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EDITORIAL 
ANTENNAE ISSUE 43 

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 first of two installments 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. This issue, and the next, are in part informed by the content of the symposium and the events that 
surrounded it.  

Lee Harrop’s portfolio, emblematically titled Here Lies Truth, opens this issue by questioning the very root of 
truth and its elusive relationship to fabrication. In her view, the form contains the content and allows the viewer to 
consider it rather than ignore it, as might be the case in other contexts. Harrop’s tenet is cunningly followed by a piece 
of dystopian fiction about re-reading, appropriation, and dealing with unpleasant truths titled ‘Shifting’ by 
Michael Lawton. Fact and fiction retain their elusive essence in Andrew Yang’s epistemological inquiries focussing 
on the meta-sublime in contemporary art. In his first solo museum exhibition held at the Museum of Contemporary 
Art in Chicago, Yang, a trained biologist, considers the complications involved in our relation to the Milky Way—an 
essential part of our existence which the majority of people  residing in large cities can't even see because of light 
pollution. Yang attempts to close this distance in a series of works that explore our shared elemental 
equivalencies; as inherent parts of the Milky Way galaxy, our corporeal bodies are, in a very real sense, celestial 
bodies. 

Thereafter, Brooks Dierdoff’s research and artistic practice explore the relationship between idealized 
versions of nature—an imagined Eden—and the bureaucratic work required to produce and maintain them. Marianna 
Tsionki’s essay titled ‘Curating the Anthropocene’ focuses on the manufacturing of hi-tech products such 
as mobile phones, defence systems and green energy technologies and how use of these tools has created 
dystopian areas of e-production and e-waste. 

Classical notions of ‘Nature’ are also at stake in the work of contemporary artist Falak Vasa who discusses his 
video installation titled Anthropocentric Acts Against the Idea of Nature. “Anthropocentric acts”, the artist argues, are 
an alternative strategy to dismantle expectations of what is human in ‘Nature’, with the assumption that no human 
act can be non-anthropocentric. From such a starting point, the piece hopes to arrive at a position where a dialogue 
around climate change no longer centers around a romanticized notion of ‘Nature’. 
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The metasublime remains central to this issue's last section as it focuses on the politics of visualization at an 
unprecedented time of dramatic change. Meredith Leich and Andrew Malone employ satellite imagery, gaming 
technology, and animation to create 3D visualizations of the topography of the Peruvian Quelccaya Ice Cap, which 
they place in virtual juxtaposition with a 3D model of the city of Chicago, using the city as a familiar North American 
“measuring stick” to convey the scale of one distant glacier’s retreat. This project proposes an alternate system for 
presenting climate change data, designed to evoke a more embodied response to the reality of climate change 
through a poetic geospatial approach. 

In April 2016, Miguel Sbastida travelled to Juneau, Alaska to visit glaciers and perform Walk Like a Glacier: a 
site-specific intervention in which the artist carried and displaced a block of ancient glacial ice, walking from the 
tongue of Mendenhall Glacier all the way down to its glacial lake which was once covered in ice at the time of his 
birth.

The issue ends with a conversation between Giovanni Aloi, Editor of Antennae, Elizabeth Corr, Director of Art 
Partnership at NRDC (National Resource Defence Council) and artist Petra Bachmaier of Luftwerk. The multimedia 
installation White Wanderer takes inspiration from the 'Larsen C' ice shelf in Antarctica which broke off into the 
Weddell Sea in July 2017. Using actual recordings of the sounds and frequencies of melting and moving glaciers, 
Luftwerk have created a haunting and contemplative soundtrack of climate change unlike anything heard before.

I would personally like to thank SAIC’s 'Conversation on Art and Science' for supporting the organization of 
Truth.Climate.Now. symposium and everyone involved in the making of this issue.

Dr. Giovanni Aloi
Editor in Chief of Antennae Project
Lecturer in Visual Culture:
School of the Art Institute of Chicago
Sotheby's Institute of Art
Tate Galleries
Co-Editor of Art after Nature  -- University of Minnesota Press
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ruth, like gold, is to be obtained not 
by its growth, but by washing away 
from it all that is not gold.’ 

                 -- Leo Tolstoy -- 

What Tolstoy alludes to is that truth both exposes 
and can be exposed. It can be confrontational and 
costly, not merely in financial terms but also the 
emotional investment required in its 
acknowledgment and acceptance. Truth doesn't 
necessarily correspond to good or justice. My 
interest is in truth's most redeeming feature, 
which by definition is its accordance with fact or 
reality (Oxford University Press 2016) In my work 
truth is used as the impetus to ask questions and I 
endeavour to represent the answers/findings 
through my art practice. 

The engraved drill core samples in Here 
Lies Truth ii (Figure 1) were destined for disposal; 
their alleged lack of value determined by the 
absence of detectable gold. Gold is extracted from 
an ore body through a processing plant, as 
Tolstoy’s quote suggests, by discarding or washing 
away all that is not gold. 

Here Lies Truth ii, contains the word ‘lies’ 
being  the opposite to truth.  Similarly,  in the artist  

Kendell Geers’ work Manifest 1997 (Figure 2) which 
reads, what do you believe in? The word lie is 
revealed within believe as its opposite. Therefore, 
although it is a direct question requiring viewers to 
consider their own beliefs, it simultaneously 
challenges the viewer to question the validity of 
that belief; that is, what is truth? Both works are 
examples of the potent use of language to pose 
questions and dilemmas that confront the viewer 
and demand moral judgement.  

Bruce Nauman’s work, The True Artist Helps 
the World by Revealing Mystic Truths 1967 (Figure 3), 
questions the artist's role, responsibility and 
accountability. The German philosopher Martin 
Heidegger claims, “art is the origin of the artwork and 
of the artist. […] the impulse toward such a thing as a 
work lies in the nature of truth” (as cited in Dreyfus 
and Wrathall 2008, 414). American philosopher 
Hubert Dreyfus interprets this to mean, “that a 
cultures practices tend to gather so as to open and 
illuminate a world, and they use artwork to do so” 
(Dreyfus and Wrathall 2008, 414). I suggest the 
aesthetic in an artwork can function both as attraction 
and also as a socio reflection. I belong to a tradition of 
artists who are committed to bringing about social 
change. Art is used as a vehicle to posit questions 
about our ‘being' in the world.  

‘T 

HERE LIES TRUTH 

Artist Lee Harrop’s portfolio maps an Art and Science alliance in the search for ‘truth’. This is presented 
through examples of her artwork and those she references. She proposes that the concept of ‘Post-truth’ 
provides opportunity for the opposing actual “truth” to establish itself more obviously in contrast to what it is 
not. “Truth” will ultimately prevail by exposing its opponent as fabrication. She argues that art can offer an 
aesthetic experience of our predicament in relation to climate change. The form contains the content and 
allows the viewer to consider it rather than ignore it, as might be the case in other contexts. 

Text by Lee Harrop 
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War artist Paul Nash painted, We are Making a 
New World 1918 (Figure 4), which conveys the 
violent reality of war’s impact on the landscape. I 
suggest that this violent scarring and uprooting of 
the earth had not previously been considered as 
anything more than a by-product of war. Nash 
brought the ‘other realities’ of war to attention, by 
presenting land as a victim. The presence of 
humans implicated through the title only. The 
likeness of Nash’s painting to the landscapes 
common to mining in Western Australia (WA) were 
apparent to me. Mining leaves in its wake, scenes 
of similar destruction. My work, That is Gold Which 
is Worth Gold 2017 (Figure 5), depicts a tailings 
dam from a gold processing plant in WA. 

Professor and author Peter Sederberg 
questions why someone would spend time 
contemplating art, “[...] when the meanings 
communicated could probably be acquired with 
greater facility through either science or 
philosophy”. He concludes that “[...] interest is 
held, not exclusively by what is being 
communicated, but by the way in which it is 
communicated; not the knowledge per se, but the 
process of knowing it” (Sederberg 1982, 293). I 
argue that art’s ability to evoke emotion in a viewer 
offers a different experience…a different 
understanding. Science presents the results of 
experiments as facts, as data. Artists are concerned 
with  how  to  aesthetically  represent  those  same  

 

results…visually…audibly…in a sensual way that will 
evoke a strong emotion or response in the viewer. 

Artists contribute to science by asking 
questions. Not surprisingly, scientists and artists 
often ask the same questions but arising from their 
respective disciplines. Marine biologists can no 
longer study the life cycle of particular species of 
fish on the Great Barrier Reef without being acutely 
aware of the threats to its habitat resulting from 
global warming. Similarly, I cannot study an aspect 
of mining without being acutely aware of its impact 
on the environment.  

I created We are Making a New World 
(after Paul Nash) 2017 (Figure 6), by engraving 
dolerite core samples drilled circa 1950's from the 
iconic ‘Super Pit' gold mine in WA. The dolerite is 
approximately 2.6 billion years old. 1950 is the 
contentious start date for the Anthropocene, the 
new epoch of human-driven climate change. As the 
debate over the time and human contribution to 
this new epoch continues around the globe, 
humans are left to make sense of this predicament. 
A predicament philosopher and ecologist Timothy 
Morton describes as dark ecology. ‘It is ecological 
awareness, dark-depressing.' (Morton 2016, 5). My 
contribution to this predicament is via my artwork, 
which offers an aesthetic experience that allows 
the viewer to participate in the meaning of the 
work. The form contains the content and allows the 
viewer to consider it rather  than  ignore it, as might  

Lee Harrpo 
Fig. 1. Here Lies Truth ii, Engraved drill core samples from the Goldfields region of the Yilgarn Craton, Western Australia (granite, quartz, 
plagioclase, orthoclase, mica, tourmaline), 2016 © Lee Harrop
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 Kendell Geers 
Fig. 2. Manifest, blue neon 3 x 2.7 m. 1997 ©  Kendall Geers
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be the case in other contexts. We are Making a 
New World (after Paul Nash) has been acquired 
into a public collection, further preserving this 
2.6 billion-year-old artefact that had originally 
been drilled from the earth only to be 
discarded. Perhaps in another millennium, it 
can be re-examined by scientists for its 
preserved geological information. 

Professor of Art Education and author 
Graeme Sullivan states that ‘artists themselves 
have the capacity to explore and explain 
complex theoretical issues that can have 
significance across broad areas of knowledge. 
[…] this process is clarified in retrospect as 
issues and ideas are revealed through the 
process of reflexive and reflective inquiry. […] 
and can make intuitive and intellectual leaps 
towards the creation of new knowledge (Dean 
and Smith 2009, 42-43). Therefore, a greater 
and more effective sharing of knowledge in 
science and art seems an essential alliance in 
search for truth and its presentation. 

Bruce Nauman 
 Fig. 3. The True Artist Helps the World by Revealing Mystic Truths, neon and  clear glass tubing suspension supports, 149.86 x 139.7 x 5.08 cm, 
1967, Philadelphia Museum (photo: Giulia van Pelt, CC BY-NC-ND 2.0) © B ruceBruce Nauman/ARS. Licensed by Viscopy, 2018

Pa ul Nash 
Fig. 4. We are Making a New World, oil on canvas, 71.1 x 91.4 cm, 
1918 © IWM (Art.IWM ART 1146) 



10	

 
Lee Harrop 
Fig. 5. That is Gold Which is Worth Gold, Digital print on Epson double weight matt paper, 86.5 x 61.5 cm, 2017 © Lee Harrop 
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 Lee Harrop 

Fig. 6. We are Making a New World (after Paul Nash), 2 x hand engraved dolerite core samples from the “Super Pit” gold mine, Kalgoorlie, WA 

(d  olerite approx. 2.6 billion yrs old), approx 4.2cm x length variable, 2017, Court esy City of Bunbury Collection © Lee Harrop 

Lee Harrop, born in New Zealand, is an artist residing in Darwin, Australia. She is a PhD candidate in visual arts at Charles Darwin 
University and earned her MFA in visual arts with first class honours from Whitecliffe College of Arts and Design, Auckland, New  
Zealand. Her interest is in the power of language and its deployment  in context specific art. 
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his book is intended for all 
those who feel in need of 
some orientation in a 

strange and fascinating field. It may 
serve to show newcomers the lie of the 
land without confusing them with 
details; to enable them to bring some 
order to the wealth of names, periods, 
styles and traditions which crowd the 
pages of more ambitious works, and 
so equip them for consulting more 
specialised books in the future. 

It rained the day we moved here, and almost every 
day since. We took the train, while our belongings 
went separately, couriered with the case files. It 
was a long journey, unnerving being the only ones 
in the carriage, rocked gently between the boggy-
green hills. We spent most of the journey in 
silence, staring out at the rooks marshalling on the 
pitheads, glimpsed through the mists and 
sheeting rain. 

I concentrated on a guidebook to the 
region that I had picked out of one of the boxes 
before the courier had collected them, prepared for 
the audit we were to conduct. It wasn't a typical 
guidebook, perhaps put there as a joke on the part 
of our colleagues; this is why I'd picked it out, and 
the writing style was eccentric, written by a resident 
of the region, in an almost polemical style. 

 

I should hate to be responsible for any 
similar misunderstandings. I would rather 
not be believed at all than be believed in 
such an uncritical way. 

Neither of us had visited the region we 
were travelling to before, it wasn't known as a 
tourist destination, not least because the weather 
was so bad. Tucked into the Northwest of the 
country it had devolved governance, was ruled as 
an aristocracy by those known within the region as 
The Founding Families, or Families. Merchants 
who had declared themselves different from the 
rest of the country and whose access to natural 
resources meant their provocations were 
tolerated and a quasi-independence granted after 
a long-ago rebellion. 

All this had gradually changed towards 
the end of the Middle Ages, when the 
cities with their burghers and merchants 
became increasingly more important than 
the castles of the barons and the 
merchants became increasingly more 
important than the castles of the barons. 
The merchants spoke their native tongue 
and stood together against any foreign 
competitor or intruder. 

This was the second residential audit 
Lydia and I had been on together, the first was 

T 

SHIFTING 

Shifting is a piece of dystopian fiction about re-reading, appropriation and dealing with unpleasant truths. 

Text by Michael Lawton 
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when we became a couple; something that was 
typical in our line of work. She was reading a more 
contemporary summary of the region, political life 
there was currently marked by regular trials for 
corruption; people were starting to tire of the 
Families and accusations of corruption were 
levelled against them all. Blame had been shifted 
to one family and an audit into their accounts had 
been demanded which was to be our 
responsibility. It wasn't rare to find our audits 
newsworthy. 

Occasionally we would break the silence 
of our journey to read aloud from our sources, I 
would adopt funny voices to add melodrama and 
make Lydia laugh. 

I feel the need to emphasize once more 
that this book is intended to be enjoyed 
as a story. To be sure, the story now 
continues beyond the point at which I 
left it in the first edition, but even these 
added episodes can only be fully 
understood in the light of what has gone 
before. I still hope for readers who would 
like to be told from the very beginning 
how it all happened. 

d 

Our possessions and casework arrived not long 
after us, accompanied by our contact within the 
Family, a man called Ernest. He was also our host, 
as we were staying on their land. The 
accommodation was a converted folly in the 
estate of the large manor house that was the 
home of the Family. The folly had been built 
centuries ago to look like an observatory with the 
requisite domed roof, but it offered no 
opportunity for stargazing. I imagine it was an 
attempt to at least look like the Family were able 
to keep pace with the fashions of other Founding 
Families, I knew from my guidebook there were 16 
observatories in the region. This space had long 
since been converted to living quarters. 

“Gamekeeper used to live here actually 
when I was a boy,” 

Ernest said as part of a conversation we had in the 
doorway. 

We were about half a mile away from the 
Hall, but it was visible from the back bedroom. Our 

space was designated by a hedgerow, 100 years 
younger than the folly giving it a front and back 
garden, ringing our new home. 

“You may be sharing the land soon I'm 
afraid,” 

“How so?” 

“With some statues,” 

Ernest said handing me an official looking sheet of 
paper, I recognised the region's crest from our 
boxes of official papers. It read: 

'Following the recent ruling by the court; 
ratified, supported and agreed with by the council 
it has been decided to move the statues, as in their 
current location they have consistently harboured 
evil spiritual forces, despite numerous warnings 
and exorcisms. Should the statues not relinquish 
their parasitic guests once in their new location 
they will not be moved again. Instead, they will be 
destroyed; ground up to ensure they can no longer 
play the host.' 

I looked up from the paper and back to Ernest, 
expecting some insight from him, 

“They'll probably put them here,” 

“Right,” 

Ernest rolled his eyes, in a 'what can you expect?' 
manner. 

“And they are haunted?” I said with a 
laugh, 

“Oh yes I'm afraid so, but there's nothing 
I can do. Hands are tied, you know how it is,” 

He nodded toward the interior of our new house, 
I took his gesture to encompass our position as 
auditors, before continuing with a chuckle, 

“Could be worse though, we could be 
statues ourselves. 

Anyway, they are currently in the square, 
if you want to check out your new neighbours. 
Should be quite a crowd this evening, when they 
make it official,"  

Ernest winked towards the edict I was still 
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holding and then walked off with his hands in his 
jacket pockets. I went into the house to look for 
Lydia and tell her what Ernest had said. 

d 

With some self-discipline and self-
observation, we can all find out for 
ourselves that what we call seeing is 
invariably coloured and shaped by our 
knowledge (or belief) of what we see.

We walked to the square in the evening. It was still 
raining, the ground was saturated, water wasn’t 
seeping into the roads but shimmering on top of 
them. We both had our hoods up. We could hear 
bells ringing in the distance; instinctively I looked 
at my watch but could see no correspondence 
between 19:25 and the repeated tolling, perhaps 
it was the prelude to the announcement. Lydia 
was in front of me, briskly sidestepping puddles, 
keen to get to there. The damp air smelt of smoke. 
There were a lot of people on the streets, pockets 
of steam where they were clustered like 
conspirators under the overhead lamps, the 
reflections of the lights were smeared down the 
streets.  We turned a corner and onto the square. 

There were people everywhere, 
applauding, chanting, cheering, screaming. 
Through the crowd we could see ten statues, 
sticking up like chimney stacks, the centre of 
everybody's attention. Somebody lit a flare and 
tossed it into the rectangular space delineated by 
the statues. They were lined up four wide and 
three deep but with a space in the centre; ten in 
total. The smoke and light of the flare forced us 
back into the arc of one of the buildings on the 
perimeter. 

I wanted to look at them properly, tried to 
study them through eyes watering with the 
smoke. All ten were constructed to a similar 
design, were over fifteen-foot-tall cylinders carved 
from granite. For the first eight feet, there were no 
sculpted markings though they were pitted with 
age. Then there were four busts, grotesques on 
top of one other as in a 'totem-pole.' Each face 
was about two-foot-high and had a line carved 
above and below it to delineate it from the head 
above and below, then a blank space on top, like a 
lid. All the statues’ ‘heads’ faced the same way and 
had been positioned so that they faced away from 

one another and onto the buildings that lined the 
square. There was something bewitching about 
their expressions.  I took a step toward them but 
felt Lydia, who had linked arms with me, pull me 
back. I looked at her and she gave me a nervous 
smile. 

We must not expect such sculptures to 
look as natural, graceful and light as 
classical works. They are all the more 
impressive because of their massive 
solemnity. 

 The previously wild chanting regulated, and with 
an accompanying funereal beat stamped and 
clapped by the crowd, cranes rolled into the 
square and toward the statues. Despite the 
aggressive atmosphere the statues were treated 
delicately; the chains of the crane were looped 
gently around a statue and padded with foam 
cushioning, the crane's arm then swung in small 
circles until the chain was wrapped completely 
around the statue without any slack. The crane 
continued to make these small circles but now 
lifted as it did so.  

“What are they doing?” 

“It’s like they are going to unscrew it,” 

Lydia was right, there was a heavy clunk 
as the statue was shifted from its moorings, the 
twisting continued, the four heads spinning, soon 
it was dangling off the ground and we could see 
the pin it had sat upon. 

“Look at that, it’s like they’re designed to be 
moved around. I guess they never trusted them.” 

Workmen guided it into a long bag that 
though it was made of a black fabric seemed to 
shimmer in the light. I squinted trying to ascertain 
what material the bag was made of, but it was 
impossible. I wondered if it had some significance; 
was designed to prevent further haunting. We 
watched the rest of the statues being removed in 
silence. It felt important but neither Lydia nor I 
knew what to make of it.  

At the other side of the square members 
of all the powerful Families were lined up on the 
steps of the town hall dressed in formal cloaks. 
Because of the unremitting weather, they all had 
their cowls up and it occurred to me that this was 
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maybe why the ritual dress was what it was, a 
practical consideration as well as ceremonial, 
though it did look sinister. Their outfits looked 
completely waterproof, I wondered if it was the 
same fabric as was housing the statues, which 
were now lain like kindling at the foot of the steps. 

 We do not know how art began any 
more than we know how language 
started.  

