
The World to Come: Art in the Age of the 
Anthropocene (from the Harn Museum of 
Art, Gainesville, Florida) brings together 
over fifty works art by forty-four interna-
tional artists who consider the practical 
challenges, social and political injustices, 
and complex histories that underlie the 
much-debated topic of climate change, of-
fering varying possibilities—whether bleak 
or hopeful—for humanity’s future.

Divided into 7 thematic sections:

I - DELUGE
Water, Destruction
II - RAW MATERIAL
Extraction
III - CONSUMPTION
Waste
IV - EXTINCTION
Loss
V - SYMBIOSIS & MULTI-SPECIES
Immersion, Human/Non-human 
VI - JUSTICE
Rights of Nature 
VII - IMAGINARY FUTURES
Technology, Imagination
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Introduction

“The more clearly we can focus our attention on the wonders and realities of the universe about us, the less taste 
we shall have for destruction.” — Rachel Carson, marine biologist and author

The World to Come is a response to an era of rapid, radical, and irrevocable ecological change. We live in a 
world of imminent extinctions, runaway climate change, and depleting biodiversity and resources. Our age has 
been identified by University of Michigan ecologist Eugene Stoermer and subsequently by Nobel Laureate Paul 
Crutzen as the Anthropocene, a controversial term used to name a new geological epoch defined by human 
impact. Whereas geological epochs are generally understood as products of slow change taking place over 
millions of years, the Anthropocene has been characterized by speed. Rising waters, a surging population, and 
new technologies compress our breathless sense of space and time.

The multidisciplinary Anthropocene Working Group, part of the International Commission of Stratigraphy, 
recently proposed the mid-twentieth century as a “golden spike” or potential marker of the beginning of the 
Anthropocene epoch. The 1950s were located as a time of profound change when human impact on the earth 
suddenly intensified due to radioactive elements from nuclear tests spread across the planet. 

The concept serves here as a nexus for the exchange of ideas, explorations, strategies, and experiences among 
artists across the globe. It is within these contexts of critical and dynamic debate that The World to Come 
unfolds. With forty-five international artists, the exhibition features seven overlapping themes and trajecto-
ries, constituting a network of stories within stories. The thematic categories each address a key issue related 
to climate change: Deluge, Raw Material, Consumption, Extinction, Symbiosis and Multispecies, Justice, and 
Imaginary Futures. 

Contemporary art plays a crucial role in negotiating the rapid changes observed during the Anthropocene by 
reconceptualizing the traditional ways we think about nature and culture. Artists in the exhibition critique 
human domination over the natural world, highlight instances of environmental devastation, seek justice, and 
incite action. Bridging academic disciplines, artistic genres, and continents, the works in The World to Come 
attune us to new ways of seeing our surrounding realities. Many of the featured artists draw inspiration from 
diverse cultures and indigenous cosmologies as they seek to decouple the binaries of energy/matter, human/
animal, and organic/inorganic. In this, they recognize a “vital materiality” that connects humans with nonhu-
man organisms and elements. 

The World to Come contributes to a critical awareness of global and local environmental conditions and new 
ways of seeing and thinking about the future. 

Kerry Oliver-Smith, Curator of Contemporary Art, Samuel P. Harn Museum of Art, University of Florida
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SECTION I: DELUGE

“Climate change tethers us to a perspective that oscillates between the im-
possible and the inevitable, already and not yet, everywhere but not here, not 
quite.”—Jodi Dean, Professor of Political Science, Hobart and William Smith 
Colleges

Climate change is occurring everywhere but is rarely visible as a phenome-
non per se. We mainly recognize it through its symptoms, including extreme 
weather, global warming, rising sea levels, floods, and mass species extinction. 
The section “Deluge” draws on philosopher Timothy Morton’s notion of the “hy-
perobject”: a concept of great magnitude that defies our comprehension, such 
as time, space, and even climate change itself. Hyperobjects confront us with 
a bewildering strangeness. To attempt to understand them, we must abandon 
our sense of mastery over nature and transform the way we see and experi-
ence the universe.

The noun “deluge” comes from the Latin diluvium, meaning flood. The verb 
“deluge” similarly means to overwhelm or inundate, particularly with water. 
It has been estimated that sea levels could rise as much as seven feet over 
the next century. If that were to occur, cities and coastlines would be indelibly 
altered and, in extreme cases, completely engulfed in water. Rising sea levels 
are also attributed to the ice melt in Antarctica and Greenland, an expanding 
ocean, and a slowing Gulf Stream. Excess heat swirls waves of ocean water into 
storms and hurricanes that rip away rocks, earth, and the homes in which we 
live. 

Artists in this section are intensely aware of these changes in the earth’s reser-
voirs and flows of water. Sandra Cinto and Gideon Mendel consider water’s po-
tentially destructive power. Laurencia Strauss and the duo Nicole Six and Paul 
Petritsch directly reference the human causes of climate change to counter the 
claims of deniers. These artists recognize that climate-related catastrophes are 
often the result of technological, social, economic, and political forces; seldom 
are they strictly natural disasters.
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Nicole Six & Paul Petritsch
Austrian, born 1971; Austrian, born 1968
Spatial Intervention 1
2002
Color video,. 4:3 format. Runtime: 28 min.
Courtesy of the artists

Spatial Intervention 1 is a veritable allegory of human self-annihila-
tion. The film presents a subtle though powerful critique of those who 
continue to damage the earth but refuse to acknowledge the fatal con-
sequences of their actions. Curator and Director of LAXART Hamza 
Walker addresses this apparent will to ignore our own precarious state, 
provocatively asserting, “We flirt with extinction, an irrational provo-
cation turned to desire.” In the film, Petritsch stands in the center of a 
frozen landscape, no horizon in sight. The artist lifts a heavy pickaxe 

and relentlessly strikes the ice at his feet. At a mesmerizing pace, he carves a circle around himself, driving deeper 
and deeper until the ice begins to break. Regardless of impending disaster, he persists in this futile and ultimately 
deadly activity.

Sandra Cinto
Brazilian, born 1968
Untitled
2015
Permanent pen and acrylic on canvas
Courtesy the artist and Tanya Bonakdar Gallery, New York

Sandra Cinto’s intricate drawings conjure up the massive and powerful scope 
of planetary and cosmic forces. Her fantastical seascapes are at once fright-
ening, majestic, and dreamlike, as they trace the lines of raging storms and 
tempestuous seas against a deep-blue night sky. Cinto’s graphic creations 
blend a sense of wonder with danger, simultaneously recalling the Greek 
myth of the Odyssey and the biblical flood. 

Episodes of extreme weather are being experienced globally in greater fre-
quency than in the past and with catastrophic results. Coastal cities risk be-
ing flooded as ice sheets melt. Cinto’s work looks to the future but summons 

memories of the recent past, including the violent hurricanes in America, such as Katrina, Harvey, and Maria.
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Gideon Mendel
South African, born 1959
Adlene Pierre, Savanne Desolée, Gonaïves, Haiti, September 2008
2008
Jeff and Tracy Waters, Staines-upon-Thames, Surrey, UK, February 2014
2014
Mushaq Ahmad Wani and Shafeeqa Mushtaq, Jawahar Nagar, Srinagar, Kashmir, India, October 2014
2014
From the Drowning World series
Chromogenic prints (C-prints)
Courtesy of the artist and Axis Gallery, New York and New Jersey

Gideon Mendel has traveled the globe, seeking out locations particularly affected by devastating floods. In his 
series Drowning World, Mendel attempts to understand the effects of climate change on individuals and com-
munities through the immediacy of portrait photography. His portraits feature survivors in waist-deep flood-
water inside and outside of their homes. The gazes of these figures draw our attention. Although his sitters pose 
frontally as in traditional portraits, their expressions of anger, resignation, shock, and sadness indicate that their 
worlds have been upended. Mendel’s portraits implicate viewers in the plight of the flood victims, suggesting 
our culpability and impelling us to imagine ourselves in the same circumstances. At the most personal level, the 
survivors pictured in Mendel’s photographs evince a shared experience and vulnerability that cross geographical 
and cultural divides.

