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ABSTRACT 

Maria Patricia Tinajero  

 

BECOMING SOIL: FIVE CONTEMPORARY CASES IN ECO MATERIALISM 

 (ON ART, FERMENTATION, AND SOIL REMEDIATION) 

 

 

This dissertation proposes a new approach to soil remediation that I term becoming soil. 

Becoming soil seeks to help reclaim soil’s aesthetic dimensions, dimensions where soil is 

dynamic and alive. I argue that soil remediation is an artistic, creative, and collaborative practice 

that goes well beyond a romantic attempt to recover a lost fertile ground. Instead, it invites the 

senses to become invested in the continuous processes that keep soil alive. Furthermore, the 

dissertation reveals the hidden aesthetic underpinning of soil depletion, a crucial environmental 

problem, while offering creative means to resist the massive and adverse impact that humans 

have on soil. To this end, the subject of Becoming Soil is examined through five operational 

questions: a) What is Value? b) What Hides? c) What Remains? d) What Resurfaces? and e) 

What is Recovered? That correspond to the five artworks by artists Claire Pentecost’s Soil-Erg 

(2012), Frances Whitehead’s SLOW Clean-up (2008-10), Mel Chin’s Revival Field (1991—

ongoing), Jea Rhim Lee’s Infinity Burial Project (2009—ongoing), and Wormfarm Institute 

creative initiatives on art and agriculture, Fermentation Fest (2010—ongoing). I answer these 

questions in the light of contemporary ecological theory; more precisely, eco criticism and eco 

materialism, than like fermentation, are methods of transformation (a giving and and taking in 

reciprocity) that benefit both the aesthetic and scientific aspects of soil remediation. These 

methods make tangible transdisciplinary collaborations possible. Illuminate the impact of 
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humans on soil, becoming soil reveals the possibilities for new artistic, scientific, economic, 

social, and political engagements that are soil centric. Moreover, becoming soil amplifies the 

aesthetic dimensions of soil remediation, helping to restore the sensual experiences of eating 

nutritious food, standing on solid ground, and the enigmatic return to the soil in death. 

 

 

Keywords: eco materialism, ecocriticism, the archive, soil reclamation, soil remediation, minga, 

fermentation, hidden architectures, rural urban flow, the good life (Sumak Kawsay), the toxic  
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INTRODUCTION 

 

“Everything must be digested”  

– Ayurveda’s popular saying (5,000 B.C.E.) 

 

 

Main Argument and Research Questions 

What is soil remediation? Why does it matter for art? These two questions arise due to a 

lack of attention to soil, which is noted in the scientific community periphrastically. For 

example, carbon sequestration is one of the most common concepts on which environmental 

agencies and state policies are currently focused, leaving behind the most important aspect: soil's 

health – contamination, depletion, and deforestation. Soil scientists Johan Bouma and Alex 

McBratney, in their article “Framing Soils as an Actor When Dealing with Wicked 

Environmental Problems,” insist that regardless of the many studies documenting the importance 

of soil, there is still a lack of acknowledgment of soil’s vital function and its crucial role for life 

on earth. They write, “‘[s]oil Security, including elements of safety, risk and anxiety, and the 

metaphor of soils as a possible ‘keystone’ connecting the various environmental issues 

mentioned above” (131), are urgent. Thus, they insist, “soil must be ‘re-framed’” (131). I agree. 

On the other hand, there are very few studies that address the aesthetic dimension of soil, even 

though studying the aesthetics of soil is especially relevant for proposing new values for soil. 

Anthropologist Philippe Descola and Adam Clive, director of the Center for Contemporary Art 

and the Natural World, agree on the need to increase attention toward soil. “Soils around the 
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world are increasingly being threatened by poor management and short-termism, resulting in 

compaction, contamination, erosion and salinization, together with a loss of fertility, organic 

matter and biodiversity” (Clive, Bringing the Arts Down To Earth n.d.). This quote shows the 

specificity of soil(s) and its many problems. It is important to also see soil depletion as a global 

phenomenon determined by the principle of interconnectivity. Soil threatened is both quotidian 

and extraordinary, but while soil depletion is a global problem, it is important to tie the problem 

of soil to a particular place, hence soil’s problems and solutions are simultaneously global and 

local. On the other hand, in the preface to the Anthology Soil and Culture, Descola explains “the 

history and ethnology of the representations of plants, of animals, of colors, of climates or of 

celestial bodies is vast, the study of the cultural perception of soils is still underdeveloped” (xv). 

This double problem of soil is addressed in this dissertation under the concept of becoming soil. 

What is becoming soil? Becoming soil, first is the desire to reclaim the aesthetic 

dimensions of soil, in which soil is alive and second, it is an ethical position that entangles soil, 

ethics, and aesthetics. I argue that becoming soil is soil remediation, and it is an artistic, creative, 

and collaborative practice that goes beyond a romantic attempt to recover lost fertile ground—or 

paradise. Instead, it invites the senses to become invested in the continuous processes that keep 

soil alive. Becoming soil is on the one hand, an urgent existential preoccupation. It is approached 

as an ethical and aesthetic exploration of the direction that the material transformation of soil 

takes in the Anthropocene. There is almost nothing more important than keeping the soil healthy. 

Bringing health back to depleted and contaminated soil(s), thus is the urgency for soil 

remediation. On the other hand, it is imperative to see soil as part of the artistic and spiritual 

dimensions of human existence viewing soil as a cosmology. The spiritual examination of soil 

exceeds the limits of this dissertation, yet it remains as part of the background that makes soils 
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cosmology and that will be a subject of further investigation. As an example, when soil sampling 

is used to identify the specificity of a place, what winemakers label as the terroir, it gives the 

connections to site, place, memory, and history through the senses of taste and smell. As an 

example, California Malbec is different from French Malbec. The particularity of each wine as 

determined by its own terroir belongs to the cosmology of the soil.  

According to the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) soil remediation must also be 

understood as a technological infrastructure for the recovery of hazardous materials added to 

soils through various agricultural inputs, such the adding-on of synthetic pesticides and fertilizers 

to name two, and other industrial pollutants (Guidance for Cleaning Up Groundwater, Soil).1 

Soil depletion and soil contamination are both connected to the ubiquitous presence of hazardous 

polluted soils that may be either visible or invisible. Depletion and contamination are altering 

soil's health and its role in the making of landscapes, preserving biodiversity, and contributing to 

a healthy lifestyle for humans and nonhumans alike. In this dissertation, soil remediation is not 

only described in terms of corrective actions, (cleanup operations for soil), but also as an artistic, 

creative, and collaborative method for reevaluating how we see soil and how we engage with 

soil. Becoming Soil is a method for shifting our values towards healthy soil. Soil as understood 

here becomes a more than human affair and takes us beyond the scientific and economic 

approaches to a new eco materialist understanding and engagement with soil.2  

This dissertation accesses the complex dimension of soil through the artistic merits of 

five eco materialist projects. Answering the question of how art contributes to this daunting task 

is enormous, thus I track five punctual instances that are making significant contributions to the 

processes of soil remediation. Artists Claire Pentecost, Frances Whitehead, Mel Chin, Jea Rhim 

Lee, and Wormfarm Institute. These eco materialist artworks unfold the possibilities for 
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engaging with soil remediation aesthetically through their creative practices to demonstrate the 

possibilities for eco critical views that see beyond essentialist methods for soil remediation. 

Thus, offering alternatives views on soil remediation as an eco materialism project. Art theorist 

and eco materialist Linda Weintraub, in an interview with Lynn Woods, quotes “Eco Material 

ways of interacting with the material environment change the way humans measure success” 

(Linda Weintraub's Eye for Activism n.d.).3 The measuring of success is an important aspect of 

eco materialism from a temporal perspective. The time frame required for soil remediation 

extends well beyond human time.  In addition to the longtime frame required for soil 

remediation, there is also the aspect of pace. Soil remediation is slow, hence the title of one of 

the case studies in this dissertation, “SLOW Clean-up” (2008-10) by artist Frances Whitehead. 

Also, it is important to note that Mel Chin’s Revival Field (1991 –ongoing), Jea Rhim Lee’s 

Infinity Burial Project (2009–ongoing) and Wormfarm Institute’s Fermentation Fest and 

ArtFarm Dtour (2010–ongoing) are all ongoing projects, which highlights the issue of time and 

temporality in soil remediation as an ongoing process for the future. 

Methodologies  

The method of study for this dissertation is based on a combination of principles from 

eco criticism, eco feminism, and eco materialism, examining the multiple aspects of soil 

remediation as an aesthetic project. Eco feminism points to the insidious and violent ways 

women and land are abused. For example, the overuse of synthetic compounds and pesticides in 

monoculture is not only a blatant attack on soil’s biodiversity; these harmful chemicals also 

destroy forests and swamps though underground water connections and make farmers sick and 

food empty of nutrition. Activists Maria Mies and Vandana Shiva, in their book Ecofeminism, 

make a connection between the environmental crisis and patriarchy, writing that “patriarchal 
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models are one of the major contributors to the ecological catastrophe, which is threatening our 

daily life” (67). Donna Haraway, in her book Staying with the Trouble: Making Kin in the 

Chthulucene, conveys the importance of remaining present in the face of difficulty through the 

concept of ongoing-ness (37), for becoming soil ongoing-ness is a synonym with resilience and 

the antidote for despair following biologist Robin Wall Kimmerer’s teachings from her book 

Braiding Sweetgrass. Anthropologist Ann L. Tsing expresses similar sentiments in her book 

Mushroom at the End of the World: On the Possibility of Life in Capitalist Ruins, these authors 

encouraging speculative methods for thinking with the non-human (28), which is essential for 

becoming soil. To remediate soil requires a different kind of subjectivity, one that extends into 

the uncertain domains of understanding and collaborating with non-humans. Remediating soil is 

a challenging task which requires the efforts of many. It builds on the collaboration among 

humans, plants, fungi, bacteria, yeast, and soil to come together in the soil food web.4 Claire 

Pentecost, Frances Whitehead, Mel Chin, Jae Rhim Lee, and Wormfarm Institute embody this 

spirit of resilience as it applies to supporting soil health.  

Soil remediation sees beyond the denunciation of violence. Soil remediation calls for 

action to make the future possible.5 The aesthetics of soil, becoming soil, is explored through two 

concepts: the actuality of soil and the potentiality of dirt. These concepts analyze the difference 

between soil and dirt in order to further develop alternatives to express and understand the 

aesthetic and ethic conditions for soil reclamation, soil remediation, and soil recovery. Becoming 

soil develops the concept of hidden architecture to unravel the underpinnings of crucial soil 

contamination and pollution. To this end, the subject of becoming soil is examined through five 

questions that correspond to the five chapters that form the dissertation. There are the following: 

What is Value? What Hides? What Remains? What Resurfaces? What is Recovered? I answer 
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each of these questions with contemporary ecological theory, eco criticism, and eco materialism, 

which like fermentation, are methods of transformation that give and take in reciprocity.  

Soil philosopher Alexandra Toland, in the introduction of her doctoral dissertation: Soil 

Art: Transdisciplinary Approaches to Soil Protection, explains the reach of soil in art. She 

defines the types of artistic approaches to soil using scientific data and methods combined with 

social practices as a transdisciplinary method (vii). The transdisciplinary method guides this 

research of soil remediation as an artistic, creative, and collaborative practice as well. Author and 

artist Stephen Wilson remarks in Information Arts: Intersections of Art, Science, and 

Technology, on the necessity for extending the reach of scientific research into the arts. “If the 

research is going to help write the culture’s future, then the culture needs artists to help in the 

writing” (11). I agree with Toland and Wilson that the blurring of disciplinary boundaries of 

knowledge is necessary to contribute to new methods for art. I add that it is also necessary for 

soil remediation to invigorate and support artistic creative practice. The blurring of disciplinary 

boundaries is also embraced by eco materialism, which not only makes use of diverse 

knowledge, but also contributes to a better understanding of the process that surrounds it. For 

Weintraub, “Eco Materialism opens a vast territory for vanguard artistic exploration” (What is 

Next? 19). The aesthetic of soil remediation is an aesthetic of revitalization; it is based on the 

principles of interconnectivity, porosity, uncertainty, and the concept of “in the middle” 

(Demonic Grounds 40), which will be developed throughout the dissertation. They have broad 

definitions which can appear elusive. However, when approached through their functioning 

within the artworks and within the function of soil itself, they begin to take form. Haraway states 

that to “stay with the trouble requires making odd kin; that is, we require each other in 

unexpected collaborations and combinations, in hot compost piles” (Staying with The Trouble 4). 



 

 

7 

The hazardous materials that destroy soil will not simply disappear, so “staying with the trouble” 

is a concrete and immediate action for soil remediation. Soil remediation is a collaborative and a 

collective task for both individuals and communities, and a challenge for artists and scientists. 

This is not an apodictic statement it is rather a working artistic paradox that is embraced by 

artists working with polluted soil in many different capacities and with many different outcomes.  

Concepts 

Soil art is contextual. It responds to the specific topics of soil depletion and 

contamination by proposing creative solutions based on creative research and scientific methods. 

This dissertation, however, also reveals the hidden aesthetic underpinning of soil depletion, a 

crucial environmental problem, while offering creative means to resist the massive and adverse 

impact that humans have on soil. To examine the impact of becoming soil the precepts proposed 

by environmental philosopher Arne Næss’ Deep Ecology are revisited under the light of eco 

materialism. Naess’ deep ecology confronts the inability of metaphysical philosophy to answer 

the questions of human essentialism and excesses. In his essay “The Shallow and the Deep, 

Long-Range Ecology Movement,” Naess introduces the deep ecology manifest, from which I 

look at two concepts: shallow ecology and deep ecology to explain the depth of the 

environmental crisis. He writes:  

Ecologists have found powerful supporters, but sometimes to the detriment of their total 

stand. This happens when attention is focused on pollution and resource depletion rather 

than on the other points, or when projects are implemented which reduce pollution but 

increase evils of the other kinds. Thus, if prices of life necessities increase because of the 

installation of anti-pollution devices, class differences increase too. An ethics of 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Arne_N%C3%A6ss
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responsibility implies that ecologists do not serve the shallow, but the deep ecological 

movement. (97)  

Naess proposition remains timely. The environmental crisis is not only due to a metaphysical 

blockage, but also because humans overlook the ontological and material dimensions of being in 

the world. The eco material approach to art closely aligns with Naess’s deep ecology. It is from 

Naess’ depth ecology and Weintraub’ eco materialism that I add the concept of becoming soil, 

which propose solutions for mending the broken connections between soil, self, communities, 

and the land understanding cycles and processes as part of soil formation and functions. 

In addition, following up on the practices of eco art and its predecessors: earthworks and 

land art,6  I situate and contextualize soil remediation. I look at contemporary aesthetic theories 

including those from theorist and art critique Suzi Gablik’s connective aesthetic, Linda 

Weintraub’s eco materialism, and artist and theorist Sue Spaid’s Ecovention open art to a new 

frontier, that of Eco Art. Gablik’s connective aesthetic contextualizes the work of artists who are 

using soil as medium and helps break rigid definitions of what is art. In her 1980’s essay 

“Connective Aesthetic,” Gablik presents critical tools for understanding artworks that challenge 

modernist aesthetic conventions of formal autonomy and individualism in favor of collaboration. 

She writes, “artists step out of the old framework […] they are reconstructing relationships 

between individual and community […] looking at art in terms of social purpose rather than 

visual style” (3). Eco materialism is the pillar for eco art, and as such it responds to the many 

ecological challenges through aesthetic propositions. Linda Weintraub, in her book What’s Next: 

Eco Materialism & Contemporary Art, proposes a theoretical and critical framework which 

demonstrates how the properties and processes of materials used in art making can contribute to 

environmental pollution and indiscriminate use of resources. Weintraub furthermore suggests 



 

 

9 

that ecologically minded artists make use of a wide array of emotions and tactics to free the 

powers of imagination, vision and humor (What is Next? 3). Gablik, Spaid, Weintraub are not 

only contributing to eco aesthetics, but they are bridging the gaps between art, philosophy and 

science by accentuating the relevance of interconnectivity and the principles of heterogeneity and 

becoming. In addition, Alexandra Toland and Gerd Wessolek, while also exploring eco centric 

approaches, situate soil in both the traditional and non-traditional mediums of art. In their essay 

“Merging Horizons,” they write: “Soil art is diverse in reach and scope, it includes landscape 

painting, printmaking, sculpture, installation, performance, to more general activities and events 

directly related to soil. These creative expressions include urban gardens, composting, 

phytoremediation, and farming to name a few” (45). Medium and artistic processes respond to 

the diversity of soils and to the multiple understandings of soil. 

 These multiple understandings of soil are cemented in two concepts that are also crucial 

for the philosophical collaborative proposition of Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari: A Thousand 

Plateaus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia. Deleuze and Guattari emphasize collaboration, 

processes, and transformation through two principles of the rhizome: becoming and 

heterogeneity, which are also the defining elements in Gablik’s connective aesthetic.7 The 

rhizome as a thinking model aligns with connective aesthetic and eco materialism to highlight 

how non-conventional artistic expressions not only contribute to aesthetic approaches to soil but 

also add to ethical dimensions already introduced in the tradition of environmental ethics.8 Eco 

art, environmental art projects, and soil remediation reflect and engage with environmental ethics 

from the aesthetic of soil remediation. 

In addition to ecocriticism and eco materialism, I also look at political ecology. This 

critical field of study is at the intersection of anthropology, economy, and environmental politics. 
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Bruno Latour’s concept of the actor network theory (ANT) and the contributions from his book 

New Modes of Existence, as well as Jane Bennett’s book Vibrant Matter: A Political Ecology of 

Things, give a critical understanding to the effects and influence of science and politics on the 

environment.9 They consider matter, objects, things, and the natural world, in general, as filled 

with agency, which shifts the production of meaning. Things influence political, economic, and 

environmental spheres, thus, a world filled with different agencies in action becomes the trigger 

for unraveling the intricate connections around existence.  

There are at least two effects that come from unfolding interconnectivity as a guiding 

principle. The first refers to knowledge as an interconnected network of ideas. The traditional 

separations between diverse fields of studies such as art, biology, ecology, and philosophy 

should be eliminated in the service of developing new models for thinking and being in the 

world. As Gablik suggests, one must step out of the old framework in order to reconstruct 

relationships between individual, communities, (and I add soil.) The second effect is that all 

matter has “some sort” of agency.10 Bennett and Latour are not vitalists, however, in the way that 

they see actants and agency. Agency channels interconnectivity through the relationships among 

things. Interconnectivity is the capacity of affecting the doing and the making of things at 

different places, different scales, and different temporalities. Bennett and Latour do not dwell on 

the imaginative dimension of things, nor on the affective and emotional capacities of agencies, in 

their writing.11 It is at this edge that becoming soil steps in to take a deeper dive into the 

challenges of soil remediation as an aesthetic problem.  

In addition, the concept of a porous body is developed in kinship to Julia Kristeva’s 

abject12 and Stacy Alaimo’s trans-corporeality. Alaimo, in her book Bodily Natures: Science, 

Environment, and the Material Self, introduces the concept of trans-corporeality as a method to 
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understand the biological and political function of interconnectivity. The concept can be further 

extended in terms of the political, biological, and cultural expression of “the middle passage” as 

a mode of resistance. Alaimo also suggests that interconnectivity, as the middle, is a complicated 

place. She writes “(that) the human is always inter-meshed with the more than human world, 

underlines the extent to which the substance of the human is ultimately inseparable from ‘the 

environment’” (Bodily Natures 2). Humans and nonhumans are inseparable from the 

environment, and it is soil that lays in the middle. Soil is the interphase for all human and 

nonhuman activities, exchanges, and interactions. Thus, thinking-with-soil is to activate the 

process of remediation from the middle; the middle is comparable to Haraway’s “staying with 

the trouble.” Thinking-with-soil stays in the pandemonium of contamination and pollution to 

invert the material redistribution of soil in order to reclaim and restore its health.  

Soil has and is a porous body, which imparts defining qualities to different types of soils, 

and capacities for different biological and chemical processes. For soil scientists, porosity 

functions as a measurement of soil permeability. In philosophy, porosity is a conceptual artifice 

for unfolding the architecture of becoming. Porosity is a physical site, the threshold where 

changes take place. Porosity shows how the physical conditions of encounters come in contact; it 

creates meeting places for processes to unravel (ingestion, digestion, excretion). The porosity of 

solid becomes a meeting place for the many, for example the fruiting bodies of fungi which 

appear on the porous bodies of rotten trees. It is porosity that creates a locality for change, in 

which death has shifting boundaries defined by the word rebordering. The definition of death 

becomes a continuum that makes possible the recuperation of healthy soil. Porosity allows for 

connections, exchanges, and the transformation of death into life and life into death. It is a non-

representational expression of change. Porosity is a defining quality of interconnectivity. It 
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facilitates the redistribution and rebordering of elements, both toxic and nutritional. Soil as a 

porous body enables the myriad connections between contaminants and the hyperaccumulating 

plants that are used in phytoremediation.  

Soil remediation connects abstract, theoretical, and the practical approaches to soil 

through the following concepts: 1) the soil profile (addressing scientific visual representations), 

2) the compost pile (the site for organic decomposition but also an imaginative representation of 

growing soil), and 3) the waste pile (referring to landfills but also to archival site.) The first two 

concepts, the soil profile and the compost pile are positive expressions of soil; they correspond to 

soil’s vitality contemplated from a temporal perspective. The soil profile combines two extreme 

temporalities: the long slow time of geological formation and the microbial time. The compost 

pile has a short temporal turnaround based on the decomposition of organic matter; the compost 

time frame is an extended present. The waste pile, on the other hand, points to the degenerative 

process of accumulation of the toxic materials of pollution, the waste pile moves from temporal 

accumulation to spatial excess, where soil becomes both the site and the condition. It is at the 

waste pile that soil remediation becomes an aesthetic of remediation. For example, landfills and 

brownfields are architectures that reveal the condition of porosity. These architectures 

complicate the understanding of the waste pile, as they are hidden underground. 

 Porosity returns to Alaimo’s scholarship to highlight the challenges to bodies that are 

porous or in her words “radically open” (Bodily Nature 255). Nonetheless to be radically open 

also points into another direction, it echoes David Abrams’s theory of perception, in which he 

views the body as an open interconnected a membrane that is completed and implicated in and by 

the interaction with and in the world. In his book Spell of the Sensuous: Perception and 

Language in the Human World, Abrams writes: 
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To acknowledge that “I am this body” is not to reduce the mystery of my yearnings and 

fluid thoughts to a set of mechanisms, or myself” to a determinate robot. Rather it is to 

affirm the uncanniness of this physical form. It is not to lock up awareness within the 

density of a closed and bounded object, for as we shall see, the boundaries of a living 

body are open and indeterminate; more like membranes than barriers, they define a 

surface of metamorphosis and exchange. (Spell of the Sensuous 38) 

Because of porosity, interconnectivity is incommensurable on one hand, while on the other, deep 

connection to the surroundings can result in great levels of discomfort, anxiety, and even fear.  

The tragic side of interconnectivity is that porosity does not discriminate between the ingestion 

of toxic compounds and nutritional compounds, triggering the ecological tribulation of 

uncertainty and despair that must be avoided.13  

Lastly, cultural geographer and anti-colonial studies Katherine McKittrick, in her book 

Demonic Grounds: Black Women and the Cartographies of Struggle, cements the rejection of 

fixed positions for becoming soil, which rejects the position of the border as a margin for 

marginality, a fixed position from the outside. To reclaim the margin from the colonial discourse, 

as McKittrick highlights in her analysis of the middle, the margin becomes the middle; it pushes 

the border to create new locations and new uncharted territories. Specifically, when referring to 

soil, reclaiming the margin as the middle becomes both a geographical relocation and an abstract 

rebordering of agency, as part of being part of the processes of transformation. McKittrick’s 

rejection of marginality is key to understanding soil depletion and contamination as modes of 

affirming the colonial paradigm of exploitation and extraction. I also reject the marginality of 

soil by reclaiming the middle as the site for becoming soil, which is embedded in each leaf of a 

hyperaccumulator plant, in the middle of our bodies, in the middle of the landfill, in the middle 
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of the buried oil tank, in the middle of the city. Soil reclamation opens the territory for soil 

remediation, it reborders the margin for the becoming soil. 