A microphone was in front of the head of 
the council, distinguished by wearing the most 
vividly coloured coat; a magenta shocking in the 
grey night. He began reading from the sheet in his 
hands, but I couldn’t understand him. At first, I 
thought it was feedback or maybe water in the 
machinery but then I realised it was a dialect. I 
couldn't understand a word he was saying. I gave 
Lydia an uneasy smile and kept watching, hoping it 
would be repeated in English. It was: The statues 
were to be our neighbours in a week's time. Lydia 
and I looked at each other and shrugged, while the 
townspeople cheered, I thought I saw Ernest slink 
away, an unreadable expression on his face. 

d 

There was no doubt something almost 
primitive and savage in some of its 
features, something which still linked an 
idol of this kind with the ancient 
superstitions against which the prophet 
Jeremiah had preached. But already 
these primitive ideas about gods as 
formidable demons who dwelt in the 
statues had ceased to be the main thing. 

In the intermittent week, we read everything we 
could in the guidebook and online about the 
statues. Built not long after the region had been 
assured its compromised autonomy, they were 
totemic of independence. Acting as both 
memorial for those Families that had lost their 
lives in the struggle they were also symbolic of the 
fresh start the region was granted, the chance to 
take back control and do things for themselves. 

They wanted to face the stark facts of 
our existence and to express their 
compassion for the disinherited and the 
ugly. It became almost a point of honour 
with them to avoid anything which 

smelt of prettiness and polish and to 
shock the ‘bourgeois’ out of his real or 
imagined complacency. 

We did think about the audit a little, talked 
through how it might work, we tried to unpack 
though it was difficult. It is never easy, but the 
statues had made us feel more transient, though I 
don't remember us ever, in fact, speaking about 
the possibility of leaving. I felt a little sick with 
tension the whole time, we couldn't relax.  

For the first and perhaps only time, an 
artist had succeeded in giving concrete 
tangible shape to the fears that had 
haunted the minds of man in the Middle 
Ages. It was an achievement which was 
perhaps only possible at this very 
moment when the old ideas were still 
vigorous and yet the modern spirit had 
provided the artist with methods of 
representing what he saw. 

Nevertheless, I also had three or four 
meetings with Ernest. That first week he would 
only meet me, Lydia he dealt with a troubled and 
condescending wince. All these meetings took 
place in the manor’s old music room. There was a 
baby grand pushed against one of the walls, a 
table cloth thrown over it. At the other end of the 
room was a desk at which Ernest and I would sit 
looking for discrepancies in the accounts. Most of 
the time Ernest would just sit there staring into 
space and then say something inconsequential 
about his childhood. 

“We used to call this the ‘faces room’.” 

“Sorry?” 

“As children I mean, because we could see 
faces in the wallpaper,” 

The walls were lined with a heavy damask 
with ornate floral swirls decorating it. He stood up 
and drew imaginary lines around the shapes that 
he and his siblings had seen as faces, he was right; 
they looked like caricatures of expressions. He 
walked me around the room, making me stand in 
different positions to see how the light hit the 
walls at different angles, highlighting different 
hidden faces. I told him I agreed, and he came over 
and clasped my shoulder. 
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“I feel we really see eye to eye now, great 
stuff.” 

While I was with Ernest Lydia 
concentrated on the actual casework, sorting 
through all the files we had and deciding on our 
strategy. By the end of the week, the house was 
starting to look a little more ordered. It was 
reaching a stage where the things that hadn’t 
been put away rankled because they stood out. 

“Can’t we get rid of these boxes?” 

Was a refrain repeated by both of us, referring to 
the fat bunch of flat-packed boxes that we wanted 
to put outside but daren't as we knew the rain 
would quickly reduce them to claggy lumps. 
Instead, we propped this structure in the corner of 
the kitchen and repeatedly knocked our toes 
against it until the edges shrank away from us. 

I looked out again for some covered 
aspect for them, but every inch visible to me 
looked wet, bleary in dark sodden colours. I 
watched the rain falling sideways before going 
looking for Lydia and some comfort, in that 
weather it was hard not to want constant human 
contact. 

The quarrying and transport of stone, 
the erection of suitable scaffolding, the 
employment of itinerant craftsmen, who 
brought tales from distant lands, all this 
was a real event in those far-off days. 

 At the end of the week, we watched them erect 
the statues; it was an arduous process. They must 
have anticipated that it would take a long time as 
they brought floodlamps with them, which I 
assumed also meant that they were determined 
to be finished that day. They started at 6 am, we 
were woken by the diggers crossing the grounds, 
but the Family were absent, confining themselves 
to the house. The statues were kept in their bags 
until the last possible moment.  

New stands had been made for the 
statues, the newly forged metal was shiny even in 
that dull light. The first half of the day was spent 
digging out foundations for these new stands 
before the cement was poured in. Whilst the 
workmen were waiting for this to dry they rested 
and I thought I would talk to them, there was a 
huddle and a pair separated from the rest, I went 
to the two. I was determined not to sound arch 

but it was difficult; I couldn’t talk about 
supernatural occurrences without feeling like I 
was speaking in quotation marks. 

“So how do you think the statues will 
react to their new home?” 

 "Well, they're already bringing their cloak," 

He swilled his mug in the direction of the 
fog that was settling around the grounds, I 
couldn’t see the Hall anymore and the trees 
around the estate were disintegrating into the 
mist, they were just grey brushstrokes to me. 

“They’ll not do much harm here though, 
they won’t be worried about you, incomers, and 
the Family’s carrying no weight,” 

 They had to switch the floodlamps on at 6 pm, the 
rain danced in front of the vats of light, 
emphasising the blackness that swarmed around 
the rest of the estate.  

There was an accident; I think a labourer 
slipped on the mud churned up by the diggers and 
constant rain. How was anything ever dug up 
here? Or maybe that was why it had to be done so 
quickly, to prevent the holes filling with water. I 
wasn’t outside when it happened, but we heard 
the scream, the curses hurled at the statues, and 
from the kitchen window could see the 
ambulance arrive before carrying off a weeping 
workman, its blue lights tacking a course between 
the trees on the estate. 

Eventually, they got them up; we heard 
them leave and could just make out the ten stone 
cylinders from the back bedroom, monolithic and 
brooding in the night.  

But we must realise that each gain or 
progress in one direction entails a loss 
in another and that this subjective 
progress, in spite of its importance, 
does not correspond to an objective 
increase.  

d 

As opposed to their arrangement in the square the 
statues were positioned so they were all facing 
inwards, towards one another. It made standing in 
the middle of the circle quite intimidating, but I did 
it the next day, on my way up to the Hall. I looked 
more carefully at the faces and realised that there 
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was an order to them. There seemed to be a 
familial relation between some of them. I guessed 
that of the forty faces I could see, there were eight 
distinct groups or families. 

I wanted to ask Ernest about them, but 
we were distracted by the accounts and he 
wanted to show me some photographs of a dog 
they’d had as children. 

That night we were both woken by a 
scraping noise, loud and unholy, we turned to 
each other our eyes wide. It was an unwilling, 
shrieking sound. Though we didn’t speak I think 
Lydia, like me, thought straight away of the statues 
and we headed to the back bedroom to look at 
them. It was too black and foggy to see though, 
but it did seem to be the direction the noise was 
coming from. 

“I think there’s a torch downstairs. You 
remember when we moved in there was that 
bunch of stuff under the sink?” 

I realised quite how loud the sound was when I 
started talking. It was difficult to hear myself, 
difficult to think. 

“Yes, but don’t go. I don’t think we 
should.” 

I looked at Lydia, she looked worried, 
looking up at me with her head angled slightly 
downwards like she was concentrating, I noticed 
her fists were clenched. And she looked 
determined. I felt the hairs on my neck twitching. 
I didn’t want to worry her by going outside and 
there was something in that look on her face. We 
hugged and went back to bed. Sleep was 
impossible, we just lay there on our backs, our 
arms interlocked, staring at the ceiling, picking out 
shapes in the darkness, the whining grinding 
continued for an hour and I think I fell asleep 
about 30 minutes after that. 

When I woke it was like coming out of a 
coma, like the fog outside had drifted into our 
house and into my mind, I couldn’t think. I looked 
at my clock, it was almost midday. I went to look 
out onto the statues, but it was still too foggy to 
see them, though it did seem to have cleared a 
little. Lydia was stirring in the bedroom and 
shouting to her I got into the shower, 

“God I can’t believe how long we’ve 
slept,” 

As I got out, Lydia called to me from the 
back, her voice sounded tight. She was staring out 
of the back window. 

“Look,” 

I followed her gaze and gasped. The 
statues had appeared out of the mist. They had 
moved during the night. Or the heads had moved. 
Now all four of the heads on all of the ten statues 
were facing our house, all appeared to be looking 
at us. 

Walking to the house I avoided looking 
back over my shoulder. Thoughts circled in my 
head: Though I knew the Family hadn’t any power, 
I couldn’t believe they were without influence, but 
could I believe the statues were haunted.  I also 
wanted to talk to somebody else about it; 
somebody who could put it in context, but Ernest 
believed they were haunted. I began to wonder, 
despite myself, if it was by former Families. 

Ernest wasn't at the door, but I thought I 
could hear the tinny notes of a piano that hadn't 
been played for a long time. Ernest normally met 
me at the front door but once had waited for me 
in the music room, so I headed there. The music 
stopped, and the house seemed quieter than 
normal, the kind of silence that seems to make 
plants twitch and the air felt damp. I felt myself 
getting tenser. I tried not to think about the 
statues. As I turned into the music room I couldn't 
see Ernest. I looked instead at the wallpaper, 
tracing with my eyes the faces we had seen within 
it. I lingered on threshold but didn't go in; there 
was a pervading sense of… evil is the only way I 
can describe it, that rooted me to the spot. I 
managed to move my legs, they were stiff with 
adrenaline and I hurried out of the house, I 
wanted Lydia, she was stronger than me.  

When I found her, I relaxed a little. I was 
tired. I told her what happened, she listened and 
nodded and kissed me. It’s funny how this brought 
us closer together, the problems that we had in 
the city were gone, being trapped together 
because of the rain and then the statues, it felt like 
we’d never been closer. 

I looked outside to see a woman talking to 
the statues. I went to talk to her, to try and find out 
more about them, but she ignored me and started 
instead shouting at the statues, haranguing them. 
She threw handfuls and handfuls of birdseed at 
them and seemingly instantly was joined by a 
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murder of crows, that crowded around her and 
snaffled the seed. She left the birds there, atop the 
statues and all over the surrounding. I had never 
been so close to a large flock of birds, it was 
unnerving in the mist and rain.  

The statues moved again during the night, 
sleep was impossible; I would close my eyes and 
picture their leering faces revolving, imagining 
what I couldn’t see. Lydia and I would lie closer and 
closer together, her head under my chin, her legs 
angled backward to allow mine to angle forward. 
We had begun to tessellate. 

It is the sober truth that our feelings 
about things do colour the way in which 
we see them and, even more, the forms 
which we remember. Everyone must 
have experienced how different the 
same place may look when we are 
happy and when we are sad. 

In the morning, all the birds were dead, 
lying like sods of earth on the grass. Lydia cried 
when she saw them. What do you do in that 
situation? I dug a grave big enough to fit them all 
in, sweating in the mizzle. We wore a gardening 
glove each and tossed the birds in, trying to do it 
as decorously as was possible. At first, I counted 
them as we threw them in, but Lydia asked me to 
stop and I did. At that point, I had reached 20 and 
we weren’t halfway through. 

As I covered them with the soil she 
whispered something under her breath, a prayer 
maybe, and went back inside. I hugged her when I 
got in and washed. Then we finished the 
unpacking; there was a sense of having to make 
the best of it, that we had to get through this, the 
statues were there but so were we. I put the flat-
packed boxes outside, let the rain have them, I 
thought, let the statues have them I caught myself 
thinking. 

d 

All passages in italics taken from: 

Gombrich, E. H. (1950) 2011 The Story of Art. 16th 
ed. (revised, expanded and redesigned) London: 
Phaidon Press Ltd. 

Michael Lawton is an artist and writer, born in Sheffield in 
1980 he currently lives and works in Barcelona.  He is in the 
final year of a PhD in Fine Art at the University of Kent. He has 
previously studied at Chelsea College of Art & Design, the 
University of Huddersfield and Leeds Metropolitan 
University. Examples of his paintings and writing can be 
viewed at http://mlawton.co.uk 
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ndrew Yang is a transdisciplinary artist 
interweaving across the naturalcultural and 
biohistorical.   With  a  Ph.D.   in  biology,  a 

keen interest in contemporary philosophy, and a 
determination to craft new aesthetics interfaces in 
art and science, Yang is one of the most interesting 
contemporary artists working with conceptions of 
truth and materiality in the Anthropocene. 

Giovanni Aloi: I have followed your work since 
2010 when we published the Small Science 
Collective zines on Antennae. How has your 
practice developed since and what have been the 
main drives and influences? 

Andrew Yang: I used to mainly do research in 
biology and philosophy of science, with some work 
in data visualization and science zines, such as that 
Small Science Collective project. At that time, most 
of my visual practice was channeled through 
science education or communication. That 
gradually shifted between 2010 and 2012, when I 
began focusing more on artistic practice, folding my 
interests in biology and science studies into a more 
hybrid approach.  I still make zines and many of my 
projects still pursue forms of visualization, but I felt 
limited in having to work as a scientific expert. The 
model  of  siloed  academic expertise wasn’t what I  

 
 

 

held in high priority, instead it began to feel more 
and more like an intellectual and creative cop out.  
The emergence of the Anthropocene concept is 
giving a new energy and framework for the kind of 
transdisciplinary approach to the naturalcultural 
that I was already pursuing. I think that, together 
with the birth of my daughter in 2011, really drove 
me to reconsider things. 

G.A.: I know you are fond of rocks and your work 
has helped me to look at them differently. When 
did you become interested in rocks and why do 
they continue to stalk your work? 

A.Y.: I have always enjoyed collecting rocks 
because of their fascinating variety of shape, 
pattern, and composition. When I was a residency 
in Spain near the Montserrat mountains, I would go 
on these walks and end up coming back with thirty 
pounds of rocks in my bag. It struck me that the 
rocks were, in some ways, far more compelling 
than many “works of art” in terms of beauty, 
longevity, and processes involved in their creation. 
Any rock you pick up is probably the product of 
hundreds-of-millions of years of dramatic activity 
and in its details completely unique from any other 
in the universe, and yet it is also the  most   trivial 
and everyday of objects - a kind of “boring sublime” 

A 

AN ANTHROPOSCENE 

In Andrew Yang’s first solo museum exhibition held at th e Museum of C ontemporary Art in C hicago, 
the artist and trained biologist contemplates our relation  to the Milky Way, to which the majority of 
people have no basic visual access. Yang attempts to clos e this distance in a series of works that explore 
our shared elemental equivalencies; as inherent parts of the Milky Way galaxy, our corporeal bodies 
are, in a very real sense, celestial bodies. 

Interviewer: Giovanni Aloi 
Interviewee: Andrew Yang 
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closely are completely fooled by the crudest of the 
replicas.  And so, the rock “grounds” us, but is also 
a medium to softly challenge a host of 
assumptions and categories. To me, the idea then 
is that the distinction between art and nature is 
largely a false dichotomy - perhaps a useful one for 
humans at certain points in our history, but not 
meaningful within the conditions of the 
Anthropocene. 

G.A.: You are an artist-trained biologist and 
entomologist. Can you pinpoint an exact moment 
in which you ‘became an artist’ and what was 
appealing to you about the multidisciplinary 
dimension of art and science? 

A.Y.: When growing up, making art and studying 
science  took  equal  parts  of my time. I won’t say it  

Andrew Yang 
Makeshift Geologies (an Anthroposcene, tracing paper, watercolor, found rocks, litter, wax, 2013 © Andrew Yang 

"boring sublime" artefact.  This led me to make 
replicas of specific rocks that I found by folding and 
crumpling tracing paper and painting them with 
watercolors. Mixed together with authentic rocks 
in display collections, they were visually 
indistinguishable and created this kind of visual 
puzzle, almost pun. I find that people get really 
focused on inspecting each rock, looking at details 
and scrutinizing their patterns of what seem like 
"artificial" anomalies. I like the fact that the 
viewers' sense of attention really shifts, looking 
closely at something, like a common rock, that they 
might otherwise completely ignore. It just 
highlights that fact that it sometimes takes the 
context of "art" for people to look at the natural 
world with any concerted interest. I've gotten 
criticism for how unnatural some of the rocks look, 
while others who have never actually looked a rock 
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was “evenly split” because I never saw them as 
divided or competing approaches until college, 
when I had to choose between a primarily science 
or primarily art track. I tried to double major in 
ecology and studio art, but the schedule of the labs 
and the studios usually conflicted and, in the end, 
the science faculty gave me many more 
opportunities. They provided space, materials, and 
freedom for me to do experiments - to make 
molecules, culture creatures, and ask fundamental 
questions.  

After finishing my Ph.D. in biology, I made 
a very intentional choice to go teach in a school of 
art. Perhaps that choice captures some of the self-
realization that I was “an artist” in a more formal 
sense.  Years teaching at an art school together 
with my ongoing relationship with an artist, Christa 
Donner, helped me see the ways my scientific and 
philosophical interests could take meaningful 
shape as an artistic practice.  There was nothing 
about a hybridized practice that was appealing in-
and-of-itself,  it  just  made sense to me - it seemed  

 

like a fuller realization of what I had been trying to 
do for so many years, but under the other 
disciplinary labels. 

G.A.: I have been involved in animal-studies and 
posthumanism for almost fifteen years and, despite 
having actively promoted multidisciplinarity through 
Antennae and in other areas of my research, I am 
very aware of the challenges it entails. It is my 
impression that scientists generally expect a certain 
sense of accuracy and scientific rigor in the practices 
of artists who work with science. However, I am not 
quite sure artists come to the scientific table with the 
same level of expectation. In other words, it takes a 
certain predisposition on both sides to make the 
multidisciplinary encounter truly work on both sides. 
What challenges has multidisciplinary placed in your 
path? 

A.Y.: I think it’s generally true that artists come to 
science with a very different set of expectations 
about what it means to authentically engage 

Andrew Yang 
A Geological Perspective, found images, found rocks, 2012 © Andrew Yang 
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scientific topics than scientists do in engaging art. 
That can be one of the benefits of an 
interdisciplinary collaboration, but also a liability.  A 
lot falls on what it means to “work with science.” 
There can be a bit of a category problem all around. 
I think sometimes artists will claim to be probing 
science when in fact they are exploring “nature” or 
natural phenomena in a broader sense. They may 
happen to be using the findings of a specific 
scientific investigation, but they have no real stake 
or interest in how the discovery is made or in the 
significance within the scientific context – they are 
largely just making use of the products of scientific 
inquiry. On the other hand, a scientist might try to 
lay claim to certain natural phenomena as 
“scientific” when in fact science is only one of many 
ways it could be engaged.  Maybe an astronomer 
takes umbrage over an artist’s use of images from 
Hubble Space Telescope to explore magical or 
astrological notions. Yes, the imagery was 
produced by scientists for scientific purposes, but 
at the same time scientists don’t own the stars in 
the sky – it is part of the naturalcultural commons. 

I’ve written a fair bit on the topic of 
interdisciplinary art/science projects and my views 
have changed over time. Some have claimed that 
most art that tries to engage science seriously, or 
vice versa, tends to lead to both bad art and bad 
science. I think that can be true, but no more so 
than the bad art and shoddy science that are 
already out there. One reason for lukewarm 
outcomes can be the level of compromise that goes 
into collaborations between artists and scientists, 
especially if they are being sponsored or sanctioned 
by an institution that is looking to match-make the 
two, with a kind of C.P. Snow “two cultures” 
assumption looming in the background.  It can 
create really wonderful opportunities but also 
awkward arranged marriages. As you say, it takes 
certain disposition to make those kinds of 
collaborations work; I think the ones that are 
successful owe a lot to the openness and 
capaciousness of the artists and scientists as much 
as the topic they happen to be working with. 

All the same, there is still plenty of interest 
in enforcing disciplinary boundaries. For example, 
some years back I had this one faculty review at an 
art school where I was teaching science courses.  
The chair of the review committee said that I 
couldn’t claim that my co-curation of a bio-art 
exhibition could count as part of my professional 

practice. To him, and much of the committee, the 
only relevant work that I could be professionally 
evaluated on was peer-reviewed biology research, 
which ironically, they didn’t have the expertise to 
independently evaluate anyway.  I, however, saw 
that co-curated exhibition as precisely the kind of 
work that made my teaching valuable and relevant 
at the art school and that made use of my skills, if 
not as an artist, then as a biologist in collaboration 
with a co-curating artist. In the end, the dean of the 
school, an art historian who had actually seen the 
exhibition and really liked it, sided with me.  But 
that kind of thing makes clear just how much 
interest there still is in policing disciplinary turf and 
notions of expertise over actually evaluating the 
quality of work.  

G.A.: In my experience, one of the biggest 
challenges involved in producing art at the cusp of 
the art and science intersection lies in avoiding the 
‘educational science project’ pitfall in which the 
desire to clearly communicate data and processes 
trumps the poetic dimension of the work of art. 
How do you define your balance between art and 
science in your own work? 