Laurencia Strauss
American, born 1966
Shifting Zero: Don’t Ask Don’t Tell
2015
Color video, 10 min.
Courtesy of the artist

Florida is one of the most ecologically vulnerable locations in the 
world. While climate change continues to foster debate in state and 
federal governments across the country, the scientific community 
considers Florida to be a potential ground zero for rising sea levels 

and flooding. Laurencia Strauss issues a challenge to climate change deniers with a message written in the sands 
of Miami Beach. The title of her film conveys this message: Shifting Zero: Don’t Ask Don’t Tell. Strauss carves her 
pithy and ironic statement in the direct path of the tide. The phrase is subsequently washed away by the sea. Never-
theless, she writes it again and again, refusing to have her words erased permanently. Her choice of phrasing links 
Florida’s precarious future with the former policy regarding LGBTQ service members in the U.S. armed forces. 
Strauss’s video thus engages critically with two separate but interrelated forms of institutional denial and hypocrisy. 
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SECTION II: RAW MATERIAL

“But man is a part of nature and his war against nature is inevitably a war 
against himself.”—Rachel Carson, marine biologist and author

Human industrial activity has proved to be overwhelmingly harmful to the 
environment. The planet has long suffered as a result of large-scale mining, 
mountaintop removal, hydraulic fracking, and other forms of resource ex-
traction. Raw materials are disappearing as they are plundered for industrial 
processing and manufacturing. In the provocative spirit shared by artists in 
this exhibition, Belgian philosopher Isabelle Stengers contests the suppos-
edly inalienable rights claimed by multinational oil companies and specu-
lators who “transform every form, every situation whatever it may be, into a 
source of profit.” 

Artists Frank Thiel and Elena Damiani are interested in the wide arc of geo-
logical time. Thiel’s image of a Patagonian Andes glacier transports us back 
to the last ice age. The rapidly melting glaciers, however, signal the end of a 
long geological history. Elena Damiani’s fictitious landscapes fuse together 
various moments from the planet’s evolution. She imagines layers of geolog-
ical time as coexisting simultaneously—living, hovering, and enriching our 
present world. 

Sammy Baloji, Richard Mosse, and Liu Bolin consider the negative conse-
quences of wanton extraction of raw materials to feed global industries. 
Devastating the environment, mining has also resulted in social inequalities, 
poverty, and conflict. Baloji’s images condemn both the adverse effects of 
mining on the natural world as well as the oppressive and corrupt mecha-
nism of colonial capitalism. Mosse strives to bring attention to conflicts cen-
tered around the extraction of oil and precious minerals. In a photographed 
performance, Bolin denounces the practice of coal mining, which has had 
disastrous effects for the environment and has proved lethal for humans.
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Frank Thiel
German, born 1966
Piedras Blancas
2012–2013
Framed chromogenic print face-mounted to Plexiglas
Loan courtesy of Rodney M. Miller Collection, New York

The photograph Piedras Blancas (white stones) re-
veals the vastly different orders of magnitude between 
relatively short human history and the wide expanse 
of geological time. The massive mountains in the pho-

tograph play with our sense of time and space, and remind us of an existence far older and grander than our own. 
In Thiel’s photograph, the recession of the glacier uncovers the barren rock face of the mountains left behind. 
Argentina is home to glaciers that are rapidly melting due to global warming, drastically affecting water supplies 
and putting populations and food stores at risk. The vast glaciers of the Patagonian Andes in Argentina are rem-
nants of the last ice age and are now a part of the third-largest ice cap and freshwater reservoir in the world. The 
Piedras Blancas is part of the Los Glaciares National Park, a UNESCO World Heritage site. Nevertheless, efforts to 
safeguard the glaciers from the toxic effects of oil extraction and glacial mining have routinely encountered fierce 
opposition from those with local and international financial interests.

Elena Damiani
Peruvian, born 1972
Fading Field N.9
From the Fading Fields series 
2015
Digital print on silk chiffon, wood structure, black paint on wall
Courtesy of collector, Cota Cohen

Elena Damiani layers found objects and material from geologic and car-
tographic archives into fictional strata. Her installation Fading Field N.9 
draws from multiple moments in time and varying topographies. She 
assembles images together into networks of associations, forming new 
pathways and connections. Damiani’s work addresses the passage of time 
over millions of years of planetary evolution. She produces installations 
of ghostly landscapes that hover between past and present, blurring the 
boundaries between collective memory and imagination.

Fading Field N.9 creates an incongruous combination of three disparate 
mountain forms separated by time. Rifts in the earth, shifting masses of 
ragged rock, and unstable fissures layer planetary history into fictional 

reconstructions. The image is printed on silk chiffon, the transparency of which enhances her work’s ethereal and 
contingent visual effect.

Background: Hawaii Volcanoes National Park. Mauna Ulu eruption of Kilauea Volcano. Mauna Ulu fountain. 
Photo by D. A. Swanson, December 30, 1969. USGS.
Center: Slab on new growth looking northeast, Mount St. Helens. Skamania County, Washington. April 28, 2006. 
Cascade Volcano Observatory (CVO) USGS.
Base: View illustrating size of Mount St. Helens dome. Skamania County, Washington. May 26, 1983. Photograph 
by Lyn Topinka. USGS.
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Richard Mosse
Irish, born 1980
Stalemate
2011
Digital chromogenic color print
Courtesy of the artist and Jack Shainman Gallery, New York

Photographer Richard Mosse uses his camera to bring international 
attention to the war-torn regions of the Democratic Republic of the 
Congo (DRC), where a series of conflicts has claimed as many as six 
million lives since 1998. Various groups have fought to control the 
country’s rich resources, which often find lucrative markets in the 
Global North. The title of the photograph, Stalemate, references a 

United Nations–owned digger derrick (the vehicle pictured in the photograph) abandoned and trapped in mud, 
which points both to the country’s long history of international exploitation as well as frustrated attempts to broker 
peace. 

Mosse traveled around areas of the DRC particularly affected by the fighting, documenting its effects on the land 
and people for his series Infra. Taking advantage of the unusual pink coloring created by a World War II–era infra-
red Kodak Aerochrome film, Mosse’s images picture plant chlorophyll in a vivid magenta hue, an effect that trans-
forms Mosse’s images of the rural Congolese rainforests into fantastical landscapes. Mosse denaturalizes the daily 
cycles of mining, smuggling, and warfare, seeking to break through a forcefield of indifference to environmental 
devastation. His photograph highlights (visually and figuratively) the negative effects of mining and warfare, both 
of which are destroying the DRC countryside and damaging the country’s ecology.

Liu Bolin
Chinese, born 1973
Hiding in the City, No. 95, Coal Pile
2010
Chromogenic print on plexi
Courtesy of Klein Sun Gallery, New York

Chinese performance artist Liu Bolin stands and faces the 
viewer in front of a heap of coal; his body and military 
uniform are both painted to match his surroundings. This 
photograph, part of his larger series Hiding in the City, 
began as a response to the Chinese police destroying the 
studio in which he was working. The image also includes 
a critique of Chinese practices in coal production and 
highlights government disregard for human life and envi-

ronmental safety. The scale of the pile of coal, which towers over and subsumes the artist, evokes the immense and 
global reach of the coal industry itself. 

Coal mining has had many severe repercussions for human health and the environment around the world, includ-
ing shortened life spans, the spread of disease, the destruction of terrain, air pollution from methane and carbon 
dioxide production, and the devastation of ecosystems and wildlife habitats. Bolin’s visual commentary on these 
issues resonates today as much as it did when the image was made in 2010: the Chinese government has recently 
taken a leadership position in reducing fossil-fuel dependency, however, Chinese corporations are building—or 
plan to build—more than seven hundred new coal plants domestically and abroad. 
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Sammy Baloji
Congolese, Democratic Republic of the 
Congo, born 1978
Untitled 21
Untitled 6
From the Mémoire series
2006
Archival digital photographs on satin 
matte paper
Courtesy of the artist and Axis Gallery, 
New York and New Jersey

Born in Lubumbashi, the mining capital of the Democratic Republic of the Congo, Sammy Baloji addresses the 
intricately woven histories of colonialism and capitalism in the photomontages from his series Mémoire. Baloji 
uses archival images from 1906 of European officials and Congolese laborers who worked for the Belgian mining 
company, Mining Union of Upper Katanga (UMHK; now Gécamines). In his work made one hundred years later, 
Baloji superimposes these images onto his own photographs, which highlight the mines’ current state of decline. 
The artist acknowledges that foreign corporations are once again investing in the mines and attempting to increase 
its copper production. Baloji’s photographs from Mémoire reveal the cyclical patterns of exploitation, colonial 
greed, and postcolonial disillusionment inscribed on these international efforts to revive the mines. 
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SECTION III: CONSUMPTION 

“We are collectively living on a planet that is becoming one gigantic garbage 
dump.”—J. Hillis Miller, literary critic

Much human activity during the Anthropocene epoch has been driven by 
a push for endless growth and consumption. During the last two centuries, 
trade networks and migrations have extended to include most of the world, 
crisscrossing national boundaries, continents, and oceans. Similarly, climate 
change has no natural or national boundaries. The consumption by one 
group often has direct though uneven consequences for others. 

Artists in this section address some of the consequences of industrial waste 
on land, air, and sea. The works featured here call attention to the failures of 
an economic system that has largely prioritized profits for a few at the cost 
of widespread human suffering and environmental devastation. Allan Sekula 
focuses on the ocean, especially the careless wastefulness of the shipping 
industry. Yao Lu’s collage represents massive trash heaps in the guise of tra-
ditional Chinese landscape painting. Kimiyo Mishima’s sculptures contend 
with consumer products procured and discarded on a daily basis.

