
our conceptual boundaries and to debate new 
margins. The actions that follow will be a
diverse and emergent form of discourse, not 
asserted from a single utopian declaration.  

Central to the exhibition and housed in a 
transparent and sealed case, the SOD infected 7000 
tanoak pencils will remain contained until released 
into curated activity. The pencils will be used in 
collaboration with activists, scientists, teachers and 
artists and have the capacity to travel away from 
the project space to schools, meeting spaces, 
municipal buildings. The pencils will be used in an 
ongoing and ever responsive series of events that 
address personal, local, national and global 
concerns. Workshops, drawings, and writing will 
attempt to ‘map' our enmeshed and occasionally 
fictive relationships to nature, adaptation, and 
survival. The pencils allow us to document our 
coming together as we attempt to cross-pollinate 
our thinking. As SPACES fills with marks, the pencils 
will grow shorter, and the topography of the pencil 
landscape will change, oscillating between 
sculptural artifact and event.  

This site is the first of many points of 
activation for the pencils and the project will end 
when the pencils have been fully used up. 

e e e es 

[1] Wong, Kathleen.  “Saving Oaks in Big Sur,” Natural 
Reserve System: University of California, April 6, 2015.

Sara Black and Amber Ginsburg work together on projects 
that draw a material through-line, pointing to the complexity 
of ecological systems. Sara’s enduring commitment to the 
material and history of wood and Amber’s background in 
ceramics incline them to the language of craft, often 
employed as a metaphor for the relationship between human 
endeavoring and non-human forces. Their large-scale 
projects reach into time on a geologic scale and engage 
audiences to think forward in their habits and practices. Sara 
is an Assistant Professor of Sculpture at the School of the Art 
Institute of Chicago and Amber is a Lecturer in the 
Department of Visual Arts at the University of Chicago.  

Sara Black and Amber Ginsburg 
7000 Pencils, Space Gallery, 2017 
© Black/Ginsburg 
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rom this same land, the Belgians took 
ivory, the Americans cobalt, and 
now billions of Earthlings everywhere 

carry little bits of Africa around with them in 
their pockets. 

Benjamin Bratton 

As an excellent conductor of electricity and heat, 
copper is an important mineral in the extraction 
industry and can be found in manifold aspects of 
our daily life, including telecommunications, (cell 
phones), transportation (train cables), medical 
applications (copper door knobs in hospitals), 
water pipes, and even in locks. The element 
stands as a reminder of our ongoing shaping of, 
and being shaped by, the earth; of our living 
within the earth, rather than on its surface. 
However, despite the fact that copper is present 
in, and enables, so many of our daily activities, its 
sources, or better, the reality of its sources, 
remain   a   relatively   obscure   field   of  study  in 

 popular discourse: what part of the world does it 
come from? Since when has it been extracted? 
Who extracts it, and under what conditions? 
          Central Africa stands among the geologically 
richest regions in the continent, with the 
Congolese province of Katanga hosting the 
highest number of mines in the area. Intensive 
mining activity has been held in Katanga early 
before the colonial period: however, the soil 
exploitation grew exponentially during the latter. 
In recent years, the mining industry has increased, 
mostly because of the need for copper and other 
metals for fast-growing economies, operated by 
international, colossal companies. 
           We subscribe to a line of thought 
introduced by media theorist Jussi Parrika in his 
book Geology of Media: here, Parikka perceives 
geology as a deterritorialised process, in the 
concrete ways that metal and minerals become 
themselves mobile, thus enabling technological 
mobility (Parrika 2015, 46). As Benjamin Bratton 
has said, each of us carries small pieces of Africa 
in their pockets − small pieces of minerals, whose 
extraction      contributes     to     the     devastating  

F 

COPPER MEANS 
TROUBLE 

T his article seeks to explore the origins of copper through a reflection on the landscape of Katanga,  
Democratic Republic of Congo, in Sammy Baloji’s Pungulume (2016) and Bodil Furu’s Mangeurs de 
Cuivre (2016). Informed by the definition of landscape  as a set of forms that is generated through a 
process while embodying history, and the concept of ‘slow violence’, that is delayed and invisible and 
thus a challenge to be visualised, the authors analyse the  historical and social meanings of the depicted 
landscapes. The authors argue that the pieces demonstrate the landscape unfolding its troublesome past  
and present that stands at the cradle of a complex network in which copper is alive, eliciting in the 
viewer reflection and the imagination of a possible future. 

T he full title of this essay is: 'Copper Means Trouble: Two Films on the Copper Mining Industry 
In Katanga, DRC' 

Text by Kyveli Mavrokordopoulou and Sanne Sinni
 
ge 
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conditions in Central Africa (the DRC and Rwanda, 
among others). He points to the fact that more 
than 5 million people died “have died in the 
Congolese Civil War since 1998, making it by one 
measure the deadliest conflict since World War 
II’’. The conditions of industrial mining in Katanga 
in the DRC today and in the past, at least 
participate, if not genuinely contribute to, what 
Bratton and Parrika describe (Bratton 2015, 
81). This approach of ‘nature’– or matter that is 
distilled from nature – evolved through a historical 
development, that Bruno Latour aptly illustrates 
when he explains matter as a historical 
construction and not as an intrinsic given: humans 
attributexxqualitiesxxtoxmatter andxtheir  work  on   
matter is just a way to socialise the non-humans, as 
he puts it (Latour 2007, 218). Our analysis stems 
from such an understanding of the matter of copper, 
the history of which could guide us towards the 
uncovering of the mechanisms enabling 
the deterritorialisation Parrika demonstrates. 
           However, the truth related to the current 
exploitation   of   the   geological   deposits   of  the 

 

region from the mining industry is not only 
complex but deeply heterogeneous, where 
multiple actors intermingle and create an unclear 
landscape. How are we to outline such an intricate 
reality? What aesthetic forms and practices 
emerge from a particular area of extraction and 
make it visible? We propose film and video as a 
space to explore this question, as a recent film and 
a recent video piece deal with the past, and the 
current state and exploitation of the Katanga 
mining industry and its relation to the landscape. 
In these pieces, copper appears to be an intrinsic 
element, making the landscape from which it 
originates central to our analysis of the pieces. 
            Sammy Baloji’s Pungulume (2016) is a 
multi-screen video installation with three audio 
channels, a collaborative project by Baloji and 
anthropologist Filip de Boeck that was presented 
for the first time at the Urban Now! City Life in 
Congo exhibition at WIELS (Brussels) in 2016 (Fig. 
1). The destruction of the landscape by the mining 
industry has urged Baloji to seek the historical 
truth   lying   in   the   landscape  where this history  

Sammy Baloji 
Fig.1 - Pungulume, video, 2016, courtesy WIELS. Photograph by Sven Laurent. 
© Sammy Baloji 
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originates, by uncovering dissident voices that 
demonstrate an unmastered past that leads to the 
true ‘origins’ of the current copper industry. 
Filmmaker Bodil Furu reveals the complex reality 
of the historical and current state of copper 
mining in Katanga in Mangeurs de Cuivre (2016), 
through the investigation of the mined landscape, 
combined with the oral tradition of its inhabitants 
and interviews with stakeholders that 
each provide a new perspective on this 
history (Fig. 2). Because of this complexity, the 
viewer is kept from forming a specific opinion that 
is enforced through the absence of a clear position 
of the artist herself, which does not seem to settle 
with any simple truth or solution eventually. 
Produced in 2016 for the Biennial of Moving 
Images in Genève, Mangeurs de Cuivre can be 
understood as a follow up to Code Minier, her 
previous film made in 2013.[1] 

Copper Landscapes 

 The two pieces appear to pose similar 
questions: where does copper come from? What 
is the history of the land from which copper is 
extracted? How does the mining industry affect 
the   local   population   living   in   this   land,   and  

furthermore how does it affect the land itself? 
How can the alterations caused by the industry on 
the land and the people, be rendered visible? How 
does the landscape of Katanga become, 
eventually, the only possible entry for grasping its 
history, and could we deduce future imaginations 
from these depictions? Could we go as far as 
saying that by embodying such an important role, 
landscape actually enacts history? 
          As Dipesh Chakrabarty postulates, the 

anthropogenic explanation of climate change 
reveals the collapse of the humanist distinction 
between natural and human history (Chakrabarty, 
2009). A tangible proof of this distinction can be 
identified through the ways humans have 
approached land, and the mining industry stands as 
a sharp instance of this approach (Malm 2017, 19). 
One of the palpable effects of anthropogenic 
geological change caused by mining is the 
modification of the landscape: moving image 
practices today seem to engage with this 
modification. But what defines a landscape, and 
how can it discern the past to us? Anthropologist 
Tim Ingold proposes the dwelling perspective in 
order to understand landscape, leaving the 
dichotomy between human and nature behind, 
“according to which  the landscape  is constituted  