Context 

Soil is the composition and accumulation of layers upon layers of minerals, (pulverized 

rocks), inhabited by microflora and microfauna including fungi, yeast and bacteria, which are 

responsible for the architecture of soil and its functions. Furthermore, in terms of function, soil is 

the site where geochemical, geophysical, and biochemical processes take place, i.e., nitrogen, 

carbon and phosphorus cycles. These descriptions of soil would probably speak most clearly to a 

geologist, ecologist, or a pedologist. But soil is also a cultural practice, meaning that soil 

determines the types of approaches humans have with the immediate environment. The quality 

and accessibility to soil is a major factor in the development of human culture and history as well 

as in the development of economic models including agriculture, urban planning, forest 

management and land use.14   

Becoming soil cultivates a sense of place through the senses, a necessary means to 

understand soil as a living entity. Personally, soil conjures childhood memories. A young child 

digging holes to make mud cakes for coffee time. A little ritual of eating soil, (geophagia), and 

drinking leche (milk), while parents and elders participate in a minga. Why introduce a narrative 

of a childhood memory in this dissertation? The intention is double. First, it introduces the term 

minga, which in Spanish translates to faena. It is a word connected to at least two stories, the 

first of which is the exploitation and continuous suffering of native Andean communities, 

initially exploited by Inca emperors and later by Spanish kings.15 However, minga also tells other 

stories, the stories of reciprocity, resilience, and adaptation. Minga translates to English as a 
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work party, that is, working collectively for a common aim, which I link to collaboration as a 

practice.  

Reciprocity, resilience, and adaptation are the principles that Indigenous peoples employ 

to help them survive colonial domination and capitalist oppression, while remaining true to the 

ancient precepts of collaboration to unite humans and non-humans alike. Robin Wall Kimmerer, 

in her book Braiding Sweetgrass: Indigenous Wisdom, Scientific Knowledge and the Teaching of 

Plants, provides an example of reciprocity by telling the story of Skywoman: 

Skywoman arrived here, she did not come alone. She was pregnant. Knowing her 

grandchildren would inherit the world she left behind, she did not work for flourishing in 

her time only. It was through her actions of reciprocity, the give and take with the land, 

that the original immigrant became indigenous. For all of us, becoming indigenous to a 

place means living as if your children’s future mattered, to take care of the land as if our 

lives, both material and spiritual, depended on it. (10) 

It is with great respect that I take this quote from Wall Kimmerer’s ancestral storytelling; it 

captures the intention of becoming soil at its core, which is the giving and the taking in 

abundance and gratitude. Becoming indigenous to soil is to return home.  

To become soil, I insist, is to recognize soil as a living essential being, which leads me to 

the second reason for introducing a childhood memory: that is to connect memory with 

interconnectivity as part of the ancient knowledge of the Indigenous people of the Americas prior 

to colonization.16 Memory connects to imagination, otherwise once tangible sensorial 

experiences become sterile reveries. This double intention is not a circular form of thinking, a 

tautology, it is a knot. Haraway refers to knots as the quality of connections “what thoughts think 

thoughts, what descriptions describe descriptions, what ties tie ties” (Staying with the Troubles 
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12). This dissertation ties knots with human and non-human knowledge in the making of the 

collective memory of the Earth, archived in soil. 

From a scientific perspective, soil is the site for biodiversity. It is where biosocial 

interactions take place; it is where social, cultural, and scientific knowledge meet and where all 

living entities intermingle, compete, thrive, and die. Becoming soil proposes giving back to the 

soil, contributing to soil vitality through nourishment. Giving back also forces us to rethink the 

inevitable shifts that life and death bring in terms of the position that we occupy in the food web, 

as we make the transition from eating to becoming food. To enter a reciprocal relationship is to 

accept finitude. Finitude is the thread of interconnectivity, it extends from the uncertainty of 

death to the certainty of life with pollutants accumulating in our body, in the soil, in the water, in 

the air. Becoming soil works with the uncertainty of finitude by resisting ecological guilt and 

despair. Wall Kimmerer writes that “despair is paralysis” (Braiding Sweetgrass 405). Paralysis 

does not encourage engagement; it rather offers retreat. To work within these challenging and 

often dangerous conditions of soil depletion and contamination adds to the levels of discomfort 

produced by uncertainty, yet it is why reclaiming soil is the most important task for the good life. 

The art projects in this dissertation are examples of artworks that, on the one hand, make tangible 

connections to soil and the good life; and on the other hand, navigate uncertainty to unfold the 

complexities of finitude through soil’s aesthetic dimension. 

Returning to the connection between agency and the aesthetic of soil remediation, I note 

that political ecology departs from Deep Ecology through the differing interactions that entangle 

the participants, connected as they are through the agential forces of existence and the impetus 

for leaving a trace. Deep Ecology and political ecology, however, fail shorth to engage with the 

aesthetic dimension of agency as the catalyst for ethical and emotional surplus that the 
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cosmology of soil supports through artistic, creative, and collaborative practices. These practices 

connect the local to the global in the contested territories of land use: food production, real 

estate, and conservation, where soil often becomes invisible. These artworks Soil-Erg (2012), 

Revival Field (1991 –ongoing), SLOW Clean-up (2008-10), Infinity Burial Project (2009 –

ongoing) and Wormfarm Institute’s Fermentation Fest (2010-ongoing) through the lens of 

interconnectivity, porosity, uncertainty, and in the middle, see soil as a living being and reveal 

the deep emotional connections to soil beyond the paradigm of land use and for-profit models.  

Interconnectivity, as extended reciprocity, can be accessed as part of our sensorial experiences, 

and through the memory imprints they produce.  

These artworks also deal with the dangerous side of interconnectivity, especially in urban 

soil affected by hydrocarbon pollution and landfills where heavy metals have been buried under 

thin layers of topsoil. The dissertation uses a phenomenology of perception to navigate the 

experience of the senses.17 Perception becomes a vehicle that holds secondary (or second hand) 

experiences, enabling access to the imprints that remain as untraceable residues and unconscious 

memories of our experiences with soil. I draw from Jacques Derrida in connecting the archive to 

the accumulation of more than human memories. His concept of archive fever –le mal d’archive, 

Derrida writes: 

 The trouble de l'archive stems from a mal d'archive. We are en mal d'archive: in need of 

archives. Listening to the French idiom, and in it the attribute "en mal de," to be en mal 

d'archive can mean something else than to suffer from a sickness, from a trouble or from 

what the noun "mal" might name. (Archive Fever 91)18  

Le mal d’archive, what does mal mean, evil? sickness? uncertainty? or even finitude? The fever 

is for or of the archive? The accumulation of afflictions both tangible and intangible, in the case 
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of soil, are the archive of the continuous processes of retrieval. But what is soil retrieving? And 

how can I experience this retrieval? To the first question I argue that soil is constantly retrieving 

life. Secondly, retrieval becomes a delayed event that is accessible only as second-hand 

experience.19  

The second-hand experience explores what comes after the initial experience has passed, 

for example, the memory of the smell and taste of an apple pie conjures the presence of my 

absent beloved. The memory of apple pie becomes the mental imprint as the ice cream melts 

over the warm apple pie. The material textures are indiscernible, yet they keep connecting and 

reinforcing the affective imprint. Memory as the foundation for the archive becomes the 

interphase for soil remediation, tracing the invisible process of soil becoming plant, apple, 

pleasure on the one side and dirt, arsenic, cancer, and pain on the other. The memory of soil does 

not discriminate between the effects, but it tends towards the generation of life rather than death. 

Thus, soil remediation magnifies soil’s tendency for regeneration. 

Soil memory is based on the reciprocity of interconnectivity. In Spell of the Sensuous, 

Abrams connects reciprocity with our bodily experiences that come through the senses of 

perception. He contends that the tradition of Christianity in Western culture has systematically 

disregarded bodily experiences and sensations:   

For Western culture, too, has its indigenous origins. If the relative attunement to 

environing nature exhibited by native cultures is linked to a more primordial, 

participatory mode of perception, how had Western civilization come to be so exempt 

from this sensory reciprocity? How, that is, have we become so deaf and so blind to the 

vital existence of other species, and to the animate landscapes they inhabit, that we now 

so casually bring about their destruction? (27)   
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I agree with Abrams, yet for becoming soil the secondhand experience, or the mediation of 

memory becomes more relevant for creating new narratives for soil. These new narratives for 

soil are developed by the artists through their aesthetic experiences, which are only accessible to 

a limited audience due to accessibility and duration of the projects. Yet, the result of the projects 

yields a secondhand experience that can be reproduced outside the artistic domain, hence the 

focus on memory as a tool for extending and sharing knowledge. Furthermore, the role of the 

senses, as a primordial participatory mode of perception, becomes part of the processes of 

collaboration as hidden yet present elements of the aesthetic experience. For example, we cannot 

see, touch, or smell a volatile particle of Polychlorinated biphenyls (PCB), yet I can remember 

that each time I use a product that contains a fire-retardant PCB is released into the air to later be 

captured in the soil.  

Interconnectivity can lead to despair, however, when directly engaging with the unknown 

limits and shifting boundaries that produce uncertainty. Uncertainty becomes a working model 

for learning to combine daily experiences, expert knowledge, and creative skills not seeking for 

fixed results but rather responding to the unfolding of processes. It surpasses the boundaries of 

specializations and requires long periods of time. Uncertainty recognizes the affective tensions 

that unknown connections produce, yet it also allows for affective sensations to be redirected 

through the senses, for example, when eating tasty food two of our senses awaken–taste and 

smell (Neuwirth 2022). It is an aesthetic sensorial approach to experiencing soil not first-hand 

but after it has been transformed by a plant’s photosynthesis, which changes carbon, water, and 

minerals into food. Food is an experience that communicates non-linguistically; it is a proto-

ontological experience guided by the transformative powers of soil, plants, water, and sunlight. 

Food ingestion is an agreeable exchange, where need and desire meet in the mouth. The senses 
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allow for interruptions and sudden changes to be part of the creative process. Uncertainty, 

however, is the impossibility of pinning down the origins of hierarchical and monolithic 

structures of thought that operate by hegemonic patriarchal principles of individuality and 

unchangeable positions that create feelings of guilt and despair.  

Chapter Breakdown 

The dissertation is organized as follows. Chapter One, “What Value is? (On Soil 

Reclamation)” looks at artist Claire Pentecost’s Soil-Erg (2012) to put soil as a new standard of 

value. Soil Erg is a project that is composed of five artistic elements, from which the first three 

are studied in chapter one. Chapter Two, “What Hides? (On Urban Soil and the Minga),” 

introduces the artwork of artist Frances Whitehead’s SLOW Clean-up (2008-10) and continues 

with the analysis of Soil-Erg’s urban garden and composting symposium, the remaining two 

elements of Pentecost’s project. In Chapter Three, “What Remains? (On Soil Remediation),” the 

focus is on artist Mel Chin’s Revival Field (1991–ongoing), a quintessential eco art project for 

soil remediation. Here Whitehead is shown to advance Chin’s project. She introduces new 

advances into phytoremediation for the soil pollution by hydrocarbons. In Chapter Four, “What 

Resurfaces? (On Decomposition and Death),” artist Jea Rhim Lee’s Infinity Burial Project 

(2009–ongoing) guides the exploration into green burials as an eco art practice. And, finally, 

Chapter Five, “What is Recovered? (On Rural Urban Flow)” is dedicated to Wisconsin-based 

Wormfarm Institute’s artistic-community interventions (2010–ongoing)). These five art projects 

re-frame the conventional artistic and scientific approaches to soil, inviting us to take the chance 

to look beyond isolated fields of studies that give myopic solutions to the problems of soil 

depletion and contamination in urban and rural areas. These artworks working with soil 

remediation identify several principles: interconnectivity, uncertainty, porosity, and in the 
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middle, as principles with complex ties to many systems that are already filled by hazardous 

pollutants, which I refer to as the toxic.  

In chapter one, “What is Value? (On Soil Reclamation),” I argue that soil reclamation, as 

a creative practice, moves the aesthetic desire for soil into an ethical inquiry, where soil and art 

extend a sensuous-relational web for the new value of soil. At the core of this inquiry for soil, 

reclamation is soil health. To this end, I introduce two concepts: the actuality of soil and the 

potentiality of dirt–to become soil, and the soil profile. The actuality of soil refers to the entire 

reality of soil. It describes the perception of soil in all its ordinary and extraordinary senses—

what we eat, excrete, stand, and return. The potentiality of soil is taken from the Ancient Greek 

dynamis and is relevant for proposing the changes that soil reclamation requires as an active 

process that is acted upon and acting for itself, capitalizing on soil’s many regenerative 

properties. And the soil profile is a crosscut of the surface of the earth that reveals the hidden 

formations of soil, the concept that links the different scientific disciplines with artistic 

representations. These concepts help to establish the value and valuation of soil, focusing on the 

artistic and creative proposition. These two concepts introduce what I call flexible thinking, 

which like fermentation, is a method of transformation.  

Artist Claire Pentecost expands beyond the boundaries of her individual artistic methods 

to reclaim the sensuous qualities of soil at the intersection of critical and creative practices 

working with worms, money, and compost. What is reclaiming soil? And why new value? To 

Reclaim is a political stand that explores the connections between the haptic perception of 

money’s materiality and its contradictory associations with value to compare it with soil. Soil-

Erg presents a new value system based on healthy soil, not on oil base economics and 

petrodollars defining aspects of modern capitalism. Anthropologist Bill Maurer, on the history of 
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money and the production of value, writes in his essay “That touch of money,” on the abstraction 

and localization of value on money (113). In addition, economic sociologist Viviane A. Zelizer’s 

concepts of identity and the performativity of money are central for tracing how cultural value 

and meanings are given to different aspects of economies and their material relations including 

those of art and ecology. In her essay “The Social Meaning of Money: ‘Special Monies,’” 

Zelizer connects money’s material representation to the transhistorical flux of emotions and 

affects that circulate through money (324). Maurer and Zelizer’s guide the transhistorical critique 

of money through the flux of emotions and affects that circulate as value giver. Money and soil, 

as value givers, go beyond the symbolic value deposit on paper monies. The sensual conditions 

that reclaim soil yield in terms of new values, which means nutritious food, community building, 

and composting. The chapter closes with a brief analysis of the impact of nitrogen compounds 

added as fertilizers to soil.  

Chapter two, “Urban Soil (On Urban Soil and the Minga)” argues in favor of urban 

gardening as a creative and political tool for reclaiming soil. Chapter two introduces the concept 

of the soil profile to further develop the physical and biochemical relations that make each layer 

of soil an aesthetic element that appears as part of an in-depth understanding of soil remediation 

as both biological and aesthetic project. For Frances Whitehead, art and design are 

complementary creative processes and methods for creative research. The role of design is 

thinking and doing that jumps across disciplines. It is entering into conversation from the middle, 

a concept that is developed in the chapter followed by the description and analysis of the last two 

components of Pentecost’s Soil-Erg’s Vertical Gardens and the composting symposium, as well 

as Whitehead’s SLOW Cleanup’s phytoscapes. These are analyzed in the context of urban soils 

and urban gardens. I introduce the concept of the minga, a communal practice from the 
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Amerindians in the Andean mountains of Ecuador, which I borrow from my country of origin. 

The word minga because, the model for the creative collaborative practice proposed by the urban 

gardens as artistic and creative practices that are communal and collaborative. The use of this 

foreign term is not arbitrary, it brings a textual quality to its history of resistance, it has endured 

colonial oppression and continues to resist new postcolonial transgressions embedded in 

capitalist economic models. The practice of the minga as a concept explores a mode of 

reciprocity as an affective mode for resistance and survival that builds on memory.  

Chapter three, “What Remains? (On Soil Remediation)” argues that what remains is the 

material traces of toxic matter, which survives as fragments of ghostly deadly intangibles. Here I 

rethink the function of the archive in the face of the environmental crisis. This chapter 

contextualizes the need for understanding the challenges of the ubiquity of pollution or the 

toxicity. Michel Foucault’s concept of the heterotopia guides the exploration of what remains in 

conjunction with Derrida’s archive that become localized as the tangible memory of 

industrialization and overconsumption–contained in brownfields. Through the formal and 

conceptual analysis of two artworks: Frances Whitehead’s SLOW Clean-up (2008-10) and Mel 

Chin’s Revival Field (1991-present) the chapter critiques how the intangible effect of the toxic 

trace takes a material turn. The impact of the toxic trace has tangible but touchable 

manifestations that are analyzed using an embodied-embedded phenomenological approach 

informed by eco materialist theories.   

Artworks SLOW Clean-up and Revival Field bring attention to what is hidden materially 

and otherwise. This chapter introduces the concept of the waste pile to define the effects of 

overconsumption; the waste pile has two locations, one at the periphery of our political 

consciousness, and second in the lack of environmental awareness. Both SLOW Cleanup and 
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Revival Field through the collaboration with plants make soil remediation possible. Plants are 

responsible for engaging with the toxic elements that are damaging (killing) soil. These plants 

are called hyperaccumulators; they have the capacity to accommodate their physical structure to 

contain the toxic. This restructuring I call rebordering, which is a functional restructuring of the 

leave to survive the effects of the toxic. Most plants’ roots are rendered incapable of sorting out 

and differentiating between the venial and the toxic substance that are added to the soil, however, 

the hyperaccumulator absorbs indiscriminately the contents that come to the root system up to 

the shoot and to be the leaves. It takes a turn at the leaf that not only becomes a site to 

accumulate the contamination–particularly heavy metals such as cadmium and nickel–but also to 

engage in photosynthesis. The leaves are all involved in this process of interconnectivity and 

transformation from the absorption of sunlight to the exchange of the nutrients from the soil to 

the plant, to the separation of the toxic substance. 

Chapter four, “What Resurfaces? (On Decomposition and Death)” argues that Jea Rhim 

Lee’s Infinity Burial Project (2009–ongoing) assesses death's paradox not by denying death's 

uncertainty but by contributing to environmental justice and soil health; that is, by promoting 

ecological funerary practices–green burials. The scope of the artwork focuses on the effects of 

soil pollution through the reintroduction of toxic matter to the soil through industrial funerary 

practices. In this chapter the concept of porosity becomes central to understanding how a human 

body stores nutrients as much as pollutants, analogous to the hyperaccumulator plants with the 

difference that the plant avoids poisoning while the human body becomes sick. The artwork 

shows that the ubiquitous presence of chemical technologies entangles both the human body, a) 

while alive, as a site for storing non-biodegradable plastic particles, PCBs, synthetic pesticides, 

hormones, pharmaceuticals, and antibiotics and b) while dead by injecting hazardous 
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formaldehyde to stop decomposition. The chapter looks at four elements that make the artwork a 

creative project: Mushroom Death Suit, the project’s website, the short documentary Suiting 

Dennis, and the Decompiculture Kit. These four elements tantalize the artist's poignant position 

regarding the environmental impact of death. For Lee, the post-mortem disposal of the body is 

grossly overlooked by the invisible shroud of the denial of death and the monetization of grief 

and loss.  

Chapter four explores the various methods of disposing of a corpse considered by the 

artist in her creative research, creative research. These methods of disposing of a corpse offer a 

wealth of philosophical and aesthetic insights for further speculations on the concept of 

interconnectivity and death. The questions who we are, where we come from, and where we go 

are unfolded with philosopher Michel Serres. The book Statutes asks these questions to shift 

awareness and redirect the desire to connect with soil. Serres writes, “we are no longer just a 

fragment of earth or mass from where we came from” (34). The question of death is central to 

this chapter, as the processes of decomposition and decay opposes the negation of death. For 

Emmanuel Levinas negation is violence to the other; for J.R. Lee, the violence of negation is 

overcome in decomposition.  

The final chapter, “What is Recovered? (Urban Rural Flow),” introduces the artistic 

collective Wormfarm Institute, a creative pair of artists-farmers who, for over twenty years, are 

reconnecting the rural-urban continuum from their farm in the United States heartland, in the 

great plain of North America, to two large cities, Milwaukee and Chicago. I argue that rural 

urban flow benefits from artistic interventions that reveal the hidden architectures of the food 

infrastructure in the comingling with social networks of relations. Chapter five develops a 

theoretical and philosophical framework to conceptualize creative artistic practice dedicated to 
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improving the relationships between urban and rural areas by empowering collaboration and 

civic dialogue. The guiding question, for this chapter, is it possible to enter a sustainable loop 

that simultaneously infuses life into the rural and urban cultureshed? The urban rural flow 

becomes the commingling of healthy soil, food, and improved quality of life for humans and 

non-humans. These artists-farmers recognize this possibility in the interwoven roles that artists, 

farmers, activists, and other stakeholders play in creating and maintaining sustainable agriculture 

for growing populations. 

The final chapter focuses also on fermentation as a creative method for art making. Why 

fermentation for an aesthetic method? Louis Pasteur remarks on the capacity of the 

microorganism that makes fermentation possible as having the fantastic ability to breath without 

air.20  To breathe without air refers to the anaerobic phenomenon of bacteria and their capacity to 

transform under the most difficult circumstances. While Pasteur has been designated the father of 

fermentation for his scientific understanding of the process. Fermentation is an ancient process 

that connect knowledge, place and time by extending the life shelf of harvested vegetables while 

adding nutritional value to the food, and often also altered the state of consciousness. 

Fermentation is part of the ancestral knowledge that is reclaim in the change of consciousness, 

which is capitalized in this analysis to show the shift away from subjective individualistic 

consciousness into an intersubjective consciousness without losing the sense of induvial and 

locality. This process of transformation, on the contrary, adds to the biodiversity of flora and 

fauna that is ingested, it is beneficial just like becoming soil adds to dirt to change it into a more 

diverse and generative mode of existence. Fermentation comes from the Latin word fermentare, 

which means to leaven or to wake up. Donna Neuwirth and Jay Salinas are the co-founders of 

Wormfarm Institute (WFI). WFI sponsors a variety of artistic and cultural events under the 
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metaphor of fermentation.  I focus on Fermentation Fest (2010 –ongoing), ArtFarm DTour 

(2011 –ongoing), and Artists in Residency Program (1997 –ongoing).  

Limitations 

All the artworks presented in this dissertation appeal to the sensual experiences of being 

alive: looking at beautiful gardens, eating nutritious food, standing on solid ground, and the 

enigmatic returning to the soil in death. This method is based on flexible thinking and radical 

reciprocity. These concepts are not arbitrary but necessary to address the complexities of soil 

depletion, which requires connecting the many ecologies and economies that make soil to 

challenge the paradoxes of modern capitalist economic models that see soil as an endless 

resource, by making soil’s material presence more visible, more attainable (Adam Clive). Soil 

aesthetic is an engagement with the environment as seen and unseen; it links imagination to 

language, and concepts to practice.  

Becoming soil is a critical tool for advancing the critique of collaborative and 

interdisciplinary approaches in transdisciplinary fields– art, agriculture, ecology, and economy. It 

allows for a connection between the emotional content of the unknown– associated with soil’s 

transformative powers– represented in this dissertation by fermentation and other metabolic 

processes. Metabolic processes are the outermost limit for the encounter of fixed mental attitudes 

and the uncontrollable desire of being alive. Becoming soil means reclaiming these multiple 

dimensions, which make the material presence of soil attainable and visible in connections to art, 

agriculture and culture, history, and philosophy. 

 Soil remediation processes the toxic from polluted urban soils and depleted rural soils, 

possibly meaning the broken connections and creating new connections that become a promise 

for the future. A promise that is filled with possibilities for thriving in healthy sustainable 
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communities invested in bringing back the possibility for recovering soil's vitality while 

navigating the toxic outcomes of modernity –hazardous biotechnologies. The experience of the 

toxic removal comes as a second-hand experience mediated by the plants, in which the invisible 

toxic becomes the visible embodiment of the promise of recovery. This is an aesthetic promise 

that these artworks deliver through the wonderful action of plants, worms, fungi, and bacteria.  

The limits of this dissertation are several. First, this is not a scientific research project nor 

a geopolitical analysis of soil as land. Soil is framed within the concept of terroir, which is 

considered as at the intersectionality of culture and science rather than as a political term. Thus, 

this research follows a trans-disciplinary approach; it uses some technical terms to explain soil 

from a biological and geological composition, while also addressing the aesthetic and cultural 

dimensions that make soil local. Soil reclamation, as an artistic practice bridges the gap between 

art and science by sharing concepts. This project does not pretend to replace any of the necessary 

fields of studies associated with soil–pedology, geology, microbiology, agriculture. It adds to the 

complex dimension of soil ontological considerations for reimagining the possibilities for new 

ethical and aesthetic models for the good life. The research advocates for more collaboration 

between arts and science so that we can benefit from sharing knowledge that can enrich the 

scientific inquiries while enhancing and enlarging the understanding of soil as a living entity that 

supports all life on Earth.  

Furthermore, this dissertation encourages us to see the aesthetic impact of soil by 

touching the personal connections to soil, as well as by situating soil as a site for convergence 

and conviviality. The concepts of the terroir and the minga are developed to highlight the local 

imperative of soil’s care, while also monitoring the global impact of soil depletion and 

contamination. The method and spirit of transdisciplinary work is based on collaborative 
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approaches that share resources and knowledge; thus, it is important to learn how to work with 

experts and non-experts offering more accessible points of entry to become learn and become 

aware of soil’s importance–for example becoming a member of a community urban garden or 

lobbying with local municipal authorities to make composting an ordinance. These solutions are 

simple and effective at a small local scale. They will not solve the global environment; rather, 

these solutions empower imagination to answer to the planet’s trauma of contamination, 

depletion of soil and the loss of values tied to soil and the cultivation of plants. 