Mary Mattingly, Edward Burtynsky, and Mishka Henner concentrate on ac-
cumulation and growing populations. Mattingly measures the magnitude 
of “stuff,” personal practice, and the spiritual burden of excessive material ac-
cumulation. From an aerial view, Burtynsky references the unsustainably ex-
panding population of American suburbia. Crowding in animal agriculture, 
a major contributor to greenhouse gas emissions, forms the main subject 
matter of Henner’s images. 
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Edward Burtynsky
Canadian, born 1955
Cape Coral, Florida #1, 2012
2012
Chromogenic print
Courtesy of Howard Greenberg Gallery, New York

For decades, Canadian photographer Edward Burtynsky 
has photographed locations across the globe, wherein the 
built environment and the natural world collide. One fac-
et of his ongoing series Water, which features Cape Coral, 
Florida #1, focuses on the pervasive human tendency to 
settle near bodies of water. In this image, Burtynsky po-
sitions himself far above the planned canal city of Cape 

Coral, which extends in a repeating grid toward the horizon. The photographer’s chosen vantage point highlights 
the immense scale of the state’s ninth-most populous city and the largest canal system (400 miles) in the world. The 
vast canal system fills the entire photograph; in reality, it is so massive that it has altered the local ecosystem and 
even the tides. While the city has been seen as a model for housing development, Cape Coral is among the most 
vulnerable coastal areas in the state, often exposed to hurricanes and severe tropical storms, rising sea levels, red 
tide, and deteriorating water quality.

Mishka Henner
Belgian, born 1976
Coronado Feeders, Dalhart, Texas, 2013
2013
Archival pigment print, photographed by satellites orbiting Earth
Courtesy of Bruce Silverstein Gallery, New York

Mishka Henner’s photograph frames an aerial view of a feedlot 
in Texas, where ranchers working in the beef industry raise cat-
tle for slaughter. The industry is a major contributor to global 
warming, deforestation, pollution, and freshwater depletion. 
It is also the second-largest producer of greenhouse gas emis-
sions, behind fossil fuels. Feedlots house thousands of cows in 
confined spaces, where they are forced to eat a diet saturated 
with growth hormones and antibiotics. State laws often forbid 
photographs or films to be made of such feedlots without the 
consent of the owner. Taking advantage of a loophole in these 
laws, Henner created his aerial views of feedlots by compiling 
screenshots of satellite images from Google Earth. This process 

results in highly precise, though abstracted, representations of the landscape as seen from miles above. 

In Coronado Feeders, the flat, beige terrain of rural Texas is divided rationally into a grid, which is, in turn, disrupt-
ed by a large, crimson-colored lake. Henner’s stunning photograph visualizes the impact of the livestock industry 
on the countryside as well as the violence undertaken at these farms, much of which is hidden from public view. 
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Allan Sekula
American, 1951–2013
Shipwreck and Worker, Istanbul
1998–2000
Cibachrome print
Harn Museum of Art, Museum purchase, gift of Mi-
chael A. Singer, 2002.14

Allan Sekula photographs the world’s oceans as 
a way to examine the effects of globalization on 
the shipping industry. For those accustomed to 
land and air travel, the transportation of com-
modities and exploitation of labor associated 
with international sea trade can seem, to quote 
Sekula, “out of sight, out of mind.” Sekula uses 

the medium of photography to call attention to the often unseen lives of poorly paid laborers who underpin this 
industry.

Shipwreck and Worker, Istanbul depicts a large freight ship half-submerged in the Sea of Marmara near Istanbul, 
Turkey. The monumental wreck and lone worker shoveling muck nearby fuse into a visual metaphor for the fail-
ings of capitalism, indicting the enormous waste of a major global industry and futile efforts to clean up after it. 
The photograph also references the decline of the once prosperous shipping industry that was celebrated as the 
height of technological innovation and international power.

Mary Mattingly
American, born 1978
Life of Objects
From the House and Universe series
2013
Chromogenic dye coupler print
Courtesy of Robert Mann Gallery, New York

Mary Mattingly focuses on consumer culture and mobili-
ty in the global economy. She investigates the sense of re-
sponsibility we have toward objects we own and the stories 
that we often embed in them. Taking stock of the envi-
ronmental and societal impact of her own consumption, 
Mattingly emphasizes how much we depend on material 
things and how we tend to quantify our lives and experi-
ences through possessions. Determined to live with just 
the bare essentials, Mattingly herself began to record ev-
ery object she owned. She traced the story of each of her 
belongings—how it came into her life, its distribution via 

complex global supply chains, and where the raw material for its manufacture was sourced. 

Life of Objects pictures the artist, recumbent, bearing the weight of a large, boulder-like ball. The ball contains 
Mattingly’s possessions, including computers, photographs, books, and clothing. The woman beneath this almost 
planetary mass recalls the Greek myth of Atlas, who was condemned by Zeus to hold the heavens on his back.
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Yao Lu
Chinese, born 1967
New Landscape Part 1-YL08 Overlapping Waves and Lush Trees
2007
Chromogenic print
Courtesy of Bruce Silverstein Gallery, New York

Yao Lu blends a traditional mode of Chinese land-
scape painting with a critique of China’s accelerating 
industrialization and urbanization. His work looks to 
Mountain and Water style painting, which originat-
ed in the Song Dynasty (960–1279 CE). Yao Lu’s me-
dallion-shaped landscape features graceful rivers and 
undulating mountains overlaid by a diaphanous fog. 
What may otherwise appear to be an idyllic landscape, 
however, is composed of concrete and construction 
debris digitally collaged together. The verdant moun-
tainsides are, in fact, made up of green mesh typically 
used in landfills to cover refuse, and the “rivers” are 

pathways in gravel and sand. The shapes of pagodas punctuate this urban wasteland, the sole reminders of a disap-
pearing past, culture, and memory. 

Yao Lu’s image seeks to expose the Chinese government’s apparent willingness simultaneously to sacrifice its his-
tory and ravage the environment. Yao Lu creates a disjunction between idealized and unidealized depictions of the 
landscape, revealing the tensions between a society’s past and present values. 

Kimiyo Mishima
Japanese, born 1932
Akikan [Empty Can]
2012
50% stoneware, 50% clay. Mat-glaze sprayed 
over silk-screen transfer prints fired at 
1270°C. Then portions hand-painted and 
fired at 200°C
Harn Museum of Art, Gift of the artist, 
2012.26.5, 2012.26.4, 2012.26.3

Kimiyo Mishima takes a critical stance toward reckless consumer culture by creating ceramic sculptures of the 
ubiquitous soda can. The three sculpted cans are illusionistically rendered to appear crumpled—emptied of their 
contents and ready to be thrown away. Each one has a highly recognizable brand name, including Suntory Premi-
um Malt, Asahi beer, and Coca-Cola Zero. These global beverage producers are often major contributors to cli-
mate change, producing significant carbon emissions and using enormous amounts of water to create their drinks. 
Further, discarded steel, aluminum, and plastic cans crowd landfills, clog waterways, and litter the soil, posing 
major threats to marine and wildlife.  
The title Akikan references a popular series of Japanese light novels by the same name, in which soda cans take on 
the appearance of teenage girls who combat one another to determine which material is stronger: steel or alumi-
num. The materiality of consumerism, which underpins the plot of the novels, is also a core concern for Mishima. 
Her to-scale reproductions of beer and soda cans combine the visual markers of global commercial capitalism and 
contemporary popular culture with traditional forms of Japanese pottery. The precious and the disposable, the 
historic and the contingent, all come together in these hyper-real ceramic creations. 
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SECTION IV: EXTINCTION 

“Ghosts remind us that we live in an impossible present—a time of rupture, a world 
haunted with the threat of extinction. Deep histories tumble in unruly graves that 
are bulldozed into gardens of Progress.”—Anna Lowenhaupt Tsing, Professor of 
Anthropology, University of California, Santa Cruz

Pollution and resource exhaustion have pushed animal and plant species alike 
toward the edge of extinction and have called into question the future of human-
ity itself. Scientists estimate that the rate of biological extinction is now several 
hundred times beyond its historical levels. Some predict that half of all plants, 
animals, and birds currently living on the planet will die off before 2100, a dismal 
prognosis both for individual species and ecosystems worldwide. Climate-related 
disasters witnessed during the Anthropocene have, in turn, caused conflicts, dis-
location, and mass migrations, all with enormous death tolls.

Artists in this section move beyond the mourning and melancholia elicited by 
such a widespread loss of human, animal, and plant life, countering such feelings 
with resistance, research, and vigilance. Through their art, they seek to alert us to 
impending extinctions and encourage us to consider the potential causes of an-
nihilation, including pollution, poaching, habitat destruction, displacement, and 
war. Their images often deploy elements of fantasy and fiction to comment on 
real events and situations.