Bodil Furu 
Fig.2 - Mangeurs de Cuivre, film, 2016, courtesy of the artist (35:40 min.) 
© Bodil Furu 
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as an enduring record of – and testimony to – the 
lives and works of past generations who have 
dwelt within it, and in so doing, have left there 
something of themselves” (Ingold 1993, 152). A 
landscape should thus not be understood as a 
fixed, pre-given entity upon which humans have 
acted upon and still act, but rather a ‘set of forms’ 
that is “generated and sustained in and through 
the processual unfolding of a total field of 
relations that cuts across the emergent interface 
between organism and environment” and as such 
implies a process of ‘embodiment’ (Ingold 1993, 
156). Similarly argued by anthropologist Barbara 
Bender, “human interventions are done not so 
much to the landscape as with the landscape” 
(Bender 2002, 104). As such, a focus on landscape 
can inform us about human engagement with 
land, along with the history of this engagement. 
            This same collapse of the distinction 
between human and nature has also generated 
an entirely new discussion on matter; a new 
formulation of the human approach to matter, 
such as ‘copper,’ has been proposed by Ingold 
(2007). In his essay "Materials against materiality" 
he underlines the importance of the ‘properties of 
materials,' that are not fixed, however, such as 
landscape, but attributed through processes and 
relationships. He argues that 

Things are alive and active not 
because they are possessed of 
spirit – whether in or of matter – 
but because the substances which 
they comprise continue to be 
swept up in circulations of the 
surrounding media that alternately 
portend    their    dissolution    or   –  

 

characteristically with animate 
beings – ensure their regeneration. 
(Ingold 2007,12). 

Describing the properties of materials is narrating 
the stories of what happens to them as they 
circulate and alter: thus, materials are by 
definition relational. 
            In this regard, the landscape of Katanga and 
its geological features, from which copper 
originates, seems to be an important source for 
discerning what copper's properties generate: the 
embodiment of its past in it, but also the role of 
copper in the creation of a complex network in 
whichxthexmaterialxbecomes alive (Ingold  2007,
 12). Through a process of excavating into the 
history and present of this same soil, we would 
like to argue that the films we suggest attempt to 
convey the entanglements of this network in 
Katanga, through an investigation of the 
exploitation of the geological disposition of the 
region. Whether this is a viable query, as we shall 
see, is a complex discussion, in which humans and 
non-human entities appear to hold equal sway. 
            In the context of the proliferating use of 
landscape in contemporary artistic practices, it 
seems that the topic of land exploitation is 
enjoying a period of popularity in recent 
scholarship (Svenson and Scott, 2015). In both 
Baloji's and Furu's pieces, the soil where copper 
originates is treated as a historical source, albeit 
through different strategies. Whether it is the 
mined landscape, the image of a land to be mined, 
or that of an abandoned agricultural field, the 
earth seems to be treated as the sole trustworthy 
element enabling the understanding of the past 
and a speculation on the future. If we choose to 
put those two works into dialogue, it is because, 

Sammy Baloji 
Fig.3 - Pungulume, video, 2016, courtesy artist and Axis Gallery London (00:25 min.) 
© Sammy Baloji 
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as we will see, the present state of copper mining 
in Katanga can be understood only through a 
conversation with the past: Baloji's and Furu's 
work can be seen as engaging in such a 
conversation. 
            Our interpretation of the films is informed 
by the concept of ‘slow violence’ as proposed by 
literary and post-colonial scholar Robert Nixon. 
Not only has he defined the notion of slow 
violence as something that is delayed and 
invisible, or “dispersed across time and space,” 
and therefore not recognised often as violence. 
He has also posed the pertinent question of 
representation in terms of slow violence: 

a central question is strategic and 
representational: how can we 
convert into image and narrative the 
disasters that are slow-moving and 
long in the making, disasters that are 
anonymous and that star nobody, 
disasters that are attritional and of 
indifferent interest to the sensation-
driven technologies of our image-
world? 
(Nixon 2011, 3) 

As such, we will argue that landscape can be a 
potential space for grasping the concept of ‘slow 
violence’ and the historical mechanisms that have 
affected it. 
            But how can we visualise this violence? 
How can we depict these looming realities Baloji 
and Furu attempt to seize? When it comes to the 
depiction of ‘reality,’ it seems that documentary 
images have a privileged position (Zijlmans 2007, 
Lind and Steyerl 2008, Berrebi). Baloji and Furu 
appear to have, each in a very different way and 
technique, adopted documentary images in order 
to discern the ‘reality’ of the Katanga mining 
industry and its history; we would like to relate to 
the recent ‘foundation’ of the ‘Reality-based 
community’ as proposed by film scholar Erika 
Balsom (Balsom 2017). Departing from the post-
modern critique of documentary objectivity, she 
argues that too often a simple dichotomy 
between documentaries claiming ‘objectivity’ and 
the construction of ‘truth’ has been profiled. 
While reality entails a ‘fragile’ concept and 
challenge, especially in relation to Nixon’s call for 
the depiction of ‘slow violence’ caused by its 

duration and invisibility, she argues that certain 
realities in the world, such as the current 
ecological changes that the planet is currently 
undergoing, demand our sincere attention. 
Balsom combines this view with the observation 
that artists have returned to certain ‘classic’ 
documentary formats, such as the interview and 
the observational mode. As such, we would like to 
argue that our approach to the pieces by Baloji 
and Furu, follows that of Balsom, entrusting the 
viewer to actively consider the depicted 
troublesome realities in the world. 

Pungulume: Landscapes Of The Past 

In the multi-screen video installation Pungulume 
(2016) Baloji and De Boeck take us to the land 
where copper is industrially extracted. The 
environment surrounding the village of 
Fungurume is an area full of mineral riches and 
which is named after the mountain Pungulume by 
the autochthonous Sanga population, which 
connotes a “geographical but also spiritual and 
ritual heart in this area” (De Boeck and Baloji 
2016, 191). As we learn from the video, the 
mountains that surround Fungurume were during 
pre-colonial times already a major centre in the 
copper trading network that ran across Central 
Africa (see also Herbert 1984, 155). The Tenke-
Fungurume mine that contains copper and cobalt 
deposits lies 110 km northwest from Katanga’s 
capital Lubumbashi, between the towns of Tenke 
and Fungurume. Currently, it is being operated by 
the Tenke-Fungurume Mining consortium (TFM), 
which China Molybdenum took control of in 2016 
when it bought shares in the consortium sold by 
an American group. 

In the video, we meet Mpala Swanage 
Pascal Musenge (hereafter: Chief Mpala Pascale), 
the current chief of Fungurume and one of the 
more important Sanga chiefs in Southern Katanga, 
along with his court elders. They retell their 
engagement with, and history of, the land, “against 
the backdrop of the industrial destruction of the 
landscape that anchors Sanga memory and 
identity”.[2] The shots of the contemporary 
landscape are juxtaposed throughout the film with 
archival footage of the film Panorama Star of 
Congo (1912), an anonymous film from the 
archives of the Royal Museum of Central Africa 
(Tervuren), produced by an English company and 
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arguably the first film to document the “geological 
scandal” in Katanga (Cornet 1892).[3] The video is 
shown in a three-screen video installation, in 
which the images alternate in a rhythmic manner, 
at times leaving behind a black void; this artistic 
choice, one might assume, may refer to the 
concept of the ‘hole’ from which Baloji and De 
Boeck depart in their collaborative exhibition 
project.[4] 
            In our discussion of this piece, we will focus 
on the way this landscape is approached and 
defined, and how this focus on the landscape and 
the people that have “dwelled” (Ingold 1993) in it 
for so many generations, elicits the troublesome 
history of the landscape and the origins of 
Katangese copper in combination with the video-
based strategies that Baloji has adopted in order 
to do so. 
            The film’s opening scene depicts a 
landscape devoid of human activity, to which the 
sounds of birds, crickets, and the wind contribute 
(Fig. 3). The shots of the landscape of Fungurume 
from different angles is a recurrent image in the 
video. Thus, it becomes quickly clear that the aim 
of Pungulume is to explore this landscape and its 
past. This first scene, which renders a peaceful 
feeling reminiscent of pastoral landscapes, stands 
in stark contrast with the depiction of the 
historical ‘truth’ of the exploitation of this land 
that will follow. 
            Let us first start our analysis by focusing on 
some moments in the narration and then move 
on to the role of landscape in the piece. Some 
moments after the first images, the protagonist 
Chief Mpala Pascal, and his court elders are 
introduced (00.40 min) and start to recount the 
history of the landscape, ‘guiding’ the 
viewer into it (Ingold 1993, 154). Along with the 
first images of the serene land, the atmosphere 
appears idyllic. One court elder starts by 
describing the genealogical history of the Sanga, 
who settled a long time ago on the mountain 
Pungulume, by naming all of the preceding chiefs 
that reigned in the area. As such, this long list 
seems to underline the court elders statement 
that “our kingdom was here from the very 
beginning,” while disclosing their primordial 
presence in the area and hinting to their claim 
on “this vast mountainous area that the Sanga 
consider theirs” (De Boeck and Baloji 2016, 191). 
Chief Mpala Pascale remarks that, ultimately, the  