 Becoming soil is an opportunity for finding new meaning in soil through symbolic 

representation as much as for holding us responsible for the new advances in technology through 

the model of caring-innovation.21 Caring-innovation exceeds the limits of this current research; 

however, it sets new goals for future research that would maintain the ethical standard 

throughout the lifespan of consumer objects and industrial processes,22 as an aesthetic practice of 

eco materialism. Becoming soil offers unconventional perspectives to become the stewards of 

soil by developing new concepts that yield advantageous associations for collaborations and to 

anticipate the unfolding of uncertainty on a changing planet based on the importance of the 

dynamic exchanges of transformation and decomposition, which are neither binary nor autonomy 

models, but rather interconnected and multivalent models encouraged by the tactic of 

transgression that changes the rules. Becoming soil embraces the becoming together through 

reclaiming soil in its multiple dimensions, which is to make soil tangible and present through the 

collaboration between art, agriculture, ecology, culture, and philosophy. Becoming soil 

converges humans and non-humans at the intersections of heterogeneous knowledge, methods, 

and desires not only to survive but to thrive.  
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CHAPTER ONE 

What is Value? (On Soil Reclamation) 

  

   

“Got dirt, get soil” 

–no-till farmers (n/a) 

  

  

  Can art reclaim soil? What is soil reclamation? Moreover, why does soil reclamation 

matter? This chapter addresses these questions by examining artist Claire Pentecost’s artwork 

titled Soil-Erg (2012). Pentecost developed Soil-Erg for the international exhibition 

dOCUMENTA (13), also known as (d13), in Kassel, Germany.23 Soil-Erg is a composite artwork 

made of five elements (fig.1): 1) a composting machine, 2) soil sculptures, 3) drawings, 3) 

vertical gardens, and 5) a symposium about food composting. Soil-Erg is an experimental, 

creative, and critical approach to soil reclamation, which itself is a desire for learning more about 

soil while proposing aesthetic and practical solutions to address the lack of care for soil. 

Soil-Erg proposes a sensual approach to understanding soil. Soil is sensual; it is perceived 

through the senses, yet it is often ignored, the artwork reclaims the sensual value of soil as a 

living social being. In this chapter, I consider three elements of Soil-Erg (2012): 1) the 

composting machines, 2) the soil sculptures, and 3) the drawings; the other two aspects of the 

installation are studied in Chapter Two. The necessity to artistically, ecologically, politically, 
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economically, and culturally reclaim soil’s value is at the core of Soil-Erg’s aesthetic. Value 

reclamation becomes a site for knowledge and, more importantly, a way to recognize soil as an 

essential substrate for life itself.  Soil functions are many. They include the material transfer of 

nutrients and the material transfer of knowledge that is archived in the seeds and roots of plants, 

in the deep layers of mud, and the rocks under our feet. This artwork capitalizes on two 

fundamental aspects of soil: the transfer of knowledge from soil to plants and the creation of a 

living archive through composting—decomposition of organic matter. 

 

 

 

 Fig. 1. Claire Pentecost, Soil-Erg, 2012, Installation view at dOCUMENTA13, Kassel, 

Germany. Materials: soil, paper, graphite, glass, gold leaf, wire, and plants. 
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Before moving forward with this analysis of soil value and reclamation, I must first ask, 

what is soil? The Soil Society of America defines soil as follows:  

[It is] a complex mixture of minerals, water, air, organic matter, and countless organisms 

that are the decaying remains of once-living things. It forms at the surface of land—it is 

‘the skin of the earth.’ Soil is capable of supporting plant life and is vital to life on earth. 

(n.d.)24 

In this inquiry into soil, reclamation sees soil’s multiple dimensions and its connections to art, 

ecology, and economy understanding soil as a living social being, which becomes paramount to 

recognize the general lack about soil. 

Soil scientists Kevin R. Tate and Benny K. G. Theng note in their article “The Soil 

Underfoot: Infinite Possibilities for a Finite Resource” that “the soil underfoot is arguably one of 

the least understood ecosystems on earth” (7). In addition, artist and philosopher Alexandra 

Toland and soil hydrologist Gerd Wessolek, in their essay “Soil Art: Bridging the 

Communication Gap,” underscore the importance of increasing soil awareness within all fields 

of knowledge and remark on how “concerned artists have been reclaiming the image of soil as a 

culturally, aesthetically and ecologically invaluable common good” (8). Soil-Erg reveals the 

material importance of soil not only as a common good but also as a web of connections—a site 

where all living processes and connections occur. The different functions of soil provide 

sustenance for non-human others at biological and geological scales. As such, soil also becomes 

the archive of human histories and of the history of the Earth itself. Soil is more than a material 

substrate highlighted in the artistic experience of Soil-Erg, which underlines these complexities. 

Reclaiming soil’s value—as a transfer of knowledge and the making of a living archive—
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establishes visual relationships within the material processes that make the soil—focusing on the 

composting of organic matter in this section.  

Can an alternative framework for the value of soil take place within the ever-changing 

conditions of art, the economy, and ecology? This chapter argues that soil reclamation as a 

creative practice turns the aesthetic desire for soil into an ethical inquiry. At the core of this 

inquiry for soil, reclamation is soil health. To navigate the challenging conditions that ignore soil 

leading to depletion, erosion, and the lack of care I first introduce two concepts: the actuality of 

soil and the potentiality of dirt. These concepts look at the value and valuation of soil focusing 

on artistic propositions and exploring the philosophical implications of soil’s complexities. The 

actuality of soil and the potentiality of dirt create an aesthetic desire for becoming soil, and they 

introduce degrees of liveliness and intensity to the process of soil reclamation. The actuality of 

soil and the potentiality of dirt take thinking beyond the mental processes of finding meaning, 

translating, and interpreting linguistic and scientific contents; they introduce flexible thinking to 

allow for expansion beyond the boundaries of individual artistic methods. These concepts 

reclaim the sensuous qualities of soil at the intersection of critical and creative practices.  

Second, I introduce the different artistic elements that make up the installation and how 

the artistic connections between the materials, art, soil, and an ecological awareness of soil are 

part of the sensuous aesthetic experience with soil. The formal descriptions of each element 

support the overarching questions of the chapter: can art reclaim soil? Why does soil reclamation 

matter? Third, I explore the connections between the haptic perception of money’s materiality 

and its contradictory associations with value. Anthropologist Bill Maurer writes about the 

abstraction and localization of value on money in his essay “That Touch of Money,” regarding 

the history of money and the production of value (112.)  In addition, economic sociologist 
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Viviane A. Zelizer connects money’s material representation to the transhistorical flux of 

emotions and affects that circulate through money in her essay “The Social Meaning of Money: 

‘Special Monies.’” Zelizer develops the identity and the performativity of money as central 

concepts for tracing how cultural value and meanings are given to different aspects of economies 

and their material relations (342), which I use to include in the analysis for art and ecology.  

The nourishment of soil comes from the actions of composting food, the cultivation of 

urban gardens, and the shift in values from economic values to ethical and aesthetic values. In 

the words of philosopher Aldo Leopold, “I of course mean something far broader than mere 

economic value; I mean value in the philosophical sense” (A Sand County Almanac 233). Soil is 

a sensual sentient being that performs many functions for the support of life on Earth –beyond 

our knowledge and understanding (209). From the material transfer of nutrients–nutritious food– 

to the sequestration of carbon to name only two ways that soil reclaims value. Soil reclamation 

on the one hand activates the transfer of knowledge (from soils ’microbiome to seed, to plants, 

and to people); and on the other hand, the process of reclamation also establishes affective and 

visual relationships with the material processes that make the soil more tangible and less 

abstract, showing what value is. Furthermore, soil reclamation helps to navigate the challenging 

views of soil as an inert being or natural resource, which contribute to the current conditions of 

soil depletion, erosion, and contamination (Dirt 11).  And that reveals the lack of attention and 

understanding for soil by limiting the connection to soil to a reductive economic valuation.   

Soil-Erg (2012) shows the sensuous qualities of soil, which are indispensable for 

engaging in a continuous transformation of social, economic, and ecological values. Money, as a 

value giver, goes beyond the symbolic. Money’s value archived on paper is compared to the 

artwork’s money soil erg, however, soil erg is a giver of other kinds of values that highlights soil 
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health. The chapter closes with a brief analysis of the impact of nitrogen compounds that are 

used as fertilizers in soil. The deadly touch of nitrogen compounds is a legacy of the war 

technologies; thus, soil depletion has become another casualty of war.  

1. 1. The Actuality of Soil  

Soil is elusive, hard to grasp physically and challenging to define. To expand on the 

definition of soil is to run into a long list of synonyms that offer different meanings based on 

factors such as culture, education, geography, and field of study. In her doctoral dissertation, 

titled “Soil Art—Transdisciplinary Approaches to Soil Protection,” Alexandra Toland remarks 

on how challenging it is to define soil: 

In the English language [,] the terminology for ‘soil’ is diverse: dirt, ground, earth, land, 

sand, humus, loam, compost, clay, ash, dust, mud, silt, substrate, and regolith all point to 

different meanings or components of the soil. (19) 

Acknowledging the difficulty of defining soil is more than a linguistic exercise;25 it points to the 

complicated relations that both connect and disconnect us from the soil. However, the extensive 

list of synonyms for soil directs contextual and practical applications of and engagements with 

soil—poetic, scientific, and economic. I do not define soil. I describe soil as a living social being 

and a site where many intersectionalities take place. I point to three types of converging 

knowledge: artistic, scientific, and quotidian. In an interview with art critic Thom Donovan a 

few weeks before installing Soil-Erg (2012), Pentecost told him: “I am about to embark on a 

project that starts with making soil, [and] goes on to question the basis of our value system—

now petroleum but why not soil?” (5 Questions for Contemporary Practice n.d). Pentecost uses 

the erg to further evidence the connections between different value systems and their influences 

on different systems of knowledge—artistic, economic, and ecologic—that are often at odds. The 
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artwork is situated at the intersectionality of art, politics, the economy, and ecology, combining 

different types of knowledge to give texture to its relational aesthetic approach.26 Soil-Erg 

grounds soil reclamation as a social art practice and as eco art.  

The actuality of soil and the potentiality of dirt allow for tracing the connections between 

different value systems and their influences. First, a few words on actuality and potentiality: they 

have a long history in philosophical thinking. I consider Aristotle’s use of actuality and 

potentiality as the relationship between forces and beings (Powers That Be’ 20). John J. Cleary, 

in his article “‘Powers that Be’: The Concept of Potency in Plato and Aristotle,” explains that for 

Aristotle, actuality and potentiality, beyond having a linguistic connection, also refer to the 

method that explains the relations and transitions among powers and beings. Cleary writes that 

for Aristotle, there is “a more general set of distinctions between potentiality and actuality, which 

are designed to resolve the outstanding puzzles about whether perception and thinking result 

from the action of like upon like or by like upon unlike” (46). This thinking method introduces a 

reflexive modality that has not solved the puzzle of actuality and potentiality. 

On the contrary, it has made actuality and potentiality into contemporary concepts, which 

are particularly relevant for thinking about and experiencing soil. Soil’s actuality and dirt’s 

potentiality support alternatives for discovering soil’s capacities, energies, and changes as a 

social being. The actuality of soil is a conceptual repository that archives and abstracts the many 

complexities of soil while providing opportunities for cultivating alternative aesthetic 

approaches. The actuality of soil refers to the entire reality of soil and describes the perception of 

soil in all its ordinary and extraordinary modes—what we eat, excrete, stand upon, and return to. 

The actuality of soil includes mental representations and concepts and scientific (especially 

ecological, political, economic, and philosophical) discourses; in short, it is what and how we 
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know and understand soil. The actuality of soil enters the sensory field of experiences through 

the continuous engagement with soil’s materiality. Through the concept of the actuality of soil, 

an aesthetic approach to soil ferments the differences between the scientific definitions and the 

philosophical conceptualizations of soil. The actuality of soil allows for dreaming about nuances 

(woolgathering) of the ever-more expansive soil ecology. As a social being, soil is a multispecies 

and multi-experiential assemblage for the senses that is both capable and incapable of identifying 

matter and the processes at play in the many stages that define life and death.  

Furthermore, the actuality of soil influences everything and everyone. Sometimes, these 

influences are visible and easy to identify, accept, and even engage with; in many other 

instances, they are invisible, unnoticeable, and challenging to grasp.27 For example, the actuality 

of soil is the site where millions of microorganisms are under chemical attack, such as when they 

are destroyed by pesticides, or physically removed by deforestation, urban sprawl, and intensive 

industrial agricultural practices. The soil then loses its capacity to communicate and exchange 

services with plants’ roots and microorganisms, which cascade as a lack of interaction between 

underwater supplies, water retention rates, carbon sequestration, and nitrogen and phosphorus 

absorption. The actuality of soil shows that soil is alive and dirt, in its dormant state, is in the 

liminal space of potentiality. The actuality of soil in the artwork, Soil Erg (2012) is the creative 

energy for soil reclamation as an activity of co-creation wherein the soil is also an active agent of 

change.    

1.2. The Potentiality of Dirt 

The word erg comes from the Greek ergon (ἔργον), which means “work or task” (Oxford 

English Dictionary). Pentecost uses the word in her title to connect soil, energy, and the power of 

exchange, saying:  
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The unit of currency —the soil-erg— replaces the petro-dollar. Made of soil and work, 

the soil-erg is not an abstraction. Symbolically, it refers to a field of value, but that value 

is of a special nature: soil must be produced and maintained in a context. (Notes from the 

Underground 7)  

An erg is also a unit of energy in physics.28 The artist plays with this notion of value by giving 

the title to the artwork a double meaning—erg is both a unit of energy in physics and the name of 

the artist’s new soil currency. Thus, “soil-erg” becomes vital for understanding the potentiality of 

soil, transforming dirt through soil reclamation, which is not an abstraction. The soil-erg is a 

tangible currency with symbolic meaning. Soil-Erg (2012) is a multivalent, interdisciplinary, and 

collective endeavor for soil reclamation. The soil-erg uses the double meaning of the word to 

explore what value is for soil. I go back to Cleary’s remarks on Aristotle to contextualize the use 

of the soil-erg in connection to value. “There is a quite different sense of dynamis (let us call it 

‘potentiality’) besides that whose nature it is to change another or be changed by another, […] 

this other sense of dynamis is the real target in his inquiry into substance. (Powers That Be’ 40–

41). While the concept of substance is not relevant for an aesthetical analysis of soil reclamation, 

the connections of potentiality to dynamis is relevant. 

 The changes that soil reclamation requires as an active process that is acted upon and 

acts for itself gives, if soil-erg claims its coming to be based on the regenerative properties of soil 

itself, then the erg adds to the concept of fiat money. Fiat money is a type of money that is not 

backed up by commodities, it is a fantasy form of currency, which in the artwork Soil-Erg 

becomes the boundary for exploring valuation and money as part of utilitarian economic models, 

in which soil is regarded as a commodity. Pentecost, in her website, claims that “the center of the 

installation itself is the proposal of a new value system based on living soil. […] These represent 
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units of a new currency, the soil-erg […] as a replacement of the Petro-dollar” (Pentecost n.d.)29 

Pentecost questions the connections between value, commodity, petroleum, and soil as she 

proposes that value for soil is backed up by the soil-erg. What is the soil-erg? Yes, it is a 

fictitious currency, but it is also money made from compost. Compost adds nutrients to soil thus 

the soil-erg is a material ‘add-on’ to the health of soil. Going back to the absurdity of fiat money, 

in this case the soil-erg, it mirrors the function of the money, which is represented in the 

composted soil ingots, coins, and drawings. These three elements symbolize the replacement of 

value based on oil and gold. The artwork harnesses a sort of ironic power that comes from the 

absurdity of the proposition: a new currency made of composted soil. However, it is this absurd 

proposition that dares to sanction who and where the legal tender of fiat monies hides the power 

to assign value. Pentecost recognizes the absurdity of soil-erg: 

[It is] entirely impractical to circulate it [the soil erg]. It is heavy, and because of the 

loose structure required of good soil, it falls apart. It only makes sense when located in a 

place. The physical nature of the soil-erg both evokes and denies the possibility of 

coinage. (Notes from the Underground 7)30 

The soil-erg invites us to shift how we think about valuing soil; it is much more than just a 

natural resource or natural capital in the service of human activities.31 In the words of activist 

and philosopher Vandana Shiva, “Soil isn’t our prison; the soil is our liberator” (Closing Address 

to the Soil Association Conference). For Pentecost and Shiva, the potentiality of soil health rests 

in moving away from oil-based agricultural practices, which is to change how we see and engage 

with soil, not as a commodity. Thus, the double meaning of erg helps us understand the 

potentiality of soil as a dormant power in dirt ready for transformation. The artwork goes beyond 

a clever usage of language and the artistic license for abstraction. The artwork becomes a 
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concrete, tangible currency, with symbolic meaning just like any other currency, art as value and 

soil as value.  

1.3. Soil-Erg’s Background (Art and Soil) 

Carolyn Christov-Bakargiev, the artistic director of d(13), invited artist Claire Pentecost 

to develop a project for the exhibition. She asked Pentecost to create an artwork around the 

concept of the seed as a repository of knowledge (Notes from the Underground 1). Pentecost 

accepted the invitation and installed Soil-Erg in one of the recovered architectural structures in 

Kassel, Germany that housed d(13).32 The gallery that housed Soil-Erg is located in a rebuilt 

building that has several art galleries that display artifacts from the 18th and 19th centuries.33 This 

recovered space is a multi-use site; it functions as a theater, a hospital, a natural science museum, 

and a gallery for contemporary art. As such, it conjures the archives of political, economic, and 

cultural transformation.  

A soil-erg is a form of currency within alternative and complementary currencies, which 

will be developed in detail in Section 3. Soil-erg connects value to money, war, and soil to 

address the overarching themes of d(13): collapse and recovery.34 Critic Ben Tender observes 

that “themes of collapse and recovery explicitly associated with the post-World War II scenario 

in Germany [are] entangled with themes of collapse and recovery associated with contemporary 

or pending ecological crises worldwide.” As Tender points out, the themes of collapse and 

recovery have taken a turn to address the urgent ecological crisis. For soil, however, the theme of 

collapse has yet another meaning. For example, the rate of soil erosion is higher than that of soil 

formation; erosion is a natural process that takes place as a continuous transformation of the 

Earth’s surface. Anthropogenic activities significantly affect soil erosion and production, but 

these often go unnoticed until their effects are felt on a grand scale. One example is the Dust 
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Bowl of 1930: the soil from the Plains turned into dust and blew across the continent, storming 

cities as far as New York City.35  

In addition to natural erosion, weathering and climate change are also contributing to soil 

collapse. In this analysis, I focus on soil collapse that is primarily due to intensive industrial 

agricultural practices and the global commodification of soil to satisfy population changes. These 

conditions put pressure not only on soil but on every living system, a problem that is further 

exacerbated by the growing disconnection from soil and its vital function as a giver of energy, 

food, and shelter—what makes life sustainable. 

The art installation, Soil-Erg, at first glance, looks like a formal exploration of different 

artistic elements and mediums. Following the gallery’s architectural space, there is a row of 

round discs, all of which are similar in texture and color, on one of the walls. In the center of the 

space are two well-organized piles of oblong-shaped blocks that are similar in color and texture 

to the discs. They rest on top of two shiny tables. Upon closer examination, it is possible to 

determine that the material used for the blocks and the discs is something that resembles dirt. 

The choice of this humble material is intriguing, yet it is more curious to ask why the artist used 

the oblong shape that is typically used for casting precious metals—for example, gold—into 

ingots. Why did the artist pick this crumbling material?  

Two rows of drawings have been carefully hung alongside the discs; these drawings 

resemble paper bills—money. The drawings and sculptures in the installation make use of the 

familiar idiom of money and currency, which is directly associated with that of value. Two 

objects, however, seem out of place: two pieces of furniture. They recall cabinets of curiosities 

for displaying collectibles. However, one of the pieces is placed behind protective glass, while 

the other is filled with dirt, worms, and food scraps. What do these two pieces of furniture 
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suggest about soil, value, and money? Does the artwork suggest that money and dirt are elements 

that belong to the same repositories of collectibles—knowledge, value, and property? The artist 

uses earthy materials to imply different organizing principles charged with cultural values, 

symbolic expressions, and institutional functions, all of which are reflected in the extraction, use, 

and value of precious metals, the shiny surfaces of which make soil disappear. The artwork 

capitalizes on the installation’s formal composition, bringing clarity to the conceptual aspect of 

the artwork. Using soil’s material appearance, the artwork activates the gallery’s space from the 

center outward with an implausible proposition: soil’s health is at the core of a new value 

system.  

These elements—the disks, ingots, and drawings—set up the interior space of the gallery, 

yet their distribution and orientation invite us to look out through the large windows framing the 

outdoor space of the courtyard. The windows offer the first and most conspicuous opportunity to 

connect the inside with the outside, and they become doors that link the interior space with the 

exterior courtyard. Visitors can freely move from the interior space to the outside courtyard, 

which creates a dynamic and continuous flow of interactions among all the elements that make 

up the artwork. The artwork’s five artistic elements act as separate creative moments, but each 

element is also interdependent within the complete form of the installation, giving several entry 

points through which to explore the artwork. However, the goal is to show the interplay between 

outside and inside and between the visible and the invisible. The movement through the gallery 

transforms the space and the visitors’ experiences of dirt as an artistic medium and soil as a 

growing substrate. The visitors’ movements activate the space, circulating ideas by questioning 

the difference between soil and dirt. Soil-Erg combines all these visual elements to show soil in 
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its two extreme materialities: dirt, an inert lifeless substrate, and soil, a growing matrix of 

abundance resembling a cornucopia.36 

1.4. I Found Myself Dreaming of Soil 

I introduce the description of soil as a living social being—which is the description that 

carries the most weight concerning the artwork, Soil-Erg’s goal—to rethink the value of soil, 

thus, to reclaim soil. In her artist’s statement, Pentecost describes soil as follows: 

 As a mixture of sand, silt, and clay inhabited and structured by a diverse living 

microcosm. Picture a specific plant that you know and love, a brilliant red maple tree, a 

blooming lilac, a row of irises. Did you picture the part that extends below the ground, 

the rhizosphere where plants and microorganisms communicate and exchange services? 

Aboveground the plant gets carbon dioxide and sunlight; everything else it needs comes 

from the soil. (Notes from the Underground 5) 

As remarked by the artist, soil is a diverse microcosm under our feet, which is often unseen and 

ignored. Soil is a substrate where living entities communicate, transform, and decompose and 

where nutrients reside during these phases of nutrient cycling. Soil is a site for life; it reuses the 

nutrients organisms take from the ground to unbecome dirt. The unbecoming of dirt is to become 

soil; it adds an additional layer to describing soil as a living social being to further justify the 

method, I use to describe soil. Soil is not dirt.37 

 Pentecost writes, “I found myself dreaming of soil […] In my dream, someone asked, 

can soil be commodified?” (Notes from the Underground 4–5). This dream sets the framework 

for the artwork, which challenges rational and utilitarian models for thinking and offers 

alternative aesthetic and ethical models for soil valuation. Thus, making the distinction between 

soil and dirt is imperative, as it is at the core of the collapse and depletion of the soil. 
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Moreover, the transformation of depleted soil—dirt—is what is at stake for the valuation 

of soil. What happens when soils are depleted? When depleted, soils become dirt, an inert 

substrate that is an amalgam of chemicals and minerals. The physical composition of soil (sand, 

silt, and clay) is emptied of organic life, turning it into dirt. Dirt lacks the diversity of organic life 

that makes soil live.  

1.5 Composting Machine: Minting Money, Worms, and the Reichelsdorfer Cabinet 

 

 

 Fig. 2. Claire Pentecost, Soil-Erg, 2012, Composting machine with earthworms, food scraps, 

and audio. Image courtesy of the artist. 
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For the installation of Soil-Erg, the artist borrowed an original piece from the Ottoneum’s 

collection, a Reichelsdorfer Mountain Cabinet from 1783, from which Pentecost commissioned a 

replica for making the composting machine (Fig. 2). This section explores what a composting 

machine is and why it matters for Soil-Erg. I look at two aspects: 1) The distribution of 

knowledge as a strategy of institutional power represented by the Reichelsdorfer Mountain 

Cabinet. And 2) the aesthetic challenge of art through the action of worms for making soil ergs 

or more directly minting new money. 