Memories, histories, and allegories about extinction have important meanings for 
artists Bethany Taylor and Chris Jordan. In her jacquard tapestries, Taylor employs 
the techniques of early modern allegorical emblems, combining images of ani-
mals with enigmatic texts to comment on contemporary instances of violence. 
Jordan references the historical significance of the albatross as he traces plastic’s 
disastrous impact on the world’s oceans and the wildlife it supports. Maroesjka 
Lavigne concentrates, on the other hand, on the plight of various megafauna, 
many of which face the loss of their habitats and deliberate killing by large-game 
hunters. Endangered species of trees and plants are also the subjects of works by 
Beth Moon and Charles Gaines. 
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Bethany Taylor
American, born 1969
CUM LARVIS NON LUCTANDUM: ONE OUGHT NOT TO WRES-
TLE WITH GHOSTS
NIHIL RELIQUI: NOTHING IS LEFT
2015
Emblematic jacquard woven tapestries
Courtesy of the artist

Ghosts inhabit Bethany Taylor’s series To Write in Silent 
Marks, which is inspired by sixteenth- to eighteenth-cen-
tury tapestries and emblem books. Historically, tapestries 
codified the moral codes of a  community, infiltrating 
culture and everyday life. Taylor’s fantastical and didactic 
textiles in this series feature a menagerie of schematical-
ly described animals, often paired with cryptic phrases in 
Latin and English. Taylor’s apocalyptic image woven into 
NIHIL RELIQUI: NOTHING IS LEFT depicts a dry and 
cracked landscape, in which a coyote and two vultures 
fight over the last remaining morsel of food. CUM LARVIS 
NON LUCTANDUM: ONE OUGHT NOT TO WRES-
TLE WITH GHOSTS depicts a human skeleton holding 
an assault rifle while a lion lies sleeping (or possibly dead) 
above. The jacquard weavings in this series make connec-
tions between early modern art forms, such as tapestries, 
and contemporary forms of cultural production, such as 
digital and social media. Taylor’s work cautions against a 
culture “involved in over-consumption, the misuse of pow-
er and resources, and an ongoing threat to wildlife and the 
environment.” 
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Chris Jordan
American, born 1963
CF000313, unaltered stomach contents of juvenile Laysan albatross 
(2009)
CF000668, unaltered stomach contents of juvenile Laysan albatross 
(2009) 
From the Midway: Message from the Gyre series
2009
Archival pigment prints
Courtesy of the artist

In his Midway series, Chris Jordan alludes to Samuel Tay-
lor Coleridge’s poem “The Rime of the Ancient Mariner,” 
specifically the maritime superstition that killing an alba-
tross will bring bad luck. Jordan followed albatrosses to the 
Midway Atoll in the middle of the Pacific Ocean, home to 
one of the world’s largest populations of Laysan albatrosses. 
Once there, he found carcasses full of plastic. He discovered 
that the offspring had been fed the plastic by their parents, 
who mistook the objects for food, which they then brought 
back to their nests. Both young and mature birds choked 
to death by consuming the ocean refuse. As in Coleridge’s 
poem, Jordan suggests that the death of the albatrosses 
heralds humanity’s impending destruction. The photogra-
pher’s images compel us to consider our own complicity in 
mass consumption and runaway industrial growth, which 
have led to the demise of these avian creatures.

Plastic Consumption

Plastic plays a vital role in the packing and distribution of global commodities. Synthetic 
polymers derived from oil are a kind of living dead among us, as these molecules refuse to 
interact with other carbon dependent life forms. They do not biodegrade. It is projected that 
the amount of plastic created annually will reach 33 billion tons by 2020. Spreading great 
hope, scientists have recently created a substance based on an enzyme—a “biological cata-
lyst” that could accelerate a degradation process that would normally take hundreds of years.
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Maroesjka Lavigne
Belgian, born 1989
White Rhino, Namibia
From the Land of Nothingness series 
2015
Archival pigment print
Courtesy of Robert Mann Gallery, New York

Maroesjka Lavigne’s ghostly image depicts a wild white 
rhinoceros crossing a salt pan in the Namib Desert of 
southwestern Africa. The world’s oldest desert, the Na-
mib has existed for at least fifty-five million years. The 
title of Lavigne’s photograph series, Land of Nothing-
ness, evokes the stark emptiness of a vast and barren 
landscape.

Rhinoceroses have roamed the earth for more than thirty-three million years. They have long been prized and 
killed for their horns, which are believed by some to be a source of healing and power. Poachers have been re-
sponsible for ninety-eight percent of rhinoceros deaths in Africa between 1960 and 1995. Today, they are one of 
the most endangered species on earth. The last male northern white rhino died in the spring of 2018. The ghostly 
white saturation of Lavigne’s landscape evokes the final disappearance of the majestic animal.

Charles Gaines
American, born 1944
Walnut Tree Orchard, Set 3, 
Version 2 
1975–2012 
Photograph, ink on paper
Courtesy of the artist and 
Susanne Vielmetter Los Angeles 
Projects

Inspired by composer and music theorist John Cage as well as Tantric Buddhist art, Charles Gaines combines grid-
like drawings and references to mandalas in his photograph triptych. Gaines relies on the form of the grid, since 
it is not only a dominant system of organization in mathematics, architecture, and city planning, but it is also a 
prevalent motif in Euro-American modernist art practices. In diverse and intellectually complex works, Gaines ex-
plores the conceptual possibilities of layering and mapping by presenting a photograph of a walnut tree alongside 
renderings of the same image in binary code. The deconstruction of the tree into a binary system of representation 
produces tensions between binaries, such as analog and digital, interpretation and objectivity, the poetic and the 
systematic, the organic and the inorganic.
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Beth Moon
American, born 1955
Desert Rose (Wadi Fa Lang)
2010–2012
Heart of the Dragon
2010
Hand-coated platinum/palladium metals on 100% 
cotton paper
Courtesy of Corden Potts Gallery, San Francisco

Photographer Beth Moon is concerned with 
the rapid loss of ancient trees. The baobab trees 
she photographs are some of the oldest living 
organisms on earth. These seemingly other-
worldly and rare trees can live for more than six 
thousand years and are usually found in seclud-
ed places in southern Africa, the Arabian Pen-
insula, the Indian Subcontinent, and Australia. 
They often have diverse uses and deep cultural 
significance, providing shelter, clothing, food, 
medicine, timber, and water. 

In her photographs, Moon uses a low angle and 
tight framing to amplify the grandeur of her 
arboreal subjects. In Heart of the Dragon, the 
branches of the dragon’s blood tree—native to 
the Socotra Archipelago in the Arabian Sea—
sprawl across the upper register of the photo-
graph. In Desert Rose, on the other hand, the 
bulging trunk and cropped branches of the 

small desert rose tree are rendered monumental, set in relief against a stormy sky. Moon uses a platinum-palladi-
um printing technique, a long-lasting photographic process, to produce her images, as a parallel reference to the 
longevity of the trees she depicts. In so doing, she “speak[s] about survival, not only of man and nature’s but to 
photography’s survival as well.”
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Richard Misrach
American, born 1949
Swamp and Pipeline, Cancer Alley, Louisiana
1998
Chromogenic development print [Fuji Crystal 
Archive]
Harn Museum of Art, Museum purchase, gift 
of Dr. and Mrs. David A. Cofrin, 2001.2

Richard Misrach’s Swamp and Pipeline, 
Cancer Alley, Louisiana references the 
nearly 150 plastic, natural gas, and oil-re-
fining facilities that line the banks of the 
Mississippi River as well as the communi-
ties they affect. The densely packed facto-
ries that populate the landscape have long 
been known to release toxins into the air, 
land, and water in staggering amounts. In-
famously called “Cancer Alley,” pollution 

permeates the eighty-five-mile stretch of land between New Orleans and Baton Rouge. 

In 1987, the area became almost synonymous with environmental racism, as the extensive industrial waste was 
linked to alarmingly high rates of cancer. Misrach photographed the area eleven years after the area first received 
national media attention, though he found that the disregard for and violence against the region’s population has 
not diminished. In the photograph, barren trees poke out from toxic, green swamp water while a single, rusted oil 
pipeline divides the foreground from the background. The scene’s large-scale and potent colors envelop the viewer 
in a world that seems to hover between verdant dream and nightmare. 

Eva Leitolf
German, born 1966
Orange Grove, Rosarno, Italy 2010 
2010
Archival pigment print on Tecco PFR295 on silkscreen 
carton, Dibond support
Courtesy of the artist

Eva Leitolf ’s photographs bring attention to incidents of exclusion, xeno-
phobia, and violence. In Orange Grove, Rosarno, Italy 2010, she depicts a 
ravaged and abandoned orange tree, which refers to altercations between 
African fruit pickers and local youths during the 2009–2010 harvest. The 
image is devoid of people, with the orange tree as the sole evocation of 
past violence. The absence of both perpetrators and victims of this clash 
lends the photograph an ominous feeling.
 