A.Y.: Yes, it is a very fine balance and one that goes 
back to the shift in my own practice from making 
primarily didactic and communicative work to a 
more open-ended and poetically directed 
approach. Put simplistically, it was a matter of 
moving beyond the “problem-solving” mode of 
design and expanding into a more "problem-
posing" of art. 

While a lot of my work falls institutionally 
in the so-called art/science realm, I don’t actually 
identify my practice with that very strongly.  My 
aim isn’t to reconcile the professional disciplines or 
the “two cultures,” it is to try to make holistic sense 
of things by not taking the binaries for granted in 
the first place. I think my approach is more in line 
with what was called natural history or natural 
philosophy prior to the Enlightenment, after which 
the arts and sciences are increasingly divergent.  An 
overly disciplinary approach can squelch the kind of 
interpretive space I’m interested creating. 

G.A.: Your recent installation at the Museum of 
Contemporary Art Chicago was a complex work. It 
comprised different pieces that together outlined 
new   aesthetic  complexities  devised  to  draw  the 
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viewer into a series of realizations about 
perception, epistemology, and materiality. Why 
are three tables at the center of it? Are the three 
tables a direct reference to Harman’s essay ‘The 
Third Table?’ 

 

G.A.: Upon approaching the tables I was surprised 
to directly experience how my brain is hardwired to 
construct reality according to my own 
preconceptions. It took a double take to realize that 
what initially looked like a homogenous collection 
of natural objects was, in fact, a gathering that also 
included artificial ones. A giant wasp nest, foam, 
rocks, and dry marine specimen juxtaposed to one 

Andrew Yang 
The Way within, ceramics, tracing paper, watercolor, found rocks, various found objects, 2016 © Andrew Yang 

A.Y.: My three tables had no reference to 
Harman's essay, though I like the connection!  
Given the number of objects I wanted to put out 
and the dimensions of the room, three tables 
actually made perfect sense given what the 
museum had already in their exhibition stock. 
That said, the three tables weren't wholly 
incidental. For me, there were actually two visual 
references at play. First, the pattern of the tables 
is meant to evoke the arms of a spiral galaxy, such 
as the Milky Way. Among the upwards of 100 
objects, I wanted to have three gradients of color 
emerge - black/silver, red/tan, gray/white - that 
each table/arm spread out as a continuum from 
the center where all three met. The second visual 
reference are constellation   maps  and  composite 

astro-photographs of the sky astronomers use.  
The shape and configuration of the tables 
mimicked the overlapping rectangular form of 
those images in terms of geometry. I thought 
some visitors might pick-up on the spiral 
formation of the tables as the walk around them 
along the periphery of the room, or by seeing 
from them from the higher vantage of the 
stairway in the museum - perhaps they'd get a 
sense of the Milky Way's own gyre. I didn't expect 
anyone get the other reference to constellation 
maps, but it was definitely there in my mind's eye 
as arranged the tables.
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dissolving notions of boundary and identity, 
revealing the inherent challenges involved in seeing 
beyond our preexisting knowledge or past our 
contextual frames. It seems to me that the 
challenge you posed by setting up this experience 
equally applied to epistemologies of science as well 
as art.  

A.Y.: Yes, those were some key themes 
that motivated those tables - the fuzzy boundary 
between natural & artificial, the real & the 
represented, the personal & the universal.  During 
the Renaissance there was this concept of “jokes of 
nature” or “jokes of knowledge” - the idea being 
that when you came across an eggplant shaped like 
a celebrity or see apparently architectural forms in 
random rocks, it might be a visual prank of 
resemblance that the Creator had concocted to 
test a human powers discernment, or simply play 
with them. Later on, the active fabrication of such 
ambiguous objects also became part of the mix, 
including within Cabinets of Curiosities. That sense 
of mutability and inherent instability interests me. 
That collection draws inspiration from that spirit of 
the epistemological joke, the distinction between 
reality and representation that art and science both 
have been grappling with for millennia.  

G.A.: What role truth play in this project and how 
do notions of truth flicker in your own practice? 

A.Y.: “Truth” isn’t a word that I’ve considered very 
much in making this work, at least not capital “T” 
Truth, although maybe some notion of lowercase 
“truths” have a place. Truth often has an 
implication of the eternal, the immutable, and the 
essential in some non-material sense. If anything, 
much of this project was about embracing the 
fluctuating character of all things, the incessant 
transformation of materiality as the fundamental 
“truth of (the) matter.” In trying to pose 
opportunities for contemplation and play, I am not 
only working on the behalf of an art-viewing 
audience, but also very much for myself and for my 
own conceptual and spiritual understanding of 
things.  Flux and transformation operate on elusive 
scales of time, size, and complexity– nanoseconds 
and epochs, atomic lengths and megaparsecs – it’s 
this mutational sublime.  I can, in an abstract and 
intellectual sense, understand being embedded in 
a spiral galaxy or being one link in an unbroken 

chain of life that has evolved over three-billion 
years, but I also feel the need to comprehend those 
things in a more visceral, intimate, and immediate 
way. Here, your earlier questions about art and 
science come back. Studying science in the lab first-
hand is one way to gain that an intimate and deep 
engagement with the see and unseen world, but 
the expert researcher can only ask a very few well-
defined questions within a field, not across them. 
For example, almost no ecologists also do 
astronomy. But that is a conceit that I can embrace 
working within the visual arts. Art as a knowledge 
practice affords me a greater expanse in what I 
might hope to wrestle with and more fully 
understand, and it also gives me a means to share 
that experience with a much broader community of 
people, beyond specialists.  I don’t necessarily seek 
Truth or presume to help reveal it to others, but I do 
take seriously the idea that making art is can be a 
form of experimental philosophy. 

G.A.: On one of the exhibition walls was Stella's 
Stoichiometry (all things being equal 6lbs. 13oz.), a 
piece inviting the viewer to consider a flat ontology 
in which an abstract portrait of your daughter at 
birth, simply consists of the specific amounts of 
carbon, oxygen, nitrogen, phosphorus, hydrogen, 
and calcium: the elements composing her body at 
the very beginning of her life. It seemed to me that 
the subtle balance between poetry and pragmatism 
you staged played an essential role in the piece 
itself. What at first came across as a totally 
dispassionate and distant portrait of your daughter 
ultimately revealed itself as the deepest and most 
honest/objective representation of her anyone 
could ever produce. How did you develop this idea? 

A.Y.: During my partner, Christa’s, pregnancy the 
very physical and material reality of our developing 
child was ever present.  We thought more carefully 
about our eating, about not only in terms of 
Christa’s health, but also the material sourced to 
quite literally make up our daughter’s corporeal 
being.  After her birth, I was making sense of my 
role as her father but also simply her bodily 
presence, her metabolism, her activity as a living 
thing  within  the  planet.   I  think  I  wanted to make  
synthetic sense of that immediate, intense, 
emotional experience with the material and 
ecological context of her as a creature in her own 
right.   In  one  sense  the  portrait  is an  abstraction, 
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synthetic sense of that immediate, intense, 
emotional experience with the material and 
ecological context of her as a creature in her own 
right.  In one sense the portrait is an abstraction, 
but from a materialist point of view, it is in fact also 
a faithful representation, just as you mention.  I 
think you could go even further to say it is figurative 
- configurative, a kind of deconstructive figuration. 
The sugar, canola oil, baking powder, and the like 
are all forms that you can readily buy at the grocery 
store. Christa ingested the carbon, calcium, and 
other atoms in those and other edible forms, broke 
them down, and then passed them to our daughter 
in the womb, who used them as raw material to
then build her own body.

Materiality and its mutability are central to 
that piece, but so are the inherent creative 
capacities of mothers and of the female body.  
Christa’s remarkable capacities to create and foster 

 

 another human within herself stands in such stark 
contrast to my very unremarkable abilities as a 
(anatomically) male artist. Sure, I may fit the 
accepted Kantian criteria of an artist: one with 
personal agency, creative intention, and subjective 
distance – but at the same time and in practice all 
that I can muster to make a materially authentic 
portrait of my daughter is by way of 
“stoichiometry” (balancing the arithmetic 
chemistry equations for deriving the precise 
number of elemental atoms) and gathering those 
specific materials from the store. In that way, 
Stella's Stoichiometry also stands as a testament to 
just how seriously lacking my representational skills 
are… I don’t think it was a thematic that many 
people necessary picked up on, but that whole 
MCA exhibition was also a kind of homage to the 
female creative capacity, from this piece on 
through to the whole focus on the Milky Way 

Andrew Yang 
Stella’s Stochiometry (all things being equal, 6lbs. 13oz.), rock sugar, canola oil, baking powder, L-Arginine powder, oyster 
shells, water, 2012 © Andrew Yang 
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galaxy, whose namesake is mother’s milk.  The 
galactic come from the lactic, from lactation – the 
Milky Way’s creative force is akin to nutritive 
capacities of the milk to feed a growing child. That 
is why in the two-channel video Interviews with the 
Milky Way, that is also in that show, I interview my 
mother as the part of the galaxy who brought me 
directly into the universe and ask her about the 
experience of breastfeeding me. A chain of 
maternal kinship and three generations of women 
run throughout that exhibition. 

G.A.: Can Stella's Stoichiometry be seen as an 
aesthetic experiment directly grappling with the 
current challenges imposed on representation by 
the Anthropocene? I am more specifically thinking 
about the metasublime and notions of visibility and 
invisibility, subjectivity and objectivity, proximity 
and distance…all things that command the 
emergence of new poetics… 

A.Y.: Yes, I think that this historical moment – as 
captured in the Anthropocene proposal – calls for a 
different kind of aesthetics, but what they are, I’m 
certainly not sure. Its emergence will be difficult 
because everything the global North takes as 
meaningful is built on conceptual schemes and 
divisions that got us into the Anthropocene 
conundrum in the first place, it is what some might 
call a “wicked problem.”  Unlimited economic 
growth, hyperspecialization, the nature|culture 
divide…  it’s all normalized in the modern world, 
including the contemporary art world and its 
privileging of the human, the symbolic, the visual, 
and the individual.  

I think a deeper engagement with, and 
awareness of, materiality and process has to be a 
part whatever aesthetics emerge – the meta by 
means of the micro. In that way, maybe a work like 
Stella’s Stochiometry can function as a kind of 
existential poetics by virtue of its straightforward 
facticity. My daughter is so many things – sublime, 
wondrous, improbable, and otherwise because - 
not in spite - of the fact that she is equally a 
particular collection of elements and atoms.  The 
word "aesthetics" comes from the Greek for "to be 
aware, to perceive" and so piece about Stella is 
about perceiving the concomitant ways in which 
she exists in the world and of the world. For me, it 
is less about flat ontology than it is about poly-
plural epistemology. In considering the simple 

matters-of-fact and facts-of-the-matter in creating 
a human portrait from apparently non-human 
stuff, I think the fuller complexity of everything - 
and the increasing need for care and carefulness – 
might make itself more apparent. 

G.A.: Placenta/lava, a photographic diptych on the 
opposite wall, also dealt with subverting 
ontologies, connecting principles, and new 
registers of resemblance and similitude. Can you 
tell us what is at stake in the analogies proposed by 
the two images in the context of new materialism? 

A.Y.: The diptych presents a clear visual analogy, 
with similarity in the apparent size, shape, and 
texture of the placenta and the lava rock. The idea 
is to both play and point to underlying connections 
between the creative and genealogical. Christa is 
holding the lava rock in Hawai’i and the whole 
island is the extrusion of the red, liquid lava, 
something akin to planetary blood, that solidifies 
into this black basalt rock. It was on that very trip to 
Hawai’i that we discovered she was pregnant with 
our daughter, Stella-Mei. That moment of 
discovery connects to the placenta that the two of 
them had just begun to co-create in Hawai’i. The 
placenta and the lava rock capture creative 
processes at work in two different, but parallel 
timescales. At the same time, the images of the 
bright red organ on the left and black rock on the 
right might also read sequentially: the placenta like 
a glob of hot lava that then cools in the cupped 
hands of a mother-to-be. 

Materially speaking, both the placenta and 
the lava rock are mineral expressions of the planet, 
rich in elements like iron, oxygen, and magnesium 
but arranged somewhat differently, and so they are 
variations on a theme.  And so isn’t merely an 
analogy, it is also a matter (materially speaking) of 
deeper unity. At first, the structure of the diptych 
might suggest categorically different things 
connected through visual metaphor, but the longer 
you look at them, hopefully, you can start to 
recognize two manifestations of entangled bio-
geological processes.   

Many threads of new materialism speak to 
me, though I suspect that’s because I come to it 
from the “older materialisms” of the natural 
sciences, which I think have contributed the most 
to reveal how the human cultural and the non-
human natural are in fact shared forms.  
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G.A.: I know that your practice is very much 
informed by posthumanism and animal-studies 
theories—however you pretty much strike me as 
an independent thinker, in the sense that you don’t 
seem to identify with the associated research 
groups, which develop around these areas of study.  

A.Y.: I resist holding too closely to specific schools 
of research for the same reasons that I sometimes 
find the labels of “artist “or “scientist” as 
disciplinarily confining.   But even if I had a strong 
impulse to have a straightforward territory, at this 
point I’m not even sure what that would be.  Not 
only my interests but also the registers I want to 
move across, may be too varied and shifting to 
make that practicable.  I like working in academic 
contexts, but it is equally important to me to make 
work that resonates with a general public or with 
children as well. 

When most of my work was in 
professional biology community I was associated 
with a research field called “EvoDevo” – which is 
short   for   “evolution  &  development.”  EvoDevo 

seeks to understand deep evolutionary change by 
way of the structures and processes of 
developmental change that occur during a 
creature’s lifetime. It also takes environmental and 
ecological factors as central in some contrast to any 
myopic focus on genetic “coding” and the 
essentialism that can go with that. It encompasses 
thinkers from Ernst Haeckel and Gregory Bateson 
to Scott Gilbert and Donna Haraway. Even in the 
EvoDevo community, I was somewhat of an outlier 
- empirical, but also more speculative than many 
others were comfortable with. I suspect coming 
from that lineage in the biological sciences is 
probably why have an affinity with forms of animal 
studies and posthumanism.

G.A.: A Beach (for Carl Sagan) (2016) was an 
installation comprising 7 tons of sand, sound, and 
video. The title references Carl Sagan's quote "The 
total number of stars in the universe is greater than 
all of the grains of sand on all of the beaches of 
planet earth”. It seems to me that A Beach also 
addressed  the  metasublime of the Anthropocene:  

Andrew Yang 
Placenta/lava, archival inject photograph (26”x34”) 2011 © Andrew Yang 
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rendering the invisible (the total number of stars in 
the universe) quantifiable to those who live in big 
cities, like Chicago, and thus, due to light pollution 
fail to see the starry sky in its majestic vastness. 
Once again, notions of flat ontology, scale, 
relativity, materiality, and dimensionality appear 
problematized through an original poetic/aesthetic 
paradigm. How did the concept for A Beach 
develop and what challenges did you encounter in 
staging it? 

A.Y.: I’ve approached many of my recent projects 
with the idea of doing a contemporary “natural 
history” of specific sites in relation to phenomena 
that the site entails. With Chicago, light pollution is 
so ubiquitous and easily taken for granted, while 
also have very negative biological and psychological 
effects. Growing up in a rural area, I had no 
problem seeing  thousands  of  stars  and  the Milky  

Way; I feel that experience had a real impact on 
how I approach things in both a physical and 
metaphysical sense. In Chicago, I see perhaps five 
or six of the brightest stars and planets and feel that 
we’ve all lost an important connection to the rest 
of the world and, in fact, universe.  Once when my 
daughter was looking at a picture of a starry sky in 
a book, she actually asked what it was, which was 
so depressing. It was from this kind of thing the 
project developed.  

In the first episode of the original PBS 
series Cosmos. Carl Sagan is walking on a beach and 
delivers the line you quoted while throwing a 
shimmering handful of sand in the air.  It is both 
very kitschy and terribly moving at the same time. 
And so, I thought about how I might make an 
encounter with the unvisible starscape of our 
galaxy available to someone in the city, and so 
arrived at Beach, which is 1:1 numerical scale 

Andrew Yang 
A Beach (for Carl Sagan) 100 billion grains / seven tons of sand, six FM radios, video projection, 2016 © Andrew Yang 
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model that also evokes the dunes one encounters 
of the shores of Lake Michigan.  Calculating the 
number of grains and making it a representative 
model was important because I wanted to take the 
idea of Kant’s “mathematical sublime” seriously.  At 
the same time, the piece also melancholic and 
somewhat tongue-in-cheek in regard to the 
sublime.  After all, however evocative the total 
installation might be with its complete audio and 
video components, it is a bit of a sad gesture to 
present piles of sand as a proxy for the experience 
of standing under the Milky Way! I feel like A Beach 
also comments on what, to me, can feel like the 
vacuous emptiness of certain strains of minimalist 
art and land art that relies so heavily and easily on 
a spectacular scale and mastery of landscapes, but 
not necessarily a lot else in terms of ecological 
implication. Creating an indoor beach as galactic 
model follows from the very fact we can’t avail 
ourselves of the natural landscape’s beauty 
precisely because of our polluting manipulation of 
it. 

One of the challenges for the installation 
was just how much sand we could manage to have 
on the third floor of the MCA. The average estimate 
for the number of stars in the Milky Way is 200 
billion, which, for the particular grain of sand I was 
using, came to about thirteen and a half tons 
(about 12,000 kilograms). But the museum’s 
engineers wouldn’t structurally clear us for that 
much weight, and so I went with the lower range of 
the estimate, 100 billion grains, or about seven 
tons. I hoped I could source the sand from Oak 
Street beach, with the idea that I would return it at 
the end of the show, however, the museum didn’t 
go for that. The museum also didn’t visitors 
physically interacting with the sand, which was 
both good and bad. Good to maintain its visual 
coherence as an installation, but bad in restricting 
embodied contact - walking on and picking up – 
that would be really meaningful. On the last day, I 
was at least able to have a “touch tour” for the 
visually impaired as well as the general public, 
which gave people the chance to rub their hands in 
the sand… 

G.A.:  Which artists and theorists have influenced 
this exhibition? 

A.Y.: Most directly, Carl Sagan – not only as a 
scientist but as a visionary and speculator.  The 

writings of Jane Bennett, Donna Haraway, and 
Loren Eiseley were influences and likewise, the 
artwork of Allan McCollum, Robert Smithson, and 
Herman de Vries were also in the background. 

G.A.: What strands of your MCA exhibition are 
going to be brought forward in forthcoming 
projects? 

A.Y.: I’m not exactly sure. In a broad sense, the 
themes of eco-cosmology and natural history run 
throughout a lot of my projects. I am working on an 
online project for Art Journal that explores the 
Anthropocene in through the practices of 
landscape gardening on the one hand, and disaster 
mitigating terra-forming on the other. In that 
project mounds, dunes, and piles as a 
naturalcultural forms is being carried on but also 
expanded.  I also have some projects connected to 
an artist collective called Deep Time Chicago which 
examines the traces and engines of the 
Anthropocene in the city for an event at the HKW 
in Berlin in 2019.  In that sense, questions of 
interacting scales and articulating the aesthetics of 
biogeochemical processes will be carried forward.  

G.A.: What are you currently reading? 

A.Y.: I’m reading Cixin Liu’s sci-fi trilogy 
Remembrance of Earth's Past, The Sympathizer by 
Viet Thanh Nguyen, and the Harry Potter Series 
with my daughter. 

Andrew Yang is a transdisciplinary artist interweaving across 
the naturalcultural and biohistorical. His projects have been 
exhibited from Oklahoma to Yokohama, Chicago to Kassel, 
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Theory, Art Journal, Leonardo, and Interdisciplinary Studies in 
the Philosophy of Science. He was a visiting scholar at the 
Max Planck Institute for the History of Science in and 
seminar-leader at the Haus der Kulturen der Welt's 
Anthropocene Campus in 2016. He holds a Ph.D. in biology, 
an MFA in visual arts, and is an Associate Professor at the 
School of the Art Institute of Chicago. 
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y current research and artistic practice 
investigate the institutions that shape 
our ideas of the natural world. I am 

engaged in a photographic project that 
documents the interior office spaces of the 
United States federal and state park systems. 
Through investigating these mundane sites, I 
explore the relationship between idealized 
versions of nature—an imagined Eden—and the 
bureaucratic work required to produce and 
maintain them.  