First, a brief description of the replica and the original; they are installed side by side in 

the gallery space, separated by one of the entry accesses. Placing the two cabinets next to each 

but separated by the entry access suggests a gap in the understanding. The gap introduces the 

distribution of knowledge as a strategy of institutional power represented by the Reichelsdorfer 

Mountain Cabinet. The gap between the two pieces of furniture exemplifies the separation of 

modern art and science in their asymmetrical distribution of power. Feller and Toland, in the 

essay “Case Study for Soil,” write, “mounted on another wall of the Ottoneum, like the ghost of 

an affluent fossil fuel past, is the Reichelsdorfer Mountain Cabinet from 1783, a scale model of 

Hesse’s geologic strata once used for teaching the fundamentals of extraction” (554). The 

geology of the cabinet reduces soil to fragments of rocks. The collected materials display a 

scaled model that fits Hessen’s geologic strata into the human scale. 

 The cabinet becomes a miniature of Hessen, a miniature of the scale of the geology of 

Earth. Susan Stewart’s On Longing explains that the miniature object is by nature paradoxical 

due to the temporal collapse of scales “‘miniature’ exists in a time particular to its boundaries” 

(66). This miniature replica of the Hassen geological strata becomes the site for nostalgic access 
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to the power to control nature. Furthermore, scale shifting is also problematic because of the 

paradoxical distribution of power embedded in the form of the representation of nature, which is 

used as a teaching tool —reproducing the relative power of knowledge about nature. The 

teaching tool represents the distribution of a particular type of knowledge, in which the scaled-

down model disregards soil’s temporal and spatial importance. In the display cabinet, the soil 

becomes dirt, a specimen for indirect and detached observation. The cabinet replica uncovers the 

political and economic complex and forced relations. The two objects show the complicated 

relationship between art and site and power and knowledge. The cabinet replica uncovers the 

complexities of forced political and economic relations. The two objects exemplify the 

complicated relationships between art, site, power, and knowledge. Michel Foucault, in History 

of Sexuality, 1: An Introduction, explains that power relationships are omnipresent and 

ubiquitous; thus, deciphering power must be done by seeing the strategies and mechanisms that 

connect power to site as a “forced relation” (97). Thus, deciphering power must be done by 

seeing the hidden strategies and unseen mechanisms that not only connect power to site but that 

make both. Foucault writes: 

It is in this sphere of force relations that we must try to analyze the mechanisms of power. 

In this way we will escape from the system of Law-and-Sovereign which has captivated 

political thought for such a long time. And if it is true that Machiavelli was among the 

few—and this no doubt was the scandal of his “cynicism”—who conceived the power of 

the Prince in terms of force relationships, perhaps we need to go one step further, do 

without the persona of the Prince, and decipher power mechanisms on the basis of a 

strategy that is immanent in force relationships. (97) 
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The relationship between power and knowledge embodied in the Reichelsdorfer Mountain 

Cabinet reveals nature’s domination. A piece of furniture grounds and displays the more 

imperceptible and insidious strategies of power. However, the replica cabinet resists; it tells a 

different story to challenge the rationality and patriarchy models and the domination of natural 

resources. The artist merges the interior and the exterior through the spatial construct of the 

gallery—the site of localized power—while the compost machine replicates power distribution. 

The artist, by waking up the spirit of the cabinet from its restful and comfortable slumber in its 

secure location in the museum’s archive, stirs up the official narrative connecting soil to its 

geological past and its possible future.38 The collected rocks displayed in the original cabinet 

reveal the potentiality of dirt in two additional instances: underlining the continuity of soil 

exploitation, from mining to agriculture to real estate, and proudly representing a repository of 

economic achievements, holding the promise of progress and innovation.  

The potential soil embodied in the collected rocks becomes the physical boundary that 

the replica piece pushes away to change the values of rational and patriarchal knowledge that 

sanction the disrespectful and exploitative ways of interacting with soil. The replica also 

proposes alternative modes of engagement with soil. It combines scientific and artistic 

knowledge with creativity and rewrites history with a different narrative.39 Soil-Erg holds space 

for revision, not as a purely optimistic position bestowed with saving powers but as a tangible 

glimpse of a new future that is not filled with extracted rocks—dirt—but with squirmy worms 

were busy with the task of decomposing, eating leftover food from the museum’s kitchen and 

other organic scraps for the duration of the exhibition—100 days. During this time, visitors 

witnessed the potentiality of dirt as leftover food is transformed into nutritional organic matter. 
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The aesthetic challenge of art through the action of worms takes place in the composting 

machine. The composting machine has two functions in the installation: it introduces the general 

principle of soil—decomposition, and it is the minting machine for the soil-ergs. Broadly, soil 

decomposition is composting. Compost is a pile of leftover food and decaying wood and leaves. 

This pile contains bacteria, mushrooms, yeast, worms, and moisture. The compost pile is where 

dead organic matter goes through decomposition to become soil. The compost pile is always 

multidirectional, and there is neither top nor bottom; it is an expansive porous body where 

boundaries are constantly reconfiguring.40 In the compost pile, the physical boundaries are 

permeable: bodies, forms, matter, and entities become porous conduits and borderless 

expressions.  In the compost pile, the processes of death and life and what lies between these 

two.  

Art critic Daniel Tucker calls “the replica cabinet [a] similar companion unit that serves 

as a compost pile that will accumulate over time.” The accumulation of leftover organic matter in 

the replica cabinet contrasts with the original cabinet that contains rocks and minerals, 

suggesting the geologic origin of soil in contrast with the biological part that also makes soil in 

the composting machine. The composting machine is wired with microphones to collect and 

share the sounds of worms making soil. “The microphones pick up the worm’s digestive activity, 

which becomes accessible through a headset next to the piece. ‘You can hear the energy, heat, 

and process of the decomposition of organic waste’” (The Rematerialization of the Art Object). 

The actuality of soil is evident in the sounds that come from the machine. These sounds assist 

with the aesthetic takeover of the potentiality of dirt being displayed in the replica cabinet. The 

composting machine makes sounds that are not mechanical but organic. They are the sounds of 
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living soil. The composting machine becomes the ground for an alternative economy that is more 

than transactional and financial; it is based on the quality of the soil.  

The composting machine becomes the site for minting money, which can be further 

explained through philosopher Manuel DeLanda. He proposes to reverse flows of energy and 

money, in his book A Thousand Years of Nonlinear History, as follows: 

Howard Odum, a systems ecologist, has developed a theory of money that, though 

perhaps too simple, offers a useful image here. Money, Odum says, is like energy, only it 

runs in the opposite direction: energy flows from agricultural villages to the towns they 

feed, while money flows from town to countryside, to pay for the food. (34–35) 

The reverse flow of money is canceled by minting money with compost. Composting the soil-

erg, which are made of composted matter, challenges the material presence of money in four 

ways: a) the soil-erg is fungible, meaning it can be easily reproduced, which is the opposite of 

money; b) the soil-erg is non-durable—it crumbles; c) the soil-erg is non-portable or very 

challenging to move and transport; and d) the soil-erg is not divisible because it crumbles.  

The soil-erg is the perfect use for decomposing organic matter, and it can be produced in 

unlimited quantities. Pentecost “mints” soil-ergs—money made by worms through composting 

—making the form a living currency. The worms actively ingest, digest, and excrete organic 

matter that becomes compost. The artist uses compost to cast the ergs. These actions of the 

worms and the artist are a partnership. This partnership becomes a creative philosophical method 

to explore the ontological and aesthetic concerns of the interplay of human and nonhuman forces 

necessary to sustain life.  

Furthermore, the composting machine unfolds in the potentiality of dirt, and the 

possibility of reclaiming soil’s value are inexorably tied. The processes of composting are 
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practices of resistance. Composting reintroduces a different mode of thinking and challenges the 

dominant global agricultural mechanisms of fragmentation, labor exploitation, and local culture 

depletion. In his book The Natural Contract, Michel Serres suggests that acting is not to wager 

but rather to reclaim a promise (15). Soil reclamation becomes the promise.  

The soil-erg is more than a creative paradox of the contemporary uses of soil. It 

introduces a different model that gives tangible solutions to the problems of food waste, 

composting. With the composting machine, Pentecost shows that “lifeless soil can be 

rehabilitated with one or more applications of well-made compost […] It is a little knowledge 

and labor, but why deprive us of these pleasures?” (Notes from the Underground 6). Composting 

is a praxis for cohabitation, an intermingling of humans and nonhumans giving nutrients back to 

the soil. 

It is worth taking note of soil's time. What does soil’s time mean? Soil has many temporal 

scales such as geological, microbial, and human to name three. These temporal scales collide by 

their differences in material compositions: the organic soils—compost—and the mineral soils—

pulverized rocks. Soil’s geological and microbial time scale correlates human time and Earth’s 

time, in which human time is in the middle. The middle of this time scale shows the effects of 

human actions on soil, for example, soil depletion due to overuse as is the case of industrial 

agriculture monoculture. Also, what connects geological and microbial time is composting. 

Composting actualizes soil in its multiple time scales. 

 The remarkable aspect of Soil-Erg’s composting machine is the inscribed cabinet doors, 

which direct our attention to the phenomenon of land grabs. Land grabs are largely responsible 

for the global depletion of the soil. Farmland Grab is an open project that tracks globally the 

acquisition of large parcels of land. The website states its purpose as “to serve as a resource for 
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those monitoring or researching the issue, particularly social activists, non-government 

organizations, and journalists” (www.farmlandgrab.org).41 

The global practice of land grabbing for industrial agriculture (primarily for biofuel) 

rapidly depletes the fertility of soil and accelerates deforestation. Landgrabs supports the 

capitalist mode of operation and circulation of resources. Vandana Shiva’s The Violence of the 

Green Revolution: Third World Agriculture, Ecology, and Politics, explains the ecological 

impact of land grabs. She writes: 

The shift from internal to externally purchased inputs did not merely change the 

ecological processes of agriculture. It also changed the structure of social and political 

relationships from those based on mutual (though asymmetric) obligations. (171) 

Land grabs are an assertion of power structures and the imposition of corrupt global economic 

and political modes of operation. Governments, corporations, and individuals participating in 

land grabs are soil-less entities incapable of honoring the law of return to the land. What is the 

law to return to the land? “It is to give back, in reciprocity” (Braiding Sweetgrass 199). Instead, 

land grabbers seek only profit for themselves, not for the people, and not for the soil. Land 

grabbers ‘corrupt money in their doings. Land grabs reduce soil to dirt, depleting local 

communities and destroying ecological diversity. Farmland Grab Open Project provides daily 

updates on the global rush to buy farmlands in Africa and Latin America or lease them to 

corporate industrial agribusiness.42 

The handwritten marks on the cabinet doors list the most recent forest allocations, 

grasslands, and smallholder farms sold by governments to international agribusinesses and other 

corporations for monoculture, cash crops, cattle ranches, and mining. The cabinet’s doors show 

other pertinent websites addressing the land grab issue to direct visitors to learn more about the 
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impact of land grabbing in developing countries. The handwritten marks are the hidden colonial 

inscriptions still running global agribusiness.  

The contrast between the two cabinets points directly to the asymmetrical distribution of 

power and the importance of food sovereignty. The artist addresses these problems through 

several lenses that calibrate soil’s health based on soil quality, soil erosion, soil productivity. 

These ideas are synthesized in the soil-making composting machine, which becomes more than 

an artwork, but a collective practice between the artist, soil, visitors, and worms. 

1.6. Soil Sculptures: Ingots and Coins 

 

 

Fig. 3. Claire Pentecost, Soil-Erg, 2012, Detailed view of stacked soil-ergs on the gold-plated 

table; soil coins on the far wall, Image courtesy of the artist. 
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This section looks at the soil sculptures –soil ingots and soil coins. They constitute the 

visual support for the introduction of the new value for soil and soil reclamation as a creative 

practice. First, I look at the artistic use of the materials, composted soil. And second, I unfold the 

connections between form and content as embedded material practices. Both aspects of the work 

are intimately interwoven with the valuation of soil as each element traces the soil reclamation as 

a relation development between art, soil, gallery, visitor, worms, etc., placing value not as a 

repository of wealth but as a living system of exchanges. 

The artistic use of the materials in the soil ingots and the coins show the creative demand 

for the use of soil, not as a simple material, but as a living social being with its history. The 

history of sculpture and soil is long-entangled. Probably, the first sculptures humans made were 

hand-shaped mud or clay. Clay is a type of soil. Environmental scientist Ronald Amundson, in 

his contributing chapter titled “History of Soil Science: Hans Jenny” to the Encyclopedia of Soils 

in the Environment, writes about the father of pedology in the United States pedologist Hans 

Jenny. Amundson eagerly describes Jenny’s experience of sampling soil as similar to the artistic 

experience of making art. Amundson quotes Jenny: “soil appeals to the senses'' (7). He continues 

writing about Jenny’s enthusiasm when digging into soil with his bare hands, to directly contact 

the soil during his fieldwork. “I enjoy the soil-texture […] I automatically start kneading the clay 

soil to make a quick ceramic sculpture” (7). Pentecost contact with soil, as a medium for 

sculpture, is approached almost identically. Artist and scientist, Pentecost and Jenny find 

pleasure in the direct contact with soil. Both are captured by soil’s material qualities—texture, 

color, scent, and taste—the core of an aesthetic experience of life implies the continuous touch of 

multiple bodies — animal, plant, fungi, and soil.  
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Formally installed, the soil coins are wall sculptural forms hung along the gallery’s walls 

to resemble a numismatic collection or a modernist exhibition of paints. Yet, the soil’s material 

presence adds several layers of meaning, casting an invisible net–a grid-like structure– to 

connect soil to sculpture, history, ecology, and soil depletion. To better understand how this 

invisible grid-like structure sets up the narrative of value in the artwork. I revisit art critic 

Rosalind Krauss’s essay “Grids.”  The grid is a concept that challenges the modernist paradigm 

of art. Krauss explains the importance of modernism’s axiomatics as a hidden structure that 

operates in a double-gridded space of two axes. Krauss writes: “one is spatial; the other is 

temporal. In the spatial sense, the grid states the autonomy of the realm of art. Flattened, 

geometricized, ordered, it is antinatural, antimimetic, antireal. It is what art looks like when it 

turns its back on nature” (50). The invisible grid-like structure between the different works of the 

installation: soil discs, soil ingots, and paper bills use the geometry of accumulation: disks 

(flattened spheres) and oblong (a pyramid with elongated bases and truncated height) blocks. 

Both shapes are forms that easily accept repetition. Repetition is not the outcome of industrial 

mechanization but rather an ironic gesture. The oblongs and the disk, as they dry up, crumble. 

Soil crumbles, so not one shape is precisely the same; the imperceptible changing of the shape 

opposes homogeneity and challenges the aesthetic of modernist abstraction. Soil’s tendency is 

for discrete accumulation. The soil sculptures challenge the hierarchical and patriarchal 

modernist aesthetic beyond the installation’s boundaries.  

Soil-Erg questions the use of art mediums and pushes the traditional boundaries of 

modern art. The two stacks of oblong soil ingots sit on two highly polished gold-plated tables 

(fig. 3) that occupy the gallery’s central space. These alluring gold surfaces reflect what is on top 

of them, creating a mirage that transforms the soil ingots into gold ingots. However, these 
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reflections take on a ghostly appearance, the image of soil turned to dirt. The tables serve as art 

pedestals, dining tables, and working surfaces where the actuality of soil becomes a site for the 

potentiality of dirt within the social activities of working, cultivating, and eating. 

The surfaces of these two tables also act as a threshold. In this threshold, the smooth 

space of the actuality of soil, as art, glides to the striated space to activate the potentiality of dirt 

in the altered geological body of the Earth, which crumbles to make soil.43 These two smooth, 

striated spaces—the tabletops—account for different kinds of perceptual engagement and politics 

that are not in between, as “being in between also means that smooth space is controlled by these 

two flanks, which limit it, oppose its development, and assign it as much as possible a 

communicational role” (384). Instead, smooth, striated spaces account for the amorphous 

crumbling dispersion of the actuality of soil. 

The activation of the actuality of soil becomes evident when gold is mined, extracted 

from the deeps of the earth. The actuality of soil takes a form that represents the extraction of the 

precious mineral, gold. It represents the choices of profit and accumulation. However, the 

artwork plays with reflection as a reversal of representation—a mirror image of soil reflected as 

gold. In the illusion of this reflection, the table’s surface leads us to realize that dirt will defeat 

humans in time. The table becomes a warning sign of the deadly allure of the reflection as single 

and homogeneous subjectivity. The artwork breaks away from the reflection as the soil ingots dry 

up and crumble into dust particles. Another form of dirt, dust, entangles several subjectivities 

that capitalize on the hedonic aesthetics of gold and luster. Soil as art and soil as sustenance 

quietly underlines the nature of value over time. This artwork depends on these subtle perceptual 

responses to evoke the material transformation of soil into dirt and dirt into soil. The value 

problem exists within the confusion between the meaning of value and value as a symbolic, 
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cultural, and political agreement. In Soil-Erg, there is a reversal of values; they become part of a 

creative journey to find alternatives to the paradigm of endless growth comprising abuse of 

resources and accumulation of wealth that is dependent on energy-hungry and wasteful economic 

models. Soil is alive, but it is perceived as inanimate most of the time. The potentiality of dirt 

can take advantage of the right circumstances to reproduce itself—soil-making soil. The 

argument of soil being an unnatural non-living entity fails to describe the potentiality of dirt as a 

possible coinable material in the soil. The coins offer alternative narratives for wonderment. For 

example, did giants use these or oversized discs? They resemble fragments of ancient 

technology, like the Yap Rai Stones from Micronesian Islands. Do these coins hold the secret to 

unlocking the meaning of value? Alternatively, they are evidence of money’s capacity for 

representation and the discontinued lineages of forgotten histories, misplaced accountability, 

economic failures, and political mayhem. The artist explains that “the edifice of modernism is 

yet riddled with the cracks of unsustainability [that will] eventually be subject to the entropic 

course of all organic matter” (Claire Pentecost website). Pentecost reclaims the concept and 

function of money while challenging the established canons of art.  

The coinage of soil presents a double paradox. Philosopher Scott Meikle, in his article 

“Aristotle on Money,” suggests that Aristotle condemns the use of coins; he sees that from a 

political position, something unnatural like a coin can become an inanimate non-living entity 

capable of reproducing itself (36). Meikle continues with Aristotle’s ambiguous position against 

making money with money. “Aristotle says another form of exchange arises, (iii) unnatural 

chrêmatistikê, in which people can come to market, not with surplus goods they have made or 

grown which they want to exchange for things they need, but with money” (27). For Meikle, 

Aristotle’s chrêmatistikê is a position where the measuring of wealth blurs the unnatural, in the 
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self-reproductivity of the coins, thus representing the paradox of value and wealth. A paradox 

that further investigates soil-erg, the currency, which becomes a value giver. First, can the 

making of money with money be challenged by the notion of living currency? Composted soil 

makes the soil-erg precisely the intention of the artwork Soil-Erg. Furthermore, composting soil 

can be done anywhere, in a gallery or at home.  Composted coins belong to a messy, knotted web 

of meanings and significations within the value construct. The two threads of value: worth and 

principle, fix the problem of representation or the coinage of currency as a reproductive system. 

In our case, it can help us situate the value problem not as residing inside the coinage of any 

currency but in the non-tangible form of money. The paradox of the coin: connecting soil, dirt, 

and value can help us situate the problem of value not inside the coinage of any currency, but it 

can enable value beyond economics, placing it as an ethical concern. 

In addition, the paradox of the soil coin: connecting soil, dirt, and value points to the 

distinction between soil and dirt. Toland calls the “task of defining soil” (Soil Art 25). The soil 

and dirt are entities in a state of contention. They form and destroy food webs. Inorganic matter 

becomes nutrients through the physical-chemical processes performed by the microflora and 

microfauna of soil. Nutrients are exceptional, determining what will unfold: dirt or living soil. 

Soil and dirt dynamics reproduce the multiple functions that on the one hand present as structural 

support, such as ground for real estate, industrial agriculture, and all other anthropogenic 

activities. On the other hand, they are ubiquitous in all cycles of transformation: cycles of 

nutrition–growth–excretion and life–death–life reside in the potentiality of dirt. 

 To insist on definitions of soil and dirt is not to solve the problems of language related 

thereto. Instead, it is to propose a philosophical trope for soil and dirt within the working 

concepts of the actuality of soil and the potentiality of dirt.44 Soil and dirt refer to the material 
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substance of things—matter. But they also refer to the entanglement of soil as it changes into 

dirt. Dirt unfolds ethical and affective positionalities for an aesthetic and philosophical praxis as 

the maximum abstraction of soil’s matter. It belongs to economic and anthropogenic efforts—

real estate, urbanization, deforestation, and agroindustry. Dirt also defines national borders and 

frontiers and, therefore, the geopolitical limits and the distribution of political power. When soil 

is rendered lifeless to the point of being inert, it turns into dirt, depleted of the cultural, social, 

and microbial capacities needed for regenerating life. It has lost its fertility. 

 Dirt is purely utilitarian; as a noun, it is predicated and exploited because it has lost its 

action for life. Nonetheless, if dirt is viewed through its potentiality, we can see in each small, 

almost invisible particle what makes soil—the possibility for reclaiming life and health and the 

abilities to anticipate and decide. Dirt retains the code for an imminent shift. Eroded soil—dirt—

can be reclaimed by restoring diversity to its rhizosphere. Reclaiming and restoring are ethical 

and political decisions based on care. The concepts of the actuality of soil and the potentiality of 

dirt allow us to understand the transformation from dirt to soil based on the desire for cultivation, 

which is a modality that can shape the process of transformation by enriching dirt as it becomes 

soil through recovered health and vitality. 

Soil and dirt make a contentious pair that puts at stake fertility. Aldo Leopold, in his book 

A Sand County Almanac, defines fertility as follows: “Fertility is the ability of soil to receive, 

store, and release energy” (217), meaning that soil is alive. Soil-Erg asks us to rethink soil not as 

dirt but as that fertile ground alive. As the artist Pentecost and forester Leopold see, living soil is 

the potentiality of dirt in action. The soil-erg could replace current monetary currencies and 

values related to the petrodollar and other carbon-based economies, and Soil-Erg presents the 

opportunity to completely reshape exchange systems and the values we attach to them. The 
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artwork points out that closer discernment between impact and intent should be reflected by 

currency.  

1.7. Printing Money: Soil-Erg Drawings  

 

 

Fig. 4. Claire Pentecost, Soil-Erg, 2012, Detailed view of a drawing of a money note 

featuring the philosopher and environmental and political activist Vandana Shiva. 

 

Forty-three drawings hang in the gallery to complete the scopic communication of the 

installation. The drawings and the coins face the gallery’s windows, which show the vertical 

gardens in the background. The position of the drawings activates the sensation of being inside 

and outside at the same time. The interior elements help unfold the interplay of sensations and 

perceptions created in relation to distance. The relations with and to distance are not about 

proximity between the artistic elements and the visitors; they are about the movement through 
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the gallery space and the narratives thereof; the lushness of the distant vertical gardens is 

purposively visible from inside the gallery—precisely from the position of the composting 

machine. These elements, soil coins, soil ingots, and drawings show dirt that has been turned into 

art and into compost to feed the gardens outside the gallery. 

The drawings refer to the incongruous and arbitrary relations that economic systems have 

imposed on exchange and value. These drawings touch on representation to legitimize the soil-

erg as real currency. Each drawing creates a non-conventional syntagmatic link that connects 

them with the coins, soil-ergs, gold-plated tables, and cabinets. All these artistic elements 

support the concept of money as a living currency. Each drawing is marked with the number one 

(in letters) in the upper left corner (fig. 4), giving them a one-to-one exchange capacity and 

recalling other exchange systems, such as bartering. The value of soil-ergs is both conjures an 

old model of exchange: bartering or exchange of goods or/and services that are mutually 

beneficial and interdependent. Soil is an interdependent ecological web of connections wherein 

active agents epitomize soil’s exchange, as the paper bills represent. The drawings are also an 

homage to the agents that make soil alive, including humans and non-humans, as well as 

processes and functions. Pentecost explains the drawings “[depict] historical figures that have 

made critical contributions to an ecological understanding of agriculture; those depicting non-

human creatures of the soil–food web” (Notes from the Underground 277). The paper bills 

assigned a value of one represent the surplus of knowledge as a value, codified by the figures 

depicted on each bill. By combining two traditional art techniques—sculpture and drawing—

representation becomes a legitimization and an actualization of other means of value and 

exchange.  
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 Soil-Erg’s soil-erg drawings are the equivalent of money’s paper bills. The syntagma of 

the drawings/paper bills, the soil coins, and the soil ingots illustrate the connections between 

money and currency. However, more importantly, they show how materiality and directionality 

oppose interconnectivity. The making of interconnectivity is not only a matter of will and desire; 

it also involves the unwilling and unwanted relationships that emerge in the process of 

representation. The relationships that emerge from interconnectivity are topological narratives. 

They become multidirectional—visible and invisible, gentle and harsh, constructive and 

destructive.  