Since 2006, Leitolf has been involved with issues of migration and asylum seeking across the European Union, 
documenting sites that index Europe’s fraught histories with immigration and labor. She combines the strategies of 
documentary and landscape photography, commemorating, though not directly depicting, moments of brutality 
and conflict. The events and subjects that Leitolf refers to in her photographs have a particular relevance today: 
according to recent reports by the United Nations, the next decades will likely see unprecedented numbers of envi-
ronmental migrants from the Global South into the Global North, driven by health and economic crises resulting 
from rising temperatures and extreme weather conditions. 
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SECTION V: SYMBIOSIS AND MULTISPECIES

“We abuse land because we regard it as a commodity belonging to us. 
When we see land as a community to which we belong, we may begin 
to use it with love and respect.”—Aldo Leopold, ecologist, philosopher, 
and conservationist

The Greek word symbíōsis can be translated as a “state of living togeth-
er.” Historian of science and feminist scholar Donna Haraway extends 
this meaning of symbiosis to her concept of sympoiesis (“making-with”), 
which she argues entails a collaborative relationship between human 
and nonhuman beings. Multispecies studies have attracted scholars like 
Haraway who are interested in the interdependence and inseparability 
of humans and other life forms, including animals, plants, fungi, and mi-
crobes. 

Artists in this section explore the many relationships and interactions 
between human and nonhuman life. On the one hand, artists such as 
Dana Levy consider the adverse effects of anthropocentric control and 
supremacy over nature, a perspective guided by dualisms—nature/so-
ciety, individual/collective, body/mind, subject/objects. On the other 
hand, artists such as Ana Mendieta and Thomas Struth create images 
of nonhierarchical alliances and symbiotic attachments, understanding 
that organic life, inorganic objects, and abstract ideas are all part of an in-
terconnected world. These relationships encompass animals and plants, 
as well as cultural artifacts and images. Such entanglements morph into 
fictitious and hybrid creatures in the works of William Kentridge, Huma 
Bhabha, Wifredo Lam, Sergio Vega, Pedro Neves Marques, and Jackie 
Nickerson.
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Dana Levy
Israeli, born 1973
Emerging from the Swamp
2014
Single-channel film, 2:30 min.
Courtesy of the artist and Braverman Gallery

Dana Levy chose the Big Cypress Swamp in the 
heart of the Florida Everglades to stage a ficti-
tious encounter between a colonial explorer and 
nature. Against the backdrop of a dense swamp, 
colonial furniture, antique artifacts, and docu-
ments float amid dark waters, creating a simu-
lacrum of an abandoned, half-sunken study of 
a noble European. Birds cry and a snake slithers 

over a desk in this uncanny scene. The film suggests the ambitions of early modern European conquerors to dom-
inate, possess, and exploit the natural world and its people. 

The artist is interested in early modern Spanish explorations into the region—specifically the disastrous expedition 
in 1513 led by conquistador Hernando de Soto, who renamed the territory La Florida. The Florida Everglades is 
the only wetland of its kind on the North American continent, but farming, dredging, engineering, developments, 
roads, and loss of clean water threaten its existence. In Levy’s film, however, the natural world threatens to swallow 
up the artifacts and trappings of human (specifically European) culture. 

Thomas Struth
German, born 1954
Paradise 14, Yakushima, Japan 1999
1999
Chromogenic print
Harn Museum of Art, Museum purchase, gift of Dr. and Mrs. 
David A. Cofrin 2001.3

Paradise 14 Yakushima, Japan frames a verdant and haunt-
ing forest on Yakushima, a relatively small, mountainous 
island to the south of the main Japanese archipelago, 
which ranges from tropical to subtropical, temperate, and 
even alpine climates. In this photograph, a stream flows 
around moss-covered rocks and leads the viewer’s eyes 
into a labyrinth of vines and vegetation, creating an effect 

of total immersion. The image’s shallow field brings the dense flora into almost suffocating proximity, focusing our 
attention onto the varied surfaces of the moss, trees, and water that crisscross the photograph. 

This seemingly pristine landscape refuses to acknowledge human presence, even though the island itself has suf-
fered decades of deforestation. Struth’s title, Paradise 14, calls into question the biblical notion that there existed a 
single paradise from which humans originated and were subsequently expelled. The photograph also reasserts a 
sense of the domination of nature over the human mind and body—a notion prevalent in early nineteenth-century 
European Romantic thought that has since been undermined by the explosion of industry since the late nineteenth 
century. 
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Ana Mendieta
American, born Cuba, 1948–1985 
Creek
1974
Digital video transferred from Super 8 film, color, silent 3 
min 11 sec.
Courtesy of The Estate of Ana Mendieta Collection, LLC., 
and Galerie Lelong & Co., New York

Ana Mendieta is best known for her filmed “earth-
body” performances, wherein she used her own body 
or her silhouette in the making of ephemeral earth-
works. In her 1974 film Creek, Mendieta immersed 
herself face down in a shallow creek, allowing the wa-
ter to ripple gently over her nude body. By employing 
her own form, Mendieta sought a direct connection 

between herself and the natural world. Mendieta explains her desire for this connection: “My art is grounded in 
the belief of one universal energy which runs through everything: from insect to man, from man to specter, from 
specter to plant, from plant to galaxy. My works are the irrigation veins of this universal fluid. Through them as-
cend the ancestral sap, the original beliefs, the primordial accumulations, the unconscious thought that animates 
the world.” 

Gabriel Orozco
American, born Mexico, born 1962
Spider House
2001
Cibachrome
Harn Museum of Art, Museum purchase, funds provided 
by the Caroline Julier and James G. Richardson Acquisition 
Fund, 2002.2

Gabriel Orozco revels in clever juxtapositions and the poten-
tial for serendipity in his photographs, which typically feature 
animals and insects. This image reveals Orozco’s interest in 
the habits of creatures found in the natural world. On a small 
scale, barely visible arachnids spin thin webs around a gold-

en-brown, dried-out leaf in Spider House. As the title suggests, the delicate creatures rely on the fragile remnants 
of the leaf for their own shelter. Orozco moves seamlessly between the macrocosms and microcosms of small crea-
tures on a single leaf—playing on the medium of photography’s ability to manipulate our sense of scale and, thus, 
our perceived relationship to the natural world. 
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Wifredo Lam
Cuban, 1902–1982
Ídolo (Idol)
1958
Terracotta black-glazed relief
Harn Museum of Art, Museum purchase, funds provided by 
friends of the Harn Museum of Art, 2008.40.1

Wifredo Lam is best known for his polymorphic works 
that combine aspects of humans with those of animals 
and plants, creating new, imaginary creatures. Lam 
worked with Picasso and the Surrealists in Paris and re-
turned to Havana in 1941, where he began producing 
paintings that were dominated by hybridized human-an-
imal-vegetal figures. He also became deeply interested in 
Santería, the Afro-Cuban spiritual practice that relates 
Yoruba deities to the Roman Catholic saints. 

This glazed relief depicts a half-woman, half-fish hybrid. 
The title of this work, Ídolo (Idol), suggests that the figure 
may allude to Yemaya, a Santería orisha (spirit) associat-
ed with the sea, who is often represented as a mermaid. 
Santería tradition combines the Yoruba mother deity of 
Yemaya with the Catholic saint, the Virgin Mary. The 
sculpture expresses Lam’s understanding, informed by 

art practices and religious traditions from all over the world, that the human and nonhuman worlds are intricately 
woven together. 

Huma Bhabha
Pakistani, born 1962
Untitled
2014
Ink, pastel, and collage on paper
Courtesy of Stefanie and Ashok Chachra

Huma Bhabha’s untitled collage depicts a human-canine hybrid, 
“something between a primitive species and a space alien.” The com-
bination of a woman’s features with those of a dog and a wolf visual-
ize Bhabha’s connection with her self-proclaimed spirit animals. The 
gestural mark-making and vaguely anthropomorphic features used 
to describe the figure allow the viewer to project a wide range of as-
sociations onto this imaginary creature. In the making of this work, 
Bhabha was informed by a diverse range of cultural and historical 
sources, including African sculpture, ancient Cambodian temple ar-
chitecture, and the work of American artist Robert Rauschenberg. 
Another important source of inspiration for Bhabha is cinematogra-
phy, including science fiction and horror films by David Cronenberg 

and Andrei Tarkovsky. Bhabha uses found materials of everyday objects to create quasi-mythical creatures, often 
meant to engage critically with issues surrounding warfare, colonialism, displacement, and longing.
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Sergio Vega
American, born Argentina 1959
The Missing Tail
2008
HD video, 5:46 min.
Courtesy of the artist

In The Missing Tail, Sergio Vega posits an alternative 
history for the human race as descended from long-
tailed monkeys. Styled as a nature documentary, the 
video includes footage of a number of different forests, 
spider monkeys swinging from branches, the interior 

of the Florida Museum of Natural History, and eighteenth- to twentieth-century texts on naturalism and evolu-
tion. A monotone male voice suggests that Darwinian evolution and the biblical tale of the Garden of Eden are 
compatible with one another, rather than being mutually exclusive explanations of the origins of humanity. 