court-elder has forgotten to add the title 
of ‘Mpala’ to the long list of names, which causes 
the court-elder to restart his listing. The choice to 
make a harmless discourse coexist with 
an ‘innocent’ landscape appears to be a conscious 
artistic strategy that smoothly introduces the film. 
However, dark clouds are looming. 
            After this preliminary presentation, the 
narration shifts to the history of the engagement 
of the Sanga with the landscape in combination 
with multiple-angled images of the copper's 
landscape. The chief continues his discourse by 
explaining their tradition of naming mountains 
– ''We name the mountains according to the 
quality of the copper ores” (Fig. 4), thus 
confirming copper's historical importance for the 
region and perception of the land. The religious 
aspects of their history also appear to be 
intertwined with the landscape, as we learn that 
according to their beliefs, the mountain 
Pungulume is named after its mountain spirit, 
who has to be honoured with rituals whenever 
someone glimpses it. As such, Baloji 
demonstrates the meaning of ‘dwelling’ and the 
engagement of the Sanga with the landscape – 
through a living process the landscape of 
Fungurume becomes part of the Sanga, as much 
as the Sanga have become part of the landscape, 
albeit in a solid medium. This is why “a landscape 
is the most solid appearance in which a history 
can declare itself” (Inglis 1977, 489 from Ingold 
1993, 162). The naming of the mountains 
represents how the landscape has embodied 
(historical) meaning for the Sanga (Ingold 1993, 
152), and demonstrates the absence of neutrality 
that Bender proposes in terms of the human 
experience of landscape, since the Sanga have 
created the categories and interpretations 
through which to perceive the landscape in 
which they ‘dwell’. This reveals that the 
engagement with landscape and time is 
“historically particular, imbricated in social 
relations and deeply political” (Bender 2002, 
104). However, at times Chief Mpala Pascale is 
not certain about the exact course of their 
history and needs to be corrected by his court 
elders: “Isn’t that right, father?” “Yeah” […] “No, 
it is not so.” (Fig. 5). This, De Boeck argues, is a 
symptom of the rapidly changing landscape 
caused by the industrial mining industry, which 
increasingly disconnects the Sanga from their 
sense   of  identity   and   belonging  to it, similarly 
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generating ‘holes’ in the oral history of this people 
(De Boeck and Baloji 2016, 199), symbolized by 
the images of a black void throughout the video 
(Fig. 6). 
            Chief Mpala Pascale and the court-elders 
also speak about the historical events that 
occurred in the landscape when the Belgians 
arrived in the area. As it is mentioned in 
archaeologists’ accounts, as well as in Chief Mpala 

 

Pascale’s story, many disturbances took place in 
the period before and around the arrival of the 
Belgians in Katanga. Hereby, several 
archaeologists explain the fact that many copper 
mines were abandoned upon the arrival of the 
Europeans in Katanga: “What European explorers 
and prospectors of the latter half of the century 
found was an industry replete with signs of past 
greatness that seemed cruelly incongruous with 

Sammy Baloji 
Fig.4-7 - Pungulume, video, 2016, courtesy artist and Axis Gallery London 
© Sammy Baloji 
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the present” (Herbert 1984, 23 and 31). Chief 
Mpala Pascale describes how the Sanga, under 
the leadership of Chief Pande, resisted the Yeke in 
their region (14:21 min.). Later, they sided with 
the Belgians, an information that leads to another 
story about the resistance that the Sanga 
ancestors, and in particular Mpala Mulowa 
Nyama, put up against the Belgian colonialists 
who wished to gain control over their land.[5] 
            The Belgian ‘appropriation’ of the 
Katangese land leads to the notion of borders, the 
division of the land under Belgian colonial rule, 
and the subsequent appropriation of territories, 
which is brought up by the sub-chief of Chief 
Mpala Pascale at the end of the video. This sub-
chief explains that the Belgians enforced their 
borders over the borders of the Sanga, leading to 
conflicts that still continue today. Insisting on the 
self-sufficiency that existed before the colonial 
period, the sub-chief describes the sources of 
their wealth originating directly from the land that 
they were inhabiting – ''we used to be rich'' he 
argues, and then proceeds with his speech on 
hunting, agriculture, salt mines, and most 
importantly, copper and the creation of the 
Katanga copper crosses. This underlines their 
richness through copper’s connotation of wealth 
and its appealing aesthetic, causing Herbert to 
define it as the ‘Red gold of Africa’ (Herbert 1984). 
            Throughout the whole video, Mpala 
Pascale and the court-elders recount these 
stories, which are each in their own way 
connected to the landscape. Meanwhile, the 
video depicts the landscape of Fungurume and 
Chief Mpala Pascale and his court elders, 
alternating between contemporary and historical 
images from the archival footage. 

After a sympathetic introduction, we 
witness mining activity in the Pungulume 
landscape for the first time. It starts calmly, but as 
the video progresses large excavators and stone 
cutting machines with circle blades enter the 
screen: they plow through and cut the Fungurume 
soil, enhanced by the increasing zoom of the 
camera on these machines. Baloji has described 
these excavators as ‘aliens’ during an interview, 
expressing a surreal quality[6] and beholding 
anthropomorphic features – they seem to 
literally devour the land as if it was a meal (Fig. 7). 
Indeed, De Boeck has written that these machines 
are “slowly but determinedly eating away at the 

mountain tops surrounding the town of 
Fungurume” (De Boeck and Baloji 2016, 191). 
            While witnessing these images as they are 
contrasted with the history recounted by Chief 
Mpala Pascale and his elders, Baloji seems to 
question: does the plowing of the landscape and 
extracting its mineral copper ores imply the 
elimination of history from the landscape? As 
such, Baloji approaches the landscape as a 
historical entity, which thus relates to the 
previously mentioned idea that landscape is 
an ‘appearance of history’ and, as Ingold 
argues, “an enduring record of – and testimony 
to – the lives and works of past generations who 
have dwelt within it” (Ingold 1993, 152). Film 
scholar David Martin-Jones has postulated the 
construction of images of landscapes 
in film through which we can enter into the past 
(Martin-Jones 2013, 707).[7] It could be proposed 
that not only does Baloji approach the landscape 
as a possible entrance to the past, but also as 
something ‘living,’ which is capable of ‘telling a 
story’ about the events that took place on it, 
manifest in the voices of Chief Mpala Pascale and 
his court elders. If the image of a landscape can 
provide us with access to the past, can this access 
be destroyed? 
            Not only do the machines devour the land, 
they also seem to assail the protagonist and his 
court-elders. Baloji has combined these 
documentary images with a deliberate use of the 
three multi-screen installations in order to create a, 
what we would like to call, ‘simultaneous 
montage,’ while directing the viewer to this 
‘reality.’ Through the constant juxta-positioning of 
images, connections between the images are pre-
supposed deriving from cinematic aesthetics such 
as montage (Balsom 2013, 12, Meigh-Andrews 
2010, 165).[8] Thus, it can be argued that, in order 
to direct our attention to ‘reality,’ ‘fictional’ 
strategies have been adopted (Plantinga 1997, 
124). Employing the multi-screen format 
consciously as a ‘narrative device,’ Baloji visually 
underlines the various implications of the mining 
industry for the Sanga.[9] For example, in the 
previously mentioned moment in which the sub-
chief elaborates on the imposed borders, his words 
are  audible during the depiction of an immense 
circle-blade excavator on his right that is turning at 
a brisk pace and seems  to directly assault  the court 
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elders (25:18 min). A second circle-blade on 
the left is added a couple of seconds later, 
literally ‘slicing’ the land, while simultaneously 
the sub-chief argues: “never have we been 
divided throughout our history” (Fig. 8). The 
consequences of this aggressive ‘threat’ are 
also apparent through the forced relocation of 
the inhabitants, a procedure which is 
elaborated on further in our analysis of Furu’s 
piece. 
           While connecting these images to the 
history of the region told by Mpala Pascale, a 
relationship between the landscape and the 
historical account on it is created. The 
landscape as the embodiment of the past 
revokes a “remembrance” (Ingold, 1993, 152), 
consolidated through the stories told by Mpala 
Pascale that accompany the images of the 
landscape. This connection emphasizes that 
this history belongs to this soil, but also that 
this history is in danger of oblivion, caused by 
its violent transformation and foreboded by 
the black images. At times, the connection 
between these histories and the landscape 
creates a disturbing effect – listening to the 
history of this land while watching it being 
destroyed. 
            However, during several moments the 
narrator’s voice often seems to be overruled by 
the increasing sound from the industrial mining 
equipment – the sounds of an excavator digging the 
earth, a truck riding in the hills, or an industrial 
installation in the middle of the land. From time to  
time,  this   juxtaposition   of   the  sources   of  sound 

creates a sense of annoyance in the viewer. 
Needless to say, this cinematic, literal muting of 
the narrator evokes a larger muting of history: 
that of the land and the people that inhabit it, and 
the events that occurred during the colonial past. 
The sound thus appears as a constitutive part of 
the film, which is also the case when the archival 
footage appears: the sound stops, suggesting a 
cessation of the local history, a replacement of a 
certain connection with the land by another, a 
new one – that of industrial mining. The five 
extracts that Baloji has re-appropriated - re-
appropriation being a term proposed by historian 
Erika Nimis, insinuating that the images are being 
appropriated a second time (Nimis 2015), serves 
the re-contextualisation of the colonial images, 
while creating a ‘counter-history’, a term that she 
borrows from film historian Teresa Castro (2011). 
In the archival footage that Baloji chose, 
landscape returns as well – a lingering camera 
over the landscape in the first extract seems 
to ‘search’ for the history of the landscape, trying 
to grasp it (Fig. 8). Or, perhaps, Baloji is trying to 
detect signs that may predict the contemporary 
mining exploitation in this landscape from 1912. 
As such, the juxtaposition of the archival images of 
the Star of the Congo mine and the contemporary 
Fungurume landscape enables the viewer to 
question the ‘true’ origins of the contemporary 
mining industry currently taking place in Katanga. 
This     juxtaposition    of     archival    footage   and  