 The drawings of Soil-Erg can be placed into three unfixed categories. The first consists of 

drawings that show figures who contribute to a better understanding of soil’s biology and who 

advocate for protecting the intimate and delicate connections between agriculture, food, and 

health. These figures include Rachel Carson, Charles Darwin, Henry David Thoreau, Lynn 

Margulis, and Donna Haraway. The next grouping represents artists and activists who work with 

and for soil. These artists and advocates understand soil’s different scales and manifestations as 

an art medium and a geological body. Among the figures represented in these drawings are 

Joseph Beuys, Ana Mendieta, Shiva Vandana, and Wangari Maathai.45 The last group of 

drawings shines the spotlight on the non-human collaborators, those that are responsible for 

making and maintaining soil healthy–to list a few agents and dwellers of healthy soil: fungi such 

as Bacteriophage, actinomycetes, and other nematodes, algae. Soil health also depends on the 

megafauna and flora: moles, snails, slugs, earthworms, ants, termites, millipedes, woodlice, plant 

taproots, fibrous roots, and plant organs, such as rhizomes and tubers.46 These are the actors of 

the sympoiesis of soil. The drawings become the means by which soil makers and maintainers 

join artists, activists, and scientists. These two-dimensional surfaces involve the processes of soil 
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reclamation and soil health in a collective effort that involves one-on-one exchanges. The 

drawings suggest that the homogenization of knowledge comes from how we learn, think, and 

produce knowledge from the myopic view of a single-species perspective—that of Homo 

sapiens. In the book Staying with the Troubles: Making Kin with the Chthulucene, Donna 

Haraway proposes that we must learn from more diverse modes of doing, knowing and thinking 

(34). Soil-Erg shifts away from the old rationale of absolute knowledge and proposes a new 

paradigm. It makes room for a reconfiguration of learning–teaching–sharing that combines 

sensorial, experiential, and practical skills in response to the connections and relations that make 

up our surroundings. Moreover, the drawings surface reminds us that both human and non-

human efforts are essential to sustain life in soil. This is done by connecting the hand-held traces 

with the traces left by worms who make patterns that emerge in the process of burning and 

(un)burning of the paper under a compost pile, which also adds color and texture to the surface 

of the drawings. The process of making these drawings is a part of the process of reclaiming soil. 

It connects creative and scientific techniques as complementary modes for understanding soil. To 

better illustrate this point, I present the work of soil morphologist Walter L. Kubiëna.  

Kubiëna worked in the middle of the last century and only had access to black and white 

photography to document soil profiles. Kubiëna thought that this medium produced monotonous 

image of the rich soil profile; it was hard to discern each horizon by its color and texture. 

Therefore, Kubiëna opted for a more artistic approach, using watercolors to illustrate the soil 

profile’s rich colors and textures (fig. 5). Director of the Institute of Agricultural Sciences 

Spanish National Research Council Teresa García González on the website “Collection of thin 

sections of soils by Prof. W.L. Kubiëna,” writes that Kubiëna “develop a procedure for observing 

the soil without disturbing it, developing a sampling technique (called Kubiëna boxes) and to 
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prepare thin sections for its observation and study” (n.d.). Pentecost’s drawings are a different 

kind of study of soil, yet both share a similar sensibility for approaching soil; the outcome is 

different Kubiëna is more representational while Pentecost is more abstract. Both artist Pentecost 

and scientist Kubiëna capitalized on two fundamental aspects of soil: the transfer of knowledge 

and the making of a living archive. Their techniques embrace the material qualities and physical 

availability of soil, which is depicted in the layers, or horizons, of the soil profile.  

 

   

Fig. 5. Watercolor by W. L. Kubiëna. Image from Atlas of Soil Profile (Plate XVIII), 

“Oligotrophic (Centro-European) Braunerde below mixed forest on sandstone shale” (Admont, 

Styria).  
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What is the soil profile? A soil profile, first and foremost, is a concept for understanding 

soil's temporal and material dimensions. A soil profile reveals the invisible world beneath 

Earth’s surface and the secrets hidden by the geological forces that shape it. The concept of soil 

horizon links time with the different scientific disciplines of soil science while maintaining the 

specificity of each field of study.  

1.8. Alternative and Complementary Currencies: Toward a Living Currency  

To further explore reclamation in its connection to value, Soil-Erg excavates the haptic 

perception of money’s materiality and its contradictory associations with value. In his essay 

“That Touch of Money,” anthropologist Bill Maurer links the continuous transformation of 

social, economic, and ecological values with the values assigned to money. Soil-Erg’s aesthetic 

input goes beyond the symbolic value of money by passing through money as a giver of value; 

Pentecost’s soil-erg is a living currency. It challenges value through the function and structure of 

money. Money, which is considered the ultimate repository of wealth, is associated with the 

material relations that make power a form of currency. The soil-erg is designed to be a 

replacement for the petrodollar; as Shiva reminds us, “Economics rooted in the soil are centered 

on nature and people. The driving force is maintenance of life, today and in the future. Their 

currency is not money but life itself” (Soil Not Oil 6). The soil-erg is thus a creative way to 

assign value beyond the utilitarian for-profit framework. 

The relationship between money and currency is essential to understanding how 

Pentecost’s artwork uses value for soil reclamation. First, money and currency are not the same 

thing, though they endorse value similarly. Currency is the tangible presence of money, a 

physical repository that tries to encapsulate the complexities of money. Currency must be 

durable, portable, divisible, uniform, and in limited supply, and it is a legal tenancy that money 
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must accept for accounting and taxation purposes. Money, on the other hand, is intangible and 

invisible. Money is a disembodied mobile entity that is both present and absent, yet it exercises 

its power and influences as an agent for value and the commensurability of wealth.  Is the soil-erg 

an alternative or complementary currency? Bill Maurer states that alternative currencies 

replacing entire financial systems is a highly utopian prospect, but complementary money can 

stimulate and re-orientate economic value (Alternative Currency Pt. 1). On the other hand, 

economist Jérôme Blanc, in his essay “Classifying ‘CCs’: Community, Complementary, and 

Currencies’ Types and Generations,” defines complementary currencies (CCs) “community 

currencies” (4). These establish an agreement between parties without legal tender, such as 

cryptocurrencies. Blanc explains that there is difficulty defining and regulating alternative 

currencies and CCs due to the existing official currency system. Returning to Maurer. During his 

lecture “Being Material: Livable” for Arts at MIT, he stated that “money is also social relations, 

all that money is a record of our credit and debts.” Credit and debt constitute an archive. Maurer 

and Blanc agree on the capacity of CCs to add new value to existing economic systems. Maurer 

states that if “we had another way of ascribing value to things, we might be able to do more to 

lead more fulfilling lives” (Alternative Currency Pt. 1). The soil-erg is neither an alternative nor 

a complementary currency; however, it suggests another way of thinking about assigning value 

beyond the already sanctioned monetary systems that are based on speculation. The question is 

how to remain critical under the influence of powerful corporate agribusiness, which undermines 

the complexity of exchanges between ecology and economy and aesthetics and value. Value that 

is reduced to monetary profit loses its connections with the material world, becoming a mimicry 

of the empty circulation of money.  



 

 

66 

The problem of a living currency is its indeterminacy. The soil-erg a living currency 

challenges money’s fungibility and homogeneity as a conceptual metaphor. Soil-Erg shows that 

the homogenization of soil through industrial agricultural practices results in dirt. The soil-erg 

reclaims the aesthetic and anthropological purposes of money by re-establishing social relations 

that further entangle desire with the need to make good soil. The idea of this living currency 

activates our participation with soil, which means rejecting homogenization, equating to a lack of 

social and biological diversity. The soil-erg gives aesthetic value, and it reclaims soil’s social, 

physical, and biological relationships.  

1.9. The Performativity and Identity of Monies 

Economic sociologist Viviane A. Zelizer’s concepts of identity and the performativity of 

money allow for further discernment of how cultural values and meanings are given to different 

aspects of economies and their material relations to art, the economy, and ecology (344). Like 

Pentecost’s Soil-Erg, Zelizer’s essay “The Social Meaning of Money: ‘Special Monies’” 

connects the material representation of money to the transhistorical flux of emotions and effects 

circulating through money.  

Soil-Erg questions the aesthetics of totalization, globalization, and homogenization 

within the flux of emotions created in the gallery space and overflowing into the exterior space 

of the building (see Chapter 2). The question of homogenization is addressed by the different 

functions each element of the artwork performs, championing an aesthetic of parts, multiples, 

and localities. In Zelizer’s performativity of money, it is helpful to notice that there is a similar 

spatial operation between money—or, as she prefers to refer to it, monies, referring to the 

different tenders of money, it becomes plural. Paraphrasing Zelizer, money is a distant public 
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phenomenon when viewed from the money-market position (344). However, there are other 

ways to look at money. Zelizer suggests a close and intimate look at interactions with money:  

“Domestic money raises some of those questions. What kind of money circulates within the 

family? How is it allocated, and how is it used? How do changing social and power relationships 

between family members affect the meaning of the domestic dollar? (352). Pentecost’s living soil 

captures both assumptions. Each part of the installation unveils different modalities of 

circulation, pointing to the pervasiveness of the money market as its power to homogenize value 

for accumulation and profit. Soil-Erg includes tangible sculptures and drawings that recall the 

distinction between currency and money. The relationship between soil as money and soil as 

currency unfolds in the context of agribusiness, food security, and soil health. The artist presents 

the artwork as a series of sediments that create the installation profile, just as a soil profile tells a 

story of soil. The soil story is a crossroads: art meets science, art meets ecology, art meets soil. 

The layered accumulation of semeiotic materials and matter challenges the value of living 

currency by shifting the positions of soil and gold and market value and other values.  

The soil coins, the gold-plated tables, the cabinets, the worms, the leftover food, and the 

vegetable gardens cultivate value not only on exchange but on the qualitative modality of the 

exchange. Soil moves between the intimacy of food and art to the homogenization of soil as a 

commodity. The problem of the intimacy of soil is, as Zelizer describes, the rigid, almost sterile 

view of money and the market (355), which is close in intention to Pentecost’s playful use of the 

erg and the transformation of the gallery space into a money minting facility—the composting 

machine, stacks of soil ergs, and paper money (drawings). Soil-Erg reveals that not all soil is the 

same; similarly, not all money is the same. Economic processes of exchange and consumption 

are one special category of social relations, much as is kinship or religion […] money is a 
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collection of identities closely tied up to the function they perform [and] economic phenomena 

such as money, although partly autonomous, are interdependent with historically variable 

systems of the meaning structure of social relations” (The Social Meaning of Money 371). The 

artwork exceeds functional approaches; as such, it questions the normative and regulative 

ecological functionality of money and soil to suggest that solely economic valuations are ignored 

as a matter of survival.  

Pentecost insists on the question of whether soil should be commodifiable: “They 

[scientists and farmers] have reduced soil to components that can be circulated as products” 

(Notes from the Underground 5). The soil-erg escapes the power of capitalism by not complying 

with the market’s demands. Nevertheless, it plays the game of commodification by resisting the 

same ideas of money and power. Soil-ergs are composted soil, after all—it is important to keep 

repeating the artist’s goal. What if our entire economic model were backed on soil, not just by 

the symbolic soil-ergs but by the potentiality of dirt and the power of transformation in the 

compost pile? Would our life’s reserves be based on soil’s health and vitality? The value of soil 

becomes a polysemic, uncertain, and unpredictable chain of interlinked processes—earth, land, 

ground, soil, dirt, dust, and mud. Art brings to fruition the power of imagination as a real 

possibility for a poetic, vital living currency that can exist in abundance to remove the blockages 

that prevent satisfying interactions and mutual transformations among soilings–humans, 

microbes, fungi, plants, and animals. I reclaim the word soiling, which in its common use to 

describe a child's condition of uncontrollable release of feces after toilet training (Children's 

Health, Soiling (Encopresis) n.d.). I use soilings to connect metabolic processes and their agents: 

humans, microbes, fungi, plants, and animals, as part of the cycle of ingestion, digestion, and 
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excretion. Soiling, however, inverted from its medical use which refers to severe constipation 

that must be released. 

These potentially active agents in human affairs closely relate to the performative quality 

of money. Money is often used in place of something else. It is capable of being replaced at any 

time. The story of money has become a general statement about values. It is not money’s fault 

but rather the reductive method of thinking about money, soil, care, etc. For example, how can 

we reclaim money’s fungibility in terms of relationships that are broken? Fungibility is more 

than a process of abstraction; it introduces the concept of equality and correspondence, i.e., the 

one-dollar bill is equal to four quarters. The limitation of fungibility can be pushed to further 

speculate on how different systems can become commensurable in broader terms, for example, 

the concept of food-mile. For Pentecost, fungibility becomes an arbitrary de-materialization of 

the networks of relations that are canceled in the transfer of value. She writes: “the dollar is an 

abstraction of value, the universal equivalent enabling all other commodities to be traded and 

circulated on the global market.47 Money, as we know it, has an obliterating function: it lets you 

forget all the human and non-human effort it takes to sustain life” (Notes from The Underground 

7). The visual support for sustaining life is developed by the interaction of the gold-plated tables 

and the stacks of soil-ergs. This juxtaposition pushes the edge of meaning in both the field of 

representation and the dominion of symbolism. The stacks of soil-ergs are the accumulation of 

conceptual, artistic, and scientific sediments that are mineralized in the formation of a new soil 

horizon. The artwork answers economics not from the lonely position of economics but from a 

combined position of art and ecology to determine the importance of soil health. Soil health 

becomes the path to value, and value is materially embodied in the processes of reclaiming soil’s 

health. Value as such also creates the conditions for shifting economic models. Returning to 
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Aristotle’s preoccupation with money and coins, while it remains on the table, the new 

preoccupation remains not on the physical aspect of currency but on the intangible and fleeting 

touch of money. But what is the touch of money? Serres gives us the concept of quasi-object. 

This term identifies those objects of unnatural reproducibility —like money. Serres writes “I also 

like to say that bonds comprehend since they join or grasp or seize several things, beasts, or men 

together. The bond is doubtless the first quasi-object suited to making our relations visible and 

concrete; the real chains of obligation, which are light and unburdensome within a space, weigh 

us down at its edges” (Natural Contract, 107). This accommodating quasi-object does not belong 

entirely to the representation of objects nor to the non-representation, but rather as anthropologist 

and cultural theorist Bruno Latour points out, quasi-objects represent themselves –independent 

and monstrous, he writes, “quasi-objects are in between and below the two poles (…) [they] are 

much more social, much more fabricated, much more collective than the ‘hard’ parts of nature” 

(We have Never Been Modern, 55). The collected parts of money and culture make a monstrous 

hybrid. Something filled with an agency just like money, which takes value beyond any 

indented-for value. Money pulls and pushes meaning to its residual makeup of value. Quasi-

objects wired intersubjective bring another kind of reading to the table. Soil-Erg (2012) 

reanimated the wired interactive relationship by emphasizing a continuous creative tension 

between money and soil as a living currency.  

The point of conversion from fiat money to living currency is located on the how matter 

affects matter, “emphasizing the ensemble nature of action and the interconnections between 

persons and things; a theory of vibrant matter presents individuals as simply incapable of bearing 

full responsibility for their effects” (Vibrant Matter 37). Pentecost's soil ergs emphasize action 

and interconnectivity as the shift toward soil reclamation– an interactive relationship capable of 



 

 

71 

influencing aesthetic and ecological factors to participate in the reproductive processes that make 

soil good soil.  

1.10 Soil archive and repository: synthetic nitrogen technology of war 

Toland and Wessolek, in the proceedings from the “2010 19th World Congress of Soil 

Science, Soil Solutions for a Changing World,” write that urban soils offer a unique perspective 

into the past. Soil is an “[a]n archive of the war, peace, cultural, and environmental change [is] 

preserved beneath our backyards and sidewalks” (10). The artwork Soil Erg unfolds a temporal 

map that articulates how the material layers of sedimentation and the accumulation of meaning 

directly imprint into the artwork and the aesthetic value for soil. Soil-Erg highlights in value the 

hidden architecture archived in soil. Soil is under our feet– and indirectly in the food at the table. 

Soil is also responsible for much of the energy that even fuels cars–biofuel.  

Soil is the connector of material conditions and processes. To learn more about soil 

Weintraub promotes the concept of “soil connoisseurship” (Field to Palette, 530). 

Connoisseurship implies an exhaustive understanding of everything that is soil. Learning that 

soil is the connector for material conditions and processes is the starting point for 

connoisseurship. Then we look at soil as ongoing processes that provide biodiversity. Toland 

joins Weintraub in her intention to know soil better. Toland, in her essay “The Vadose Zone,” 

states that soils are “archiving the traces of industrial achievement in the grainy memory of the 

soil” (87). Pentecost, in Soil-Erg’s drawings, reclaims the less-known stories of soil. The artwork 

proposes a rewrite for the future of soil and Earth by reclaiming the multiple temporalities of 

soil. The Soil-Erg’s drawings reclaims the less-known stories of soil as a rewriting of the future 

by retelling the past where the memory of soil is also the history of humanity. The history of soil 
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as such it is the struggle to reclaim vitality and the right to new narratives for soil fecundity in 

(bio)diversity.48  

Geologist David R. Montgomery, in his book Dirt: The Erosion of Civilization, explains 

the connections between soil depletion and history. He points out the often ignored or 

oversimplified role of soil in historical events, which has shaped who and what we are today: 

The human cost of soil exhaustion is readily apparent in the history of regions that long 

ago committed ecological suicide. Legacies of ancient soil degradation continue to 

consign whole regions to the crushing poverty from wasted land. (22) 

Soil-Erg’s adds to the conversation. The accelerated growth of metropolitan areas worldwide 

also is accelerating the depletion and permanent loss of healthy soils. Pentecost states that the 

“agrochemical inputs are derived from the synthetic nitrogen compounds and the poison gasses 

[were] produced in excess for the wars of the twentieth century” (Notes from the Underground 

6). Nitrogen (N) is the most abundant element on Earth; however, it is a weapon in its synthetic 

forms, which includes the many different types of nitrogen compounds in fertilizers. 

Montgomery, in his books, Dirt: The Erosion of Civilization and Growing a Revolution: 

Bringing Our Soil Back to Life, documents the impact of (N) through the politics of 

governmental agencies and multinational corporations that support the agrochemical production 

and distribution of pesticides and synthetic fertilizers, which, being primarily made from 

synthetic nitrogen, are chemical weapons. The production and distribution of synthetic nitrogen 

compounds belong to the technology of war (derived from military research) now turned into 

agricultural products to enhance soil’s productivity–not fertility (See Shiva 2008). Pentecost 

compares the use of synthetic compounds in soil as follows: “Imagine that your life depends on 

vitamins, candy, and continual doses of antibiotics; pricey gizmo foods produced in labs and 
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purchased on credit” (Pentecost, Notes from the Underground 6). Synthetic nitrogen compounds 

have been labeled as improved technology for agriculture that as a side effect contribute to soil 

structural changes, which alter its capacity for absorption thus leaching into the water system as a 

wash out from agricultural fields.  The aquifers become polluted with the runoff, which 

eventually, reaches to the ocean. The wide use of agrochemicals, especially nitrogen compounds 

and pesticides, are responsible for depleting the microfauna and microflora in soil, turning soil 

into dirt. Synthetic nitrogen compounds harm humans and non-humans alike: plants, insects, 

birds, and the soil’s micro-populations. Montgomery notes that most nitrogen occurs naturally, 

and it is the largest amount of gas in our atmosphere: 

Most nitrogen enters soils from the biological fixation of atmospheric nitrogen. While 

there is no such a thing as a nitrogen-fix-plants, bacteria symbiotic with plant hosts, like 

clover (to name but one), reduce inert atmospheric nitrogen to biological ammonia in root 

nodules 2-3 mm long. Once incorporated into soil organic matter, nitrogen can circulate 

from decaying things back into the plants as soil microflora secret enzymes that break 

down large organic polymers into soluble forms such as amino acids that plants can take 

up and reuse. (Dirt 43). 

The problem, then, is not nitrogen but the overuse of synthetic nitrogen compounds. Pentecost 

makes evident these connections between the technologies of war and agriculture through the 

overuse of synthetic nitrogen compounds as fertilizers. So do Vandana Shiva, David R. 

Montgomery, and Michel Serres, who as public figures are speaking against agro-industrial 

models that are overusing nitrogen compounds. There is an institutionalization of war 

technologies passed on to industrial agriculture. The legalization of war and weapons is what; 

ironically, Michel Serres refers to as “the so-called time of peace” (Natural Contract, 8). Serres, 



 

 

74 

in his book The Natural Contract, asks what kind of attitude a moment of emergency such war or 

environmental catastrophe requires. Serres writes:  

War is characterized not by the brute explosion of violence but by its organization and its 

legal status. And, as a result, by a contract: two groups decide, by a common agreement 

on which they give rulings, to devote themselves to battles, pitched or otherwise. (13) 

Global agricultural conglomerates and extractive economies are the presence of these wars in our 

times of peace. In addition, from journalist John Letman, in an interview with Vandana Shiva, 

writes: “war and agriculture came together when the chemicals that were produced for chemical 

warfare lost their markets in war, and the industry organized itself to sell those chemicals as 

agrochemicals” (Seeds and the Militarization of Food n.d.). The contemporary war is pervasive 

and invisible, absorbed into our food supply’s most intimate aspect of human activities. In a state 

of war, the interplay between the actuality of soil and the potentiality of dirt are modes of 

resistance and paths for reclamation. In a continuous state of war against ourselves and the non-

human others (soil’ microfauna and microflora, pollinators: bees and birds, and small rural 

farmers, to name a few), reclaiming the knowledge for healthy soil is imperative.  In a state of 

war, the interplay between the actuality of soil and the potentiality of dirt are modes of resistance 

and paths to reclamation. In a continuous state of war against ourselves and non-human others 

(soil’s microfauna and microflora, pollinators, bees, birds, and small rural farmers, to name a 

few), reclaiming the knowledge needed for healthy soil is imperative. In The Extractive Zone, 

cultural theorist Macarena Barris-Gomez explains that war and militarization are continually 

being reproduced by the colonial dispositifs that are deeply embedded in capitalist modes of 

production and consumption: 
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The Anthropocene, like the militarized production of the extractive zone, demarcates the 

temporalities and spatial catastrophe of the planetary through a universalizing idiom and 

viewpoint that hides the political geographies embedded within the conversion of 

complex life. (4)  

The colonial model promotes a “rational justification” for making wars—eliminating the enemy. 

However, who is the enemy? Are the non-humans—insects, fields, watersheds, plants, weeds, 

and soil—enemies? This question is unexplored in this dissertation, creating possibilities for 

future research. 

Pentecost’s Soil-Erg shows precisely how, in these intricate works, distance and 

proximity and the interdependence and interconnectivity of economic, financial, and ecological 

circulations constantly collate their multidirectional energetic flows. The artwork responds to the 

pressing environmental problem of soil depletion due to extensive agro-industrial practices and 

the commodification of cash crops as large monocultural land extensions. Pentecost’s soil 

sculptures—soil-ergs—are designed to reclaim new relations between food–worm–soil–art–

viewers. However, these relations are suspended in the potentiality of dirt as it becomes soil.  

In conclusion, Soil-Erg captures the fragility of human existence, as well as its resiliency. 

The crumbling soil sculptures make evident their imminent disintegration, a superimposition of 

the symbolism of death. However, death is not the end of soil or dirt. Economy–soil–ecology and 

art–soil–ecology not only crumble to dirt but, tragically, are destined to become dust and blow 

into oblivion. Pentecost’s soil reclamation is the promise of soil. Soil-Erg’s creative method 

becomes the embodiment of multispecies thinking and collective becoming that values the life in 

soil. Thus, reclamation is a political, societal, and cultural act (a relaying); it renders promises 

into capacities for ongoing transformation with the awareness of being collaborative, collective, 
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and cooperative in the diversity of soil. Soil-Erg changes the potentiality of soil into the actuality 

of soil, viewed through the lens of ecological art practices, to rethink the aesthetic of soil beyond 

a natural resource or natural capital, promoting the paradigm of economic growth and its 

“natural” evolutionary development in market economies as obsolete values, now replaced by 

the new value of a living currency that is alive.  
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 CHAPTER TWO 

 

What Hides? (On Urban Soils and the Minga) 

 

 

Life buried in the darkness of the soil. It is the symbol of obscurity that makes what is 

visible possible. 

– Michel Marder, Of Plants and Other Secrets, n.d. 

 

 

What are urban soils? Why do urban soils matter? Why should we reclaim them? 