The basis for this work comes from my 
interest in the state and federal park systems in 
the United States. While researching the state 
parks in the state of Florida, where I currently 
live, I learned that the park administrators 
mandated the year 1513 as the specific moment 
in history that should serve as the goal for all 
wildlife management decisions. 1513 was the 
year that Ponce De Leon landed on the east 
coast of Florida and this date indicates a point 
in time at which nature was not yet influenced 
by non-indigenous people (Gurria-Quintana 6). 
In interviewing rangers at various parks, I was 
initially struck by their open acknowledgment 
that this kind of return to the past was an 
impossible  goal;  the region’s ecology has been 

 
 
 

impacted irreparably over the past five hundred 
years while entirely new ecosystems have 
developed in their place.  So it would be neither 
feasible nor even desirable in some instances to 
reverse engineer these spaces. So, why then 
does this particular year continue to guide the 
mission and daily activities of these institutions? 
It seemed to me that rather than indexing an 
achievable return to the actual natural 
conditions of the region prior to European 
contact, 1513 served more as a symbolic ideal 
of an untouched tropical paradise. This type of 
symbolic ideal is ultimately also connected to a 
history of images and aesthetics. Edward Casey, 
the author of Getting into Place, writes: 

Wilderness is the natural world 
not on view, and especially not 
for human beings’ enjoyment 
and exploitation. Landscape, on 
the other hand, is the natural 
world as collected in coherent 
clusters and placed on view. The 
most prominent instances of 
such collecting and displaying are 
found in landscape painting and 
photography,     both    of    which 

M 

THE AESTHETICS OF EDEN 
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regard landscape as an object of 
aesthetic enjoyment. (196) 

I approach this topic from a background in 
photography, a media that has played a specific 
historical role in the framing of nature. As an 
artist, I am interested in situating my work in 
relationship to a longer history of artists and 
images through which nature and the landscape 
have been imagined in the United States. 
Differing from the artists that have worked 
before me, I photograph the interior office 
spaces of park managers and employees for the 
purpose of making visible the spaces of wildlife 
management and control.  It is within these 
sites that we confront the odd paradox between 
an idealized and aestheticized nature and the 
banality of its daily administration.  In making 
these images, I seek to probe at this paradox.  

At its most idealized, the expectation of 
visiting a state or national park is one of sublimity 

and transcendence—linked to the experiences of 
witnessing nature’s grandeur as a distinct visual 
entity. Not only do parks preserve and protect a 
given swatch of land, they also frame particular 
sites as worth seeing and often provide the terms 
of our visual encounters with nature through 
various interpretive methods (e.g. trail markers, 
signs, maps, postcards, scenic overlooks). The 
managing entities of the park, in essence, produce 
a manufactured and highly curated experience of 
nature for their visitors that has a history rooted in 
idealized notions of nature and aesthetics. In this 
paper, I will share the conceptual framework of my 
artwork and expand on the cultural conditions that 
have produced this relationship between 
architecture, photography and the natural world. 

Creation of separate park spaces 
in the United States 

The goals of the state and federal park systems 
have often mirrored that of the early European 
explorers seeking a Paradise in the Americas. 
These explorers were often searching for The 
Garden of Eden when they sailed West from 
Europe (Gurria-Quintana 10). They sought an 
idealized place, just as the Florida State Park 
officials now seek, like the Garden of Eden 
described in the Book of Genesis. To these 
explorers, The Garden of Eden was thought to 
have existed full-grown from the beginning of 
time and was seen as a place to discover as well 
as a place to which they could return. The 
Garden, being wholly natural and untouched 
since the expelling of Adam and Eve, was both 
wilderness and paradise. It would follow that in 
declaring 1513 as a state of nature to return to, 
the Florida State Parks also seek to return to a 
time period where the distinction between a 
cultivated park and a wilderness are made 
mute.    

It was this vision of wilderness, of an 
untouched nature, of an Eden, that early 
European explorers sought out and that the US 
government sought to preserve in the United 
States in 1916 when United States President 
Woodrow Wilson signed into law the formation 
of the National Park System. The United States 
was expanding inevitably West and a few 
forward-thinking US citizens and politicians 
thought it  critical  that some natural  spaces be 

Brooks Dierdorff 
Wildlife District 3 Headquarters, Ohio Department of 
Natural Resources, Inkjet Print, 2016 
© Brooks Dierdorff 
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protected before being irreparably damaged by 
increasing populations or attempts at 
privatization. Thus, began a significant period in 
the history of the United States and the 
beginning of government-sponsored land and 
wildlife management on a national scale. 

Landscape photography and its relationship to 
the park system in the United States 

In the context of the United States, photography 
was key to linking an ideal of a sublime natural 
landscape—dramatic and untouched—to national 
pride and a robust democratic spirit, shared among 
all viewers who visited them. Since the 1940s, 
photographers such as Ansel Adams not only 
popularized particular "must-see" park sites 
through his widely circulated images but also the 
aesthetic conventions for how to produce such 
imagery. In general Adam’s photographs follow the 
same conventions as landscape painters from the 
late  19th  century  in  that  the  images  combine the 

 

celebration and exaggeration of a landscape’s 
aesthetic beauty while simultaneously composing 
his photographs through rigidly formal 
technique. Adams relied extensively on the 
perfection of technical execution both in 
exposing the image and in manipulating the 
print exposure in the darkroom (Newhall 192). 

For example, in the well-known image, 
The Tetons and the Snake River from 1942, the 
image captures a mountain range and a curving 
and glistening river under a stormy and 
dramatic sky. Compositionally the image 
displays an exceptional formalism in its 
adherence to the Rule of Thirds. If this image 
were to be divided into thirds both vertically 
and horizontally, prominent components of the 
image would line up precisely with those 
dividing lines and at their intersections. For 
example, the tops of the mountain range align 
with the upper third dividing line of the image 
with the sky taking up one-third of the image 
and the land taking up the bottom two thirds.  

Brooks Dierdorff 
Oregon Department of Fish and Wildlife Field Office, Corvallis, Oregon, Inkjet Print, 2015 
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The two bends in the river align exactly with the 
intersection points of vertical and horizontal 
dividing lines. As with the landscape painters of 
the 19th century, this compositional formalism 
emphasizes specific aspects of the image and 
leads the viewer’s eyes to naturally rest on 
elements in the photograph placed at these 
dividing lines. The heightened contrast between 
black and white is another formal element in 
the image that accentuates the beauty and 
dramatic qualities of the landscape. Adams 
would nearly always accentuate these qualities 
during the darkroom printing process where he 
was well known for his expertise and attention 
to detail (Newhall 192). Clouds would be made 
near black with additional exposure and rivers 
would be near white. Patches of sunlight were 
added across fields where none existed in the 
negative and mountain faces were darkened to 
near black to contrast against the bright white 
snow on mountain peaks. Adams, again taking 
cues from 19th-century landscape painters, 
portrayed the landscape not as it was, but as an 

idealized version of itself. 
While being informed by and in some 

ways indebted to this legacy of landscape 
photography, my own work, and the especially 
the photographs of the park office interiors, lies 
in opposition to this vision of nature put 
forward by Adams. Instead of emphasizing the 
aesthetic beauty of the landscape and 
exaggerating or dramatizing nature for an 
emotive effect, my work instead focuses on the 
mundane dramas of park system bureaucracy. 
On a formal level, I make use of a ‘deadpan’ 
documentary style of photography to probe the 
paradoxes of wildlife management. This choice 
in approach follows, in part, from a lineage 
begun by U.S. photographers of the New 
Topographics movement in the 1960’s and 70’s, 
who sought to deconstruct the formal and 
ideological tenets of previous generations of 
landscape photographers. New Topographics 
photographers utilized a deadpan aesthetic in 
the attempt to rid photography of the singular 
subjective      viewpoint,     emotionalism,     and 

Brooks Dierdorff 
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individualism that they saw as the basis of prior 
approaches. Instead, they approached landscape 
as a set of aesthetic conventions to be critically 
examined and clinically depicted, translating 
nature's image into a form of information lacking in 
affect. The deadpan aesthetic puts emphasis on 
seeing beyond the limitations of an individual 
perspective and emotionalism and offers a 
seemingly more objective mode of viewing the 
world and the landscape (Cotton 36).  

The photographer Lewis Baltz was 
considered at the forefront of the New Topographics 
movement. Instead of photographing the 
untouched beauty of the American West, Baltz 
photographed the American West as a bleak 
landscape under the assault of human 
encroachment. For example, in the photograph 
Park City 19, Subdivision Phase III, the epic 
mountain ranges portrayed in Adam’s photographs 
morph into piles of grey dirt shaped and pushed 
into place by bulldozers; snaking rivers are 
transformed into the tracks of absent machinery; 
and the dramatized layers of black and white 
storm clouds become a flat and monotone grey. 
Baltz’s formal and compositional techniques, 
equally practiced and intentional as those of 
Adam's, are used instead for the purpose of 
showing a distressed and manipulated 
landscape. Baltz uses the formal compositional 
strategies of landscape photographers like 
Adams but substitutes emotion for an austere 
documentation. But the formal banality of 
Baltz’s photographs belies a drama of their 
own. The landscape is becoming forever 
changed and Baltz, with an unflinching eye, 
documents the slow destruction of a once 
untouched nature. Eden is being bulldozed and 
a subdivision is being erected.  

The aesthetics of Eden 

Taking cues from the approach of New 
Topographics like Baltz, my photographs of the 
interior office spaces of park ranger offices use 
formal compositional devices for the purpose of 
accentuating the juxtaposition between an 
idealized and aestheticized nature and the 
banality of its daily administration. My work, 
however, differs from Baltz and other New 
Topographics photographers in that I am not 
photographing the result of the human 

manipulation on the landscape but the source. 
Instead of a bulldozed Eden on view in the 
photographs of the New Topographics 
movement, my images portray an Eden that has 
been slowly, methodically, and quietly 
transformed into a highly curated public park. 
Where the New Topographics photographers 
transposed nature with affect to nature without 
affect, I photograph the aesthetics of nature as 
information displayed in an office interior as a 
way of thinking about and making visible, the 
administrative goals and the labor of managing 
nature. Most of this labor takes place within the 
banal spaces of sparsely decorated offices.  

These offices are typically located in 
double-wide trailers scattered off of service 
roads in austere cinder block buildings flanked 
by storage and equipment sheds, in the 
cramped quarters of visitor centers, next to gift 
shops, information desks, and educational 
displays. For example, at Blue Springs State Park 
in the state of Florida, the visitors center is at 
the end of a cleanly paved road near the clear 
Blue Springs for which it gets its name. The 
administrative offices, or “field offices,” on the 
other hand lie off a dirt road hidden from the 
main paved road behind a line of trees. The 
term field office, for those who don’t know, 
defines a park office space located within the 
boundaries of a state or national park. The field 
office is the local control center, separate and 
distinct from the visitor’s center. Field offices, as 
opposed to the visitor’s center, are not meant 
to be seen by the public and are generally 
utilitarian. The one I visited at Blue Spring State 
Park was located down a winding road with 
signs stating only park employees were 
permitted. When I interviewed one of the 
rangers there for this project we sat on a picnic 
bench outside of the small field office building, 
which was a tan colored doublewide 
manufactured trailer.  

On a fundamental level, the field offices 
offer separation from the external world and 
from the nature they are helping to shape and 
present to a public. The offices are often small, 
but what they lose in space they gain in comfort 
and security - separated from an often-
disordered nature they know they cannot 
always control. The field offices are a place not 
occupied   by   or   accessed   by  nature. It is the 
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symbolic division of nature and culture made 
physical. The office walls serve as the space 
between the artless earth and the skillful body. 
Every office in every building is in this respect a 
compromise formation: a middle ground 
between nature and culture. (Casey, 112) The 
field office is a place where nature, like the park 
visitor, is kept out. The dichotomy between 
nature and culture is maintained and 
reinforced.  

The bureaucratic work performed in the 
field office seems caught in a paradox: on the 
one hand, the impossible goal of a return to 
untouched nature; on the other hand, the 
complex and often conflicting demands of 
environmental protections, land use priorities, 
public access and accountability, facilities 
maintenance, field research, and budget 
restrictions, to name a few of the line items on 
the agendas of most park employees. 

What becomes clear very quickly when 
you begin to speak with park employees  about  

their daily work schedules is the amount of 
administrative work required to produce and 
maintain the image of nature for visitors. 
Instead of nature in its wild state, it emerges as 
an accumulation of information organized 
according to the logic of a bureaucratic system 
all performed within the space of a banal office. 
Instead of the Ansel Adam’s vision of a 
glistening river set in front of a winding and 
glistening river, in my visits to field offices 
around the United States I experienced an Eden 
that is located under the fluorescent lights of an 
office and within the folders, specimen 
collections, charts, graphs, posters, and books. 
It was in the beige walls, the grey-blue carpet, in 
the dark brown sheen of the desk veneers and 
in the patina of the decades-old metal file 
cabinets. What exactly are the aesthetics of a 
bureaucracy that manages nature, and can the 
logic of a bureaucracy be reflected in its 
aesthetics? How does the logic and aesthetics of 
a  bureaucracy effect how nature is managed? I  

Brooks Dierdorff 
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photograph the field offices interiors with these 
questions in mind and I see the process of 
photographing these spaces as my method of 
visual research. 

Through my artwork, I have worked to 
further acknowledge, and challenge traditional 
notions of how human beings relate to nature, 
all with the intent of exploring what new ideas, 
contradictions, or insights the work can evoke 
for a viewer. In accentuating the quotidian 
realities of office life in the parks, the 
photographs foreground the paradoxical 
demands for purity and economic rationality 
placed on wilderness sites. By looking at nature 
through sites of land and wildlife management, 
I seek to move us towards a consideration of the 
specific quality of work required to produce 
such a curated nature and how this reflects our 
past, as well as what this can tell us about our 
culturally held beliefs moving into the future. 
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hilst the world is increasingly 
dependent on digital technologies, 
the materiality of the digital remains 

elusive. Digital material reality escapes 
perception, allowing for a comforting delusion 
of a clean, virtual and immaterial technology. 
This misperception is not only due to the 
incomprehensible internal technical complexity 
of the digital but also due to the unbearably 
toxic process of production and disposal of rare 
earth minerals that need to be expelled in 
remote sacrifice zones to allow consumerism to 
thrive. Geographically isolated and aesthetically 
excluded, these are zones where the rare-earth 
mineral’s toxic extraction takes place and where 
the tons of unrecyclable e-waste are disposed. 
The spatial separation between consumption, 
production, and disposal of digital commodities 
hinders our cognitive ability to appreciate the 
link between the immediate digital experience 
in a developed country and the exploitation of 
social and natural resources elsewhere in the 
world. The entire process of globalisation which 
is based on digital technology becomes almost 
incomprehensible when the hard facts of its 
materiality take place outside of the cognitive 
horizon. The tragic irony of the contemporary 
user of the digital technology lies in the fantasy 

that these technologies are “clean”, “green” or 
virtual whilst disavowing at the same time the 
truth of the underlying materiality. This fantasy 
generates a false comfort of inexhaustible 
human virtual power over the non-human 
conditions of our existence.  Cultural practices - 
artistic and curatorial - dealing with the 
materiality of the digital have the potential to 
challenge this false comfort and open up new 
possibilities of the sensible and possible. This 
natural history of the digital can reveal the 
complex ecological and socioeconomic realities 
condensed into the gadget and link ‘lives, labor, 
and imaginaries’ (Gabrys 2013: 153).   

Focusing on selected works and their 
interaction in the form of a curatorial 
manifestation this paper aspires to explore 
intersections between nature and technology 
through the lens of cultural production and 
argue that digital technology is not simply a 
medium that separates humans from "true" 
materiality but is itself a new materiality 
consisting of raw matter, energy, and social 
relationships. The paper will explore the impact 
of these practices on the distribution of the 
sensible in the era of the Anthropocene and 
how they challenge our understanding of 
technology, raw materials and their mark on the 

W 

CURATING THE 
ANTHROPOCENE 
 

 Rare earth minerals are essential in the manufacturing of hi-tech products such as mobile phones, defence 
systems and green energy technologies. The increased use of these tools has create d dystopian areas of e-
production and e-waste. The group Unknown Fields produced the ‘Rare Earthenware’ filming the largest 
mining site in China. The Bodies of Planned  Obsolescence revealed the hidden toxic dump fields of e-waste 
in Hong-Kong and Africa. Both works along with others will be featured in the autumn exhibition 2017 at 
CFCCA, Manchester. This paper maps the exhibition main themes and discuss the role of the curatorial in 
addressing ecological urgencies.  
The full title of this essay is ‘Curating the Anthropocene: Rare earths, toxicity, and geopolitical 
representations’.  
 Text by Marianna Tsionki 
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environment. Furthermore, I will explore what 
is the role of the exhibition space in presenting 
and discussing geopolitical, social and 
environmental complexities.  

To understand both the stakes and the 
methods involved in the curatorial we need to 
go back to the socio-political, environmental 
and economic background of these sacrifice 
zones. Exemplary sacrifice zones, spaces of 
production and disposal of the digital 
materiality are the Bayan Obo mining region in 
Inner Mongolia, the largest mining site for 
China’s impressing contribution of 86% of the 
global rare earth market and the so-called 
‘electronic graveyard of the world’ (Yeung 2008) 
the electronic waste site in Guiyu. 

Geopolitical background of a toxic dystopia 

Rare earth industry has contributed to a great 
degree to current China’s strategic dominant 
position in the global economy. Rare Earth 
Elements (REE)i  are essential raw materials in 
the manufacturing of both civilian and military 
hi-technology products such as mobile phones, 
laptops, green energy and medical technologies 
as well as for the developing of defense systems 
employed in cyber-warfare. As a result, the 
global demand for rare earth minerals is 
growing rapidly amounting to 130,000 tons per 
annum, with an estimated value of US$1.5 bn 
(Komesaroff 2010). This extensive use has made 
REEs China’s strategic commodity.  

In 2014 Chinese rare earth extraction 
accounted for 86% of the total global 
production while it holds 42% of the known 
global REE reserves (Survey 2015: 132); 80% of 
the rare earth resources in China are distributed 
in the Bayan Obo region in Inner Mongolia (Fan 
et al. 2016: 335) which is the largest Rare Earth 
metal deposit in the world. The increased 
production and consumption of digital devices 
in our contemporary technologically mediated 
societies have created the exemplary dystopian 
area of pollution and human exploitation of 
Bayan Obo Mining District. The history of the 
mining industry in that area is interesting; in 
1927 iron deposits were discovered in Bayan 
Obo but it wasn’t until 1957 that the first rare 
earth concentrates were produced (Lai et al. 
2015: 128, Xiaosheng and Ling 2014: 29). While 

initially the production of RRE was limited in an 
experimental laboratory setting, after World 
War II the production processes where 
streamlined and set the basis for the 
development of a promising industry. During 
Mao’s era, the mining development of the area 
was of great importance as it was supporting 
China’s industrialisation as well as Soviet forces 
in Mongolia and Inner Asia (Klinger 2015). In 
1963 the first Research and Development (R&D) 
facility was established and until the 1980’s they 
systematically surveyed China’s REE locations 
and reserves. After the end of the Cultural 
Revolution, and the rise of Deng Xiao Ping a 
series of strategic decisions resulted to an 
increased production of REE and paved the way 
for China’s REE global domination (Hurst 2010). 
The vision was clear ‘using China’s resources to 
advance economic growth’ (Mancheri, Lalitha, 
and Chandrashekar 2013: 17).  

Yet, the assumption that the natural assets will 
offer wealth to a country needs to be challenged 
when it fails to acknowledge the so-called 
economic externalities; As Sean Cubitt has 
emphasized certain socioeconomic characteristics 
have often been deliberately excluded from the 
economic analyses ‘because they come at no direct 
cost’ (Cubitt 2015a: 2). These are externalities such 
as the environmental and health costs to local 
populations related to the extraction of raw 
materials as well as the disposal of technological 
equipment in West Africa and East Asia.  

The combination of low labour costs, lax 
labour and environmental statutes and targeted 
investment led to China’s highly developed 
industry that dominates globally rare earth 
production.  The main competitor on the other 
side of the globe, the Mountain Pass mine in 
California, which was the dominant global 
supplier of REE until the mid-1980’s had to shut 
down in 2002, due to environmental concerns 
and low market prices set by China’s REE 
production.  

Ecology, Geology, and Toxicity 

China’s rare earth production is known not to 
meet the required environmental standard 
(Kilby 2014: 543). The ecological impact is 
tremendously high affecting both human and 
non-human  agents.  The  large  footprint of the 
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Bayan Obo mining district takes an important 
position amongst the greatest ecological 
monstrosities of the Anthropocene. Here, the  
term ecological is used in a Guattarian (Guattari, 
Pindar, and Sutton 2014) way referring to an 
ecological approach that connects not only with 
nature but also with subjectivity and social 
relations.  