Sammy Baloji 
Fig.8 - Pungulume, video, 2016, courtesy artist and Axis Gallery London 
© Sammy Baloji 
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contemporary images of the Katangese landscape 
can turn the landscape into the 
most ‘truthful’ source (leaving a gap of more or less 
100 years) and is thus capable of demonstrating the 
effects on the landscape, caused by a century of 
industrial occupation. As such, this strategy could 
point to the  potential  of   images  to  demonstrate 

 

the notion of ‘slow violence’ on which we would 
like to more profoundly elaborate upon in 
the succeeding discussion of Furu’s Mangeurs de 
Cuivre (2016). 

Bodil Furu 
Fig.9-10 - Mangeurs de Cuivre, film, 2016, courtesy of the artist (00 :10, 00 :25 min.) © Bodil Furu 
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Copper Eaters: Bodil Furu's Uncanny 
Poetics of a Cursed Landscape 

The opening scene of Mangeurs de 
Cuivre produces an undeniable aesthetic appeal: 
from a panoramic perspective, we observe a vast 
pit, the view of which creates an ambiguous 
impression to the spectator, an ambiguity that is 
intensified when a mining explosion suddenly 
erupts (Fig. 9,10). This strategy can be compared 
to the first minutes of Pungulume, where Baloji 
lays the foundations of what will follow – the 
destruction of the land and the historical account 
of this destruction – by composing an 
ambiguously serene environment. Both artists 
place the viewer into a position of admiration, 
which is gradually deconstructed throughout the 
films. The blast, in Mangeurs de Cuivre, only adds 
to our hesitation on the purely aesthetic quality 
emanating from the landscape: this is precisely the 
feeling that will guide us through the rest of the 
film, which visually alternates between the changes 
provoked in the landscape due to mining and the 
actors that conduct mining or undergo its 
consequences. Despite the fact that these images 
show the landscape from which copper is extracted 
and the consequences of mining for the area, 
nothing in the film officially states ecological 
degradation or human/land exploitation. On 
thexcontrary, Mangeurs de Cuivre consciously 
seeks to configure, though apparently generic or 
trivial – at first sight – landscapes, the abuse that 
extraction routinely exercises on humans and non-
human natures. 
            The copper mining in Katanga, both in pre-
colonial times and today, is facilitated by the 
geological formations of the Katangese ores: rich 
pockets of almost pure malachite containing 50 to 
55 percent copper, lie at or close to the surface of 
the earth, making it easy to be extracted through 
open cast mining or shallow pits, and not 
necessitating underground galleries to be built 
(Herbert 1984, 57). The images we encounter 
in Mangeurs de Cuivre seem to be in line with this 
geological given, as most of the extraction sites 
appear to be on the surface of the earth. 
            An important number of scenes take place 
in this landscape (as a background) or directly 
refer to it through the depicted interviews, which 
often concern the future operations to be held in 
this same space. In order to do so, Mangeurs de 

Cuivre alternates between several registers, 
several levels of narration, which become 
progressively intricate. First, we encounter the 
official discourse given by the employees of a 
mining company, then the accounts of the locals, 
with whom the company has to negotiate in order 
to mine the soil beneath the land that they 
inhabit, but also the locals that are involved in the 
industry; like the entrepreneur, who seems to be 
dealing with the mining regulations. Among the 
real protagonists, we can distinguish Chief Mpala 
Pascale, the chief featuring in the 
Baloji's Pungulume, which implies that Furu has 
investigated the Fungurume land. Furthermore, 
we listen to what we could define as a parallel 
narration, told for a large part by an anonymous 
woman to a child, that recounts the history of 
copper mining through storytelling – a method 
which shares common elements with that of oral 
history. The majority of these protagonists are 
portrayed while literally standing in the landscape 
they speak about; in doing so, perhaps they 
become the voice of the landscape, revealing the 
histories embodied in the soil (Martin-Jones, 
2013). 
            A re-enactment of the pre-colonial 
procedures for the mining and smelting of copper 
by the copper eaters (the mangeurs de cuivre, 
from which the film borrows its title) (Fig. 11). So 
far, we possess limited knowledge regarding pre-
colonial mining and smelting, and only via 
documented re-enactments of the procedure, 
with the one by archbishop Monsignor De 
Hemptinne in the 1920's being the most famous 
(De Hemptinne, 1926).[10] This implies that no 
‘real’ recording of such a procedure for mining and 
smelting exists, and as such this procedure stands 
as a form from the past: in that sense, it qualifies 
the procedure in Mangeurs de Cuivre as a 
historical re-enactment, performed in order to 
‘speak’ more precisely about the present ‘reality,’ 
or the past ‘reality’ in which copper was extracted 
differently than it is today (Nash, 2014). 
Importantly, in the re-enactment, the ‘leader’ of 
the group speaks about the pre-colonial copper 
eaters, or rather, he speaks about the re-
enactment, blurring the boundaries between the 
two. Even though this is a performance of a story 
about the landscape, this does not mean that it is 
unreal or untrue (Ingold 1993, 153). In the same 
manner, as Chief Mpala Pascale tells stories about  
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the landscape in Pungulume (2016), this story 
guides the viewer into the landscape, uncovering 
part of its history and how the land both has been 
and currently is perceived by its dwellers (Bender, 
2002). 
            Such a plurality of voices – from the copper 
eaters to the current exploiters of the land – 
enables Furu to suggest a “more than one” 
perspective on copper mining in Katanga, 
producing a depolarised view on the situation: not 
only does the film switch between the landscapes 
and the various stories on it, it also switches 
between 'real' and 'performative' protagonists. 
Moreover, this makes the viewer aware of the 
various interests in relation to the Katanga soil. 
Even if it is clear that these landscapes are 
all visualisations of places that have been 
damaged, more or less severely, by human 
activity, the facts we learn from this activity never 
reveal or assume the actual damage that was 
done. We will argue that this confusion or absence 
of a final position, enhanced by the ambiguity of 
the landscape, offers an understanding of copper 
as a puzzling “agent of history.” 
            Returning to the opening scene, after the 
nearly sublime effect created by the explosion, 
the   film   moves   on   in  a setting that resembles  

 

more a wasteland than a scenery worthy of 
admiration. The land here does not seem to 
be aesthetised, as in the first scene, but instead 
dreary: the narration, told by a woman and a man 
to a young child, reveals the discovery of the 
mineral abundance of the hill of Lunsebele by the 
hill spirit, an event which announces the beginning 
of artisanal mining (similar mythological facts are 
also told in the initial minutes of Pungulume). 
However, as we will learn later, artisanal mining 
was forbidden at the beginning of colonisation and 
the only stakeholder permitted to exploit the land 
was the Union Minière au Katanga, the first state-
owned mining company founded in 1906 when 
Katanga formed part of King Léopold II’s Congo 
Free State.[11] Taking a large leap in time, it could be 
argued that since this date, the human impulse 
towards the mineral wealth of the soil of Katanga 
has orchestrated the fate of the area including up 
to the present, and made it into what the literary 
and post-colonial scholar Rob Nixon very 
eloquently termed a ‘resource cursed’ land: 

 Resource curse'' holds in taut 
suspense notions of fortune and 
misfortune;(…) And what forces turn  
belongings – those goods in material 

Bodil Furu 
Fig.11 - Mangeurs de Cuivre, film, 2016, courtesy of the artist (01 :06) © Bodil Furu 
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and immaterial sense– into evil 
powers that alienate people from 
the very elements that have 
sustained them, environmentally 
and culturally, as all that seemed 
solid melts into liquid tailings, oil 
spills and plumes of toxic air? 
(Nixon 2011, 69) 