Embedded in the human psyche, the narrator explains, is a primeval desire, made evident in our dreams and fears, 
to return to the jungle and experience “the meaning of green, the universal sign of hope.” The deadpan tone of 
the video and its similarity to documentary films invites us to consider the constructed nature both of religious 
and scientific interpretations of natural phenomena. Toward the end of the video the narrator makes plain Vega’s 
underlying message: that humans have left their ancestral home of the forest (or what the narrator refers to as “the 
great salad”) and are now working to destroy it. 

Jackie Nickerson
American, born 1960
Oscar From the Terrain series
2012
Ruth From the Terrain series
2012
Digital chromogenic print
Courtesy of the artist and Jack Shain-
man Gallery, New York

Jackie Nickerson’s Terrain series focuses on the relationship between farming, workers, and the land. At the sug-
gestion of a farmworker named Oscar (depicted here), Nickerson collaborated with her subjects to stage a series of 
powerful portraits exploring the physical and psychological connections between rural laborers and the cultivat-
ed landscape on which they work. Framed from a low vantage point, each figure in Nickerson’s almost life-sized 
portraits strikes a strong and statuesque pose. The figures are named, but their faces remain hidden behind the 
farming materials. Each individual carries the materials of agricultural labor: banana leaves, plastic crates, burlap, 
tobacco, and tangles of wire. Rather than focusing on individual experiences, however, Nickerson guides our at-
tention to the physicality of the worker and the materials with which he/she works. Through her images, Nickerson 
seeks to dispel romantic notions of farming by pointing to the myriad of difficulties posed by new technologies, 
anti-peasant policies, and the privatization of food crops.
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Pedro Neves Marques
Portuguese, born 1984
YWY, the Android
2017
Color video, Portuguese with subtitles, 7:27 min.
Courtesy of the artist and Galleria Umberto di Marino

In YWY, the Android, Pedro Neves Marques ex-
plores the limits of technology used to support 
human life. In his work, Neves Marques considers 
the ramifications of using genetically modified or-
ganisms (GMOs) and their effects on human and 
plant life by staging a conversation between an in-

digenous female android and a genetically modified cornfield. The viewer can only hear the voice of the android 
speaking as she labors in the cornfield. Despite neither one being human, both android and cornfield discuss issues 
significant to human beings. Neves Marques’s unusual combination of characters and the viewer’s one-sided access 
to the conversation presents viewers with alternative perspectives on the ethical uses of technology in the service 
of humanity.

Pedro Neves Marques
Portuguese, born 1984
The Pudic Relation Between Machine and Plant
2016
Color video, 2:30 min.
Courtesy of the artist and Galleria Umberto di Marino

In this companion film to Pedro Neves Marques’s YWY, the Android, the artist continues to explore the nebulous 
boundaries of biogenetics. The film represents a staged encounter between a robotic hand and a highly sensitive 
plant—Mimosa Pudica—a South American perennial whose leaflets close in on themselves when touched. The 
etymology of the plant’s name, mimosa (mimic) and pudic (external genitalia; modesty; shame) relates to terms 
employed by eighteenth-century botanist Carl Linnaeus’s sexual taxonomy of plants. The ever-present and per-
sistent mechanical hand continues to loom over the reactive plant. This arranged and fraught encounter between 
a robotic arm and a plant suggests the domination and exploitation of industry over nature.
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William Kentridge
South African, born 1955
Promenade II
2002
Four bronze sculptures with dark patina
Harn Museum of Art, Museum purchase by 
exchange, gift of Louise H. Courtelis with addi-
tional funds provided by The Caroline Julier and 
James G. Richardson Acquisition Endowment, 
2003.13.1

William Kentridge is a prolific artist whose work conveys his diverse interests in various modes of art production, 
including drawing, animated film, video, sculpture, puppetry, and tapestry. His artistic practice stems from a deep 
engagement with the social and political life of South Africa, particularly the history of apartheid. He is widely 
celebrated for allegorical, lyrical, and nuanced narratives that follow the ambiguities of science, memory, and 
post-apartheid contemporary life.

Processions are a recurring motif in Kentridge’s work and are used by the artist as a multivalent metaphor for 
society’s collective journey toward an unknown future. The four striding bronze figures in Promenade II relate to 
Kentridge’s film Shadow Procession, as well as other films by the artist that depict a seemingly endless migration 
of people moving through South African landscapes. Represented as part human, animal, and machine, these 
indeterminate figures, which include Kentridge himself, visually connote both the individual and the collective. 
The processional arrangement of the figures calls into question ideas of progress tied to scientific knowledge and 
industrial development, which have historically been used to justify colonialist practices and racial and social op-
pression. 
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SECTION VI: JUSTICE

“With human and environmental fates now inseparable, environmental 
politics will become either more deeply democratic or more unequal and 
inhumane.”—Jedediah Purdy, Professor of Law, Columbia Law School

This selection of photographs and sculpture calls attention to the plight 
of indigenous peoples of the Amazon Basin and the significant role of 
photography in shaping perceptions of this region. The massive Amazon 
Basin, which cuts through several countries in South America, is cultur-
ally diverse and is also one of the most biodiverse regions on the planet. 
Conflicts over resources are pervasive in this part of the world and are 
addressed by the artists on view.

After fleeing from violence in Colombia, indigenous artist Abel Rodrí-
guez began helping international botanists identify and document the 
flora and fauna of the Amazon from his own memory. Sergio Vega’s pho-
tographic series Paradise on Fire depicts the Amazon’s forests engulfed 
in fire and smoke, the territory being cleared for extraction and devel-
opment. Photographer Felipe Jácome collaborated with indigenous 
women to record their remarkable march of protest against invasions 
by multinational corporations. In the 1970s, artist Claudia Andujar pho-
tographed the life of the Yanomami people, highlighting their spiritual 
ceremonies and the fragility of their culture. Jennifer Allora and Guill-
ermo Calzadilla advocate peace through a reworking of the image of 
the Greek messenger deity Hermes. These artists in Justice asks us to 
recognize the strong resistance of local people hoping to protect their 
territory and lives.
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Buen Vivir
Well-being and harmony are defining characteristics of Buen Vivir, the indig-
enous South American notion of the good life. Buen Vivir translates to “living 
in plentitude and knowing how to live in harmony with the cycles of Mother 
Earth. Life and history are in balance with every form of existence in a state of 
permanent respect.” The subject of well-being is not about the individual, but 
the individual in the social context of their community and in a unique envi-
ronmental situation. Buen Vivir is related to other indigenous belief systems 
throughout South America, as well as to Western political philosophy.

Sergio Vega
American, born Argentina 1959
Paradise on Fire I
Paradise on Fire II
Paradise on Fire IV
Paradise on Fire V
2007
Ultrachrome archival inkjet prints
Courtesy of the artist

Sergio Vega’s troubling photographs depict the Novo Mundo municipality of the Amazon Basin aflame. Vega’s 
series portrays groups of tropical trees engulfed in fire just as the sun pierces through the smoke, amplifying the 
visual drama of the scene. The title of his series critically references El Paraíso en el Nuevo Mundo (Paradise in 
the New World), a book written in 1650 by Spanish-colonial historian Antonio de León Pinelo, who claimed that 
the Garden of Eden was located in South America. In an effort to codify the current realities of this region, Vega 
followed Pinelo’s search for Paradise, locating it in Mato Grosso, Brazil. Indeed, Vega’s images call attention to the 
catastrophic realities faced by this location. According the artist, “In the seventies, the deforestation of Amazonia 
became the first sin against nature to be repudiated on a global scale. Forty years later that same forest is still on 
fire, burning faster than ever before.” Through his photographs, Vega highlights the discrepancy between utopian 
dreams of a pristine forest and the alarming reality of its devastation.
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Novo Mundo / Paradise on Fire
 
After enduring two long hours on a bumpy dirt road we finally loaded the pick-up truck onto a barge and 
crossed the Teles Pires River, the most polluted affluent of the Amazon. The young captain navigating the 
boat wore high boots, a dusty cowboy hat and played festive music through his powerful loudspeakers. 
The large flat iron surface of the barge felt like an exotic floating discotheque.
 
Approaching Novo Mundo we encountered a field burning on the side of the road. The flame had come 
down and was now mostly smoke and dying ember. Neighbors from the farm across the road had brought 
a water tank and were hosing enormous logs that lay on the ground half consumed. The dense toxicity 
of the air carried a Dantesque omen of tragedy I could read in their expressions. They knew their chances 
were slim, but still hoped to prevent the fire from crossing over and spreading onto their coffee planta-
tion. If the wind decided to return there will be flames everywhere.
 