All stages of REE’s extraction, including 
mining, refining, waste management and 
disposal, have severe environmental effects 
exemplified in the dystopian spatial reality of 
pollution and human exploitation of Bayan Obo 
mining district. First, the mining and the dust 
blown from the mining facility is a major source 
of contamination conveying both heavy metals 
and radioactive substances, such as thorium 
and uranium, with known detrimental effects 
on human health including increased risk of 
cancer. Recently the Chinese Society of Rare 
Earths has revealed that ‘every ton of rare earth 
produced, generates approximately 8.5 
kilograms (18.7 lbs) of fluorine and 13 kilograms 

(28.7 lbs) of dust’ (Hurst 2010: 10). Secondly, 
the refining process is extremely toxic due to 
the chemicals used for the separation of the 
elements (Hao and Nakano 2011) that are freely 
disposed to the area. Finally, waste 
management and disposal are both associated 
with highly radioactive by-products and 
although long-term storage in isolation and 
effective treatment is required, this does not 
appear to be implemented as it is considered an 
expensive method (Klinger 2015: 58). 
       Bayan Obo’s landscape has seen 
momentous transformations since the 
beginning of the mining operations. REE’s 
intensified production, combined with limited 
environmental regulation - especially in the 
illegal small enterprises operating in the mining 
area (Levkowitz and Beauchamp-Mustafaga 
2010: 3), has resulted in unprecedented 
ecological destruction in the region. The local 
population suffers from mining-related diseases 
following exposure to radioactive substances. A 
13 km2 tailing dam holding 200 million tons of 

NASA Earth Observatory, Rare Earth mine in Bayan Obo, China, Satellite image, 2006, public domain 
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radioactive substance has radioactively 
contaminated the soil, groundwater, and 
vegetation of the local area (Wübbeke 2013: 
389). The Yellow River and the Baotou City are 
in close proximity and at risk of humanitarian 
and environmental disaster especially in the 
event of contamination triggered by an 
earthquake or extreme weather conditions 
(Klinger 2015: 122).  

The occupational hazards are severe; 7000 
workers are employed in the Bayan Obo mining 
area, 3000 of them are exposed to radioactive 
thorium a by-product generated during the 
process of extraction of rare earths. The 
inhalation of thorium in the working area has 
been associated with cancers of the lung, 
pancreas, and blood (Kemakta Konsult AB 2014: 
8). In her extensive study on the social and 
environmental complexities in Bayan Obo 
mining region, Michel Klinger has interestingly 
traced the coexistence of rare earths minerals 
and radioactive substances in their geological 
formation stating that ‘the conditions under 
which rare earths are formed are very similar to 
the necessary conditions for the formation of 
naturally occurring radioactive materials’ 
(Klinger 2015: 119). However, Klinger highlights 
that the stone or the sand containing the rare 
earths are not hazardous themselves. The risk 
emerges during the extraction process when 
the elements are separated from the earthy 
confines, segregated through crushing, 
transport and beneficiation processes, and 
concentrated in downstream water sources and 
soft tissues.  

The product of these complex interactions 
between human and non-human factors is not 
simply the sum of the changes imposed by 
human intervention to earth minerals but 
assumes an autonomous vital power derived 
from the continuous material transformations. 
This is what Jane Bennett would call thing-
power of the objects arguing for a vital 
materialism that offers active attributions to 
things, ‘things that do in fact affect other 
bodies, enhancing or weakening their power’ 
(Bennett 2010: 3). This vitality offers the space 
to challenge the ontological superiority of 
humans in the world while it reveals agential 
attributes to non-subjects; where non-subjects 
can be the non-human as well as the 

marginalised human. It also allows us to see 
matter as non-static and active, a power that 
can act as a catalyst determining an event 
(Bennett 2010: 9). Bennett recognises that her 
approach will not disperse issues of human 
exploitation, however, it could potentially 
contribute to a rethinking of self-interest and 
challenge individualism in favour of relationality 
and symbiotic existence.  

 Recently the Chinese government has 
recognised the environmental consequences of 
the rare earth industry and has committed to 
financially support programmes that prevent 
and control industrial pollution. In addition, the 
rare earth industry has contributed 2-billion-
yuan environmental protection investment 
(Keqiang 2011). However, it has been argued 
(Klinger 2015: 128) that this was a consciously 
delayed decision. Contrary to popular belief 
China monitored carefully and was aware of the 
environmental and social hazards of the industry 
since the beginning. It appears that the end 
justified the means and the geostrategic political 
decision was taken to increase exploitation of 
natural resources in China's remote areas in 
order to boost economic development and 
strengthen China’s position in the international 
competition. The transformation of Baotou into a 
national and global sacrifice zone was 
predetermined, following rules and interests that 
favoured the profits of the global market. 
However, it seems that the otherwise well-
designed geopolitical project failed to predict the 
scale of environmental consequences which 
include the risk of cross-contamination via 
underground leaks of the Yellow River which 
supplies with water 150 million people and the 
thing power overwhelmed the human mastery.   

There has been a large scale environmental 
programme supported by the central government 
of China involving teams of experts on public 
health and mining-related pollution with more 
experience than any other part of the world 
leading local research and remediation 
programmes.ii There have also been several 
studies analysing the environmental impact of 
the mining activities mostly published Chinese 
print journals but unfortunately translation into 
the English language is not available to assist a 
constructive international dialogue around this 
issue.  
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E-waste - the act of disappearance

From the astonishing volume of 50 million 
tonnes per annum of global waste electrical and 
electronic equipment (Schwarzer 2005: 1), the 
level of recycling of the rare earth minerals is 
very limited to less than 1 percent; Britain, for 
example, discards about 21kg per person 
annuallyiii. Surprisingly there is no track of e-
waste although it is well known that it is a 
particularly toxic waste mainly due to the rare 
earth mineral content.  In sharp contrast with 
plastic or other waste materials, no figures are 
available from government or industry on how 
much is exported. The European Environment 
Agency (2012: 28) estimates between 250,000 
tonnes and 1.3m tonnes of used electrical 
products are shipped out of the EU every year, 
to West Africa and Asia (mostly China and India) 
but it is not known what happens next. 
According to United Nations Environment 
Programme, 4 million personal computers are 
disposed of annually in China (Xing et al. 2009: 
76). In Guiyu, Guangdong province, China – the 
world’s largest e-waste disposal site – more 
than 80% of the total population (approx. 
150.000) are e-waste labourers (Chung 2011: 
86, Kirby and Lora-Wainwright 2015: 44), 
working in more than 300 enterprises and 3000 
independent workshops (Xing et al. 2009: 76) 
and treating more than 20 million tonnes of e-
waste per year (Chi et al. 2011: 735). The 
combination of extensive informal sector in the 
recycling of both domestic and imported e-
waste and the lack of governmental regulations 
and adequate infrastructure has caused 
environmental and human health hazards in the 
ecosystem and local population (ibid). The use 
of uncontrolled non-industrial recycling 
procedures including inappropriate disposal, 
dismantling and manual separation, unsuitable 
shredding, burning and acid leaking has resulted 
in the contamination of air, soil and water with 
heavy metals and perilous substances and 
chemicals iv , endangering the food chain and 
general health. Health effects include 
respiratory diseases, high blood lead levels in 
children (Sepúlveda et al. 2010: 36) and 
increased levels of PBDEs (Polybrominated 
Diphenyl Ethers) in the serum of the e-waste 
employees (Bi et al. 2007: 5648). Finally, 

unregulated recycling focuses on the extraction 
of common use metals such as steel, aluminium, 
and copper and therefore results in loss of other 
precious metals that e-waste contains such as 
gold, copper and nickel and rare materials of 
strategic value such as indium and palladium 
and germanium (European Environment Agency 
2012: 28).  

Recently the Basel Action Network 
discovered that a large number of containers 
filled with e-waste arrived in illegal dumping sites 
in New Territories, Hong Kong – likely to be the 
new Guiyu. The Basel Convention is an 
international treaty aimed at reducing the 
movements of hazardous waste between nations 
and although both mainland China and Hong 
Kong have signed the treaty there are 
ambiguities in Hong Kong’s legislation that make 
it an attractive destination for dumping.  

Rare earth minerals, although serve as raw 
material of green technology, are the only 
common raw material that has not been 
included within the comforting notion of 
recycling of green capitalism that fuels the 
bulimic pace of consumerism in developed 
countries. The fast pace of digital technology is 
not sustained by relieving the consumerist’s 
guilt with the prospect of recycling of the raw 
material. On the contrast, it is sustained by the 
exclusion of the raw material from the scene of 
sensible, by its disappearance at all stages from 
extraction to waste management.  

Such are the issues that the Bodies of 
Planned Obsolescence, an art-science research 
project is addressing; a platform for artists, 
cultural theorists and scientists, aiming at 
uncovering the materiality and the socio-
economic facets of discarded electronics 
through practical research methodologies and 
public engagement. The group visited the places 
where e-waste is exported; the hidden toxic 
dump fields in Hong-Kong and West-Africa 
where they physically got involved in e-waste 
labour activities. They also developed a series of 
workshops, public debates and exhibitions in 
Hong Kong, China, Lagos, Nigeria, and London, 
UK.  

Part of the project’s public programme was 
the one-day event at the V&A Museum in 
London with the title ‘After the Circuits Died: 
Exploring electronic waste’;  there  participating  
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artists and theorists performatively engaged 
with discarded electronics such as computers, 
telephones, and printers. The workshop was 
open to the public and initiated a group 
discussion on the multiple concerns of e-waste. 
This is a multi-layered project aims to 
problematize the status of the technological 
apparatus by creating a trajectory between the 
waste pickers who are daily exposed to toxic 
materials, as well as the contaminated water 
and soil that surrounds them, and the 
consumers of these devices who are 
continuously producing additional waste ready 
to be exported.  

Rare earth elements: new raw materials and 
new materialities  

The multi-layered nature of the antagonistic 
relations that these 17 Rare Earth elements - 
the raw material of our technocapitalist 
societies  -  are  constructing,  seems  to  exceed 

 

their own materiality. In a way as media theorist 
Jussi Parikka would argue they are developing 
multiple levels of media materialism shifting the 
theoretical interest towards environmental 
agitations (Parikka 2015, 5). Parikka is 
introducing medianatures - following Haraway’s 
proposition of linked naturecultures - which is ‘a 
continuum between mediatic apparatuses and 
their material contexts in the exploitation of 
nature’ (Parikka 2012, 97). This premise is 
ultimately environmental but also political since 
media technologies are inextricably connected 
to the earth and the minerals and also to issues 
of toxicity and scarcity.  

Spatial Segregation 

The spatial segregation of consumption and 
usage on one hand and production and 
degradation on the other hand of digital 
technology is extremely important in shaping 
contemporary subjectivity and aesthetics. The 

Dani Ploeger 
Bodies of planned obsolescence Lagos, Photograph, 2015, Image courtesy of the artists Dani Ploeger/Peter Dammann © Dani Ploeger 
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segregation between consumption and 
production of commodities has been quite 
prevalent since the period of colonial capitalism 
affecting the cognitive ability of the subject to 
link the immediate experience in a developed 
country with the complex network of 
relationships (Jameson 2007: 107), including 
social and natural resources exploitation, that 
sustain the everyday experience. When a 
significant structural element of the social 
whole apparatus becomes unimaginable, the 
subject is unable to grasp the whole in his 
immediate experience. As Jameson puts it, 
existential experience in the metropolis can no 
longer be grasped immanently, there is a 
constitutive lack related to the spatial disjunction. 
In today's capitalism, daily life in the developed 
countries is sustained, uninterrupted, despite the 
environmental risks for the planet and the 
sustainability of the human species if the market 
economy continues at the same pace (Latour 
2011: 4). Although awareness about the need of 
recycling and the issues around climate change 
is present, spatial disjunction in relation to the 
materiality of digital technology sustains a 
mysticism around the digital that allows 
“business to continue as usual”. The digital 
technology is fetishized (Ming 2011) appearing 
as an autonomous mythological force evolving 
on its own, spontaneously and teleologically, 
not routed into any materiality, unlimited in 
terms of resources. From an aesthetic 
perspective, the disjunction between aesthetic 
experience and abstraction of global digital 
economy is supported by a spatial disjunction 
depicted in particular geographies (Toscano and 
Kinkle 2015: 15). 

Digital Matters exhibition 

For the remainder of this paper, I will focus on the 
exhibition and the curatorial methodology. This 
project aspires to use the curatorial as 
methodology to inhabit the complex relationship 
between cognitive mapping, subjectivity and 
aesthetics in the era of digitalised technology 
focusing on the materiality of the digital and aiming 
to aesthetically desegregate the spatial disjunction 
between production, consumption and disposal of 
digital technology and instigate a deeper 
engagement with the geopolitical and economic 

 implications of the Rare Earth minerals in 
relation to their extraction, extended use and 
disposal.   

This is similar to what Parikka is embracing in 
his own methodology of deploying the 
aesthetics of media geology, either by poetically 
highlighting the environmental and social 
implications of the industry or by engaging with 
artistic practices dealing directly with these 
issues. This approach examines primarily the 
materials and functional quality properties of 
the objects of interest rather than primarily 
applying political-economy analysis commonly 
used in social sciences. This does not mean that 
this type of analysis is rejected; it is simply 
performed at a different secondary level in the 
context of primary central queries of ‘how 
things work, what are they made of and how 
they mediate between human and non- human 
domains' (Cubitt 2015b).  A Geology of the 
Media expands the spectrum of interests of media 
archaeology including the interrelationships 
between media technologies and natural process 
with a particular focus on the mineral extraction 
and the disposal of electronic waste.  

The artworks that will be presented in this 
paper will be part of a group exhibition titled 
Digital Matters opening on November 2017 at 
the Centre for Chinese Contemporary Art in 
Manchester that explores the relationship 
between the natural and the technological 
through artworks produced in Hong Kong, 
China, and the UK. The artworks challenge the 
notion of digital immateriality and interrogate 
the material foundations of our contemporary 
technological universe and its related socio-
political and environmental repercussions. 

The works address geopolitical, economic and 
environmental implications of technological global 
domination either by focusing on the extraction 
and disposal of REE or by highlighting the 
importance of digital technology in our everyday 
life and the conflicts surrounding them. The notion 
of immateriality is interrogated throughout an 
exhibition and a public programme that includes 
talks and essay contributions from artists, 
academics, and curators. 



47	

Unknown Fields – Rare Earthenware 

In 2014, Unknown Fields a group of architects 
and artists based in London visited the REE 
mineral mines in Bayan Obo aiming at 
witnessing and capturing the spatial 
particularities of the territory as part of a 
narrative of the global production chain of 
electronic devices. The group visited the mines 
and the surrounding areas including the open 
pits and tailing dam. They chronicled their 
experience in a series of photographs and the 
film titled Rare Earthenware revealing a 
terrifying natural and social landscape. The 
documentation draws attention to issues of 
labour and environmental degradation 
featuring the ways that toxicity can affect both. 
This is apparent in the emphasis placed by 
architect Liam Young, one of the members of 
the group, to collect radioactive clay samples 
from the tailing dam to be tested in their return 
to the UK; it was the same clay that he used to 
create three Ming-style vases later featured in 
V&A’s exhibition titled What is Luxury? 

Unknown Fields’s approach to this 
dystopian    reality    is    a    multi-faceted   aesthetic  

 

practice that balances between documentary 
practice and symbolic re-appropriation of the 
technological equipment's by-products. The 
various methodological approaches similar to 
Sekula's critical realism along with geo-spatial 
aesthetics are creating a unique example of a 
critical spatial practice that ‘demands to question 
the world around us' (Rendell 2006, xiv). 

Map Office – Disputed 

On September 7th, 2010, a diplomatic incident 
between a Chinese fisherman and the Japanese 
coastguard brought to global attention a toxic 
process that has been active in China since the 
second half of the 20th century. The fisherman 
was found with his boat very close to a disputed 
territory near the Senkaku, or Diaoyu Islands 
and he was seized from the Japanese 
coastguard after refusing to comply with the 
15km range agreement between China and 
Japan. In response, rare earth shipments to 
Japan were halted in China’s port city of 
Lianyungang. Although it was initially argued 
that this event was rather a typical example of a 
nationalist   reaction   orchestrated   by  military 

Unknown Fields Division 
The still shows Unknown Fields, collecting radioactive mud from the tailin gs lake at the outflow of Baogang Iron and Steel Corporation, 
Film Still, 2014, Image courtesy of the artists Toby Smith/Unknown Fields © Toby Smith/Unknown Fields 
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personnel and local workers, the truth is that it 
did not appear totally disconnected from the 
central government. In fact, it coincided with 
China's decision to reduce the rare earth 
mineral export quotas; a decision that ignited a 
series of tensions stressing the extremely high 
importance of Rare Earth industry in the 
contemporary global economy as well as 
revealing issues of scarcity and global security. 
Interestingly, China's official justification of the 
decision to restrict global supply focused on 
ecological concerns around the mining of rare 
earths using the rhetoric of environmental 
restoration and public health rather than 
financial and international relationships issues 
related to control of prices. A few years later 
China's decision to put an end to export quotas 
for rare earth minerals was welcomed from the 
global financial community provocatively 
ignoring any previously raised environmental 
concerns. 

 It has been argued that digital technology  is 

the steam engine of the third and fourth 
industrial revolution having an immense impact 
on consumerism and productivity and 
intensifies the conflicts around natural 
resources.v Natural resources are becoming the 
new powerful key to defining geopolitics and 
securing economic and strategic interests, 
having at the same time an affect in artistic 
practices.    

In 2014 MAP Office an artistic duo based in 
Hong Kong created the work Disputed. The work 
responds to the incident at the Senkaku islands, 
emphasizing that resources manipulation to 
secure national, economic and security 
interests has arguably added a new dimension 
to geopolitical strategies. Borrowing elements 
from these on-going conflicts, MAP Office has 
created a dart game designed to conquer those 
disputed territories according to the countries 
that claim them. The competition is therefore 
transferred to players, who choose which 
country they want to represent in conquering 

Li Ken 
 Robinson Crusoe, video installation, 2011, Image courtesy of the artist © Ro binson Crusoe 
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an island. The artists choose to place 
cartographic representations of the islands on 
the dart, isolating them from the fixed 
surrounding geographical elements. Placing the 
islands at the epicentre of this conflict highlights 
that the dispute over these islands goes beyond 
the small area of land of these uninhabited 
rocks lost in the ocean. With the exhaustion of 
natural resources, territorial waters are 
becoming a precious extension of land. With 
rich fisheries, natural oil and gas contained in 
their seabed, as well as precious minerals these 
islands attract competing interests from the 
neighbouring countries. Geopolitical strategies 
over contested areas foster nationalist 
sentiments and racism toward neighbouring 
countries. 

Lin Ke – Robinson Crusoe 

Lin Ke a young emerging artist based in 
Shanghai imagines these islands through 
computational representations. His virtual work 
Robinson Crusoe,2011 relies solely on the 
power of technology to envisage these islands 
and their multi-layered geopolitical and 
ecological complexities. In a first approach, it 
may seem that using a virtual environment as a 
medium to represent the interrelationship of 
nature and technology exceeds its purpose; 
however, what Lin is proposing is a different 
dimension to this interaction, a digital material 
process that highlights the domination of 
computational and cybernetic processes on 
contemporary life and consequently nature. 
This toxic entanglement between nature and 
technology that exists since the beginning of the 
industrial revolution has moved to a different 
continent and evidently influences the local 
artistic production.  

Yang Yongliang – The Day of the 
perpetual Night  

The work titled The Day of the perpetual Night 
by Chinese photographic artist Yang Yongliang 
clearly addresses the issue of environmental 
pollution in relation to urban capitalist 
development. A sensational visualisation of 
contemporary urban space in China is 
presented in large digital frames depicting 

human nature interactions merging science and 
fiction. Yongliang’s digital moving frames are 
influenced by traditional Chinese landscapes 
painting techniques. A closer look at these 
mesmerising visuals immediately uncovers the 
devastating effects of uncontrolled urbanisation 
and industrialisation in the major Chinese cities. 
Yongliang portrays the rapid and violent 
change, the dismantling of cultural traditions 
while he highlights social and environmental 
repercussions. His work is akin to the 
experience of multiple opened windows from 
consequent internet searches, inviting us to 
rethink our everyday day in advanced 
capitalism. Nevertheless, the visual effect of 
the contradictory elements of progress and 
environmental destruction is dense, beyond 
the continuous experience of a digital image 
and closer to the contemporary experience of 
human-technological interaction. As part of 
the Digital Matters exhibition it does not deal 
with the rare earths production or disposal but 
somehow positions the digital in the front 
plane depicting the contemporary human 
condition in a non-Eurocentric manner in the 
age of the Rare Earths. 

Dani Ploeger - Retired Cybernetic Organism #2 

Using objects collected from the e-waste factories 
in Hong Kong artist Dani Ploeger is presenting an 
installation that combines biological and 
technological matter titled Retired Cybernetic 
Organism #2. Ploeger intends to interrogate the 
relationship between the human experience and 
body with electronics using the place of disposal 
as a viewpoint. He employs a hybrid mode of 
action that progresses between artistic practice 
and discursive manifestation eventually 
amalgamating digital technology into the concept 
of the human. 