            Nixon takes the oil-powered economy of 
America – largely based on its hegemonic position 
in the Middle East – as a case study that aims to 
illustrate the usual fortune of nation-states 
blessed with abundant minerals. Imagine, what if 
we replaced oil spills by copper debris, that are to 
be found in the most unexpected places? In the 
introduction, we mentioned some of the most 
trivial uses of copper nowadays while stating that 
commonly its origins remain unknown. Mangeurs 
de Cuivre, by bringing into focus one of the most 
important present-day reservoirs of 
copper, launches an investigation into the 
complex truth of what is indispensable for daily 
activities in other parts of the world: copper.  The 
term ''resource curse'' stems  from  a larger study 
entitled ''slow violence''  where  Nixon elaborates 

 

on the destruction resulting from, among other 
factors, the activities of land exploitation, such as 
mining: this violence is slow precisely because it 
unfolds across vast scales of time and space, 
which more often than not are hard to perceive, 
thus complicating its intensity. This is violence 
''that occurs gradually and out of sight, a violence 
of delayed destruction that (…) is typically not 
seen as violence at all'' (Nixon 2011, 2). The 
landscapes in Mangeurs de Cuivre seem to be 
embedded in such a violent process, particularly 
that of global capitalism, a non-uniform or fairly 
distributed circumstance, that on the contrary, 
contributes to the growing disparity and precarity 
in the world (Svenson and Scott 2015, 9). 

The exposure of the local environment to 
the multinational mining system is illustrated aptly 
in the cinematic transition between the scenes 
depicting the different convictions among groups 
with conflicting interests. One of the most 
considerable concerns that arise in these scenes is 
the displacement of the local population from 
their homelands – as Svenson and Scott describe 
it, the distances between the places where 
decisions regarding land use are made and where 
they are enacted have widened (9). As such it 
could  be  questioned  if the  dwelling  perspective  

Bodil Furu 
Fig.12 - Mangeurs de Cuivre, film, 2016, courtesy of the artist (01 :06) © Bodil Furu 
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Ingold proposes in his conceptualisation of the 
landscape, does not confirm the necessity of the 
physical presence of the dwellers in the landscape 
in which they dwell? This expansion of distances 
between the decision maker and the subject who 
undergoes this decision, usually without leverage, 
is  an  essential  point  throughout  the  film.  In   a 

scene towards the middle of Mangeurs de Cuivre, 
we learn from Chief Mpala Pascale that this 
conflict of interests lies at the discord between the 
forestry and mining regulations, which are both 
exclusive (Fig. 13,14). What we also learn, is that 
usually, the inhabitants of the land have their 
crops next to their home, which means that when 

Bodil Furu 
Fig.13-14 - Mangeurs de Cuivre, film, 2016, courtesy of the artist (28 : 50, 29 : 35) © Bodil Furu 
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they have to be displaced aside from losing their 
residence, they are most likely deprived of their 
source of revenue too. This particular scene takes 
place in a field that seems to be bereft of any 
agricultural activity today, but nonetheless 
testifies to some sort of activity in the past, 
plausibly stopped by the mining operations. 

Following this scene, the film shifts to an 
account on the same topic, this time given by an 
employee of the mining company. He is, however, 
providing a different explanation on the situation 
that omits the mention of the displacement and 
requisitioning of the fields, along with the houses. 
His narration focuses on the research needed in 
order to uncover the owner of the land and the 
necessary diplomacy to approach him or her. The 
person speaks in front of a mining pit, a landscape 
that could be read as a cause, visually illustrating 
what we saw and heard in the previous scene by 
Chief Mpala Pascale; that is, a desolate field, 
implying a transition from traditional agriculture 
to industrial purposes, and signalling the 
displacement of the local populations and the 
financial exploitation of the land by international 
companies. 

In this regard, the literary scholar Hannes 
Bergthaller, in his article on anesthetic landscapes, 
explains through the different views and 
imaginaries of the same landscape, how the term 
raises a new set of questions that are not present 
in traditional understandings of landscape. He 
notes that while the destruction of a local 
environment raises ethical, political, and legal 
debates, more often than not the responsible for 
the destruction of an environment is not 
imaginatively invested in it – she has not 
conceptualised it as a ''substantive'' landscape 
(112). But what does Bergthaller refer to when 
using the term imaginative investment? He 
pursues by arguing against this background and 
asks what role traditional forms of landscape 
representation can still play in addressing the set 
of problems denoted by the term “anti-
landscape” (111).[12] If we reframe this argument 
for the landscape in question (that is, that of the 
copper mines of Katanga) it appears that it has a 
clearly different significance for the chief than for 
the company employee. In other words, what 
Chief Mpala Pascale sees in the land does not 
seem to entail the copper as resource that the 
employee of the company aims for. It can be 

argued that this same distinction, between the 
aesthetic value of a landscape and its actual 
condition, is at the core of Bodil Furu's film. After 
all, do the protagonists not appear quite apathetic 
in front of the mined or planned-to-be mined 
land, by refusing to acknowledge the true effects 
of the mining industry? In this respect, the camera 
seems to remain apathetic too by not taking a 
position: it retains its distance and observes what 
the protagonists are saying, in which form they 
are saying it, while adopting the observational 
mode that has been much criticised in post-
modern reflections on documentary theory, but 
is, as mentioned before, re-lauded by Erika 
Balsom (Balsom 2017). 

This observational style is especially 
visible during a scene in which the MMG 
employee explains while standing amidst the 
landscape, why he is researching the land and 
how the mining may affect it. Even though it 
seems clear that the consequences of this 
research may be that the land will be no longer be 
arable, implying a huge impact on the population 
living there, he never verbally declares it. His 
words retain an abstract level, distanced from the 
‘real’ meaning of this mining and its ecological 
consequences. 

It is these same consequences that loom 
large all throughout the film, but are never 
explicitly asserted; the landscapes of 
the Mangeurs de Cuivre, with the exception of the 
intentionally aesthetised scenery of the opening 
scene of the film – and a similar setting during the 
final scene – lacks a certain poignancy and seem 
quite trivial at times, as we have already 
discussed. However, as we know through an 
extensive scholarship,[13] and as the artist seems 
to be aware and has mentioned herself[14] several 
of these places expose the human populations to 
highly toxic metals, exceeding the maximum 
tolerable levels (De Putter et al.). This exposure 
does not take place only at the mining sites but 
also in the population that does not work in the 
mines, thus indicating a contamination through 
the air by the metals according to Thierry De 
Putter.[15] The problem with this form of 
contamination is that its effect becomes manifest 
several years afterward, such as through cancer. 
This condition is a poignant instance of slow 
violence, that the realm of the visual seems unable 
to render. To come back to Bergthaller’s 
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analysis, visual representations of landscapes 
invariably incur limitations when they seek to 
illuminate the health problems and ecological 
degradation stemming from politically obscure 
conjunctures (111). 

We are not implying that the artistic form 
of film cannot convey the entanglement of 
exploitation and ecological violence that lacks 
large-scale representation, but that it can do so 
through conscious artistic choices, such as the 
juxtaposition and brutal transition of an 
agricultural landscape to a mined pit as we have 
seen earlier; or the juxtaposition of archival 
footage with contemporary images of the 
landscape as Baloji has done in Pungulume. In this 
sense, landscape in the film acquires agency 
and, contra the lack of a clear position, the 
contradictions that inhabit the dialogues and the 
lack of representational means of the 
contamination, stands as the sole element that 
could provide some sort of proof, worthy of trust; 
it is the most ‘truthful’ source, the only element 
that can narrate history, lacking the agenda which 
seems to characterise the actors in the film. The 
film further demonstrates that the entanglements 
of history and ecology seem to be beyond human 
grasp: human sources seem unable to seize those 
complications, but the landscapes where copper 
originates seem to be the only agents that bear a 
memory of those same entanglements. 