The Rochedo settlement at the municipality of Novo Mundo is made of a couple of hundred family farms. 
These families have settled in their small farms within the last five years to raise cattle and grow vegeta-
bles.
 
On the road we encountered Sebastião Roberto Soares driving his small motorcycle. He was introduced 
to me as the leader of the community and took us to the farm where his brother José lived with his wife 
and three sons. Their entire field had burned down with exception of the hut where they lived and a tool 
shed. They had prepared lunch in anticipation of our arrival. After we ate, José recounted the tragic events 
with stoic sobriety.
 
We drove into the center of the settlement, an area defined by a small grocery store and a school. We 
met some of the students who were eager to perform tricks in front of the lens. While filming their testi-
monies, it occurred to me that this model of settlement is a ludicrous project of self-colonization. Even if 
some families manage to endure the extremely harsh conditions, there is little hope the youngsters would 
choose to remain in that environment after they grow up.
 
We approached an area of forest were fire was out of control. Flames spread rapidly in front of us, burning 
entire bushes of green luscious leafs in seconds. The unleashed power of fire consuming an entire forest 
revealed an unexpected spectacle of colorful clouds of smoke. Turner’s atmosphere of colors blending in 
ethereal combinations never felt so tangible. I sat the tripod to capture the landscape when the setting 
sun suddenly sliced through thick clouds. As foreseen by Tiepolo, Apollo appeared heralded by majestic 
sunrays, riding his triumphant carriage of golden horses across robust clouds of destruction. The visual 
spectacle was not followed by angelic trumpets, but pierced by the unsettling sound of snapping branch-
es caught on fire everywhere. Given the proximity of combustion, breathing became increasingly difficult 
as insects big and small swarmed through us, biting us along the way.
 
On the way back a big tree had fallen, burning in the middle of the road. Flames and night were rapidly 
approaching and we were forced to cut through thorny bushes for the vehicle to pass. In the seventies, 
the deforestation of Amazonia became the first sin against nature to be repudiated on a global scale. Forty 
years later that same forest is still on fire, burning faster than ever before.
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Felipe Jácome 
Ecuadorian, born 1985
Nancy (of the Kichwa people)
Hueiya (of the Waorani community)
Hasmil (of the Shiwiar people)
From the Amazonas: Guardians of Life series 
2013
Digital print
Courtesy of the artist

For his 2013 series Amazonas: Guardians of Life, artist Felipe Jácome col-
laborated with the women indigenous to the Ecuadorian Amazon region 
of South America. His images not only feature poignant portraits of the 
women he met, but also personal inscriptions penned by the sitters. Each 
caption (translated below) details the battles, fears, determination, and 
wishes of these women. Giving agency to these disenfranchised commu-
nities, Jácome considers the images not only as photographs but also as 
testimonies to their experiences. In turn, the patterns surrounding each 
portrait echo the painted patterns inscribed on the faces of each woman. 
The same year the artist made this series, nearly three hundred women 
from seven different indigenous communities of this region marched on 
the country’s capital demanding solutions for past, current, and future 
invasive practices of multinational extractive industries that threatened 
their lands and resources. 

Left: “My name is Nancy. We want to defend our land, our jungle, the riv-
ers, the mountains and the trees that house the spirits of the jungle. This 
is why the women of the Amazon need to rise up and march to defend 
our jungle. The president doesn’t value and doesn’t know the jungle. That’s 
why he wants to destroy it. Our children understand life through the sto-
ries and lessons told by our elders. They learn to love the jungle and they 
will grow up thinking of these lessons.”

Center: “My name is Hueiya. I live in the Waorani community called 
Ñoneno. I fight for my community, so that in the future our children don’t 
suffer and can live in peace breathing clean air. I fight so my children don’t 
have to suffer, so that their land continues to be fertile and free of pollu-
tion, so that our rivers continue to be clean so they can drink clean water. 
I fight for all children who are yet to be born in this earth.”

Right: “My name is Hasmil Villamil. I’m 11 years old. I want to live freely 
in the Amazon jungle. I want to play with all the animals and I want my 
community to live in peace.”

In 2008, President Rafael Correa of Ecuador was highly praised when he 
signed the “Rights of Nature” into the country’s constitution, granting to 
nature rights equivalent to human rights: “The new constitution redefines 
people’s relationship with nature by asserting that nature is not just an ob-
ject to be appropriated and exploited by people, but is rather a rights-bear-
ing entity that should be treated with parity under the law.” Unfortunately, 
the president did not keep his promises and bent to mining interests.
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Abel Rodríguez
Colombian, born 1944
From the Annual Cycle of the Flooded Rainforest series
2009–2010
From the Annual Cycle of the Chagra series
2011
Ink on paper
Courtesy of the artist and the Tropenbos International 
Colombia’s Archive

Born Mogaje Guihu in the Colombian Amazon, Abel Ro-
dríguez was known as a “namer of plants.” An encounter 
with biologist Carlos Rodríguez, who worked with the 
Dutch NGO (nongovernmental organization) Tropen-
bos International Colombia, led Abel Rodríguez to work 
alongside other botanists in the jungle. These scientists 
asked Abel Rodríguez to help them classify and identify 
different species from the Amazon. Learning to draw, he 
shared the wealth of his botanical knowledge acquired by 
his community’s oral tradition and personal observations 
even after dire regional conflicts forced him to flee his 
home for Colombia’s capital, Bogotá. Drawing solely from 
memory, he subsequently illustrated the botanical life of 
the forest in intricately detailed watercolor paintings.

Jennifer Allora and Guillermo Calzadilla
The bird of Hermes is my name, eating my wings to make me tame
2010
Painted bronze sculpture
12 x 15 ½ x 14 in. (30.5 x 39.4 x 35.6 cm)
Courtesy of the artists and Lisson Gallery, New York
© Allora & Calzadilla; Courtesy Lisson Gallery.
Photography: Dave Morgan

In their collaborative artistic practice, Jennifer Allora and 
Guillermo Calzadilla endow found objects with complex 
symbolism in an effort to critique contemporary social and 
political issues. This particular sculpture is cast and painted 
to resemble a U.S. Army combat helmet equipped with wings and a surveillance camera, a reimagining of the 
Greek god Hermes’s signature winged hat as modern military armor. The title of the work and its visual form also 
derive from a representation of an element named “the bird of Hermes” in an esoteric scroll attributed to the En-
glish alchemist George Ripley (ca. 1415–1490). In Ripley’s alchemical manual, the taming (or neutralizing) of this 
element was a key process for producing the philosopher’s stone, also called the elixir of life. Allora and Calzadilla 
combine their visual allusion to the Greek messenger god with this enigmatic text into an allegory of contempo-
rary U.S. military prowess. The artists’ winged helmet suggests the U.S. armed forces’ many interventions across 
the globe, while the arcane source of the title may allude to the military’s at-times occultic secrecy that often holds 
life and death in the balance. 
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Claudia Andujar
Brazilian, born 1931
Yanomami From the O Invisivel series
1976
Untitled From the Reahu series
1976
Yanomami, Catrimani From the Reahu series
1974
Untitled From the Reahu series
1974
Gelatin silver prints on Ilford MG4FB5 K double-weight paper
Courtesy of Galeria Vermelho, São Paulo

Claudia Andujar photographed the Yanomami Indians 
of the Amazon Basin in northern Brazil beginning in 
the 1970s. The spiritual world is fundamental for the 
Yanomami people, who are guided by a shaman be-
lieved to have a heightened awareness of the divine and 
the intangible. Andujar employs extended-exposure 
photography, resulting in blurred images of individu-
als and groups interacting and moving throughout the 
landscape. The resulting enigmatic representation of the 
Yanomami on behalf of Andujar parallels their relative 
obscurity to the outside world.

As a result of her direct engagement with the Yanomami, 
Andujar became a fierce advocate for their health and 
political rights—having witnessed the disastrous events 
occurring in their land, including villages razed for a 
transcontinental highway, epidemics of measles and ma-
laria, mercury poisoning from gold mines, attacks from 
miners, and land grabs from the government—resulting 
in the establishment of a government-sanctioned pro-
tected area for the Yanomami. 
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SECTION VII: IMAGINARY FUTURES 

“Optimism must be cultivated. . . . Without a commitment to the enduring possi-
bility of a better world, we simply resign ourselves, and the planet, to extinction 
as usual.”—Rory Rowan, political geographer and cultural critic

The artists featured in this section present the future as something both daunting 
and promising. Environmental catastrophes have intensified around the globe 
and have left their mark on the future. The simultaneous depletion of resources 
and rising disparity in access to clean water and sustainable foods continue to ex-
acerbate racial, geographical, and cultural divides. New information technologies 
have proved beneficial in solving some systemic issues; however, these technolo-
gies have also allowed for serious breaches in privacy and freedom. Artists Trevor 
Paglen, Allan Sekula, and Noelle Mason unveil facets of the misuse of technolo-
gies. These artists are wary of militarization, the control of knowledge, and prac-
tices that weaken democracy under the guise of security. Each artist alludes to 
unseen forces at play over our lives as we consider the future of humanity.