Ellen Pau – Dislocation 

Dislocation invites us to imagine the last breath 
of an electronic device - an appliance or a 
processor - before its material transformation 
through the process of dismantling. Dislocation 
re-appropriates material from the photographic 
series disCONNEXION, 2002-2003 by artist Xing 
Danwen.    Influenced      by     the       increased  
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proliferation of electronic waste in China, in her 
series has documented obsolete electronic 
parts and cables, mounds of circuit boards and 
plastic cords highlighting social and 
environmental consequences in sharp contrast 
with striking economic growth. Xing has 
conducted fieldwork in Guangdong province 
amongst e-waste workers who are dismantling 
and disposing the world’s digital trash under 
primitive working conditions. Her research was 
focused on labour conditions and toxic realities 
that adversely affect the environment and 
human health. Her photographic work gave 
emphasis to the products of this e-waste site, 
another sacrifice zone that sustains the global 
digital infrastructure. There is an apparent 
socioeconomic disconnection between the 
producers/ consumers and dismantlers of 
electronic devices and the title refers to this. 
Xing is dealing with the dark reality of our 
technocapitalist societies challenging China’s 
economic development in the era of 
globalisation.  Pau  uses  Xing’s  artwork  as  the  

 

raw material for her own work and she plays 
with the idea of recycling both literally and 
metaphorically. In such a way Dislocation 
becomes a provocation for a continuous 
overproduction and consumption of electronic 
goods but also of artworks.  

Towards the new mythology of the age of 
Rare Earths    

From a curatorial perspective and despite their 
heterogeneous aesthetics, such practices 
participate in the reconfiguration of the 
distribution of the sensible. For Rancière (2013) 
the distribution of the sensible is associated 
with the predetermined social and political 
rules that shape what is visible and invisible, 
audible and inaudible and also influence our 
ability to reason and act; In this way aesthetics 
‘as the system of a priori forms determining 
what presents itself to sense experience’ 
(Rancière and Rockhill 2013, 13) is essential to 
politics. 

Yang Yongliang 
The Day of Perpetual Night, 4 channel video installation, 2012, Moonlight  exhibition view, Image courtesy of the artist/MD Gallery © 
Yang Yongliang 



51	

 
 

Rancière goes further to explain the revealing 
character of certain artistic practices within the 
aesthetic regime while stating that  

[a]rtistic practices are ‘ways of doing and
making’ that intervene in the general
distribution of ways of doing and making
as well as in the relationships they
maintain to modes of being and forms of
visibility (ibid).

Aesthetic praxis that re-invents the hidden 
space of the rare earths, that returns the gaze 
to the place where the materialities of our 
contemporary reality are constructed to the 
space that creates a screen that separates the 
everyday experience from the uncanny reality 
of the Anthropocene open up the possibility of 
different sensible experience of the digital 
reality, of the appreciation of the Anthropocene 
in its totality.   

Furthermore, artistic practices that shift the 
subjective position away from anthropocentrism 
can   liberate   breathing  space  for  imagining  and 

believing in more symbiotic forms of existence. In 
the age of Rare Earths, we are in need of a new 
mythology of recuperation of the conditions of 
life, a belief that can imagine a biological-
cultural-political-technological recomposition 
(Haraway 2015).  

Despite the dominance of market-driven 
individualism, narcissism and perception of self-
mastery in western societies, there are 
instances of environmental catastrophes or of 
encounters with artistic practices that this 
omnipotence is challenged, and it is sensed that 
we, humans and non-humans, are all in a 
constant interaction within a global multi-
layered network rapidly and dangerously 
exhausting the means of its existence. There is 
an urgent need of modes of representation, 
artistic practices, and new discourses to expand 
this sensible possibility and shift the debate of 
technological development and natural 
resources from the market domain and the 
need for unlimited increase of profit to a new 
mythology of recomposition of life.  

Ellen Pau 
Dislocation, video installation, 2017, Image courtesy of the artist  
© Ellen Pau 
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Notes 

1	The	17	Rare	Earth	Elements	are	the	following:	
yttrium,	lanthanum,	lutetium,	cerium,	scandium,	
erbium,	praseodymium,	neodymium,	gadolinium,	
promethium,	samarium,	europium,	terbium,	
dysprosium,	thulium,	holmium	and	ytterbium.	

2	An	interesting	example	is	the	paper	titled	
‘Investigating	Heavy	Metal	Pollution	in	Mining	
Brownfield	and	Its	Policy	Implications:	A	Case	Study	of	
the	Bayan	Obo	Rare	Earth	Mine,	Inner	Mongolia,	China’	
by	Yuxue	Pan	and	Haitao	Li.	Based	on	the	results	of	
their	research,	policy	recommendations	are	proposed	
for	the	remediation,	restoration,	and	reclamation	of	
contaminated	mining	soil	supporting	a	wider	
sustainable	regional	development.		

3	According	to	Guardian	Britain	is	now	the	world's	
seventh	most	prolific	producer,	discarding	1.37m	
tonnes,	or	about	21kg	per	person	
https://www.theguardian.com/global-
development/2013/dec/14/toxic-ewaste-illegal-
dumping-developing-countries	

4	About	60	chemical	elements	can	be	found	in	various	
complex	electronics,	including	lead,	cadmium,	
chromium,	mercury,	copper,	manganese,	nickel,	
arsenic,	zinc,	iron,	and	aluminum,	many	of	which	are	
potentially,	or	known	to	be,	hazardous.		

5xhttps://www.weforum.org/agenda/2016/01/the-fourth-
industrial-revolution-what-it-means-and-how-to-respond/ 

Bibliography 

2012. EU exporting more waste, including 
hazardous waste. European Environment Agency. 

Bennett, Jane. 2010. Vibrant matter: a political 
ecology of things. Durham, N.C: Duke University 
Press. 

Bi, Xinhui, Gareth O. Thomas, Kevin C. Jones, 
Weiyue Qu, Guoying Sheng, Francis L. Martin, and 
Jiamo Fu. 2007. "Exposure of electronics 
dismantling workers to polybrominated diphenyl 
ethers, polychlorinated biphenyls, and 
organochlorine pesticides in South 
China."  Environmental science & technology 41 
(16):5647-5653. doi: 10.1021/es070346a. 

Chi, Xinwen, Martin Streicher-Porte, Mark Y. L. 
Wang, and Markus A. Reuter. 2011. 
"Informal electronic waste recycling: A sector 
review with special focus on China."  Waste 
Management 31 (4):731-742. doi: 
10.1016/j.wasman.2010.11.006. 

Chung, Chien-ming. 2011. "China's E-Waste 
City."  Virginia Quarterly Review: a national 
journal of literature and discussion 87 (2):84. 
Cubitt, S. 2015a. "Integral Waste."  Theory, Culture 
& Society 32 (4):133-145. doi: 
10.1177/0263276414537316. 

Cubitt, Sean. 2015b. Review of Parikka’s Geology 
of Media. Theory Culture Society. 

Dutta, T., K. H. Kim, M. Uchimiya, E. E. Kwon, B. 
H. Jeon, A. Deep, and S. T. Yun. 2016. "Global 
demand for rare earth resources and strategies for 
green mining."  ENVIRONMENTAL 
RESEARCH 150:182-190. doi: 
10.1016/j.envres.2016.05.052. 

European Environment Agency. 2012. Movements 
of waste across the EU's internal and external 
borders. European Environment Agency. 

Fan, Hong-Rui, Kui-Feng Yang, Fang-Fang Hu, 
Shang Liu, and Kai-Yi Wang. 2016. "The giant 
Bayan Obo REE-Nb-Fe deposit, China: Controversy 
and ore genesis."  Geoscience Frontiers 7 (3):335-
344. doi: 10.1016/j.gsf.2015.11.005. 

Feigelfeld, Paul. 2015. "Media Archaeology Out of 
Nature: An Interview with Jussi Parikka."  E-flux 2. 

Gabrys, Jennifer. 2013. Digital Rubbish: A Natural 
History of Electronics. Ann Arbor: U OF M DIGT 
CULT BOOKS. 

Guattari, Félix, Ian Pindar, and Paul G. Sutton. 
2014. The three ecologies. London: Bloomsbury. 

Hao, Yufan, and Jane Nakano. 2011. Rare Earth 
Elements, Asia's Resource Nationalism, and Sino-
Japanese Relations. The National Bureau of Asian 
Research. 

Haraway, Donna. 2015. "Anthropocene, 
Capitalocene, Plantationocene, Chthulucene: 
Making Kin."  Environmental Humanities 6 (1):159-
165. doi: 10.1215/22011919-3615934. 

Heidegger, Martin, and William Lovitt. 1977. The 
question concerning technology, and other essays.  
London; New York (etc.);: Harper and Row. 

Hurst, Cindy. 2010. China’s Rare Earth Elements 
Industry: What Can the West Learn? : Institute for 
the Analysis of Global Security (IAGS). 

Hörl, Erich. 2013. "A Thousand Ecologies: The 
Process of Cyberneticization and General Ecology." 
In the Whole Earth. California and the 
Disappearance of the Outside., edited by Diedrich 
Diederichsen and Anselm Franke, 121–130. Berlin: 
Sternberg Press. 

Hörl, Erich. 2015. "The Technological 
Condition."  Parrhesia (22):1-15. 

Jameson, Fredric. 2007. "Modernism and 
Imperialism." In Modernist Papers. London: Verso. 

Kemakta Konsult AB. 2014. Health and safety  
issues in REE mining and processing. An internal 
EURARE guidance report Geological Survey of 
Finland, Institute of Geology & Mineral 
Exploration, Fen Minerals A/S   



53	

Keqiang, Li. 2011. "China Ministry of 
Environmental Protection report." The 7th National 
Conference on Environmental Protection   Beijing. 

Kilby, C. 2014. "China's Rare Earth Trade: Health 
and the Environment."  CHINA 
QUARTERLY 218:540-550. doi: 
10.1017/S0305741014000320. 

Kirby, Peter Wynn, and Anna Lora-Wainwright. 
2015. "Exporting harm, scavenging value: 
transnational circuits of e-waste between Japan, 
China and beyond."  Area 47 (1):40-47. doi: 
10.1111/area.12169. 

Klinger, Julie Michelle. 2015. "On the Rare Earth 
Frontier." Ph.D., Geography, University of 
California, Berkeley. 

Komesaroff, Michael. 2010. "Precious 
Earth."  China Economic Quarterly (March). 

Lai, Xiaodong, Xiaoyong Yang, M. Santosh, Yulong 
Liu, and Mingxing Ling. 2015. "New data of the 
Bayan Obo Fe–REE–Nb deposit, Inner Mongolia: 
Implications for ore genesis."  Precambrian 
Research 263:108-122. doi: 
10.1016/j.precamres.2015.03.013. 

Latour, Bruno. 2011. "Waiting for Gaia. Composing 
the common world through arts and politics ", 
French Institute, London. 

Levkowitz, Lee, and Nathan Beauchamp-Mustafaga. 
2010. China’s Rare Earths Industry and its Role in 
the International Market. U.S.-China Economic and 
Security Review Commission Staff Backgrounder. 

Mancheri, Nabeel, Sundaresan Lalitha, and S. 
Chandrashekar. 2013. Dominating the World China 
and the Rare Earth Industry. Bangalore, India: 
National Institute of Advanced Studies. 

Ming, Wu. 2011. "Fetishism of digital commodities 
and hidden exploitation: the cases of Amazon and 
Apple." Mute. 

Parikka, Jussi. 2012. "New Materialism as Media 
Theory: Medianatures and Dirty 
Matter."  Communication and Critical-Cultural 
Studies 9 (1):95-100. doi: 
10.1080/14791420.2011.626252. 

Parikka, Jussi. 2015. A geology of media. 
Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press. 

Rancière, Jacques, and Gabriel Rockhill. 2013. The 
politics of aesthetics. Vol. New. London: 
Bloomsbury Academic. 

Rendell, Jane. 2006. Art and architecture: a place 
between. London: I. B. Tauris. 
Schwarzer, Stefan et al. 2005. E-waste, the hidden 
side of IT equipment's manufacturing and use. 

Sepúlveda, Alejandra, Mathias Schluep, Fabrice G. 
Renaud, Martin Streicher, Ruediger Kuehr, Christian 
Hagelüken, and Andreas C. Gerecke. 2010. "A 
review of the environmental fate and effects of 
hazardous substances released from electrical and 
electronic equipment during recycling: Examples 
from China and India."  Environmental Impact 
Assessment Review 30 (1):28-41. doi: 
10.1016/j.eiar.2009.04.001. 

Serres, Michel. 1997. Genesis. Translated by 
Genevieve James and James Nielson. Ann Arbor: 
University of Michigan Press. 

Survey, U.S. Geological. 2015. Mineral Commodity 
Summaries. Reston, Virginia: U.S. Department of 
the Interior. 

Toscano, Alberto, and Jeff Kinkle. 
2015. Cartographies of the absolute. Ropley: John 
Hunt Publishing. 

Wübbeke, Jost. 2013. "Rare earth elements in China: 
Policies and narratives of reinventing an 
industry."  Resources Policy 38 (3):384–394. doi: 
10.1016/j.resourpol.2013.05.005. 

Xiaosheng, Yang, and Zhi Li Ling. 2014. "China's 
Rare Earth Ore Deposits and Beneficiation 
Techniques." ERES2014: 1st European Rare Earth 
Resources Conference, Milos. 

Xing, Guan Hua, Janet Kit Yan Chan, Anna Oi Wah 
Leung, Sheng Chun Wu, and M. H. Wong. 2009. 
"Environmental impact and human exposure to 
PCBs in Guiyu, an electronic waste recycling site in 
China."  Environment International 35 (1):76-82. 
doi: 10.1016/j.envint.2008.07.025. 

Yeung, Miranda. 2008. "There's a dark side to the 
digital age."  South China Morning Post. 

Marianna Tsionki is a curator, researcher and writer living in 
Manchester. She is the Research Curator at the Centre for Chinese 
Contemporary Art, where she is leading on the development of 
research, exhibitions, archive and library. She is currently 
preparing a group exhibition and a symposium on the materiality 
of digital media opening at CFCCA in November 2017. She has 
organised exhibitions, talks, conferences, film screenings and 
roundtable discussions. She holds an MA in Contemporary Art 
Theory from Goldsmiths, University of London and she is a PhD 
candidate in Curatorial Practice at Manchester Metropolitan 
University where she is also an Associate Lecturer. Her research 
examines contemporary discourses at the intersection of art, 
architecture & technology with a special interest on conflict, 
spatial production, climate change, eco-aesthetics and migration. 
She is focused on investigating the role of the curatorial in 
knowledge production and developing systematic methods for 
integrating research into exhibitions. 



54	

 
 

 
 
 

 

 
nthropocentric acts are designed to 
reveal ‘Nature’ not as truth or reality, 
but as a cultural construct, an often-

romanticized one at that. In order to address 
‘truth’ and ‘climate change’ in the ‘now’, it is 
important to begin from a place where we know 
whom or what we are addressing. Too often, it is 
the wholly Other, that which lacks Culture and 
only serves to validate its existence through 
opposition, that which is only captured in 
photographs but never seen, that idealized and 
romanticized abstract entity, ‘Nature’. 

With a total of 15 videos playing on a 
loop on 5 monitors and the audience asked to 
sit in one spot in between, ‘Anthropocentric 
Acts Against the Idea of Nature’ is a direct 
provocation. Mirroring the structure of the 
‘Panopticon’, the piece reverses the hegemony 
of surveillor/surveilled by subverting the 
directionality of the instructions, expectations 
and implied consequences, from the monitors 
to the viewer. Such a strategy speaks to the 
function of photography, surveillance and 
mapping in the production of ‘Nature’ and by 
subverting it, seeks to displace it.  

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 

Anthropocentric acts are used as another 
strategy to dismantle expectations of what is 
human in ‘Nature’, with the assumption that 
no human act can be non-anthropocentric. 
From such a starting point, the piece hopes to 
arrive at a position where a dialogue around 
climate change no longer centers around a 
romanticized notion of ‘Nature’.  

In the context of the SAIC symposium, 
as well as the socio-political conditions of the 
‘then’ that was the ‘now’, it is crucial to 
question what it is we mean by ‘truth’. When 
we reference ‘truth’ the term is always already 
a hegemonic creation, in that it is somebody’s 
subjective truth. Of course, this is the very same 
argument used by climate change deniers and 
this is the crux of the political complexities of 
our time. However, through Anthropocentric 
Acts Against the Idea of Nature, I propose that 
in the reversal of a power dynamic, not only is 
the fragility of the binary construct ultimately 
exposed but a third possibility is also created. It 
is this possibility that the piece gestures 
towards when the binaries crumble.  

‘A 

ANTHROPOCENTRIC ACTS 
AGAINST THE IDEA OF NATURE 
 

‘Anthropocentric Acts Against the Idea of Nature’ is a video installation consisting of instructional, 
performative segments that seek to break down the nature/culture binary. A facet of the piece was presented 
at the Truth. Climate. Now symposium held at the School of the Art Institute of Chicago on March 1st, 2016, 
questioning the centrality the concept of ‘Nature’ still holds in climate change discourse. Can the division 
between nature and culture be a porous line? Can this line be smudged? Through a subversion of the power 
relations within the binary construct, can a third possibility emerge?  

Text by Falak Vasa 
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Falak Vasa 
Anthropocentric Acts Against the Idea of Nature, Installation View, 2016, photograph: Jackie Riva; Below: Instruction #7, video still © 
Falak Vasa 
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Falak Vasa 
Anthropocentric Act #7 (above) and Instruction #12 (below) Against the Idea of Nature, Installation View, 2016 © Falak Vasa 
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Following is the transcript of the 
questions posed to the audience after my 
presentation of Anthropocentric Acts Against 
the Idea of Nature at Truth. Climate. Now.: 

“Can any human act be non-
anthropocentric? Is any human act entirely 
even human? What does it mean to act, to act 
against and on behalf of, to act for the gaze of 
the non-human alone? Feathers, CMOS sensors, 
and mycelia. The camera’s looking at me looking 
at the geese looking at you in the installation 
space and now at you in this ballroom (and now 
at you, reading) . Is it possible that the act 
repeats? Or is it a mere rehearsal? Where do we 
position guilt? In me, the artist, in the laughter, 
in the act of witnessing, or in witnessing 
laughter? Where does the binary of Nature and 
Culture root itself? Is this division a porous line? 
Can it be smudged?” 

Falak Vasa is an interdisciplinary artist from Kolkata, 
India, currently residing in Chicago, USA and studying at 
the School of the Art Institute of Chicago (BFA 2018). 
Their work intertwines performance, video, installation 
and photography to investigate his relationship with 
ecology through the lenses of spirituality, science, 
politics and personal narrative. 

Falak Vasa 
Anthropocentric Act # 12, video still, 2016 © Falak Vasa 
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hat does a retreating glacier in Peru 
have to do with a large city in 
Midwest America?  4000 miles apart, 

the Quelccaya Ice Cap and city of Chicago are 
not connected materially, but as a Chicago-
based artist-scientist team, we (Meredith Leich 
and Andrew Malone) have forged a relationship 
between these distant places in our project 
Scaling Quelccaya.  Drawing on 30 years of 
satellite imagery, we have generated a 3D 
virtual recreation of the Quelccaya’s rapid 
retreat, which we juxtapose against our 
“measuring stick” of Chicago.  We seek 
to understand and convey the climate changes 
that are happening across the globe within a 
more viscerally-graspable scale for audiences 
who live distant from the immediate effects of 
melting glaciers (such as catastrophic flooding 
and the diminution or destruction of water and 
electricity sources). This project has generated 
images, lectures, a mini-documentary from the 
University of Chicago, and a forthcoming 
animated documentary. 

Our collaboration began in the fall of 
2015 when we were both graduate students. 
Seeking the resources of the Arts,  Science,  and 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Culture Initiative Grant (a partnership between 
the University of Chicago and the School of the 
Art Institute of Chicago), artist Meredith Leich 
reached out to several scientists working with 
climate change at the University of Chicago, and 
met glaciologist Andrew Malone, who was 
interested in collaborating. Together, we 
received the grant with a proposal to map the 
Quelccaya Ice Cap, the focus of Andrew’s 
studies and the world’s largest tropical glaciated 
area, onto the city of Chicago, to comprehend 
the scale of a glacier and its changes over time 
within a locally familiar framework.  Through 
discovering surprising technological overlaps in 
our respective fields, the idea evolved and 
expanded.  Andrew’s use of the geographical 
program QGIS and shuttle-based radar imagery 
allowed him to generate a radar-based height 
map of Quelccaya. Meredith then interpreted 
the height map to create a virtual 3D 
topography of Quelccaya in the gaming 
program Unity, so we could “zoom” around the 
ice cap virtually.  Finally, we purchased a 3D 
model of the city of Chicago, which we merged 
with  the  model  of  Quelccaya,  bringing  these 

W 

SCALING QUELCCAYA 

A project of artist-scientist team Meredith Leich and Andrew Malone, Scaling Quelccaya proposes an 
alternate system for presenting climate change data, designed to evoke a more embodied response to the 
reality of climate change through a poetic geospatial approach.  Employing satellite imagery, gaming 
technology, and animation, they create 3D visualizations of the topography of the Peruvian Quelccaya Ice 
Cap, which they place in virtual juxtaposition with a 3D model of the city of Chicago, using the city as a 
familiar North American “measuring stick” to convey the scale of one distant glacier’s retreat. 