According to Oxford University researchers Hannah Ritchie and Max Roser write: “more than 

half of the world’s population now live in urban areas” (Environmental Impacts of Food 

Production n.d.). The dramatic increase and redistribution of the world’s population raises many 

concerns regarding the need for more studies of urban soil’s function and the dynamics of urban 

ecology. This chapter completes the analysis of Soil-Erg (2012), focusing on the vertical gardens 

that are the extension of composting to gardening and the fulfillment of the new value for soil. A 

new value that demands the remediation of polluted soils and the better use of land, which are 

addressed through artist Frances Whitehead’s SLOW Clean-up (2008–2012), an art project that 

resembles an urban garden or a botanical garden. However, the plants cultivated in this garden 

are what make it more than a botanical garden; it is a phytoscape, wherein plants amend soil 

contamination from hydrocarbon pollution.  
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In these two art projects, I look at soil in its entanglement with post-industrial 

development and the consolidation of urban sites; these soils are called “urban soils.” Both art 

projects highlight the increasingly limited access to land for cultivation due to pollution, a lack of 

urban planning (designating green spaces for urban farming, recreation, and conservation), and 

the growing need for housing and other real estate matters. Soil scholar Alexandra Toland 

explains that the understanding of urban soils must “include links between archive functions and 

larger issues of energy and consumerism, the role of urban soils in climate change and habitat 

loss debates, or the role of the soil-hydrological interfaces in land use policy and land use 

change” (Soil Art 43). These two art projects propose solutions that first reclaim the space for 

soil, and then remediate the quality of the soil to create access to good soil for urban centers’ 

needs. 

To reclaim the quality and value of urban soil, first and foremost, the hidden soil under 

the pavement must become visible. Beneath the concrete, the multiple functions and other 

dimensions of soil, such as food cultivation and climate change regulation through carbon 

sequestration, are halted, diminished, or underperforming. Paying attention to urban soils is 

urgent. Urban soils are unseen layers of rocks, dirt, asphalt, and underground waters. Urban soils 

go through the process of building cities, including digging, removing, relocating, and covering 

the soil for constructing roads, buildings, factories, and brownfields. These actions to the land 

and the soil distribute the biological, chemical, and physical of soil formation, especially 

disturbing to soil formation when covered by concrete and the vegetation is removed. To 

understand what lies beneath the possibilities for reclaiming urban space for soil. It is imperative 

to understand the relations to and with soil under these changing conditions of urbanization. To 

this end, the chapter looks at urban gardens as the means to reclaim soil.  These two artworks, 
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Soil-Erg’s vertical gardens, composting symposium, and SLOW Cleanup, show the importance 

of assigning value to soil health and the possibilities of using plants and compost. For example, 

gardening contributes to food autonomy—it is essential to remember that “food is a common 

good” (Agropoetics Reader 11). Soil-Erg’s vertical gardens and composting symposium to 

extend the symbolic valuations of soil proposed by the soil-erg explained in Chapter One. And 

Frances Whitehead’s SLOW Clean-up (2008–2012) contextualizes soil remediation as a social 

and cultural catalyst for urban renewal–especially in neighborhoods impacted by urban decay 

and pollution. These two garden art projects connect the urban interphase of soil, plants, and 

pollution as part of the circulation of flows and energies in urban areas. The gardens are art 

projects embedded in spaces occupied by city dwellers. Toland and Wessolek, in their essay 

“Beneath the Pavement: The Vadose Zone,” write,  

It is important to emphasize that gardening is perhaps the most creative and empowering 

way that city people can engage with their environment. In recent years engaged 

gardening has attracted the attention of people from all walks of life, turning food 

production into a cultural spectacle and community event. (107) 

Both artworks, Soil-Erg and SLOW Cleanup connect what is under the pavement with what is 

above to reveal the hidden architecture of urbanization and its post-industrial legacy: soil 

depletion, pollution, and urban decay. Soil-Erg and SLOW Cleanup take advantage of the public 

interest in gardening to further explore the relationship between soil and plants; the gardens and 

their plants perform fantastic transformations, which are needed for revitalizing the soil and 

forlorn communities. I argue for the importance of urban gardening as a creative and political 

tool for reclaiming soil and land. This chapter first introduces a more in-depth exploration of the 

soil profile, already presented in Chapter One, to set up the chapter's conceptual framework. The 
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soil profile describes and represents what is under our feet. The second part of this chapter 

describes and analyzes the artworks: Soil-Erg’s vertical gardens and composting symposium and 

SLOW Cleanup’s phytoscapes. Then, to close, I introduce the concept of the minga to the layers 

of the ethical-aesthetic dimensions of gardening as a collaborative communal activity with soil, 

proposing that the minga becomes the new ethical ground for soil remediation. The minga is a 

communal practice from the Amerindians in the Andean mountains of Ecuador. I borrow the 

word minga because, as a practice, it has endured colonial oppression and continues to resist 

postcolonial attacks. As a concept, the practice of the minga explores reciprocity as a reflective 

mode of resistance and survival. I reduce the dynamics of this rich practice to a concept that fits 

the scope of soil remediation as a creative practice and an artistic expression. The minga is not 

fully developed from anthropological, ethnographic, or historical positions; these exceed the 

limits of this study. Nonetheless, I provide bibliographical information for those who want to 

further explore the minga. 
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2.1. Soil Profile and the Form of Soil (Interface for Creative Practices and Art) 

 

Fig. 6.  Lucia Harrison, Old Growth: Beneath the Forest Floor II, 2015, Mixed medium: 

handmade paper, water-based relief ink, watercolor, linen thread, and wood, 7 X 1.75 X 9 inches.  

A representation of a soil profile. 

 

What is a soil profile? A soil profile is a vertical exposure of soil that goes from the 

surface or top layer of soil to the deep layer of the parent rock. The soil profile, for scientists, is a 

method with which to identify the defining factors for soil formation: climate (Cl), organisms 

(O), relief (R), and time (T), creating the acronym CLORT.49 Why should we look at soil profile 

for a formal description of soil and for its interface with art and creative practices? A soil profile 

is not only an accumulation of layers of materials, such as minerals, organic matter, water, and 

air; it is the site for soil’s physical and chemical transformations—it is the space where dirt 

becomes soil. A soil profile is a portrait of soil; it gives us the predominant traces, gestures, and 
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qualities that make soil an individual expression of the local. The soil profile entangles the 

physical and biochemical relations that make each layer appear on top or below one another, 

making each portrait unique to its region of the globe. Jean Luc Nancy, in his book Portraits, 

gives several useful descriptions of what portraits are and what they mean; a soil profile is a 

portrait of the Earth. Nancy writes, 

 With the invention of the portrait, the subject does not give itself the pleasure of an 

image; instead, it assures itself of the certainty of a presence (its “own”); it has invented 

itself. (Another way of putting it would be to say that pleasure and certainty here are the 

work of one and the same joy.) (19) 

The soil profile shows the certainty of soil’s presence manifested as the inner workings of 

interconnectivity and interdependence. Represented in a vertical accumulation of time and matter 

inventing itself its “own” being. Matter and processes are intensely intertwined with dirt (rocks 

and minerals), soil (compost and biological matter), and environmental conditions (water flows, 

pressure, wind, etc.) to create uniqueness.  

Furthermore, uniqueness characterizes local soils. The making of soil becomes the 

making of history, culture, and memory. Artist Lucia Harrison, Old Growth: Beneath the Forest 

Floor II (fig. 6), writes on her website, “A soil profile reveals layers of forests altered by 

geologic forces: fire, flood, volcanic eruption, and lahar. Even the bedrock lies upon shifting 

tectonic plates.”50 Harrison’s description of a soil profile paints a portrait of soil that represents 

much more than images; it shows the subtle and hidden features of the soil. Her work captures 

the entanglements that turn dirt into soil.  

The representation of the soil profile makes the form of soil. Pentecost acknowledges the 

uniqueness of soil and the form it takes. “All soil is not the same” (Notes from the Underground 
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5). The form of soil comprises the soil profile plus other factors that make soil local. “Distinct 

mixtures of soil and climate determine what will grow in any given part of the world. The French 

call this terroir: the singular micro-ecosystem of soil, climate, and method that makes one farm’s 

wine, cheese, or sausage taste different from that of its neighbor. This is the site-specificity of 

cultivation” (Pentecost, Notes from the Underground 5). The form of soil is the terroir. Terroir 

becomes a concept that can help understand that the formation of soil is biological and 

geological. The United States Department of Agriculture (USDA), in their website on soils, also 

use the CLORT to define the form of soil: “Soil forms layers or horizons, roughly parallel to the 

earth’s surface, in response to five soil forming factors: 1) parent material, 2) relief or 

topography, 3) organisms (including humans), 4) climate, and 5) time” (USDA, Soil Formation). 

However, it is also important to remark that soil’s formation is determined by the relationships 

among human labor, cultural practices–agriculture, and technology. Labor, culture, and 

technology constitute the anthropogenic layer of soil, which can add or subtract from the form of 

soil. In the form of soil, it is possible to observe the different combinations of scientific and 

cultural understandings of soil to address how meaning is assigned to the form of soil. For 

Pentecost and Whitehead, the form of soil is the blueprint for their artistic interactions with soil 

and the interface for participation in the creative processes that unfold from the artworks. For 

example, in Soil-Erg, soil formation is visually captured by the linkage between the composting 

machine in the gallery space and the composted materials produced therein, which have been 

used in the vertical gardens outside the gallery space. Here, the form of soil directly relates to the 

actuality of soil and the potentiality of dirt. The actuality of soil and the potentiality of dirt take 

the form of soil beyond contentious entanglement in the compost bin.  
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The form of soil is a new way of thinking about soil that offers an affective quality like 

philosopher Donna Haraway’s tentacular thinking; the form of soil is “entangled with the 

ongoing” (Staying with the Trouble 43). These entanglements are labors of love—the cultivation 

of the plants and the composting of organic matter to nourish the soil. The form of soil also 

comprises unwanted connections, inevitable inter-relations, undesirable multiplicities, pollution, 

and (neglected) dependency on oneself, others, and one’s surroundings. The form of soil, 

through the actuality of soil, reveals what is captured between the actuality of soil and the 

potentiality of dirt to create a moment wherein the difference between what makes soil and what 

makes dirt is disclosed. It is essential to note that alongside generative entities are chemical 

entities, such as pesticides and fertilizers, that degenerate soil. In addition, the physical violence 

done to soil through excessive tillage, planting of monocultures using genetically modified seeds, 

and—perhaps most importantly—greed blocks the potentiality of dirt to become soil. The form 

of soil, as a critical and aesthetic tool, makes it possible to recognize soil as a unique site where 

abiotic and biotic factors generate possibilities for renewing ecosystems, and it becomes an 

interface for creative practices and art. 

The soil profile has geological inscriptions and biological modifications. Soil was the 

first accumulation of material elements that made life possible outside water. In The Sea Around 

Us, Rachel Carson writes, “The land must have been bleak and hostile beyond the power of 

words to describe. Imagine a whole continent of naked rock, across which no covering mantle of 

green had been drawn—a continent without soil” (24). This is how the world was before the first 

plants came to land. The formation of the soil profile is one of the most important geological 

processes of our planet. It creates soil from dirt and mud, and it records the memory of Earth 
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itself, which is being forgotten as people lose contact with soil in their everyday experiences in 

urban environments of concrete and pavement. 

To further expand on the importance of soil profiles as portraits of Earth, I quote from 

geologist David R. Montgomery’s Dirt: The Erosion of Civilization: 

If Earth had come with an operating manual, the first chapter might be titled something 

like “How to Protect Soil, Mother of All Life.” It would portray soil as a dynamic 

interface between geology and biology, the bridge between the dead rock and the bustling 

realm of life. (9–10)  

This bridge between geology and biology encompasses what anthropologist Phillipe Descola, in 

the preface for the anthology Soil and Culture, argues is the base identity of who we are: 

The texture of things does not exist as transcendental kingdoms but are the results of a 

long epistemological construction. After all, let’s not forget that in Latin, ‘soil’ (humus) 

and ‘human’ (homo) come from the same Indo-European root meaning ‘earth.’ (xv)  

Soil profiles allow us to classify and organize the occurrences and history of minerals, water, and 

climate interactions, which have been recorded in the dirt. These accumulations of material 

layers and processes create a cohesive taxonomy for rational measurement, yet they also ignite a 

cosmological entanglement with the subtle body of the Earth. A soil profile is an anchor for 

observing better understanding the importance of soil and the possibilities for a sustainable 

future, highlighted by the terroir and the local. From this position, it is possible to shift away 

from economic models of exploitation and toward a generative model of soil reclamation, as set 

by the urban garden model.  
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The different soil profiles can be compared to the archive. Philosopher Jacques Derrida's 

understanding of the archive can be used as a point of departure for exploring the soil profile also 

as a site that storages wanted and unwanted material residues for example pesticides and other 

anthropogenic pollutants that sift down in the dark layers of sediments that make the surface of 

the earth. Derrida, in his book Archive Fever: A Freudian Impression, writes, 

The archive, as printing, writing, prosthesis, or hypomnesis techniques in general, is not 

only the place for stocking and conserving an archivable content of the past which would 

exist in any case, such as, without the archive, one still believes it was or will have been. 

No, the technical structure of the archiving archive also determines the structure of the 

archivable content even in its very coming to existence and its relationship to the future. 

(16–17) 

Soil is the archive of the Earth (geological and anthropogenic), and as such it is both the content 

of what is being archived and the site of what is archived. Soil takes on the archiving role of the 

protector of the future of biodiversity. To problematize soil as an archive, is to face with the 

tangible disruption of violent engagements to and with soil (monocrop agriculture and mega 

mining are two examples that erase the memory of soil). Soil as an archive challenges Derrida’s 

use of the archive because soil includes everything (every trace, every mark, every index) in its 

material form not drawn towards death but rather towards transformation and life.51 Soil-Erg 

transforms the archive to reveal soil an unstable site for transformation rather than erasure that 

makes visible what otherwise rest invisible, the form of soil and its connections to the Earth; 

thus, the soil profile gives the form to the archive as a hypomnesis–a washout memory of the 

past– that becomes more than an impaired memory of events that become evident in the art 

installation.  
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The formal layout of the artistic elements of Soil-Erg moves from the symbolic shapes of 

the soil-ergs to the formlessness of the compost produced in the composting machine and used in 

the vertical gardens. Here, the compost acquires something like hypomnesis of a future beyond 

the recovery, and a fainted past. The cycles of the cultivation and growth of vegetables and other 

plants reclaims the possibilities for soil new value. To connect science to economy, economy to 

ecology, and ecology to art. Soil-Erg’s hypomnesis constructs an alternative architecture for 

what could be archived in relationships to and with the form of soil. In other words, it is the 

potentiality of dirt. Reclaiming urban soils is an act of reclaiming knowledge of plants, seeds, 

soils. Reclaiming urban soils is a sidestep into a new ecology involving the form of soil and the 

city. Anthropologist Gregory Bateson developed the idea of an “ecology of mind” as a 

conceptual framework, from which I borrow the following definition: “the unity of survival is 

organism plus environment” (Ecology of Mind 483) equates cultivating urban. See diagram: 

 

  {unit of survival = organism + environment = gardens + city = unit of survival}  

 

Pentecost quotes Bateson in her “Notes from The Underground N061,” a contributing statement 

for the exhibition d(13). Pentecost uses this opportunity to further expand Bateson’s ideas: “the 

unity of survival is organism plus environment” to “The unit of survival is organism plus. In the 

case of terrestrial plants, ‘organism plus’ means the seed plus soil” (Scapegoat, Notes from the 

Underground 279). 

What is soil? A mixture of sand, silt, and clay inhabited and structured by a diverse living 

microcosm. Picture a specific plant that you know and love, a brilliant red maple tree, a 

blooming lilac, a row of irises. The form of soil has also been domesticated, into what we call 
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agriculture. Agriculture is technē, a crafting with soil that sides with power structures to 

determine how we engage with what we eat and the land where we stand. In Soil-Erg, the 

distinction between domestication and cultivation –art and craft—becomes an act of resistance 

that is represented by reclaiming technē as both art and craft with soil to move away from the 

controlling of soil into the open field of knowing soil. Pentecost tells us that the connections 

between seeds, soil, and humans have been developed as part of the long and complicated history 

of the domestication of the environment (Pentecost, Being Material: Livable).52 For Pentecost, 

the technē of agriculture becomes cultivation as a “form of collective knowledge” (Notes from 

the Underground 4). Collective knowledge yields value through soil’s health, which manifests in 

good food’s flavors, colors, and textures. What is valuable is not the process of domestication but 

the form it takes as what is livable.  

In its own way, Whitehead’s SLOW Clean-up presents knowledge for a horticultural 

stage—not for the plant as food, but for the capacity of the plant to detoxify the soil and beautify 

urban spaces so that we can recuperate what is livable. Toland contends, any project that deals 

with soil “is disguised as sculpture and performance art” (128). The site’s layout introduces a 

soft slope to create a shallow amphitheater for phytoremediation. The space design invites 

interaction between plants and city dwellers in the collaboration of knowledge and remediation, 

activating the potentiality of dirt.  

Gardening and plants are agents of knowledge transfer, and the production and 

cultivation of new knowledge are grounded in the ability of the soil to set up an interface for 

creative practices and art. Urban soils are sites for the reclamation of darkness, of the non-

reflective layers that make up the soil underneath the pavement. The interphase soil and plants 

reclaim the metaphor of light, moving it from objective knowledge of the plant itself to situated 
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knowledge at the garden–a social space.53 The absorption of sunlight performed by plants 

harnesses “the precious alchemy of turning light and air to sugar” (Braiding Sweetgrass 336); 

this photosynthetic energy is the fuel for transformation. Philosopher Michael Marder also insists 

that a plant is “a source of life buried in the darkness of the soil. It is the symbol of obscurity that 

makes what visible possible” (Of Plants 19). The process of soil remediation is a transformation 

that makes the invisible underlying soil’s connections with its ecosystem visible as necessary 

partners and collaborators for the renewal of vital spaces and places for food and good living.  

2.2. Vertical Gardens  

 

 

Fig. 7. Claire Pentecost, Soil-Erg, 2012, Vertical Gardens.  

Image courtesy of the artist. 
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Soil-Erg’s vertical gardens are a model for a new valuation of urban soil. The three 

vertical gardens installed in the courtyard adjacent to the Ottoneum’s gallery space housing the 

soil-erg drawings, soil ingots, and composting machine (fig. 7). Pentecost worked with designer 

Ben Friton to develop a design for the vertical gardens, in collaboration with the University of 

Kassel Agricultural Department.54 The vertical gardens, which are also called edible pillars, were 

installed throughout the city of Kassel. This section focuses on the participatory aspect of the 

installation, which is activated through tending the vertical gardens and participation in the 

composting symposium. The vertical gardens explored the social and biological connections 

between worms, soil, plants, land use, and city dwellers in producing seasonal food as the 

principal means for sustainable living. “The aim of the project is the development and testing of 

crop and vegetable pillars for city farming as well as for education, public relations, and 

marketing of the organic and sustainable food and farming sector” (Crop Pillars n.d.). In each 

part of the installation, Soil-Erg addresses material functions of soil to reveal how interconnect 

multiple agents contribute to fertility.  

Each element of the installation Soil-Erg contributes to the larger idea behind it, each 

element presents accumulative material knowledge of soil, from mineral formations to organic 

and cultural enrichment. Soil-Erg unfolds the benefits of communication and beneficial 

interactions between the different parts of the artwork. This approach to artmaking takes 

inspiration from ecology’s concept of mutualism, which describes beneficial interaction among 

species. Mutualism extended to art becomes a conceptual model for connecting the artwork 

beyond its limits of d(13); instead, mutualism opens Soil-Erg for additional reciprocal exchanges 

with other collaborators outside the art world, for example working with Kassel University 
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Agricultural Department. The vertical gardens take yet another path to reclaim value for soil, 

moving from the symbolic to the practical reclamation of the value of soil in cities.55  

 The vertical gardens and the composting symposium are an innovative approach to a 

challenge to shift the paradigms of progress and modern life—standardization, homogeneity, and 

extinction—to value soil as a model of co-existence and resistance. Part of their strategy is to 

introduce a different kind of visibility that connects the what, the where, and the how food enters 

our body daily. There are many difficulties that the reclamation and remediation of urban soil 

must endure. Toland documents several art projects that focus directly on the challenges of urban 

gardening in her book Field to Palette: Dialogues on Soil and Art in the Anthropocene and her 

previous research on soil and art. For example, Toland describes the work of artists and 

filmmakers Nora Mandray and Helene Bienvenu, who documented the “growing locavore and 

urban agriculture movement in the United States, motivating audience members to feel 

empowered to take action, no matter their circumstances or background” (141). These local 

urban gardens resist the control of the corporate agroindustry by reclaiming their bonds to soil 

through the process of growing food and inviting city dwellers to become part of the process of 

reclaiming soil for better living. 

 Vertical gardening creates opportunities for seasonal planting and growing vegetables for 

those without access to land. Pentecost sees the problem of urban sites in terms of space and 

economic access; thus, the vertical design, with its small footprint, allows people who do not 

have access to land or city gardens to maintain an abundant, seasonal growing space. It is 

relevant to bring to attention to the fact that gardens need to be maintained, which means taking 

responsibility. Haraway describes responsibility as the ability to respond, writing, “The science 

art worldlings cultivate robust response-ability for powerful and threatened places and beings. 
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Each is a model system for sympoietic, multiplayer, multispecies thinking and action located in a 

particularly sensitive place” (Staying with the Trouble 71). This simple use of the hyphen 

between “response” and “ability” creates a new word that gives direction to and asks for a 

commitment from stakeholders to reclaim urban spaces through actively mobilizing will and 

desire to transform these spaces activating creative social and civic practice in the community. 

The urban vertical gardens are gathering places.  

  A garden is a site for socially engaged art practices. Cultural critic Claire Bishop, in her 

book Participation, summarizes the conditions for participation under three categories: 

“activation; authorship; community” (12). Socially engaged art practices require participation 

that emerges in moments of contestation and in spaces of vulnerability. These three categories—

activation, authorship, and community—provoke shifts in the aesthetic relations between art, 

viewers, materials, and institutions. Activation, authorship, and community is not an obtruding 

approach to social change, it is a welcoming invitation is not an overthrow of prevalent aesthetic, 

economic, and political systems and values. Instead, it offers the possibility to recognize that the 

“[a]rtistic models of democracy have only a tenuous relationship to actual forms of democracy” 

(5), which means that to maintain democratic models, we need continuous response-ability. For 

Pentecost, these tenuous relationships must be extended into the non-human worlds. Bishop’s 

categories are designed around humans, but Pentecost and Haraway see the limitations of 

focusing solely on humans. After all, whether we like it or not, human lives are deeply 

intertwined with and depend on non-human others, both living and nonliving. Thus, activation, 

authorship, and participation shift toward engagement, co-authorship, and collaboration with the 

more-than human. This is the basis of Pentecost’s composting enthusiasm, which reminds us that 

soil is a living ecosystem.56  
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To understand engagement, co-authorship, and collaboration in Soil-Erg’s vertical 

gardens, we must accept the invitation to be attentive to others beyond the human. David 

Abrams, in his book Spell of the Sensuous, develops the concept of “perception as participation” 

(43–44) meaning paying attention to being present. Being present is a humble approach to the 

mundane tasks of the everyday, such as the details of what and how we eat, what we do with our 

leftover food, and what happens with the biological matter after digestion. The simplicity of the 

ordinary challenges the grandiose and heroic impetus that proposes the overthrowing of old 

regimes. Gardening proposes a shift from the fringes to awaken a sort of anomic reclamation, a 

frenzy to move toward values grounded in soil’s health. 

The vertical gardens allow us to see the intricate flow of energy in the food web that 

connects the soil to the city, the garden to the worm, the worm to the food, the food to digestion, 

digestion to excretion, and excretion to compost. Philosopher and urban planner Manuel 

DeLanda explains the importance of understanding the role of the food web in urban centers, as 

this concept was wrongly replaced with that of the food pyramid with the rise of cities: 

Together, humans and their ‘extended family’ of domesticates, as the historian Alfred 

Crosby calls it, transformed a heterogeneous mesh-work of species (a temperate forest) 

into a homogeneous hierarchy, since all biomass now flowed toward a single point at the 

top. In a sense, a complex food web was replaced by a simplified food pyramid, at least 

in those areas where urbanization had triumphed. (A Thousand Years 108) 

The point at the top of this pyramid is the human consumption of food/energy. Gardening and 

composting locally re-attaches us to the soil food web—multiple scales and ontological beings 

coalescing in the energetic exchanges of being eaten and eating—which is denied by the urban 

spaces, where humans are outside the food web (an in-depth analysis of this concept is included 
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in Chapters Four and Five). In these artistic expressions of vertical gardens –community 

gardens–humans and non-humans alike can gather, expanding our material engagement with soil 

by being together and witnessing the processes of soil growing food while also becoming food 

for the worms in the compost. It is also important to note that these gardens connect to the 

broader global network of gardens and to the activism of gardeners reclaiming soil as a political 

event. As such, the garden becomes a philosophical praxis that enacts what philosophers Gilles 

Deleuze and Felix Guattari call the “politics of sorcery”: 

 …a politics of sorcery, which is elaborated in assemblages that are neither those of the 

family nor of religion nor of the State. Instead, they express minoritarian groups, or 

groups that are oppressed, prohibited, in revolt, or always on the fringe of recognized 

institutions, groups more secret for being extrinsic, in other words, anomic. (A Thousand 

Plateaus 247). 