An air of pessimism may dominate our current cultural moment, but optimism is 
crucial. Artists in this section open up possibilities for beholding our planet and 
its inhabitants, both human and nonhuman, in intentional and responsible ways. 
They invite us to attempt to comprehend our universe better, to attune ourselves 
to the vast forces and intricate systems beyond our immediate perception. Art-
ists Dornith Doherty and Andrew Yang share hope in new kinds of relationships 
emerging from nonhierarchical alliances and symbiotic attachments. In doing so, 
they relate technological systems and economies with biological systems and cul-
ture.

Artists can ignite our awareness and demonstrate that we can resist, protest, and 
share our common and uncommon worlds with fellow humans and other species. 
By embracing optimism, we can make it possible for a vibrant future in the world 
to come. 
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Dornith Doherty
American, born 1957
Millennium Seed Bank Research Seedlings and Lochner-Stuppy 
Test Garden No. 4
2011
Digital chromogenic lenticular photograph, edition of 3
Courtesy of Moody Gallery, Houston, Texas and Holly Johnson 
Gallery, Dallas, Texas

For more than a decade, artist Dornith Doherty has worked in collaboration with 
researchers at international seed banks across the globe, photographing the lo-
cations and sites of these critical facilities and the plant materials housed within 
them. In her ongoing series Archiving Eden, Doherty creates collages of X-ray 
images of seeds and plant samples using lenticular photography, a method of pro-
ducing images with illusionistic depth and movement. Doherty’s dynamic images 
heighten the visibility of these miniscule organic forms. The artist emphasizes: “I 
am struck by the power of these tiny plantlets and seeds (many are the size of a 
grain of sand) to generate life and to endure the time span central to the process 
of seed banking, which seeks to make these sparks last for two hundred years 
or more.” While the need for seed banks points to humanity’s larger failures as 
guardians of the earth, Doherty’s images represent both the preservation and the 
potential rebirth of plant species.

Dornith Doherty, on her process:
Use of the color Delft/indigo blue evokes references not only to the process of cryogenic preservation, central to 
the methodology of saving seeds, but also to the intersection of east and west, trade, cultural exchange, and migra-
tion. Lenticular animations created from the collages present still-life images of an archive that appears to change 
color or move when viewed from different angles. This tension between stillness and change reflects my focus on 
the elusive goal of stopping time in relation to living materials, which at some moment, we may all like to do.

Andrew Yang
American, born 1973
Interviews with the Milky Way
2016
Two-channel video
Courtesy of the artist

Andrew Yang is an artist and trained biologist who is in-
terested in the place of humanity within the Milky Way 
galaxy. For this dynamic two-channel video, Yang staged 
two filmed interviews: one with Ellen Yang, his mother 

and a professor and child psychologist, and the second with Jeff Oishi, his friend and a professor of astrophysics. 
The artist asked each to reflect on their conceptions and memories—both observed and imagined—of the Milky 
Way and their relationship to it. In this dualistic work, Yang overlays monochrome images of the universe, our 
home galaxy, and abstracted scenes of light, water, and eggs over footage of Ellen and Jeff. The resulting organic 
conversations between mother and son and between friend and friend, in combination with morphing imagery, 
engender a sense of wonder and connection between the interviewees’ everyday lives and the broader cosmos. 
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Trevor Paglen
American, born 1974
NSA-Tapped Fiber Optic Cable Landing Site, 
Miami Beach, Florida, United States
2015
Chromogenic print and mixed media on 
navigational chart
Harn Museum of Art, Museum purchase, 
funds provided by The Caroline Julier and 
James G. Richardson Acquisition Fund and 
The Fogler Family Endowment, 2015.52

In these images and in his broader artistic practice, Trevor Paglen seeks to make covert operations visible, includ-
ing sites of underwater communication cables. A significant source of information exchange across the globe, 
this growing network has recently been discovered to be a potent tool for government surveillance. Paglen’s work 
is highly influenced by reports from former Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) employee and National Security 
Administration (NSA) contractor Edward Snowden, who disclosed where both the governments of the United 
States and United Kingdom routinely tap cables to collect citizen’s data. Paglen set out into the ocean to find and 
photograph those locations, marking each with a red pin on the map. 

In this diptych, Paglen portrays two remarkably different views of the Atlantic Ocean. On the left is a photograph 
depicting a wide and beautiful stretch of sky, sea, and pristine white sands. Conversely, on the right, Paglen frames 
an equivalently sized map that outlines hundreds of underwater cables, sea routes, and other traces of human 
navigation—a striking difference from the serene seaside. Paglen’s potent, compelling pairing employs traditional 
ways of looking at the natural world—that is, through landscape photography and map-making—to draw atten-
tion visually to our complacency. 

Noelle Mason
American, born 1977
Coyotaje (Ultima Cena), 2012
Coyotaje (La Mula), 2011
Coyotaje (Los Amantes), 2012
From the X-Ray Vision vs. Invisibility series 
Hand-embroidered 14-count cross-stitch on cotton
Courtesy of the artist

Noelle Mason’s practice critiques mass media’s representations of trag-
ic events. Through her work, Mason proposes alternative methods of 
visualizing trauma for contemporary audiences inundated with im-
ages. For example, these three small tapestries from her X-Ray Vision 
vs. Invisibility series depict infrared images of undocumented immi-
grants crossing the United States–Mexico border. Mason believes that 
viewers are more likely to think about, understand, and take action 
against violence by engaging with unexpected forms of art produc-
tion—such as embroidery—rather than as a result of watching sen-
sational and repetitive network news. Mason argues that, “when you 
have to sit with a sensational image in a quiet space like a museum, it 
changes that image.” Her images call into question the practices of vi-
sion technologies as they are used to represent undocumented immi-
grants and reinforce the United States’ neocolonial social and political 

relationship with Mexico. 
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Allan Sekula
American, 1951–2013
CIA black site seen from across the lake just before the wrong film 
was confiscated, Kiejkuty, Poland, July 2009
From the Polonia and Other Fables series 
2009
Chromogenic print
Courtesy of Christopher Grimes Gallery, Santa Monica

In his 2009 series Polonia and Other Fables, photographer 
and cultural critic Allan Sekula juxtaposes the everyday ac-
tivities and landscapes of rural Poland and suburban Chica-
go with highly contentious and covert views of military black 
sites in Poland. In so doing, Sekula highlights the desired 
invisibility of the presence of the U.S. Central Intelligence 
Agency (CIA) in these beautiful yet remote areas. As the ti-
tle of this image hints, Sekula’s own presence outside of this 
black site was known and his film—albeit the wrong film—

was confiscated. The photographer’s vantage point highlights the impenetrability of the site beyond the brimming 
waters, further emphasized by a yellow sign in the image that warns in multiple languages: “Military Area Keep 
Out No Entry.” 

During the War on Terror, the CIA established a network of secret prisons in Iraq and Afghanistan. Black sites are 
where prisoners from the wars in Iraq, Afghanistan, and other sites in the world were detained. Many were illegally 
transferred outside of U.S. jurisdiction, where they became “ghost prisoners.” Black sites are also known as secret 
spaces of extraordinary rendition and torture meant to block sight, knowledge, and life itself. The locations of these 
black sites were some of the Bush Administration’s most closely guarded secrets.
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ADDITIONAL ONLINE RESOURCES:

Link to the Working Group on the Anthropocene website: http://quaternary.stratigra-
phy.org/working-groups/anthropocene/

Link to the Anthropocene Project, with resources and information on the concept gath-
ered by artist Edward Burtynsky and two documentary film directors: https://theanthro-
pocene.org/ 

RECENT SCHOLARSHIP ON CLIMATE CHANGE AND THE ANTHROPOCENE:

Idil Boran, Political Theory and Global Climate Change: Recasting the Public Sphere 
(London and New York: Routledge, 2019). 

Andrew Dobson, Environmental Politics: A Very Short Introduction (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2016).

Erle C. Ellis, Anthropocene: A Very Short Introduction (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2018). 

Thomas Hickmann, Lena Partzch, Philipp Pattberg, and Sabine Weiland, eds., The 
Anthropocene Debate and Political Science (London and New York: Routledge, 2019). 

Byron Williston, The Ethics of Climate Change: An Introduction (London and New York: 
Routledge, 2019).

Also see the peer-reviewed journal Anthropocene: Human Interactions with Earth Systems 
(Elsevier Ltd., 2013-2019; 26 issues, 2 in progress). Available through the University of 
Michigan Library databases. NOTE: the journal is geared toward a scientific scholarly 
audience, and the articles tend to discuss specific topics. 