Conclusion 

 Approaching the end of this article, we would like 
to review the various roles that landscape 
embodies in terms of the ‘real’ and the ‘historical’ 
in relation to the origins of copper, which have 
been brought to the fore in our discussion of the 
two pieces by Baloji and Furu. In Pungulume, the 
historical and spiritual engagement with the 
mineral-rich mountains, disclosed through the 
narration by Mpala Chief Pascala and his court 
elders, contrasted to the images of the 
contemporary Fungurume landscape, reveals the 
interconnection between land and human: 
affecting and shaping each other through time 
and the process of ‘dwelling’, as proposed in the 
definition of landscape by Ingold. Perhaps it could 
be argued that such an engagement with the 
landscape, as enfolded throughout the video, is 
not possible anymore, if we think of the 

irreversible modification the landscape 
undergoes, as a result of human domination of 
nature. Through the adoption of the three video 
screens, Baloji underlines these connections on 
various levels. 
            The presence of the landscape is 
intrinsically connected to its past; this is manifest 
through the juxtaposition of the contemporary 
images with the archival footage extracts 
from Panorama Star of the Congo, showing the 
colonial occupation of the landscape, that appears 
entwined with the pre-colonial past recounted by 
Chief Mpala Pascale and the contemporary 
images of the landscape. As such, the video 
demonstrates the continuous dynamic course of 
historical events, one event leading to another, 
rather than isolated stories. Furthermore, the 
strategy of the juxtapositioning of the images, 
which enables the viewer to gaze over a century 
of industrial mining and its effect on the 
landscape, appears to be a potential technique for 
visualizing the notion of ‘slow violence’ as defined 
by Nixon. It does not necessarily question the 
direct ‘violence’ brought about by the machines, 
but rather reflects the existence of an invisible 
driving force that propels the machines to ‘eat’ the 
land and transform its shape. 
            Not only does Baloji return to the past, he 
also seems to hint at the question of the future, 
sparking the viewer's imagination to ponder on 
how this future might look: the images of the 
‘living’ machines consuming land and the tents 
that imply the relocation of people may be signs 
of a future landscape. Through the black ‘holes' in 
the video, Baloji seems to insinuate that these 
machines and the indiscernible forces that 
engaged the machines, maybe marking the 
disappearance of land and copper's history 
embodied in it. 
            It can thus be posited that since the 
transformation of the landscape by the machines 
leads to the elimination of the stories directly 
stemming from it, the historical events and 
mechanisms that allowed this ‘consummation’ of 
the soil are disguised, blocking a possible debate 
of these mechanisms. As such, perhaps the video 
itself functions as a document, or rather a record 
through which the existence of the history of the 
Sanga in this land, along with the origin of copper, 
can be traced. 
            The     viewer     is     confronted    with     the  
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complexity of the construction of a possible future 
and a suitable solution for the devastating effects 
that we mentioned in the introduction of this 
article in Mangeurs de Cuivre, a film that shows us 
the many actors that are involved in the copper 
lands in Katanga and who eventually all appear to 
be ‘copper eaters’ in their own way, including the 
viewer herself. After all, are we not all copper 
eaters in our everyday lives? The various stories 
put forward by the actors in the film, each 
shedding an alternative light on the past and 
present of copper mining, the events that 
accompanied the foundation of the mining 
industry and the mechanisms that facilitate it 
today, illustrate the many interests that lay in its 
ground and erase right and wrong. Copper 
appears to be the element that connects these 
actors and their stories: it is alive, in Ingold's 
words. Thus, the human attribution of copper’s 
properties seems to have enabled the creation of 
a complex network around the world, from 
Katanga to the USA and to China, allowing 
the deterritorialisation that Parikka discusses and 
hypothetically enabling the writing of this article 
on our laptop, all the way from the Katanga soil to 
Brussels and Paris. 
            In order to demonstrate the effects of 
this deterritorialisation in the place where copper 
originates from, Furu has filmed the landscape 
where the ore is extracted, following a course 
from the inside - the soil - to the outside, - the 
complex network of the mining industry. 
Observing the stakeholders, often placed in the 
landscape in order to create a direct connection to 
it, while refraining from any intrusion on the 
discourse that is put forward, Furu makes it easy 
for the viewer to see the reality of the 
mechanisms that lay at the core of this network 
for herself. The truth of this reality seems to be 
that the situation is socially and historically 
complex; disclosing that each actor seems to have 
a righteous claim towards the Katanga copper and 
who at times take ambiguous stands towards the 
copper that is present in the soil. Disabling the 
viewer through this depolarised depiction to 
judge and accuse, Furu allows us to understand 
the complexity of the mechanisms that surround 
copper, manifested in the silence of the filmmaker 
and her observing camera. At times the viewer 
may feel deceived by the discourses put forward 
by the actors, leaving her uncertain about the 

‘truth’ or the implications of the ‘truth’ that the 
actor may be indirectly hinting at. However, the 
current condition of the landscape, with the open 
mining pit as the backdrop of the film, ambivalent 
in its beauty and its depiction of violence, seems 
to be the sole testimony that can show us the 
truth of its ‘violent’ past and present, allowing us 
to imagine what has taken place in the space of 
100 years that lies between the archival footage 
and contemporary images in Pungulume. 
          As such, neither of Baloji’s and Furu’s 

pieces postulate solutions for the modification 
of the copper landscape, nor do they offer 
clear views on what the future might or should 
bring; rather, they provide for more questions 
than answers. Both films seek to elicit in the 
viewer an acceptance of the impact of humans 
on land, one that has started many centuries 
ago and has accelerated detrimentally since 
the beginning of industrial mining in Katanga. 
This specific approach to land has produced a 
deterritorialized copper, the trajectory of 
which originates from a troubled landscape, as 
presented in both films. However, Pungulume 
and Mangeurs de Cuivre do plead for a sincere 
concern for the realities that they depict that 
need to be embedded in a Reality-based 
community, as imagined by Balsom. 

We wish to thank Thierry De Putter, geologist, and 
Nicolas Nikis, Ph.D. candidate in archeology, Royal 
Museum of Africa (Tervuren), who were willing to 
answer our questions and provide us with valuable 
material for this article. 
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Notes 

[1] During the colonial period, various
filmmakers produced films on Katanga and the
industry of copper. Since the independence,
films on copper extraction seem to have barely
been produced. It is therefore remarkable to see
that the topic emerges in contemporary pieces
during the last years: here we would like to
mention that there is also a third film dealing
with copper from Katanga: Mathieu Kleyebe
Abonnenc's video piece An Italian Film (Africa
Addio) – Part 1: Copper (2012), a film that
focuses on the Katanga copper cross and not on
the landscape. Although accuracy has little to
do with the value of the film, An Italian Film
(Africa Addio) seemingly, demonstrates certain
historical inaccuracies. Our research on copper
in precolonial and colonial mining in Katanga,
although probably incomplete - as both of us
don't come from the discipline of history-,
brought us to understand that recounting history
is very complex, as the most important
publications on the topic illustrate, (see Bisson
and Herbert). We deliberately chose to focus on
the landscape from which copper originates to
do so.

[2] As explained
on http://www.augusteorts.be/projects/97/Pung
ulume-installation. (20 August 2017)

[3] Before we move on to the analysis, it must be
noted that the narration in the film is in Lingala,
which justifies the presence of the subtitles in
the images. Furthermore, we would like to note
that, historically, the foundation of the mining
industry was not an exclusively Belgian affair,
as the production of Panorama Star of the
Congo by an English company illustrates. The
foundation of the mining industry in Katanga
knows a long history, which can be traced back
to the British company Tanganyika
Concessions Ltd, that was together with the
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Société Generale de la Belgique, responsible for 
the founding of the Union-Minière du Haut-
Katanga in 1906, the predecessor of 
Gécamines. See Lanning 1979, 51-2. ‘Etoile du 
Congo' was arguably the first copper mine and 
lies not far from Katanga’s capital Lubumbashi. 
Jules Cornet was the first Belgian geologist to 
explore Katanga in the 1890s. A rare kind of 
copper is named after him: cornetite. 

[4] In the visitors’ guide accompanying the
exhibition ‘Urban Now: City Life in Congo’ it
is written that “Today, the notion of the hole
(libulu in Linguala, the lingua franca in large
parts of Congo) could be said to fully capture
the essence of the Congolese city’s material
quality. […] Similarly, the surface of the
Congolese landscape is disFigured by artisanal
mining holes and the holes of (often unmarked)
graves. […]”

[5] Baloji elaborates more deeply on this part of
the region’s past in the work Congo Far West
(2011) for which he resided in the Royal
Museum of Central Africa (Tervuren) and
collaborated with Maarten Couttenier,
anthropologist and author of Congo
Tentoongesteld, een geschiedenis van de
Belgische antropologie en het museum van
Tervuren (1882-1925), (2005).

[6] DISSENT film screening May 23, 2016, in
Cinema Galeries in Brussels, accessed online at
August 27, 2017
https: vimeo.com/168227893. (20 August
2017)

[7] He bases this notion on the concept
of faceified images, as developed by Gilles
Deleuze (Cinema 1: The Movement-Image,
1983).

[8] Balsom postulates that since 1990 video has
aligned itself with cinematic tropes, such as
mise-en- scène, montage, spectacle, narrative,
illusionism, and projection. It could be argued
that the technical developments that Meigh-
Andrews describes and which have facilitated
video artists to adopt sophisticated video editing
systems also play a role.

[9] DISSENT film screening May 23, 2016, in
Cinema Galeries in Brussels, accessed online
at https://vimeo.com/168227893. (20 August
2017)

[10] The accounts of archaeologists
and travellers demonstrate that many different
kinds of procedures have    existed but that
during the colonial period in Katanga, a large

amount of the artisanal copper mines were 
abandoned. (Herbert 1984, 34-42) 
[11] It must be noted that the question of
artisanal mining is a complex one and that each
area was subject to different regulations. Some
artisanal mines, for instance, were
expropriated instead of formally forbidden and
local owners received compensation and copper
in return. We wish to thank Nicolas Nikis for
these necessary clarifications.