 The idea of anomic reclamation is a politics of sorcery; it challenges the current structures of 

power to reclaim what is neglected, which is to shift values from the ground up and enter a 

different state of being, which I call a state of extended reciprocity. Extended reciprocity flows 

from the more-than human to the human to the other non-human. Anomic becomes the audacity 

of the mundane, plants, gardeners, soil, bees, art, visitors, and sites enter a state of possibility—

expressed as engagement, co-authorship, and collaboration—from the fringes of global 

capitalism. They become the glue that conjures and holds together the messiness of 

interconnectivity among both willing and unwilling partakers in the soil food web. 

The vertical gardens speak to the extensive web connecting the network of gardens 

installed at the different sites of d(13) and to the growing movement of urban gardens at large. 

To illustrate this point, I mention the following gardens installed at d(13): the collective 
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AND…AND…AND…’s The Tea Garden, which is also installed at the Ottoneum building’s 

front entrance; Pierre Huyghe’s artwork Untilled; and Kristina Buch’s The Lover, an outdoor 

habitat for butterflies, which is on the lawn of the Friedrichsplatz across the street from 

Documenta Hall. These gardens add tangible and visual textures to our understanding of soil 

through their growing leaves, flowers, and fruits. They make evident the bonds between the 

gardeners, the bees, and all other active visible and invisible agents responsible for caring for the 

soil. Activist and curator Linda Weintraub describes a new modality of participation and 

collaboration with others and with matter itself that pays homage to materiality while letting 

unpredictability be part of the processes of transformation. Weintraub writes, 

Eco Material artists are reaffirming art’s time-honored role as an era’s exemplar of 

material interaction. They are reacquainting the public with the lapse wonders of weight, 

texture, moisture, temperature, fragility, suppleness, elasticity, bulge, hollow, contour, 

and a host of other physical properties that belong to Earthly matter. (What’s Next? 17)  

Soil-Erg’s vertical gardens challenge artistic and aesthetic norms and practices still prevalent in 

institutional art practices. The vertical gardens address the conundrum of interconnectivity and 

interdependence by addressing the impact of urban ecology. The vertical gardens are acts of 

artistic collaboration, civic participation, and collective endeavor that integrate the interactions of 

discernable and indiscernible agents. The gardens, as an art form, go beyond thematization of the 

environmental problem of soil: they propose concrete and ethical solutions for soil in urban 

spaces. The vertical gardens can be seen as a proposed solution based on ethical aesthetic 

approaches that are not necessarily overtly political. The gardens explore the physicality of 

matter, the acquisition of conceptual frameworks, and practical applications for change (What’s 

Next? 17 & 55). The change of matter has two meanings: the physical transformation of organic 
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matter into compost, and a change in values and aesthetic perceptions. The gardens emphasize 

both kinds of change through the reclamation of both soil and the community’s health through 

active soil remediation. This is the potentiality of dirt as it becomes the actuality of soil. 

To close this section, I side with philosopher Michel Serres sees anticipation as a mode of 

becoming; he writes, “We must anticipate and decide” (Natural Contract 5). To anticipate is to 

become a preamble for changing the way we decide on and perceive value, which for soil would 

mean to find “peace among ourselves to protect the world, and peace with the world to protect 

ourselves” (Natural Contract 25). To anticipate is to seek reciprocity. Soil-Erg’s vertical gardens 

anticipate possibilities for reconciliation and survival through healthy soil that can feed and give 

life in diversity and abundance for both humans and non-humans.  

2.3. The Composting Symposium 

The Composting Symposium was a public event that took place in conjunction with local 

farmers. The format of the event as a creative forum further cultivates becoming soil as a shift 

between the actuality of soil and the materiality of dirt. The actuality of soil embodies an 

unresolved mystery that demands unraveling political, economic, ecological, and metaphysical 

implications vis-à-vis the material process of composting. The artwork Soil-Erg through the 

Composting Symposium opens the dialogue to ask whether we are ready to reclaim qualitative 

lifestyles over a commodified lifestyle often imposed by the state, the church, education, 

capitalism, modernity, etc. The Composting Symposium, as a creative approach to soil 

reclamation is a step toward a more integrated approach to urban life. Toland remarks: 

Art works made in and about gardens and farms, for example, by Claire Pentecost, Future 

Farmers, Matthew Moore, Urbaniahoeve, or Tattfoo Tan, are conceptually linked to the 
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function of the soil as producer of food and biomass … [They] make reference to habitat 

and gene pool functions of soil. (Soil Art 39) 

The Composting Symposium aims to highlight the vitality of soil present in urban agriculture 

and gardening practices. It uses creative tools to materialize the affirmative response to soil 

reclamation. While the vertical gardens metabolize dirt, war, and pollution to grow and reclaim 

soil, plants, and vitality. The Composting Symposium connects the possibilities for reclamation 

as a tangible new kind of resistance–composting– that, changes worlds within worlds, not only 

by giving back organic matter to soils but by contributing to a more livable urban space. with 

itself. The outcome from the Composting Symposium was the Declaration of Support to the 

Composting Symposium, which was signed by more than 70 participants at the Seed Conference 

organized by d(13) on the 15th of September 2012.  

The Composting Symposium blurs the lines of art and life. During the symposium 

farmers, gardeners, and the public in general gather to learn composting techniques, thus, going 

from an art experiment into becoming an eco social event where soil care is at the core. The 

Composting Symposium becomes accessible and participatory. The eco aesthetic effects of the 

Composting Symposium turn into civic gathering for reclaiming urban green spaces. Reclaiming 

soil is a form of relaying, which philosopher Isabelle Stengers defines as the carrying forward of 

“capacities in the form of ongoing processes that affect the transformation of the collective and 

the individual; thus ‘reclaiming is a transformative process, not a position’” (150). Soil 

reclamation is a material-based creative practice that can also be an artistic tool.  

In Soil-Erg’s Composting Symposium ignites the artistic process of soil valuation within 

the broader scopes of cultural, scientific, and ecological changes–swerving’s.57 I have picked up 

the verb “to swerve,” as it indicates a sudden change of direction. What does swerving have to 
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do with the valuation of soil? The artwork shifts slightly from an artistic approach to soil, as a 

resource or an art medium, to a social one where soil is viewed as alive. Soil, as live, is an 

unexpected and unusual medium for art; however, soil reclaims the ability to anticipate 

something else. To anticipate is to develop an ability to resist what drains vitality. The ability to 

resist is a preparation for what is to come and to engage decisively. Vandana Shiva, Michael 

Serres, Alexandra Toland, and Claire Pentecost are among the thinkers and artists who are 

engaged with soil reclamation as a mode of creative resistance, which is a political action. 

Pentecost’s Soil-Erg is deeply rooted in local cultural connections to the site, hence the 

Composting Symposium. The combined approach that the artist uses has a two-way exchange 

within the local geographies of the terroir. The terroir describes the singularity of soil and its 

ability to become part of the planet’s soil-food system, which follows under the principles of 

interconnectivity and porosity. In this concrete case, the Composting Symposium promotes 

health as a collaboration of multiple local participants determined to contribute to urban gardens 

as a way of reclaiming artistic and political actions in the city. The concept of the terroir is at the 

intersection of the ecology, economy, and aesthetics of the local. The local is based on 

communal actions, and it aims to reclaim soil health and resist the rapid growth of global agro-

urbanization.  

To close this section, the vertical garden and the Composting Symposium propose 

aesthetic responses of the locals, who oppose the current influences of neoliberal policies and 

global food production and distribution strategies. Pentecost embraces soil regeneration as a 

local, cultural, and sociopolitical engagement connecting us to the food we eat and that our soil 

eats; it is becoming soil. Echoing, Vandana Shiva remarks, at the September 4, 2015, Soil not Oil 

International Conference: Practicing Sustainable Agriculture to Restore Ecosystems and 
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Mitigate Climate Change where she stated: “we must not talk about food production but soil 

regeneration” (Shiva, Soil not Oil International Conference). In addition, the UN General 

Assembly to celebrate soil and recognize its central role in life on this planet proposed to create a 

“World Soil Day” and declared 2015 as the “International Year of Soils” under the Resolution 

68/232 (UN General Assembly 2013). Pentecost's proposition with Soil-Erg adds to the efforts of 

recognizing soil by going a step further, which is to say the artwork sees soil as more than a 

natural resource but as a living social being.  

Soil-Erg’s five artistic elements do not solve the problem of seeing soil as a natural 

resource or seeing nature as capital. However, the soil-erg sculptures, the drawings, the 

composting machine, vertical gardens, and the Composting Symposium let us inquire in a more 

informed manner into the process of soil depletion and its global effects. The Food and 

Agriculture Organization (FAO) of the United Nations lists the following statistics: “33% of the 

Earth’s soils are already degraded and over 90% could become degraded by 2050” (“Global 

Symposium on Soil Erosion”). The artwork shifts values toward a systematic understanding of 

soil, engulfing and digesting connections where value is not directly associated with money or 

profit. Soil-Erg provides tangible solutions for stopping soil degradation and reclaiming old 

technologies to improve soil’s health–composting.  Furthermore, Soil-Erg moves art from the 

abstract to the concrete by thinking beyond sustainability and progress. The artwork seeks to 

place soil as an invisible force that drives the good life. 
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2.4. SLOW Clean-up  

 

Fig. 8. Frances Whitehead, SLOW Clean-up, 2008–2010, Digital rendering for the phytoscapes 

in the city of Chicago. 

 

In a different type of strategy, artist Frances Whitehead’s SLOW Clean-up is set up as a 

garden-like landscape designed with phytoremediation plants, which are plants that help soil re-

enter a state of health.58 The Japanese Cherry Blossom Festival inspired Whitehead’s gardens. 

Her artwork takes us from the everyday to an extraordinary spring event and the cycles of 

seasonal change. Whitehead explains that “transient blooming has attracted audiences for 

centuries. This phenologic extravaganza will become living data visualization in time and space” 

(Civic Experiments n.d.). On the project website, the artist explains why beauty is cardinal for 

the project; it is the axis connecting the use of urban spaces with cultural practices beyond a 

functional approach. Whitehead explains, 

https://forty-five.com/papers/civic-experiments-tactics-for-praxis
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 Phenology is the practice of observing natural events like bloom time, and it is 

undergoing a revival because living indicators provide integrated data and can tell us 

more about climate than isolated instrumentation . . . Unlike contemporary approaches, 

this data set was generated culturally, by the appreciation of beauty” (Civic Experiments 

n.d.)  

Using beauty, Whitehead connects the power of visual representation to the unseen powers of 

transformation and place; collaboration with and the performance of trees and generations of 

gardeners make the blooming possible, capturing the ephemeral nature of beauty and 

transformation. The phytoscapes become the stage for transformation for more-than-humans, 

who deploy their capacities to absorb toxins and remediate soil by digesting hydrocarbons. These 

plants teach us that materials and processes are necessary; they tell the story of our relationships 

with ourselves and the world. 

Foucault’s approach to other spaces articulated by the concept of heterotopia serves to 

further articulate the idea introduced of the soil profile as the archive of soil and the Earth 

(Chapter One) in the context of an urban garden, a localized position that makes the abstraction 

of this concept into a material expression embedded in the soil profile of polluted urban soils. 

For Foucault, the garden is one of the oldest heterotopias (Of Other Spaces 25). Whitehead’s 

artwork, in invoking the oriental garden from Japan, overlays plants’ functions with the 

architectural features of the garden. The work is both a theater stage and a scientific test plot. A 

blooming horticultural event in an abandoned gas station reveals the secrets hidden under the 

site’s pavement. This artwork rejects the fixed categories of the garden, outdoor theater, or even 

scientific test plots. The artwork’s site is where capitalist power and modern technology 

distribution are hidden under the pavement and free-floating in the air. 

https://forty-five.com/papers/civic-experiments-tactics-for-praxis
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The artwork claims the simultaneity of all these categories—artistic and scientific—to 

reveal a site of industrial pollution in an urban brownfield as a possibility for transforming dirt 

into the soil; it shows the possibilities within the site to collect and observe plants and soil data in 

order to assess the efficiency of the soil remediation there. It allows viewers to speculate on the 

design of the garden and the idea of time. The flowers become a marker of what is happening 

underground, at root level, where soilings agents are eating the hydrocarbons’ toxicity. Soilings 

revert the blockage of pollution.  

The layout of the plants in the plot shows the cohesive unit of a seasonal clock. In an 

interview with radio host Aengus Anderson, Whitehead tells the following story: 

A friend of mine likened the design that we have to Versailles. The idea of power, where 

the seat of power, the owner, the king, looks out over the gardens. Well, I really liked 

this, because what I’ve done is I’ve made the citizens be the king. They have ownership 

and participation in this project. And so, this makes it really different and flips the power 

script of Versailles. (Anderson, Open Transcript n.d.) 

In addition, this stage-like artwork critiques one of the most often employed methods for 

cleaning up contaminated soil: dig and dump, which means that the polluted soil is dug up, 

transported, and dumped in an undisclosed location. It is a fast approach to soil remediation that 

investing in solving a problem adds to it. Whitehead modeled SLOW Cleanup is slow. Her 

approaches resonate with that propose by Robin Wall Kimmerer, who writes: 

While a sharp shovel would make digging more efficient, the truth is that it makes the 

work too fast. If I could get all the leeks I needed in five minutes, I’d lose that time on my 

knees watching the ginger poke up and listening to the oriole that has just returned home. 



 

 

103 

This is truly a choice for “slow food.” Besides, that simple shift in technology would also 

make it easy to slice through neighboring plants and take too much. (187) 

Whitehead also refers in her creative method to the slow food movement, which becomes the 

opposite of dig and dump. In a personal interview with Whitehead, she vigorously rejects a fast 

and easy paradigm used by the most conventional cleaning methods also known as dig and dump 

(Whitehead Personal Interview 2021). The dig and dump clean-up method employed in many 

instances by the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA). Thus, the artwork SLOW Cleanup, by 

rejecting this fast and easy model for soil remediation, inverts the approach to a long-term 

commitment in which it is also possible to reclaim and celebrate beauty through the seasonal 

flowering of the plants cultivated at the garden. Whitehead calls this approach to art making “a 

program and an orientation” (Open Transcript n.d.). These two concepts—program and 

orientation—reclaim possibilities for soil remediation through the implementation of urban 

gardens. These phytoscapes are a different kind of urban garden. They are not for food 

production but rather events of beauty with artistic and scientific activations; for example, soil 

agents activate the remediation of soils that have been contaminated by hydrocarbons.  

The phytogardens are a participatory observation program, connecting “academic and 

citizen scientists, deliberately ‘sensing the Anthropocene’ […] This synthetic approach blends 

new participatory art practices, climatology, and the expressive potential of public infrastructure 

to create what we are calling, a bit provocatively, ‘pink infrastructure’” (The Artist Has Left the 

Building n.d.).59 Pink infrastructure is more than a play on words; it is a shift toward gentleness. 

Philosopher Anne Dufourmantelle uses the phrase “the power of gentleness” (97) which is also 

the title of her book. Dufourmantelle’s contribution to thinking through gentleness becomes 

enlivened by the provocative pink infrastructure of a blooming garden “where the imaginary 



 

 

104 

joins the real in a space that contains its own secret, making us feel an astonishment from which 

we can never entirely return” (11). The beauty of plants blooming transports us from the 

imagination to the everyday experience of attentive observation; feelings of astonishment capture 

not just the attention but the desire to be softly consumed by the experience. In this space of 

wonderment, the relationship between soil and plants goes beyond the utilitarian production of 

food; it shifts away from the human-dominated food pyramid to the nourishment and generation 

of energy for plants, soil, and passersby. Therefore, Whitehead calls this type of phytoscape 

garden “a pink infrastructure.” 

Returning to Foucault’s heterotopias, I suggest that the plants are the responsible of 

inverting the function of a heterotopia. Art historian Danielle Manning, in her article 

“(Re)visioning Heterotopia: The Function of Mirrors and Reflection in Seventeenth-Century 

Painting,” writes, “Heterotopias also reflect a curious slippage between the familiar and the 

unfamiliar, a property expressed by Sigmund Freud’s notion of the ‘uncanny’” (1). This wired 

familiarity hides the toxic in the waste pile, which becomes the contested space, the site for the 

remediation. The plants (hyperaccumulators) activate the space occupied by the accumulation of 

toxic matter. The plants give new possibilities for inverting positions by giving other kinds of 

economies to desire. Desire is not human; it does not depend on the power structure but on the 

agency distribution (from plant to root to the soil-to-soil microbiome). The waste pile hides the 

wired familiarity of forlorn matter and the toxic; the distribution of agency as desire exceeds the 

physiological and psychological subjectivity. The shift from subjectivity to intersubjectivity is a 

porous exchange; it is capable of rebordering the roles, functions, and identities of all the acts 

and agencies involved in the transformation process of dirt to soil. 
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The relationship between roots, soil, and exudates re-articulates a new form of a mirror 

that makes visible the invisible aesthetic embodied in soil through the pink infrastructure of 

decontamination that the artwork brings forward. The plants, soil, and exudates remain present 

and become visible in the flower blooms that also make it visible the reflection of 

transformation—a glimpse of ephemeral yet tangible change. Foucault reflects, “I am interested 

in certain ones that have the curious property of being in relation with all the other sites, but in 

such a way as to suspect, neutralize, or invent the set of relations that they happen to designate, 

mirror, or reflect” (Of Other Spaces 27). The garden becomes a mirror where the utopian 

becomes a real space of remediation; the ornamental garden becomes true, and the phytoscape 

soil is reclaimed.60  

 

  

Fig. 9. Frances Whitehead, SLOW Clean-up, 2008–2010, Digital rendering, Left side: 

Image radial design for test plot.  

 

Figure 9 shows a multi-criteria-embedded mirror of the radial clock design of the garden. 

The radial clock is a place of entrance, and it gives the principles of organization defined by the 

different types of plants that make the space of the remediation: trees, shrubs, and forbs. They 
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resemble a discrete type of horticultural or botanical garden. However, this design exceeds the 

art historical analysis, it operates also as a site for soil scientists to collect samples and conduct 

observations, thus, it becomes a new heterotopia. Furthermore, Figure 9 shows the radial design 

for summer cultivation on the right side, while the left side shows the seasonal diagram with fall, 

spring, winter, and summer as index of cyclical time and its relation to the garden as a site of 

locality. These images show north-to-south organization; the design creates a big clock of 

blooms, making the passage of seasonal or cyclical time evident to viewers. Journalist Lori 

Rotenberk describes Frances Whitehead’s deep connection to the city and plants as follows:  

The 606 planting was Japan’s 1,200-year-old cherry blossom festival, but Whitehead is 

taking it one step further, using the concept of phenology, through which everyday 

citizens track the progression and weather shifts of the seasons. ‘The Japanese come out 

to view the blossoms for beauty,’ Whitehead says. ‘And I thought, What if through 

beauty we can teach? Could beauty replicate science data, can beauty generate 

awareness?’” (When it Comes to Climate Change n.d.)61  

Rotenberk is not referring specifically to SLOW Clean-up but to a different project also done by 

Whitehead. Rotenberk comments are relevant to SLOW Clean-up as these two projects by 

Whitehead use the principles of phenology as central for the artworks.62 Using phenology as a 

creative method has two purposes. The first is to reclaim observation of phenomena as a valid 

tool for representation of data as a multilayer multidimensional phenomenon. Second, it is a 

legitimate scientific method for collecting data for knowledge production. “The study of periodic 

biological phenomena, divided into various phases (phenophases) and seen from a temporal 

point of view, pertains to descriptive phenology. As in any other natural science, the observation 

of phenomena represents the fundamental first step in collecting knowledge” (Puppi 24). 
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Whitehead says this project helps us “connect the dots.” The connecting of the dots 

belongs to an epistemology of care, which means that lateral knowledge transfer is possible in 

art. This transferring of knowledge makes visible what is otherwise invisible or overlooked. 

Conversely, an epistemology of care allows for slowing down thinking. It distinguishes among 

and capitalizes on the differences between academic methods, scientific hypotheses, and 

technical skills so that they can be shared with the different stakeholders and through aesthetic 

experiences. This way of transferring knowledge entangles art, design, and science in moments 

of intensity that underline the importance of the different capacities and agencies of plants, soils, 

humans, and the city. 

The phytoremediation plants, the city’s bureaucratic infrastructure, and the boundaries of 

the brownfields’ political and economic challenges are momentarily suspended so that we can 

see the potentiality of dirt actualizing into soil through the remediation process. SLOW Clean-up 

intertwines urban spaces, political will, art and design, and the use of science as an ally into a 

community catalyst. Soil remediation connects pollution to politics and money. Also, this art 

project SLOW Clean-up is an urban renewal project that reveals the political underpinnings of 

pollution especially in the real estate sector–Chicago’s real estate is growing scarcer and more 

expensive. SLOW Clean-up becomes part of the solution to soil contamination and urban 

renewal.  

2.5. Embedded Artist: Co-authorship, Collaboration, and the Minga  

I look at two methods for engagement, co-authorship, and collaboration with soil: the 

minga and Frances Whitehead’s Embedded Artist Project. The concept of the minga or work-

party can be simply explained using the example of a community barn-raising. I describe the 

minga first as a method that pushes back against technoscience, and second to embed the artist’s 
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model sustainable by sharing responsibilities among the artist and the cultivating event of 

seasonality. The annual planting and harvesting festivals capture the visitor’s attention by the 

careful placement of the plants in the brownfield. The changing of colors and textures from 

blooming and lowering trees in the spring, to mature foliage in the summer, to bright fall colors, 

to reveling the naked architectural form of trunks in the winter.  

 The minga acts as an antidote against the mortal bite of capitalist-pollution, the bite of 

“vampire” (Marx 195).63 I expand the concept of the minga to become an artistic collaborative 

method of working with plants. I do not want to romanticize a happy childhood memory of mud 

cakes; rather, I propose a critical look at the adaptation of ancient practices to decompose 

capitalism with the help of plants. The goal of the minga is to bring awareness to and spread 

interest in soil remediation as an aesthetic practice challenges colonial (or cooperative) practices 

using the ethical practice of the minga. The space of the minga, a mestizo or hybrid practice of 

the one and the many,64 shows possible paths for resistance and persistence regarding the 

immediate effects of soil pollution and food desertification,65 which are disproportionately 

distributed among disenfranchised populations. The impacts of pollution and food desertification 

expose the brutality of colonial and postcolonial extractive policies.  

SLOW Clean-up and Soil-Erg use different artistic approaches combined with scientific 

methodologies to navigate the dangerous territory comprising toxicity, a lack of space for 

growing food, and bureaucratic red tape. These artworks straddle the boundaries of artistic 

practices, design initiatives, and scientific approaches. Yet, the success of these projects is partly 

due to the non-human contributors related to each locality; each garden has its own particular 

type of soil, just as each neighborhood has its own identity. The power of the locals cannot be 

underestimated; it permeates into the city, the county, and the state, expanding into the broader 
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cultural institutions, such as funders, makers, doers, and artists, emulating the seasonal and 

cyclical aspects of living organisms. The method of the minga allows a directive to become a 

self-directed community transformation. The minga’s goal is to challenge the linear orientation 

to the non-linear value of relationship building. Philosopher of science Maria Puig de la 

Bellacasa, in her essay “Making Time for Soil: Technoscientific Futurity and the Pace of Care,” 

explains the need for getting out of linear orientations of time:  

Typically, linear orientation to the future is based on producing output and profit through 

innovation. The productionist logic is not moderated but rather accelerated in times of 

anxiety about the future. And if, as I have argued, the technoscientific progressive drive 

is inherently entangled with productionism, the alternative seems bleak: intensify 

agricultural gain (and further exhaust soils) or the world will starve. (699) 

The minga is a technical–aesthetic tool for reciprocal practices with soil. It is a new means for 

defining and assigning value to soil and its relations to culture and the body politic. The minga, 

as a concept, adds to the roles of art and communication with a lateral, non-linear trajectory that 

weaves the sociocultural strata with the temporally flexible shapers of the soil ecosystem, such as 

worms, pesticides, gardeners, and city ordinances, to name a few. The minga re-traces the paths 

of old technologies for soil and land, for example composting. The minga is the cultivation of a 

terroir that expresses diversity. This ancient practice from the Amerindians of the Ecuadorian 

mountains helps renew our understanding of terroir considering resilience and resistance. 

Soil reclamation is about the diversity of life forms. It becomes a social and cultural event 

that requires active engagement, co-authorship, and collaboration to foster biodiversity as much 

as cultural diversity. Guattari tells us that practice always partakes in a plurality of actions (15). 