Text by Meredith Leich and Andrew Malone 
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Meredith Leich and Andrew Malone 
Top: Scaling Quelccaya, digital image rendered in Maya (3D animation software) based on satellite imagery, 2016 
© Meredith Leich and Andrew Malone 
Below: Quelccaya and Chicago Side-by-side, Landsat (satellite) imagery, 2016 
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Meredith Leich and Andrew Malone 
Quelccaya, DEM (Digital Elevation Model) based on Shuttle Radar Topography Mission (radar) imagery, 2016
© Meredith Leich and Andrew Malone 



61	

Meredith Leich 
Still from Scaling Quelccaya, Film Still, 2016 © Meredith Leich  
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two distant entities in the same virtual space. 
We could see easily how large Quelccaya is in 
relation to Chicago and draw poetic but 
accurate comparisons between the two 
disparate places. 

For instance, we were able to employ this 
“visual math” using comparative Landsat 
(satellite) imagery of Quelccaya from different 
years.  Instead of solely describing numerically 
how much Qori Kallis (one of Quelccaya’s glacial 
outlets) had retreated in recent decades, we could 
show visually that the glacier had retreated the 
distance between the Willis Tower and the 
Tribune Tower in Chicago – a distance that an 
urban resident would understand viscerally, with 
embodied memories of walking the city 
streets.  Andrew also calculated how much ice had 
melted on Quelccaya by using an area to volume 
equation, which could be equivalent to nearly 600 
meters of snow falling on the city of Chicago, 
burying the Willis Tower. 

Mirroring the collapse of space brought 
about by cellular technology and social media, 
this virtual approach seeks a more imaginative, 
psychologically-astute manner of portraying the 
sober facts of climate change, by inviting 
viewers to learn and consider without just 
inducing fear.  You can read more about our 
project and watch our videos at 
http://meredithleich.com/animation/scaling-
quelccaya 

Meredith Leich and Andrew Malone are an artist-scientist 
team working on an ongoing project about the Quelccaya 
Ice Cap in Peru.  Their collaboration was awarded a 2015-
16 Arts, Science & Culture Initiative Graduate 
Collaboration Grant from the University of Chicago.  
Meredith Leich is an animator, painter, and writer, who 
works with climate change and narrative.  She received her 
MFA from the School of the Art Institute of Chicago in Film, 
Video, New Media, and Animation.  Andrew Malone 
studies the mechanisms, timing, and scope of abrupt 
climate change events during the last 20,000 years.  He is 
a Visiting Assistant Professor of Geology at Lawrence 
University and earned his PhD from the University of 
Chicago. 



63	

 
t was early in the morning when I arrived at 
the trailhead that would lead to 
Mendenhall Glacier. The route passed 

through a deep forest that grows on the 
western side of the glacial lake and climbs up 
the mountainside for about six kilometers 
until the glacier valley. In the distance, the 
blue ice appeared as an extension of the 
snowy surroundings. 

I was standing by, thinking how to 
move forward when a penetrating and loud 
noise came from beneath our feet. I realized 
the glacier was a mountain, but not just any 
type of mountain. This one was a walking 
mountain, an ice procession, and a carving 
knife.  

I continued to ascend the glacier until 
I found an ice cave at the western side of the 
glacier, formed by a perpendicular water 
stream that flows underneath the ice cap, 
melting it, and creating a river covered by blue 
glass. Thousands of liters of water were 
dripping like rain from the ice cap, and a 
fragment of the cave’s entrance dome —
equivalent to the size of a big car— fell, 
shattering into pieces and releasing several 
clear ice blocks. I used a long piece of cotton 
rope to tie up the glacial fragment, which was 
more or less the size of a watermelon. It had a 
fluid, hydrodynamic shape, and sharp edges. 
Clear   as   glass  and  filled  with  beautiful  air 

 
 
 

bubbles I observed it, knowing it preserved 
the atmospheric conditions of hundreds of 
years ago. 

Uphill, downhill, over rocks, sand, and 
ice, I walked towards the glacial lake, following 
trails and carrying the remains of a collapsing 
glacier. The small ice crystals, which had 
formed from compressed snow over several 
hundreds of years, made a very present 
cracking sound. I could feel it in my feet. 

Carrying a block of glacial ice against my 
back, I eroded the landscape on my way down to 
the glacier’s lake. Walking is a time-based action, 
so it has the ability to connect magnitudes of 
space and time, embedding one into the other. 
Walk like a glacier not only connects the space of 
the trail with the time it took to accomplish it, but 
it also connects two geological periods and 
landscape transformation entities. My walk from 
the glacier’s terminus to the lakebed connected 
present and past, geological and human time, 
glacier and body, climate cycles and human-
induced ones. 

To Walk like a glacier is to become ice, 
to follow the course of a journey in search of 
something if only one's own transformation. It 
is a transformation such as the embodiment of 
the glacier. Through my contact with it, we 
became one for a period of two hours. The 
coldness emanating from the glacier cooled 
my  flesh, while  my heat warmed the melting 

I 

WALK LIKE A GLACIER 

In  late April 2016, I traveled to Juneau, Alaska on a journey to visit glaciers and perform Walk Like a 
Glacier: a site-specific intervention in which I carried and  displaced a block of ancient glacial ice, 
walking from the tongue of Mendenhall Glacier, all the way down  to its glacial lake. During a period 
of nearly two hours, I traversed a distance of 3,8 km — carrying a block  of ice that would slowly melt 
against my back — untill I reached a place that was once covered in ice when  I was born, now 
situated 1,9 km away from the edge of the glacier’s terminus.

Text  by  Miguel   Sbastida 
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Miguel Sbastida 
Top: Walk Like a Glacier (score), inkjet print on satin paper, 2016 © Miguel Sbastida 
Below: Walk Like a Glacier, inkjet print on satin paper, 2016 © Miguel Sbastida 
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Miguel Sbastida 
From top: Steps, melting, inkjet print on satin paper, 2016 and Skin, ice, inkjet print on satin paper, 2016 © Miguel Sbastida 
Below: Lake Bed, inkjet print on satin paper, 2016 © Miguel Sbastida 
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ice. Through an osmotic dialogue, the ice 
became more human and my body icier. 

Walk like a glacier is a displacement, 
an erosion, and a procession, but also an 
instigated melting of glacial ice deeply 
concerned with climate breakdown. The 
retreat of Mendenhall Glacier, —which has 
retreated 1,9 km just since I was born— makes 
visible some of the effects of Global Warming. 
My walk is a silent march, the pace of climate 
breakdown. It is the walk of an instigated 
melting, enhanced by my own presence. It is 
the symbolic walk of the going with no return. 

During the following two hours, I did 
not speak. My silence captured the motion of 
my walk, the transforming space and the 
texture of the ground.  

My voice is the sound of the ground, 
the abrasive action of my pace, the sinking of 
my feet into the loose gravel of the valley, the 
shattering ice beneath my feet, the rocks 
falling down the side of the mountain, my 
movement through the bushes…  

 I took the ice block and slowly untied 
the cotton rope used to fix it on my back. 
Around a third of the original mass of ice had 
melted, leaving its surface with curious 
grooves originated by the string. My flesh was 
sore, and my irritated skin had been marked 
by the thin cotton strings, in dialogue with the 
weight and the unstopping friction. I was 
exhausted, and I realized what had happened 
to the ice fragment had also happened to me, 
like in a mirrored symbiosis.  

It was destined to be left behind in the cold 
water; destined to fade away into the lake and 
into the ocean. I wondered if I could ever 
come back to see the glacier in the future. I left 
the remaining ice on the water, turned off my 
camera, and walked away. 

This text is a reworked extract from the book  
Walk Like a Glacier, by Miguel Sbastida. © 2017. 

The Joan Flasch Artists’ Book Collection.  
School of the Art Institute of Chicago. 

Miguel Sbastida is a visual artist working across sculpture, video 
installation and site-specific performance interventions, in an 
investigation related to geological time, material cycles, cultural 
ecologies and climate breakdown.  
Sbastida graduated in Fine Arts from the School of the Art 
Institute of Chicago in 2017, with a fellowship from La Caixa 
Foundation. He completed his Bachelor of Fine Arts at the 
University Complutense of Madrid in 2012, after his fellow 
studies to The Netherlands and Canada. In 2013, he co-founded 
an artist-run space (Espacio Habitat) aiming to connect emerging 
practitioners throughout Spain. 
His work has been widely exhibited in the US, Spain, Portugal, 
Netherlands, United Kingdom, Canada, and South Korea.  
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uring the summer of 2017, Natural 
Resources Defense Council (NRDC) 
partnered with art collaborative Luftwerk 

to produce White Wanderer, a free public art 
installation that allows visitors to experience the 
sounds, scale and scope of climate change. A 
successful Kickstarter campaign enabled this 
complex multimedia project to come to fruition in 
its three related incarnations: an open-air display in 
Riverside Plaza, buy the Chicago River; an 
installation at Chicago EXPO2017; and a white vinyl, 
limited edition 7” record. “White Wanderer allows 
people to hear and see how climate change is 
impacting our world right now, and contemplate 
how the consequences of climate change - like 
flooding and sea level rise -- will dramatically 
change the way our lives will be lived in the not-too-
distant future,” said Rob Moore, Senior Water 
Policy Expert at NRDC. The project is an acoustic 
and visual materialization of the otherwise 
ungraspable Larsen C ice shelf in Antarctica, which 
broke off into the Wendell Sea in July, 2017. Using 
real life recordings of the sounds and frequencies 
of melting and moving glaciers, Luftwerk created a 
haunting and contemplative soundtrack of climate 
change few have heard.  

These otherworldly glacier sounds have 
accompanied a scaled representation of the 
120-mile crack in the Larsen C ice shelf, which
was positioned directly onto the building façade
at 2 N. Riverside Plaza in Chicago.

In June 2017, President Trump announced his 
decision to withdraw the U.S. from the Paris 
climate agreement, weakening global efforts to 
combat climate change. White Wanderer was 
developed as a public art intervention to help 
people experience the colossal effects of 
climate change in an innovative way, while 
bolstering support for much-needed climate 
conversation and action.  

Luftwerk’s White Wanderer went on to 
take Chicago EXPO2017 by storm and was listed 
as one of the ten sounds that defined 2017 by 
The New Yorker. 

G.A.: How did you become interested in 
Antarctica? 

Petra Bachmaier: Antarctica has always intrigued 
me. I was fascinated by the remoteness of the 
landscape and could only imagine its endless 
majestic expanse. Hopefully, one day I’ll get to visit. 
But White Wanderer, as a project, started here in 
Chicago, during a conversation with Robert Moore 
of NRDC. Rob is a senior water policy analyst with 
NRDC’s water program. Rob shared insights into his 
research on sea level rise and the increasing threat 
of flooding, we quickly became very aware of how 
everything is interconnected from sea level rise, 
warmer sea surface temperatures, to the melting 
of glaciers. As the project evolved we began looking 
at   Antarctica   and   came   across  the  research  of  

D 

WHITE WANDERER 

White Wanderer is an immersive sound installation by Chicago-based artists Luftwerk produced in  
collaboration with the National Resource Defense Council (NRDC). It takes inspiration from the Larsen C 
ice shelf in Antarctica which broke off into the Weddell Sea in July 2017. Using actual recordings of the 
sounds and frequencies of melting and moving glaciers, the artist have created a haunting and 
contemplative soundtrack of  climate change few have heard.  

A  conversation between Giovanni Aloi, Elizabeth Corr, and Petra Bachmaier 
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Douglas MacAyeal, a Glaciologist. With that, 
Elizabeth reached out to Doug to explore the 
possibilities of a broader collaboration. 

Elizabeth Corr: During the research phase of the 
project, Petra and Sean were really interested in 
the storm patterns, what these hurricane systems 
look like, both in terms of the shape of the storm, 
and also the shape of the path they travel. We 
studied historical movements of these storms 
during hurricane season. Then we transitioned 
somewhat organically to thinking about Antarctica. 
We have experts at NRDC who study Antarctica, 
but not in the same way that Doug as a glaciologist 
does. So, we sent an email to Doug, after Petra 
stumbled upon his research. We didn't know him at 
all, we just sent an email expressing our interest in 
his work and explained that at this point we didn't 
have a project to pitch. We just had an idea for a 
collaboration. NRDC was working with Luftwerk; 
this is what we had hoped to achieve in terms of 
public engagement around a climate change art 
project;  would  he  be  interested  in  talking  to  us 

about his work? I wasn't optimistic we'd hear back, 
but within, I would say five to ten minutes, he 
wrote with the most enthusiastic [laughs] 
response. It turns out that's completely 
emblematic of his personality, which we didn't 
know at that point. That started us on a multi-
month conversation and series of meetings with 
Petra, Sean, and Doug, which we should talk more 
about in terms of process.  

P.B.: Doug's generous willingness to work with us 
was incredible. We met him for the first time at his 
office at the University of Chicago and without 
hesitation, he opened up his sizeable research 
archive. "This is what I do, this is my research, use 
it!" He also immediately connected us to his 
worldwide network of fellow Antarctic researchers. 
It was such a precious and unexpected encounter 
to have the opportunity to learn from him. We felt 
humbled, amazed and hugely inspired. Once we 
were immersed in his research, it seemed like Sean 
and I were about to start a  lifelong  project … From  
that  point  on,  the  project  quickly  started to take 

Luftwerk/NRDC 

White Wanderer at Two North Riverside Plaza, Chicago IL. Sound installatio n, vinyl graphic representation of Larsen C crack, 2017. 
Photograph: Joel Wintermantle © Luftwerk/NRDC
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shape and became the White Wanderer.  

E.C.: The archive included photographic images 
that he's been taking for almost forty years during 
his trips to Antarctica, but also an archive of seismic 
glacier recordings that had been taken from a 
seismometer which was buried in the ice in 
Antarctica. He basically opened up this giant file 
and sent us all of these sound clips and we spent a 
lot of time listening at home on our computers 
contemplating the sheer otherworldliness of what 
it was we were hearing.  

G.A.: Isn't that fascinating? I think we've been trained 
to think about Antarctica and the Arctic, 
predominantly in visual terms. Images are dominated 
by the contrast of white and blue and compositionally 
everything revolves around the seemingly endless 
amount of space. It is the quintessential incarnation of 
the  sublime.  But,  for  instance,  I  rarely  think  about  

 

Antarctica in terms of sound. It really interesting to 
find that scientifically, the sound archive has a great 
importance in this project. 

P.B.: Scientists study probes of Arctic ice to 
understand how our climate has been changing 
over hundreds and thousands of years. We could 
have relocated such probes to raise awareness of 
Antarctica and climate change, but what intrigued 
us, was that Doug’s research enabled us to bring a 
different piece of the Antarctic experience 
anywhere in the world, without removing anything 
from the physical landscape. 

We were so fascinated by his seismic 
recordings of calving icebergs, and how those 
seismic frequencies travel through the entire ocean 
system that we felt the recordings on their own had 
the power to tell a story about climate change. 

E.C.: I  think  too  that  it's  symbolic  of how humans  

Composite image by The New York Times from NASA Blue Marble, NOAA and NASA CIMSS imagery
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are experiencing climate change, often times in 
abstract ways. The sound archive that Doug made 
available to us are not sounds that are even audible 
to humans because they are such a low frequency.  
So, for me, White Wanderer began to symbolize 
the invisible effects of human influence on nature. 
One of our goals with the project was to make 
humans understand our impact on the 
environment better, to connect with it more, and 
to find a way to make that visible. Making the audio 
audible was a surprisingly effective way to do it, 
without employing the cliche imagery of this vast 
Antarctic expanse. 

G.A.: Totally, right. Yes. 

E.C.: It really caught people off guard. When you 
experience something for the very first time, most 
of the people who came to this project, this is the 
first time they are ever hearing what it sounds like 
when a glacier breaks apart. That's a powerful 
emotive experience and it changes the way you 
connect to the issue. 

G.A.: This project raises interesting questions about  

the notion of scales, visibility, and invisibility. For 
instance, the visual representation of the ice-crack 
itself helps bridge the distance between us and the 
events taking place Antarctica. But, there also is a 
sense of intimacy. There is this massive amount of 
space that it's being outlined on the wall of a rather 
imposing building, one whose main function is 
travel, and at the same time the intimacy of sound, 
which is something that you can't normally hear.  
The piece visualizes a bird view of the ice-crack, it 
pushes the viewer far away in the distance, and 
then it brings one closer to hear what happens in 
the crevices and depths of the ice. These notions of 
scale are brought into the urban environment of 
Chicago. It seems to me that you were not looking 
to present the piece in an abstract context of purity, 
but that you wanted to create a dialogue. It was a 
sort of John Cage 4’:33” approach of sounds 
coming together, creating a half-scripted and a 
half-improvised soundscape. There was very poetic 
and very deep sense of interconnectedness 
between the intertwining of the two tracks at play. 

P.B.: It was surprising how it became a call and 
response between the sounds of the glacier and 
the city. How two seemingly opposing forces - 
nature and man-made urban life - merged for this 
moment. At first, when we started to think about 
creating a sound installation in a public setting, we 
were really anxious … is this going to work? Can we 
captivate an audience through sound? 

E.C.: There were a lot of questions marks after that 
statement. [laughter] 

P.B.: We were simply anxious. 

E.C.: Yes, very. 

P.B.: It's so minimal! Luftwerk is known for our bold 
and colorful art installations that engage the public 
through their visual quality. This was sonic and 
intangible. 

E.C.: Also, the sounds are so abstract that I think -- I 
had this fear -- that it could be potentially 
alienating, instead of intimate as you described. 
Because people were going to be so caught off 
guard by these strange sounds, I worried they 
wouldn’t be able to connect in the way we had 
hoped. 

Image of Douglas MacAyeal at work in Antarctica. 
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G.A.: Another interesting dimension of White 
Wanderer is related to sound's ability to pervade 
space and fill a void. At this very moment, the 
economies of Antarctica seem to be oriented on 
presence and absence, visibility and invisibility. As 
the ice melts, it turns into water. The visibility of ice 
is assimilated into the expanses of sea water. 
However, the economies at play in Antarctica mean 
that a loss there equates to an increase somewhere 
else. That's where the integration of glacial sounds 
and city sounds seems to make very much sense to 
me. It's about remoteness and interconnectedness 
at the same time. The boundaries that have formed 
the dichotomy of nature and culture were 
somewhat meddled with by the soundtrack into a 
continuity: a representational nature/culture 
momentarily inscribing a spectral sense of space 
and loss.  

 

E.C.: It was very unexpected because once 
the Antarctic sounds were inserted into this 
urban context, they became less alien sounding. 
In fact, they just fit in seamlessly. 

G.A: Yes, there was an affinity. 

E.C.: Yes, there was an affinity. Which is, I think, 
really interesting. Giving that, I wouldn't have 
expected if we took those urban sounds and 
transplanted them in an Antarctic context, that 
there would be a similar affinity. 

G.A.: Yes, it definitely did. And visualizing 
interconnectedness is one of the biggest 
challenge proposed by the Anthropocene. 

E.C.: The symbolism there, I think, was really 
powerful. 

View of the A68 iceberg on the 30 July 2017, taken from a European Copernicus Sentinel-1 satellite image. Photograph: A. Fleming, 
British Antarctic Survey. 
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G.A.: Since we're talking about the impact of the 
sound element in the piece… one of my strongest 
experiences of this project was at Expo Chicago, 
where the sound piece filled the cavernous space 
of the art fair. As I walked around the fair, I 
somewhat forgot where the sound came from. It 
was my first encounter with the NRDC booth that 
made me connect the two again. This unintentional 
instance allowed me to rediscover the piece. The 
sound element had this uncanny ability to blend 
itself into the space and naturally fill it — to 
somewhat disappear in a productive way. At times, 
the result was unexpectedly comforting. As 
consciousness of the piece drifted in and out, so did 
a sense of loss—the reminder imbedded in the 
sound functioned like a massive and pervasive 
memento mori. It somewhat undermined the 
glossiness and of the fair by reminding me that the 
art I was looking at, the structure which housed it, 
and the machine that operated the show were all 
very little things in comparison to the threat we are 
experiencing. It reminded me that everything is at 
stake; it brought up the notions of scale and impact  

once again. I thought it was amazing that NRDC 
could actually bring in the context of the art fair a 
work of art that could somewhat overshadow the 
art world's superficiality and anthropocentric 
obsession. It was important to bring the bigger 
picture right into that space as an apocalyptic 
shadow. 

E.C.: There were these moments because I would 
have to turn on the subwoofer every morning at 
the fair. It seemed very subtle at first because the 
sounds were so low and rumbling, but the more 
exposure, the more you started to actually feel it 
inside your body. It gave this kind of subconscious 
uneasiness that you just carried with you. I would 
forget about my total immersion in it as I stood 
there all day until it came time to turn it off at the 
end of the day. When it was off, I missed feeling it. 
It wasn't until the next day when I turned it back on 
that I'd feel soothed. [laughter] 

G.A.: There was definitely a specific quality to it, 
yes. 