[12] The article is informed by the German
philosopher Wolfgang Welsch and his ideas on
the modern drive towards the aestheticization of
the living world which, in a dialectical reversal,
produces anaesthetization, a condition that can
be perilous when it comes to drawing a
disjunction between the aesthetic effect of a
landscape and its ecological condition.

[13] For an elucidating corpus of scholarship, see
the work of geologist Thierry De Putter, based
at the Tervuren Museum in Brussels.

[14] Skype conversation with the artist (27 April
2017)

[15] Conversation with the authors at the
Tervuren museum (10 August 2017)
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iovanni Aloi: Brian, can you tell us what 
environmental activism is today and 
what it means to you more specifically? 

 
r  K r r e  I have an incredible amount of

respect for anyone that practices civil
disobedience in opposition to ecological
destruction – which is likely the way that many
people conceive of "environmental activism."
It is a crucial and admirable form of activism,
but there is a multitude of ways each of us can
take action to defend our natural environment. 
Educating oneself on environmental issues 
and sharing that information to raise 
awareness is just as crucial in my mind. Filing 
public comments, attending hearings and 
calling elected officials in support of 
environmental issues are simple and often 
overlooked ways to be active. 

Ultimately, I’m strongly of the opinion 
that each of us should use our own particular 
talents, connections, and trades to maximize the 
efficacy of our activism. In my case, for the past 12 
years, I have run a company that creates websites 
for artists. This has allowed me to develop a 
number of  technical  skills  that  I can leverage 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

in an activist context. Oftentimes a cause can 
use one's particular talents and experience 
because the people working every day on that 
cause have very different (and complimentary) 
talents. It can be hard to see that because our 
talents are so familiar to us that we think of 
them as insignificant when they are anything 
but.  

G.A.: As I write these interview questions, the 
State Department's climate change website 
began to change. Brian Khan from Climate Central 
reports that the changes signal a shift away from 
leading international climate actions that the 
Obama administration pursued and a pivot 
toward a more passive role. Deleted from the 
online text, for instance, was: "The United States 
is taking a leading role by advancing an ever-
expanding suite of measures at home and 
abroad." Also stricken were references to 
mitigation efforts and other mentions of leading 
climate change. In its place is more generic 
language, solely referencing that the office 
represents the US at the United Nations 
Framework Convention on Climate Change and 

G 

One of the first provocative changes operated by the Trump administration was the removal of the 
climate change page from the Whitehouse official website. Many researchers began to worry about the 
status of critical climate data hosted on other government websites, at which point, activist groups 
across the country began backing up large amounts of environmental data in order to preserve valuable 
information about the true state of our planet in the event that such data might be removed or deleted. 
We met with Brian Kirkbride who has been very busy collaborating with different groups in an effort to 
prevent irreparable data loss. 
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other international forums. It does use the word 
"lead" once, but only saying the office leads the US 
government in participating in the 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change. The 
new language does note foreign assistance for 
clean energy and adaptation. The addition of 
adaptation language mirrors changes to the 
Environmental Protection Agency's website. What 
is your take on current climate policies?  

B.K.: I think it's inevitable that, as a species, we
will address the climate challenges facing our
world. The question is who will lead that effort
and reap the rewards. The recent decision to
withdraw from the Paris Climate Accord seems to
indicate it will not be the US. It's particularly
frustrating that an administration so concerned
with "winning" is hell-bent on losing out when it
comes to the upcoming sustainable energy
revolution and accompanying transformation of
the global economy.

G.A.: Climate change is such a bone of contention
at present because data is all we have to visibly
pinpoint its impact. In the vein of a post-truth
cultural dimension, many find it extremely easy to 
deny the veridicity of data simply because they
arbitrarily decide so. I grew up being told that
preserving the environment was everyone's
responsibility, but back then, at the very beginning
of the 1980s, we worried about a more visible, and
at time localized, environmental deterioration like
polluted rivers, littered countryside, poor air
quality. Then came the ambiguous
absence/presence and invisibility of what Timothy
Morton would later call hyperobjects: 
radioactivity, the ozone hole, climate change.
Everything now seems more out of reach than
ever, and yet it is impacting us more directly than
ever. How much is up to the government and how
much is up to the individual in the future of
climate change? 

B.K.: Everything is individual. In the US there is
a conception of "the government" as
something distinct from us, as if it was some
malevolent Platonic solid, floating above us.
But the government is just like Soylent Green –
it's made of people. Government reacts to the
demands and protestations of its citizens. The
current     abysmally     corrupt     political    system

complicates this, but in the end, I think our 
individual actions influence corporations which 
influence government. Education and awareness 
are step one: how can we take action if we don’t 
know what effect our action will have?  

I do sometimes fear that human beings 
are incapable of addressing challenges that are 
so complex and systemic. During our species' 
short time on this planet, we have grown our 
ability to impact our environment at a much 
faster rate than our ability to understand it.  

G.A.: What are your most urgent concerns in
relation to this condition?

B.K.: I'm concerned that our species is able to
transfer technical knowledge to the next
generation so effectively that they can
immediately build upon it, while ethical or
experiential knowledge is very difficult to relay.
We can teach our children how to make nuclear
weapons but not how horrific it is to use them. My
hope is that we learn to harness the arts to 
address this imbalance. We can communicate
complex, systemic knowledge through art, music,
film, and literature in an incredibly efficient and
impactful way. Efficient in that you can
immediately convey a rich and nuanced
perspective with more effectiveness than via a
traditionally didactic approach.

G.A.: What is your answer to those who argue
that changes in weather patterns have
occurred before?

B.K.: I would say that we only know that
changes in weather patterns have occurred
before because of data that scientists have
collected and analysis that scientists have
performed. Those same scientists tell us that
we are on the verge of extreme climate change
caused by human activity. Obviously, there are
people who reject climate science on
ideological grounds. But for those that purport
to be scientifically-minded, there is broad and
overwhelming scientific consensus that
humans are causing extreme climate change
through the burning of fossil fuels, the
emission of greenhouse gases and widespread
deforestation.
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G.A.: You are currently involved in the global
effort to copy and store climate change data to
prevent its corruption or deletion. Who is
organizing this monumental effort?

B.K.: There are a number of organizations
contributing to this effort in a variety of ways.
Each is taking a different approach, which is a
very resilient strategy overall.

ClimateMirror, EDGI, Data Refuge, The 
Internet Archive are all working on this 
challenge and are predominantly volunteer 
efforts. We have librarians, data scientists, 
software developers, climate scientists and 
policy wonks offering their time, expertise and 
resources to preserve this crucial data. 
ClimateMirror, the group I am primarily 
associated with, is very low overhead in terms 
of coordination or bureaucracy – which makes 
it nimble and quick to react to new datasets. It 
fills a niche that is complementary to sister 
organizations like EDGI which are more 
meticulous and deliberate in their efforts. As in 

nature, there is great strength in diversity. 

G.A: How is it practically achieved?

B.K.: In the case of ClimateMirror, researchers
can submit datasets that are valuable and
potentially at risk. Volunteers then download
these datasets, verify the data against any
other downloads and store it in some
(hopefully public) location online – known
colloquially as a "mirror". All of this is loosely
coordinated through a service called GitHub
that we are using to track datasets and mirrors.

G.A.: What are the ethical parameters guiding
this operation?

B.K.: Firstly, we try not to overwhelm the
public resources that provide the data
currently. That is, we do not want to cause the
servers providing the information to fail under
a load of too many people copying the data too
quickly. This is sometimes a difficult thing to do

Brian Kirkbride 
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because the datasets are very large (many 
thousands of gigabytes) and can be slow to 
copy without taxing the server hosting the 
original data.  

Secondly, we cannot be sure of the 
motives and identity of our volunteers. So, we 
strive for multiple copies of each dataset 
hosted by different volunteers. We must 
consider that it is entirely possible that some 
“volunteers” are acting in bad faith in 
opposition to our goals.  

G.A.: Let's assume the current administration
stays in power for 4 years. What are your
biggest fears with regard to environmental
threats ahead and what can be done to
minimize damage?

B.K.: With respect to climate, I am hopeful that
corporations are already too invested in reducing
ourCO2output to allow this administration toderail
progress in any significant way. I fully realize the
irony of that statement.My greatest concern is that
this inept administration achieves their goal of
defunding and dismantling regulatory institutions to
the point of dysfunction. We cannot rely on
corporations and the market to self-police on
environmental issues. The incentive to externalize
environmentally harmful costs is simply toohigh.

In terms of what we, as individuals can 
do: 

• Limit consumption by buying used goods,
reducing energy use and wasting less
food/water/paper towels. Consider the impact
of travel when making plans. Eat less meat,
which has a huge environmental cost.

• Make your values known to your elected
officials (both federal and state/local).

• Talk with friends and family openly about
your activism and your values. Communicate
why you care about what you care about.