Luftwerk/NRDC 

White Wanderer at NRDC Booth EXPO Chicago, Navy Pier, Chicago, IL. 14  Mirror glass triangles on wood plinths, LED lights, sound. 
Photograph: Edyta Stepien © Luftwerk/NRDC
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P.B.: Those are deep low sounds. 

G.A.: Yes. There's always something 
comforting, I'm thinking about the tradition of 
the memento mori in art. You look at paintings 
that remind you, you are going to die, because 
you want to find comfort in the fact that you're 
alive, and you still have this amount of time. X 
amount of time to do what you want to do. I'm 
not quite sure. I think in your case, this is a 
hyper memento mori, where it's not just the 
individual that is going to die, this is the planet 
dying. The whole of human race and animals 
and plants letting go. In a sense, it is strange 
that the quality of the sound would induce this 
comforting feeling when actually it should be 
entirely the opposite. 

That connection makes me wonder 
about our inability to really feel. I'm thinking 
generally, about culture. I'm not thinking about, 
as in this room, but to make us feel unsettled, 
truly unsettled, about what's going on. I think 
there's a lot of being complacent out there. 
Constantly questioning whether this is 
happening or not happening or denying it 
altogether. Our president is the first to do it. 

E.C.: You'll remember, earlier this summer, 
David Wallace-Wells published this piece in NY 
Magazine called The Uninhabitable Earth about 
the doom of climate change. He wanted to 
actually write a piece that told you exactly what 
was going to happen in such and such amount 
of time. If you were to walk in the Costa Rican 
forest for example after a certain amount of 
temperature rise, your skin would melt. It's 
going to be so hot there with the humidity. I 
loved the piece because it was so honest and 
evocative its descriptions. And, yet it caused so 
much controversy - inciting anger, and 
uneasiness, and it made people feel panicked. 
Some scientists were mad about it. They felt like 
those aren't the emotions that are going to get 
people to care about this issue. What this is 
going to do now is further disconnect people 
who we need to get on board. 

G.A.: Right. 

E.C.: To tune it out. I don't know how I feel about 
that. That interpretation of it, because I do think 
that anger, and fear, and panic, can be useful 
emotions every now and then, but it depends how  

you allow someone to experience them. 

P.B.: We were not interested in confronting the  
public with an agenda like "This is climate change 
and you have to care about how it." We rather 
intended to lure people into an unusual 
experience. Like, hey, here is something from far 
away, it is curious and it’s real." For us, it was 
important to use real and scientific data for this 
project. We were not interested in adding an 
emotive layer to it just for effects, but instead to let 
the facts speak for themselves. While creating the 
sounds compositions based on Doug’s recordings, 
we always intended to stay true to their quality and 
avoided mixing them into something melodic or 
rhythmic. One could deejay with those sounds and 
really get in on it 

G.A.: Yes, remixing. 

P.B.: Have your Arctic dance party! There is already 
a haunting quality to the sounds as is. For us, it was 
important to create an experience that opens a 
dialogue about climate change. We had no interest 
in dictating an opinion or guidelines for how one 
should react. 

E.C.:  I think that's actually one of the things you and 
Sean did so well is staying true to the fidelity of the 
science while letting the project remain abstract. If 
you came to our booth at Expo, the piece was 
called White Wanderer. Most people don't know 
what that means. There was no, "Climate change in 
Antarctica, the glaciers are melting." You came in 
and you saw this very minimal sculpture in the light. 
You had the opportunity to decide what it was you 
thought that this piece was about. 

G.A.: Right. 

E.C.: And, to engage in conversation if you wanted 
to know more. It was very open for the viewer to 
come in. There was no overly didactic, this is what 
we want you to get away from this or . . .  

G.A: Actually, I think that that is a winning approach 
that I have seen you use every year at Expo. And it's 
not an easy task because whenever we engage 
with scientific data, as well as the subject of art and 
science, it's so easy to become pedantic, it's so easy 
to produce the science project or to reduce artistic 
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gestures to didactic commentaries. I think it's so 
important just to look back at the catalog of what's 
being done by NRDC at Expo to appreciate that 
balance and the range of subtle and specific 
aesthetics of engagement that are so valuable in 
this context. 

I very much agree with you, Elizabeth, that 
rubbing somebody's face in it is not going to work. 
The is a creative point at which one still owe 
responsibility towards the truth of scientific data 
and the factuality of what's being displayed. But the 
poetic dimension has to unravel at some point. Yet, 
the poetics have to be very much interconnected 
with the scientific dimension. That's not to say that 
science cannot be poetry, but science doesn't 
necessarily work on those tracks. It's really 
interesting to see science being harnessed by 
artists and curators in ways that can change public 
opinion and still retain artistic value. 

E.C.: Yes, you're just animating it in a new way. I 
think one of the most powerful moments in this 
project, for me, was when Doug came to see the 
piece at the plaza. This is his life's work that we 
used. He said he sat down, and his arms were 
covered in goosebumps and he wept when he 
heard Luftwerk’s version. He had never conceived 
of his work in this way. It was just so powerfully 
moving to him. To me, that is what art should do. It 
even makes the scientist whose work we 
incorporated, changed his perspective on what he 
does. 

G.A.: That's a very powerful thing. 

E.C.: Yes, that was an incredible moment for us. 

G.A.: You actually achieved the opposite of Freud's 
reaction when he saw Dali's paintings. Apparently, 
he didn't like them much—Freud believe that Dali's 
work cheapened psychoanalysis' credibility… 

E.C.:  I hadn't thought of it like that. [laughter] 

G.A.: I think that there definitely is a big 
responsibility there, and I felt that White Wanderer 
was really accomplished in that aspect. 

P.B.: We came to a great starting point and feel 
motivated to take White Wanderer onward. 

G.A.: Right, you have a mesmerizing back catalog, 
working with architecture, space, light, sound…  

P.B.: ... yes, we love working with light, color,
and space. When the Chicago Architecture
Biennial invited us to participate in a panel
discussion about the White Wanderer this fall I
again realized, how dooming and grave the
situation is and that there is no positive
interpretation of climate change, the glaciers
keep melting and the planet keeps warming up
… For us as artists, it’s compelling to create
work that intends to reach a general audience
and to inspire the question: What can we do?
How can we change our behavior?

G.A.: I think it's fascinating, and yet disturbing, 
that we in this position at this moment in time: it’s 
2017! Climate change denialists bring us back to 
the ABC of environmentalism. The work that 
you're making, not only does all that you've just 
described, but it can be important to this 
awareness process that we thought was no longer 
necessary. We thought we were well past this. 
When I was in primary school in Italy, during the 
early 1980s, I grew up with the whole notion of 
conservation, how urgent it was.

There was a river next to my school 
that was a different color every day. It was 
unbelievable. As a child, it was all very tangible
—the sense that things were not right and that 
we had to stop using nature as a disposable 
resource. Then it seemed that things were 
somewhat getting better. My personal 
impression certainly was that generally 
speaking, at least on the subject of soil 
degradation and river pollution, in urban 
realities, things seem to get cleaner, people 
seem to be recycling more and take pride in a 
certain level of participation. But the whole 
climate change denial is throwing the spanner 
in the works. What else are we going to dismiss 
and deny based on personal views, rather than 
relying on scientific data? Think about Trump 
wanting to bring back coal mining, which is a 
dead industry, not because it was neglected by 
Obama or by previous presidents, but simply 
because it is no longer economically viable… 

E.C.: Yes, we are running backwards. 

G.A.: Yes, right. 

E.C.: To be self-critical for a minute, I think to a 
certain extent the environmental movement is 



75	

responsible for that backslide. We haven't done a 
good enough job of connecting these issues to 
people's lives and telling the story of why this is 
important and why it matters. To some extent, I 
think that stems from a structural issue inside and 
outside environmental organizations. We make 
assumptions about who our allies are and who they 
aren't and there are direct consequences for that in 
terms of who we're engaging with. One of the 
reasons why NRDC is working with artists is to try 
to break down those barriers that we have 
inadvertently or purposefully erected. and art is a 
tool that does just that.  

G.A.: Yes, absolutely. It's just, I think, today more 
than ever before, there's this unexpected challenge 
that White Wanderer is designed to address. The 
idea of staging the work in a public space, for 
instance. I thought the public square idea was really 
surprising for a piece like this. A public place really 
is where you want to be right now. Sometimes 
there is a feeling that one might be preaching to the  

converted whenever you bring an installation like 
the kind that you've developed, into a gallery 
space. 

Likewise, Expo, I think, is a great place for 
this intervention. That's why the NRDC booth at 
Expo is so important. Because you're going to reach 
out to such a variety. From SAIC students to people 
who occasionally want to look at art to the art 
professional… It's a great opportunity to reach 
people who don't necessarily engage with what 
we're discussing here. One of the most disturbing 
aspects of the elections was the surprise factor. 
How everyone thought Trump wasn't going to win 
to win because on Facebook, everyone essentially 
lives in a bubble and that bubble essentially is a 
mirror. I think that metaphor applies to so many 
other dimensions of our lives—it's not just social 
media. For instance, working at SAIC, I'm 
surrounded by like-minded people. If you just orbit 
around those realities too much, you create a false 
impression that "The whole world thinks like me, 
this is so great and promising." But of course, how  

Luftwerk/NRDC 
White Wanderer at NRDC Booth EXPO Chicago, Navy Pier, Chicago, IL. 14  Mirror glass triangles on wood plinths, LED lights, sound. 
Photograph: Edyta Stepien © Luftwerk/NRDC
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do you access those people who don't think 
differently? We don't go to the same places, there's 
a major divide. 

E.C.: This is 100% anecdotal, but during the month 
that White Wanderer was up on the plaza, probably 
about -- there are 30,000 people that come 
through every day, over a million over the course of 
a month, then at Expo, I think, there was about 
45,000 to 50,000 over five days. While we were in 
those spaces, I didn't encounter anyone who came 
up to us to tell us climate change wasn't real, or it 
didn't exist, or they had a fundamental objection to 
the concept of the project. Not one. That's not 
necessarily because I think that all of those people 
are on our side, I think it's because the project 
opened up an entry point for them to start thinking 
about it in new ways. 

So, the urge to reject, I think, is diminished 
by this visceral experience that you get to have and 
this engagement in dialogue that we offer. That's 
the other thing that I think sets us apart from 
what's happening at a commercial art fairs. We 
actually want to talk to people.  

G.A.: True. 

E.C.: I have a problem with the elitism that is built 
into the art world and the structure of the art fair. 
Part of what I want our exhibits to do is to break 
that down. Like, "This art is for people, it's made by 
people", I want to demystify how projects are even 
created. Just like the environment is for people. It's 
not as rarefied space that people shouldn't use or 
get to engage with. It’s ours to enjoy and ours to 
protect. I think it's a small gesture but trying to 
break that down bit by bit each year at the fair is 
really important to me. 

G.A.: I think it's a very accomplished process as far 
as I can see right now. It's a really precious 
operation. I'm wondering about the ability of 
projects like these like you said, you give an entry 
point. I think that that's a really valuable 
perspective on this subject. There is a history of 
sound art, of course. White Wanderer still operates 
in that realm. I mentioned John Cage before, and in 
a sense, there is something about sound and sound 
art and its immediacy. I was thinking about histories 
of art involving abstraction, like Kandinsky, for 
instance. He was a trained classical musician and he 

wanted painting to own the same immediacy of 
music, and that's why, to him, the line, the color, 
the shape, was part of an essentialist language, 
because one looks at the painting and the work 
invites a relationship in which the viewer is 
engaged in sensorial dimension before knowledge 
is apprehended. 

E.C.: You build upon a base of knowledge. 

G.A.: Yes. Especially in an art fair, people have been 
trained to consume art in a very shopping center-
oriented manner. Of course, people stop and look, 
but there is always the shadow of the mall cast 
upon places like Expo and all other art fairs. There 
is the stroll, there is a vibe to how people navigate 
the space 

E.C.: Just general objectification. It's not only 
staring at the artwork, you're staring at people. 
Everything in the space becomes an object to be 
viewed and valued. 

G.A.: Absolutely. You're right, there's a register of 
heightened visuality. Engaging people at Expo is 
more difficult than other scenarios. It is a spaced 
filled by many economies, financial, social, 
temporal… to override these economies, at least 
momentarily with the aid of a sound piece is not a 
little accomplishment—to trigger curiosity in a fair 
visitor and engage them into conversation is a 
complex thing. At the NRDC booth, the work of art 
is never just an object and it is always an access 
point, a springboard… 

P.B.: We’ve always been interested in art as an 
experience rather than a ‘final’ object that might 
end up in a living room … as contemporary artists 
we have the liberty to create off the wall 
encounters with art, to create intangible 
experiences for people that leave the same mark as 
a traditional art object. 

E.C.:  I think what allows me this freedom at Expo is 
the fact that NRDC isn’t an art gallery. We're not 
there as a business to make money. If you spend 
any time with these fairs, you can tell when 
someone's having a good day and a bad day. And, 
you can recognize a panic on the faces of the gallery 
owners. I empathize with that, this is their 
livelihood, and the livelihood of the artists that they 
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represent. That's a very stressful thing, and these 
fairs are very expensive. But, I don't have that. Of 
course, there’s a pressure to succeed - for people 
to respond - but my gauge of success is not 
necessarily tied to money. So, I have wiggle room in 
which I can experiment and take risks. And this 
year, as we mentioned, we were totally uncertain 
how the sound would work in the public plaza and 
at Expo. We've introduced sound one year before, 
with Jenny Kendler’s piece Tell it to the Birds, but 
those were recognizable bird calls. This year was 
just so different in how unrecognizable they were 
and - 

G.A.: Pervasive. 

E.C.: Yes. 

P.B.: We were so captivated when we first 
connected White Wanderer to a sub-woofer. It felt 
like this is all you need, it was such pure experience 
of sound and frequency. 

G.A.: I bet. 

P.B.: It was powerful- 

G.A.: I've noticed that quite a few of the exhibitions 
you've held at Expo spill over into the whole 
environment. Like when we curated Water Works. 
I am thinking more specifically about Meg Leary’s 
piece involving the sound of Beluga whales. 

E.C.: I can't believe they keep inviting me back! 

G.A.: Right. Yes, you do challenge the institution. I 
think, that you do it with a certain style, but also in 
a quite audible way... when Elizabeth told me about 
the vinyl version of the White Wanderer 
soundtrack, I instantly thought of it as a different 
dimension of the project itself, so I think about the 
plaza installation; I think the Expo incarnation; the 
vinyl to me is equal to these other two incarnations. 
I never thought of it as documentation of the piece, 
which as you know, is a substantially problematic 
area in contemporary art histories. Is it fair to 
document or pin down a performance or a sound 
piece? Isn’t it part of its nature to live in the 
moment? But the idea of a vinyl is so cunning to the 
conceptual structure of what's already happening 
in this project. The notion of a white vinyl that 

recalls the whiteness of ice, the visual affinity with 
the subject of the recording, but at the same time, 
the idea that the sound will be generated from the 
groove, which technically is a small crack. There is 
an inscription of that dimension of the project that 
I think is really important to make the vinyl more 
than an accessory. 

Then, with the vinyl, comes the idea of 
portability—the idea that the sound of the glacier 
will be played in the domestic environment. I think 
it's an interesting iteration. This is a very different 
kind of record—the spaces it bridges are different 
from the those inscribed in the economies of pop. 

P.B.: It was important that it's on vinyl. One could 
just offer a digital download. 

G.A.: Right. Exactly. 

P.B.: We decided to create an actual tangible 
record, that acts like an archive that features 
Doug’s research, whom by the way would have 
never even dreamt of making a record. For Doug, 
these seismic recordings were data.  

E.C.: Just digital files with technical names. 

P.B.: We wanted to sculpt this data into an object, 
and it seemed appropriate to produce a vinyl 
record. 

A.G.: It totally does. 

E.C.: Which also evokes the place. 

A.G.: Yes. 

P.B.: Understanding climate change can seem 
abstract, same as imagining Antarctica …  We all 
have our own fascination with the mystery of this 
place, but to actually have something that is so 
tangible, and it can take you there by just the 
sound. 

G.A.: In a sense, this brings us back to the notion of 
truth and fact. I know this might sound a little weird 
to those who are not into vinyl records like I am. 
But, one of the reasons why vinyl records are back 
has to do with the fact that my generation was 
never sold on the idea that of the MP3. Just 
because of this immateriality. If you grew up in the 
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'80s, you wanted your record collection. Some sort 
of archive that it's yours, and suddenly this 
dematerialization of music; and you can expand 
this argument to film and other media creates a 
sense of anxiety related to what is true and what 
isn't. 

I think there's something really fascinating 
about the notion of engraving the sound into a 
material surface that is not changeable. It's not an 
MP3 that you can just quickly remix or remaster, or 
erase. Vinyl partakes into economies of truth that 
mp3 are excluded from. 

P.B.: Exactly. 

G.A.: That was how our culture worked all along. 
That's why books are made of durable materials. 
That's why there are objects that you keep to pass 
on knowledge. 

P.B.: It's also important to us to the fact-based. The 
whole project is based on fact. There was no fiction 
about it. 

G.A.: Isn't it scary that because of this digital quality 
of knowledge now, anyone could go in, change 
archives, and then suddenly rewrite history in a 
sense. This is also why many activists have taken up 
the task to back up climate change data. 

E.C.: You can't manipulate it. 

G.A.: You can only destroy it. 

E.C.: I think that concept of passing on knowledge 
is an interesting phrase. I don't remember at what 
point in the thinking through this project we came 
up with the record. I'm not-- 

P.B.: Everything in the project just happened. 
Evolved. 

G.A.: Those are the good projects. The ones that 
snowball. 

E.C.: Yes, it was just like, "Yes, yes, yes." 

G.A.: [laughs] 

Luftwerk/NRDC 
White Wanderer, 7” limited edition white vinyl record, 2017  © Luftwerk/NRDC
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P.B.: We were visiting Riverside Plaza just like, 
"Let's look at this place as a platform." Then like, 
"We don't even have a title yet." 

G.A.: [laughs] 

P.B.: Then the title was there. This whole project 
kept mutually, intuitively unfolding itself. 

E.C.: Morphing. [laughs] 

P.B.: That was the beauty of it. I think that was 
really, particular to working with you Elizabeth, that 
you trust the artistic process. 

E.C.: Is going to take us somewhere. 

P.B.: Yes, exactly. That you really never stopped it 
or questioned it. You kept totally allowing for this 
to unfold in the best possible way. That was 
because of how you curate, you didn’t oversteer us 
but instead allowed us and the project to grow. 

E.C.: Yes. 

P.B.: That was really unique. I would love to 
continue working together. 
[laughter] 

E.C.: The feeling is mutual and I'm going to hold you 
to that! [laughter] I felt that a lot during this process 
too. There's this thing that can happen during the 
course of a project, which is, you have real-life 
deadlines, and you have real-life tangibles that 
someone is expecting you to deliver. It's easy to get 
sidetracked by the immediacy and urgency of 
producing those things. But that's where you risk 
losing the magic of the creation process. I didn't 
want to be distracted by the tangibles. And, we had 
a lot of that. For example, we had to fundraise for 
the project - nearly $18,000 to raise once we had 
the concept. We had two locations. We just kept 
adding more and more challenges. But, the way we 
worked together was easy and natural that at no 
point did I regret what we had taken on.  

G.A.:  Right. 

E.C.: The project felt robust at the end - all of the 
iterations of White Wanderer melded. And, that's 
also where the record came in. We wanted people 

who hadn't had the chance to experience the 
project at Expo or at the plaza, to have a memento 
of what this project was. I liked the symbolism of 
“white wanderer” these white records going out all 
throughout the public sphere. Thinking about a 
glacier - how it breaks apart... 

G.A.: Yes, there's something fascinating too, about 
the dark souvenir that the record will produce. I'm 
thinking about Timothy Morton and his "dark 
ecologies." This notion that everything is 
interconnected. We're in this loop with no way out. 
Which is also interesting in relation to the notion of 
the groove on the record. It's like this constant 
spinning around, and this idea that you are caught 
up in this groove with the environment. 

E.C.: I like fantasizing about how people are going 
to engage with it on their own terms. I think part of 
the beauty of art is, you can anticipate the reactions 
that you want to get from an audience, and you can 
create a project to try to accomplish that, but 
there's this element of privacy and individuality 
that happens when you're given this piece of sound 
to bring into your home, and we won't know what 
happens to that. 

I mentioned Jenny's project, a couple of 
years back at Expo, "Tell It to the Birds.” It also 
offered a similar opportunity, where people could 
come and -- it was up to them on what level they 
were going to engage with the project and the 
sound piece. She's still getting feedback. I just saw 
her the other day. She's still getting feedback from 
people who said, "That was one of the most 
powerful moments of my life." Or, "I was at such a 
dark place, and that project lifted me up." That was 
not our intention. We could have never anticipated 
that, but that's the unknown that happens when 
someone comes to the project on their own terms. 
You don't know what the impacts are going to be 
on them. I'm curious, once this record lives in the 
world, what happens next. 
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