• Vote with your dollar. Don’t support what
you oppose. Does your bank, school or
employer support fossil fuel companies or
other destructive environmental activity?
Make it an issue. As a student, customer or

employee you have power. It may seem like 
the opposite is true, but these entities need 
you more than you need them in many cases. 

G.A.: Can you give us a concrete example of
data you have been backing up and why do you
think that's important?

B.K.: Some of these datasets are fascinating in
their scope or because of the nature of the
science behind them. But the one that has
stuck with me the most is neither large nor
scientifically ground-breaking.

EJSCREEN is an EPA effort to 
acknowledge the link between Environmental 
and Social Justice. The official EPA definition of 
“environmental justice” says it all: Environmental 
Justice is the fair treatment and meaningful 
involvement of all people regardless of race, 
color, national origin, or income with respect to 
the development, implementation, and 
enforcement of environmental laws, regulations, 
and policies. … Fair treatment means that no group 
of people should bear a disproportionate share of 
the negative environmental consequences 
resulting from industrial, governmental and 
commercial operations or policies.  

G.A.: You are a sound artist who has worked
with data, sound, and representation before.
What's interesting to you about data beyond
its obvious applications?

B.K.: Conceptually, the data we are dealing
with at ClimateMirror is awe-inspiring in its
scope. To have hourly measurements of the
ocean surface height across the entire globe
going back for years and years… it makes my
head spin to think of the effort that went into
establishing a system capable of acquiring that
data. It is a testament to the potential of our
species, and it is heart-breaking to me that we
could lose that knowledge due to petty greed.
In terms of art, I’m drawn to data-based work
that represents or distills data in an
emotionally-connected way or acknowledges
the greater context and implications of the
data. There's a lot of data-based art that is
simply data-derived and I find that less
interesting both as an artist and a viewer. For
me, it has to be more than an aestheticized
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representation of the data. 

G.A.: Your partner and collaborator Jenny
Kendler is a well know artist-activist who
regularly employs art as a tool to generate
awareness and engagement on urgent
environmental and preservation topics. Are
there new roles of resistance art can play in the
face of a government denying evidence?

.K.  As I see it, the arts are a hyper-efficient
channel of communication when it comes to
complex, experiential knowledge. Art (broadly
defined) can reach many of the people that
are not responsive to traditional outreach
from environmental organizations and affect
them in a deeper way.

It's not limited to communication 
either. Artists are creative systems-thinkers 
and can suggest novel approaches to address 
problems that have been intractable thus far. 
Many people in the sciences probably don't 
realize that trained artists are actually well-
suited to practicing a kind of applied  
philosophy that we are desperately in need of 
right now. 

I'm excited by the increasing art + 
science collaboration I'm seeing and hopeful 
that it continues. One of the amazing things 
about Chicago is the level of engagement present 
in the arts community. I’m happy to see Chicago 
receiving recognition internationally for its focus 
on socially-engaged art.  

G.A.: What are you currently reading?

B.K.: t rie  f r Life a d ther  Ted
Chiang; A e ta e  Jeff Vandermeer; ee hi

d  A di i  edited by Dieter
Daniels & Sandra Naumann Brian Kirkbride is a musician, sound artist, and software 

developer based in Chicago.  
With his partner, Jenny Kendler, he has collaborated 

on projects exhibited at the Museum of Contemporary Art 
Chicago, EXPO Chicago, the Lincoln Park Conservatory for 
Experimental Sound Studio and at Millennium Park for the Art 
Institute of Chicago.  

Kirkbride founded OtherPeoplesPixels to enable 
artists to share their work online and co- founded the OPPfund 
supporting the arts, social justice and environmental 
preservation. He occupies a leadership role in the ClimateMirror 
project, an effort to protect at-risk climate data from an anti-
science US administration.  
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e stand upon the shore of great 
opportunity, a revolutionary time to 
create not only technological 

advancements that positively engage a global 
culture, but also engage the Earth. Antiquity of the 

Anthropocene began through my interest in the 
sacred nature of the surrounding environment 
and grew to include a wider scope of spiritual and 
cultural activity.  Each work is meant to evoke the 
pressing need to not only observe but to act upon 
the agency within a global duty to implement 
change.  Thoughts, as I stand on the rocky shores 
of Hydra, bring questions. The beauty and 
continued potential of our world: will human 
impact make existing animals, lands and people 
mere myths? 

Closing my eyes, my perceptions expand 
as I engage additional details of the encompassing 
space and sensory relationships of sound, smell, 
and touch.  The leaves rustle.  The stones cascade 
with the tide.  The waves break.  A hint of jasmine 
grows to full chorus, and the saltiness of the 
Adriatic fills my lungs. The wind envelops me. 
Sitting, the smooth cold of the stones beneath my 
feet and sudden splashes from the shoreline 
delight me.  Opening my eyes is visually arresting 
as it expands the augmented experience.  

Taking the time to enjoy the focused 
sensations, without the visual, brought a more 
dynamic immersive sensory experience during 
those moments and broadened my attention to 
surrounding site details further upon the inclusion 
of the  visual.  “Hydra”  has  numerous  definitions,  

 
 

 

 
 

ranging from classical mythology to 
environmental urgency. Whether focused on the 
mythical multiheaded beast, or a persistent 
multifaceted problem that cannot be eradicated 
by a single effort, both are emblematic of the 
cultural and environmental issues we currently 
face.   

My stay on Hydra allowed time for 
thought and reflection as I began work on a new 
project that evolved through those sensory 
experiences, witnessing a progressing tension 
with current global politics pertaining to our 
climate, environment, and culture.  Each is 
becoming intertwined in a balance of evolving 
relationships between humans, nonhumans and 
the Earth, which supports us all.  

The sacred aspects of our surroundings 
have been represented through stones for 
thousands of years.  Inspired here by Spirit stones 
– or scholar rocks, as they are also called – the
stones used within the project represent mythical
lands and the sacred and mysterious aspects of
objects for meditation and contemplation.  Each
stone aesthetic is carved through time and forces
of nature.  Their beauty, in the shadow they cast,
their lines, their texture, beckons us to
contemplate their evolution and how they came
to be here today.

The stones I searched for and assembled 
on Hydra continue a philosophical contemplation 
of the time and energy of their creation.  They 
retain the sacred and spiritual associations of the 
stones that inspire me, yet don't rest on stands of  

W 

ANTIQUITY OF THE 
ANTHROPOCENE 

Antiquity of the Anthropocene began through my interest in the sacred nature of the surrounding 
environment and grew to include a wider scope of spiritual and cultural activity. Embedded with energy 
of the site and spirit of the individuals, the stones and the objects tell stories of the land, humans who 
have used them and the places they have been. Whether we look by land, sea or sky, these objects 
beckon us to decipher the poetics of the stones, as well as the items the sea returns asserting agency and 
a call to action. 

Text by Tyler Morgan 
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carved beauty. They stand on plastic, metal, 
netting and other objects carved and created by 
humans, objects used in commerce, then 
discarded as waste. Each item found the sea and 
through time at sea rusted, tore and were 
shredded during their movements through the 
ecosystems.  Their travels are unknown yet create 
an echo of those experiences through their 
appearance.   

Washing ashore, these objects return like 
a poetic gesture of the sea trying to re-engage us. 
A life generating system, reintroducing these 
materials, calling out for attention and the 
recognition of human involvement. These items 
have already functioned within a network through  
their design, creation, packaging, sale, use and 
discard. Each object carries a history of the people 
and places they have been in contact with. 
Embedded with the energy of the site and spirit of 
the individuals, the stones and the objects tell 
stories of the land, humans who have used them 
and the places they have been.  

Discovering a discarded object, resting on 
stones in the harbor after its unique journey, I’m 
pressed to further accept our human role in a 
changing culture and environmental climate.   Our 
climate, environment and human migration are 
persistent multifaceted problems that cannot be 
eradicated by a single effort. These objects have 
stories to tell, which may end as myth, but aside 
from the spiritual and meditative aspects, there’s 
no myth to the current events we are 
experiencing. There is no virtual aspect to this 
multifaceted problematic reality.   

Science and visual observation both point 
to the extreme changes that are occurring. 
Whether we look by land, sea or sky, these objects 
beckon us to decipher the poetics of the stones, as 
well as the items the sea returns.  The discourse 
extends to relating to the human connection 
within the environment and one another. This 
ends where it began, by looking at the human 
component and hunger for design, creation, 
technology, and exploration. We have an 
opportunity to grow within an interconnected 
world that recognizes the vital component 
needed to work together to create a future where 
human, nonhuman, and environmental factors 
come back into balance, but we must commit and 
take action.  

ler r is an artist working through phenomenal and
intuitive experiences to create mediated landscapes and
inquiry. His research-based practice focuses on culture and
the environment through experiences engaging a call to
action through photography and sound, as well as sculpture
and installation. He is currently working towards his MFA in
Visual Arts at The School of the Art Institute of Chicago.
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