His concept of heterogenesis gives us the key to understanding “the processes of continuous 
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singularization” (Three Ecologies 51), which is to find alternative models capable of fostering 

and encouraging diversity that “enable the singular, the exceptional, the rare, to coexist with a 

state structure that is the least burdensome possible” (51); this is the site that flourishes. In their 

translation of Guattari, Three Ecologies, Ian Pindar and Paul Sutton explain heterogenesis as 

follows: ‘processes of continuous singularization’ (69). The minga, as a method for soil 

reclamation and remediation, is a singularization of the local. The creative engagement becomes 

a continuous process of the singularization of the local, as has been described through 

Pentecost’s use of the concept of the terroir. As a complex work party, the minga champions the 

diversity and cultivation of soil, showing that everything is intermingled and depends on 

diversity—art, microbes, worms, fungi, plants, people, histories, and institutions. To better 

understand how to further enhance the model of embedded artists, the minga model is helpful to 

see beyond the epistemological problem (i.e., what the artist knows) and makes it into an 

ontological inquiry as in the minga. Eventually, in the practicality of things, there is so much that 

we do not know. Whitehead comes to terms with this dilemma, which is also a critique of 

technoscience and overspecialization as ways of addressing environmental problems. 

(Whitehead, Personal interview).  

The Embedded Artist Project was created as a civic collaboration using creative 

participation to tackle some of the urgent concerns related to urban soils. Whitehead created this 

experimental platform to increase the “local government’s ability to creatively address major 

systemic issues by embedding practicing artists in city workgroups” (Embedded Artist Project 

n.d.).66 The pilot project that launched SLOW Clean-up took place in Chicago at one gas station 

between 2008–2012. For the project, the artist became a phytoremediator—an itinerant agent of 

change for the city of Chicago’s bureaucratic apparatus. Whitehead explains, 

http://embeddedartistproject.com/
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 The project evolved through the Embedded Artist Project (EAP). This practice is an 

initiative from ARTetal Studio in charge of designing an ‘experimental platform for civic 

engagement.’ The EAP embeds artists into city government to bring new perspectives, 

mindsets, and processes to the future. (Embedded Artist Project n.d.) 

 These new perspectives introduced by the EAP shift from the representation of visual metaphors 

to what Linda Weintraub identifies as “pragmatic potential” (Art on The Edge 47). The 

pragmatic potential takes on the experimental platform of artistic practices as a creative way to 

encourage civic engagements. For SLOW Clean-up, this manifests as the potentiality of dirt, 

meaning the removal of hydrocarbons from polluted soil– dirt can become soil once again. This 

artwork shows the pragmatic potential of practical, easy, and effective ways to reclaim the power 

of soil remediation. I summarize Whitehead diplomacy of art in the following diagram: 

 

{embedded artist +artists-in-residence=partners+placements+structure=question+answer} 

 

The embedded artist, as shown in the diagram, is not a single idea. It is a concatenation of 

elements and efforts that come together as an additive process. It is a generative approach to 

work in collaboration with many different agents and environments. 

Soil remediation reclaims the invisible aesthetics of soil through plants’ quiet, persistent, 

and resilient ability to take on the toxic flows of chemicals and the affective interactions of 

power present in the time–matter spectrum of agribusiness. The aesthetic experiences of soil 

within these artworks bridge metaphor and processes to actively ignite an awareness and 

understanding of “soil’s crucial role in life on earth” (Bauman, Framing Soils as an Actor When 

Dealing with Wicked Environmental Problems, 130; Montgomery, Dirt 52). This change from 

http://embeddedartistproject.com/
http://embeddedartistproject.com/
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linguistic to ecological sensibility hopes to disarm the polarizing effect of anti-environmental 

positions by bringing beauty to soil remediation with plants. After all, we can all enjoy a nice 

park or a meadow of green grass, even if there is an active toxic substrate transforming a few feet 

under our feet.  

 The experience of phytogardens belongs to the invisible aesthetic of soil remediation. 

SLOW Clean-up bridges the gap left by visual representation and the material relationships of 

soil and urban spaces. For the phytoremediation plants, the experience with contaminated soils 

tells a different story, one that is intimate and dangerous. They act as buffers for the soil and the 

other species that meet the pollution, recovering urban spaces for humans, plants, soil, sun, and 

water, and they are a place to contest with the toxic. In urban areas, where (re)development 

pressure for more land for real estate is high, recovering brownfields takes on both economic and 

symbolic dimension. To create new spaces where new soil, more robust plants, and more vibrant 

cohabitation with bees, butterflies, birds, and others can also benefit from the remediation is 

what phytogardens do. Phytogardens also add to the poetic promise that carries the pragmatic 

potentiality to activate awareness and ignite the desire to engage in the civic duty of soil 

remediation. As biologist and activist Robin Wall Kimmerer explains, “Restoring land without 

restoring relationships is an empty exercise” (338). Soil remediation in urban settings is a 

political and civic duty. For Pentecost and Whitehead, the phytoremediators absorb, digest, and 

excrete the harmful content from the ground, allowing the root of the plant to reclaim its capacity 

to produce nutrients, the artists becoming embedded in the sites of the artwork. 

 2.6. Di-venation: Knowledge and Art 

Di-venation is a made-up word that I crafted to explore how form of knowledge connects 

art, soil, and soilings (humans in collaboration with dirt). Di-venation bypasses rational and 
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logical epistemes and other constructions of knowledge; it is based on the attentive observation 

of a phenomenon as an interplay of time and space that does not require disentanglement; rather, 

it asks you to get your hands dirty and become part of the cyclical changes of plants, seasons, 

weather patterns, animal migrations, etc. The creative potential to shift ethical grounds happens 

when the work party conjures the terroir in the process of di-venation; Whitehead engages in a 

process of di-venation as an embedded artist. Phenology connects ancient knowledge with new 

knowledge. Di-venation, as any new word, has roots in other words. It comes from venation, a 

term that defines the structure and function of leaves through the architectural patterns of veins 

that are a leaf’s circulatory system. Each leaf has veins that determine its shape and function, for 

example, the reticular pattern of a pinnate leaf, which makes a network-like pattern that connects 

each part of the leaf.  

Di-venation is a play of concepts.67 It is a collaboration with plants. In this play with 

plants, an alternative onto-epistemology emerges. To me, it arrived as a minor error—a typo. The 

typo transposed ‘i’ for ‘e’— a common confusion for Spanish speakers who use English as a 

second language. The error of translation was oral; but it opened a portal; it became a site for 

knowledge. This error grants access to the world of the hyperaccumulator’s leaf, supported by a 

system of veins. The veins of a leaf make different patterns that perform specific functions; the 

arrangement of veins in a leaf, its venation, is like that of an insect’s wing or the system of 

venous blood vessels in an animal. 

The capacity of plants to identify and separate nourishment from poison is another kind 

of epistemology; it is a non-human interpretation of knowledge enacted by the leaves and roots 

of hyperaccumulators and phytoremediators. This non-human to human exchange of knowledge 

is what I call di-venation. Haraway’s “tentacular thinking” (30) proposes a similar surrendering 
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of thinking so that thoughts can have more textures and different tonalities as they make or 

unravel connections that happen in thinking. Haraway writes: “It matters what thoughts think 

thoughts. It matters what knowledge knows. It matters what relations relate. It matters what 

worlds world worlds. It matters what stories tell stories […] What is it to surrender the capacity 

to think? […] to know and to cultivate the capacity of response-ability; of refusing to be present 

in and to onrushing catastrophe in time; of unprecedented looking away” (34–35). Di-venation is 

more than the absorption and separation of nourishment and toxins.68 The hyperaccumulator’s 

leaves and the phytoremediator’s roots have the ability for di-venation, which means they 

rebordering the plant’s leaves and its roots to become filters. For the hyperaccumulators, the leaf 

creates an isolated pocket around the veins, which separates the toxic chemicals from the 

nutrients and creates a storage unit for the toxic content. For the phytoremediators, the microbes 

attached to the plants’ roots metabolize the hydrocarbon from the soil, and the digestion of the 

bacteria creates a type of sugar that is nutritious to the plants, transforming both plants and soil.  

SLOW Clean-up shows the process of di-venation in action. One of the gardens in Slow 

Clean-up is the Cottage Grove Heights Laboratory Garden, which has started the process of 

remediating polluted soil in a brownfield in the middle of Chicago, which is one of the city’s 

many low-income areas. The artwork is a phytoremediator in that it absorbs urban decay and 

neglect and reclaims a sense of belonging and removes pollutants from the soil. In this section, I 

focus on this absorption of urban decay and neglect and the reclamation of a sense of belonging. 

Phytoremediation is discussed in depth in Chapter Three.  

Whitehead remarks that the community gave the garden its name: Cottage Grove Heights 

Laboratory Garden (Open Transcript n.d.). The act of naming gives a sense of ownership and 

prompts community participation. Bishop argues that “[a]n aesthetic of participation derives 
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legitimacy from a (desired) causal relationship between the experience of a work of art and 

individual/collective agency” (12). Bishop gives an understanding that participation focuses on 

collaborative practices. However, regarding soil and soil remediation, participation becomes 

engagement, co-authorship, and collaboration. The naming of the garden is an example of di-

venation, a new model that situates the continuous processes of transformation and regeneration 

within the boundaries of specific events and is a working example of the minga. Di-venation and 

the minga conjure the “politics of sorcery” (A Thousand Plateaus 247), they are the politic of 

sorcery in action. 

The Cottage Grove Heights community is bound to maintain the garden, watch it change, 

and transform with it. Participation with soil remediation aligns with eco-materialist approaches 

and opens the door for cross-cultural interpretations. The minga reclaims the ownership of labor, 

returning it to the individual, who becomes empowered by working as a community. If we 

compare the work party to Karl Marx’s “working day” (340) and Hannah Arendt’s “activity” 

(230), which mark the difference between labor and work, we can understand the necessity of 

reframing soil remediation as an action beyond labor, and as such it becomes a site of culture, 

sustenance, and creative expression. Arendt’s distinction between work and labor separates the 

two spheres of action,69 which is the giver of meaning, “the one miracle-working faculty of man” 

(The Human Condition 246). SLOW Clean-up reframes soil remediation as aesthetic action.  

Whitehead’s “SAIC City Modeling Grant,” includes a detailed budget for three scenarios 

of the remediation project—small, medium, and large—showing the needed investment for each, 

which will have a high return once the remediation is completed (8). In the meantime, the project 

offers other benefits, including job creation and alternatives for a cleaner economic model, one 

developed around remediation that moves away from fossil fuel economies. In addition, beauty 
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offers a powerful tool for soil remediation. Plants are beautiful allies that can help address the 

many problems of soil depletion and pollution. The ubiquity of soil pollution adds yet another 

complication, as it is difficult to assess, document, and evaluate specific sources of pollution, 

which are sometimes inconsequential, but many times have significant damaging effects on 

human and environmental health.  

  For Whitehead, reclaiming urban landscapes from industrial economies requires a 

paradigm shift from industrial and postindustrial models to sustainable ecological models. These 

artists included in this dissertation force us to recognize the urgent need to update the urban 

discourse around land use and soil reclamation. Whitehead remarks that her approach to creative 

thinking goes beyond specialized fields of knowledge; her work “challenges the significance of 

isolating purely symbolic strategies and has brought the symbolic back into conversation with 

the practical” (Civic Experiments n.d). It is in this context that the concept of sustainability must 

be reclaimed for land use in urban areas. This is becoming more contested territory and is under 

tremendous pressure, as cities, populations, and needs for food, housing, and energy production 

continue to increase.  

The strategy of SLOW Clean-up is two-fold: to improve the environment by removing 

hydrocarbons from the soil, and to reclaim value for a part of the city affected by poverty and 

pollution. Engagement in remediation must precede the thematization and theorization of soil. 

There is a state of emergency in the soil. The discrete and intimate expression of creative actions 

shifts the substantial material content of soil remediation’s intangible and abstract mediums. In 

addition, continuous public efforts to push the social and the political as separate fields of action 

must be reevaluated. The principles of interdependence and porosity reflect also in the social and 

the political spheres through environmental and health justice practices, which should be made 
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into laws and/or city ordinance. And also, they should have a designated and permanent budget 

for environmental remediation and protection. 

From an eco materialism approach to sustainability, the cycles of production, distribution, 

and consumption are not linear; they resemble the artistic processes used in the production of 

Pentecost’s vertical gardens and Whitehead’s phytoscapes, which are dependent on ongoing 

collaborations between artists, scientists, and soil, as well as the active participation of city 

stakeholders, who reassert promises of soil remediation and renew land use based on care and the 

desire to know more about soil. Care allows for plants, soil, and the toxic to reassemble in the 

ongoing-ness of remediation. 

2.7. The Minga: An Ethical Grounds for Soil and Soilings 

The ethical grounds of the minga are relevant for the project of shifting values around 

soil. The minga comes from the Andean people of Ecuador, Peru, Bolivia, Chile, and Argentina. 

Anthropologist Camilla Rindstedt translates the Quechua word minga as “work-party” (26). 

However, this translation of minga is incomplete. The minga is a relational and reciprocal 

practice. Anthropologist Albert J. Faas describes the interconnection between social and 

economic forms as follows: 

…reciprocal exchange practices are part of the reproduction of society; a reproduction of 

asymmetrical power relations vis-à-vis bonds of dependence established in reciprocal 

exchanges … These reciprocal exchange repertoires exhibited a dialectical tension with 

the capitalist market, as they were adaptations to market exclusion. (11, 40)  

The minga becomes an extrapolation between resilience and adaptation in its marginal position 

against market forces; its exclusion makes it more relevant as a model that challenges already 

stabilized market-economies. In this way, the minga presents the potentiality of dirt and the 
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actuality of soil as spatial and temporal dimensions that highlight inequality and contradictory 

values.  

The practice of minga is less common in present-day Ecuador. Nonetheless, we can see 

evidence of its persistence in the push-back against global economic pressures among fringe 

Indian settlements in the highlands and particularly in the Amazon basin. To reclaim the minga 

as an ethical ground soil remediation is an opportunity. Rindstedt, who observes from the 

outside, misses this point: 

The comuneros recall with nostalgia times gone by when they used to help each other on 

the land without expecting anything in return, and they lament the current centrality of 

money. Money is used not only for transactions outside the community, but inside as 

well. The community has, thus, gradually shifted from subsistence to market production, 

and the indigenous family is now integrated into the market economy. (Growing up in a 

Bilingual Quichua Community 33) 

Rindstedt suggests that there is only one economic system, and that integration is necessary. 

However, the ethical grounds of the minga go beyond the monetization of communal work. The 

spirit of celebration and reciprocity remains valuable in and of itself when a community has a 

minga as a shaping event, replacing the monolithic structure of power. 

The embedded artist and the embeddedness of plants collaborate in the becoming of 

knowledge that is di-venation. Di-venation takes from the word “divination” the ability to bring 

forward the hidden cause of events. Di-venation adds a quality of function taken directly from 

the physical structure of the plants’ leaves in terms of circulation. Similarly, artistic processes 

can shape patterns for reclaiming community involvement and possibilities for a new ethical 

ground in partnership with soil. Di-venation is at the juncture of art and science; it moves us 
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beyond the more traditional orientations that see soil as a cheap and unlimited resource to where 

the patterns that connect soil and soilings can be seen. Pentecost, Whitehead, Montgomery, 

Shiva, Toland, and Wessolek all remind us that soil is more than a resource for food and fuel 

production: soil is a site for history and memory; it is the medium of life. Di-venation, then, is a 

method for drawing attention to the visibility of soil as an essential partner for healthy cities. It 

connects flows of energy and information through the structure of the leaf or, in the case of 

Whitehead, through the seasonal blooming of plants, and, in the case of Pentecost, in the 

visibility of the vertical gardens. 

The visibility of plants’ leaves is akin to the overlaying of the hidden architecture that 

make a city. Art is a part of the circulation of di-venation, as it not only infuses a neighborhood 

with visual art but also turns neighbors into delivery systems that change the act of reclaiming 

into the action of remediation. A neighborhood reconfigures its circulatory system, conjuring the 

presence of the terroir. In this manner, di-venation pushes aside any reductionist and static 

perceptions of soil from scientific, cultural, and social perspectives and opens other ways for 

engaging with soil and the surroundings. The surroundings become a living space encompassing 

the rhythms of planting, harvesting, and soil’s recovery time. 

The act of di-venation isolates the toxins, preventing the poisoning of the rest of the 

plant. Di-venation also deposits toxic materials in a safe place, transforming the leaf into a new 

kind of being that is capable of sorting poisonous substances from other nutrients that are 

absorbed from the ground. “The exceptionally high levels of heavy metal accumulation become 

even more astonishing when bearing in mind that it principally occurs in leaves where 

photosynthesis, essential for plant survival, is accomplished, and that the photosynthetic 

apparatus tends to be a major target for most of these contaminants” (Heavy Metal 
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Hyperaccumulating Plants 173). Di-venation is a key property of hyperaccumulators and 

phytoremediators. 

In closing, di-venation assists soil remediation and aesthetic reclamation by introducing 

possibilities for equitable access to nutritious food and the cultivation of community bonds 

through participation in outdoor gardens, plannings and planting, cultivating and composting. 

Whitehead’s phytoscapes are necessary for addressing the problems of soil pollution, which are 

often overlooked in urban areas that are pressured by the growing need for more buildable and 

livable space. Pentecost and Whitehead give us two different creative approaches, both with 

viable solutions to reclaim urban soils, making a telling of new stories involving reciprocity, 

which is at the center of the community work of the minga, possible. Contemporary urban 

gardening becomes a new kind of minga, connecting soil to people, soil to food, food to the good 

life. 

2.8. From Inert Being to Enlivened Entity 

 For Soil-Erg, reclamation is a matter of urgency, and urgency is a form of attention, a 

modality of thinking that requires safekeeping. In Soil-Erg, reclamation emphasizes the capacity 

of soil as the connecting interphase of ecosystems, both natural and cultural. Soil is not a passive 

subject but an actor, an agent, a community of living entities, and the ultimate site for shifting 

values. Once again, Pentecost gives a more compelling definition for soil: 

Good soil is alive: structurally and biologically it is a living system. When the soil is 

maintained in an ecologically sensitive way, it not only nurtures plants, [but] it also helps 

protect against weeds and pests. But it requires continually evolving, site-specific 
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knowledge as well as sustained labor. Good soil is the result of a sustained practice and a 

social practice as much as it is biological (Notes from the Underground 1). 

Pentecost’s understanding of soil echoes anthropologist Eduardo Viveros De Castro’s concept of 

personhood. Personhood “is not a simple logical possibility but an ontological potentiality” (57). 

Personhood is more than a noun; it is a living concept. Soil’s personhood creates the conditions 

necessary for digging into a root-to-branch type of aesthetic experience that takes us on an 

underground journey where being present means being in a relationship with the multiple forms 

of soil. In the relations of multiplicity, soil moves from being an inert being to enlivened entity.  

The personhood of soil—enlivened soil—is examined through and with the different 

artistic elements and processes that make soil remediation an artwork. For example, the artistic 

elements and creative processes employed in Soil-Erg exceed the conventional representation of 

soil, and in the case of Slow Clean-up, the enlivened soil reveals that the exchange of tangible 

and intangible materials takes place in the relations between the organic and inorganic beings 

that make soil a cultural matter as much as a natural and environmental matter of concern.70 The 

process of soil remediation as art acts as a double-fold. Soil as an art together with soil as the 

geological and emotional skin of Earth uncover two forces: the actuality of soil and the 

potentiality of dirt. In this context, potentiality and actuality are always in a dynamic relationship 

that moves from the biological to the ontological to the aesthetic to the material conditions of the 

soil. Toland and Wessolek, in their contributing article to the anthology Soil and Culture, remark 

that studying soil is a merging of horizons for knowledge and fields of study: “It is important to 

distinguish between artworks that favor a symbolic, conceptual use of the ‘earth,’ and those that 

more specifically refer to ‘soil’ as a geophysical, agronomic or ecological body” (Merging 

Horizons 44). This approach creates the possibility of investigating the advantages and 
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challenges of hybridization as a method for rethinking the local contexts of social, cultural, 

biological, and political diversity and specific processes for soil remediation. Yet, there are also 

common approaches with many variants: composting and urban gardening.  

2.9. Soil Diversity: The Local and the Global 

To return to the earlier discussion on the potentiality of dirt, diversity depends on a 

multiplicity of forms and expressions, both biological and mineral. It also requires imagination 

and wonderment—wonderment for the possibility of soil, food, plants, and people being parts of 

an ever-expanding democracy, which Robin Wall Kimmerer defines as “the democracy of 

species” (81, 146, 150). The democracy of species is more than a concept; it is a way of life 

directly connected to the “good life.” In her book, Braiding Sweetgrass: Indigenous Wisdom, 

Scientific Knowledge, and the Teaching of Plants, Kimmerer writes: 

 A grammar of animacy could lead us to a whole new way of living in the world, other 

species a sovereign people, a world with a democracy of species, not a tyrant one—with 

moral responsibility to the water and the wolves, and with a legal system that recognizes 

the standing of other species. It is all in the pronoun. (82) 

Kimmerer’s insistence on the importance of the pronoun converges with the potentiality of dirt, 

as neither refers to a perceptual nor a conceptual field; instead, they point to the agents and 

modalities. In the potentiality of dirt, the concepts of being and becoming are reworked as 

temporal continuities within spatial discontinuities that move from form to energy (in-energy) 

(DeLanda, A Thousand Years; Deleuze and Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus). These two working 

concepts allow for a philosophical distinction between soil and dirt. The potentiality of dirt in the 

pairing soil–dirt lies in the liminal space where the invisible and the hidden meet to play with 

literal, conceptual, and metaphorical knowledges of soil.  
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The rhizosphere teaches from the perspective of non-human knowledge: microbiota, 

plants, and soil all are teachers. In Ecology of Mind, anthropologist Gregory Bateson questions 

the concepts of the map and the territory.71 Bateson writes: “The map is different from the 

territory … what is the territory?” (454). The territory and the map are more than exercises of the 

imagination, yet to access their differences requires wondering about and engaging with different 

modes of being, knowing, and learning. After all, soil and humanity are suffering from a lack of 

ecological and social diversity. The lack of diversity in soil is part of a process that I call 

homogenization, which, in this context, indicates the actions that turn our landscapes, foods, 

languages, economies, and ecosystems into mechanized functional entities devoid of diversity. 

Diversity is the fuel for the engine of life; it creates the capacity for shifting away from the 

mono-anthropo-umbilical value system of homogeneity. How do we defend against homogeneity 

and homogenization? If we go along with the idea that we can learn from the rhizosphere’s 

diversity, we could not only improve our chances for existence but create many more healthy 

modes of being. 

To close this section, it is important to reiterate two points. The first is soil’s 

indefinability, which is approached through two working concepts: the actuality of soil and the 

potentiality of dirt. These are not definitions; they are concepts that cultivate the process of 

thinking with soil. The second is the effect of homogenization or totalization. The challenge is to 

escape from homogenization in the forms of money, soil, and experiences, which are all flattened 

to fit the model of homogeneity. Homogenization moves in tandem with mass production, 

mechanization, and global distribution. When totalization and homogenization are counterpoints 

for the determination of value, they overlap with two incongruous modes of valuation. Thus, for 

Pentecost and Whitehead approach to soil is supported by the creative impulse and a scientist’s 
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curiosity. Their definition of soil lavishes on the diverse qualitative and quantitative functions of 

soil’s material properties. Soil remediation has fully creative expressions capable of “continually 

evolving in site-specific knowledge” (Whitehead, Personal Interview). Moreover, the artist 

insists on adding one additional tenant to that of site-specific sustained labor—labor means the 

work of safekeeping the material properties of soil that are both paradoxically tangible and 

intangible.  

In conclusion, there is a historic precedent of anthropocentric hubristic approaches to soil 

and land, many of which support the systematic and accelerated destruction of soil-related 

ecosystems, for example, the destruction of the Amazonian Rainforest for agribusiness, mega-

mining projects in Zimbabwe’s biggest iron mines, and the widespread malpractice of industrial 

and conventional agriculture worldwide. Urban agriculture, for Pentecost and Whitehead, is a 

tool for remediation and, in the world of food production, a means to an end. The destruction of 

diversity is due to the planting of extensive monocrops to satisfy the food demands of growing 

populations. However, these crops do not strive to provide nutrition; rather, they are a way to 

increase profits for the global agribusiness and petroleum industries (Shiva, Soil Not Oil; 

Pentecost, Soil-Erg, Montgomery, Growing a Green Revolution). The agroindustry is wasteful 

and promotes the excessive use of synthetic fertilizers (N nitrogen) and invasive soil tillage, a 

practice that uses heavy equipment powered by petroleum derivatives, adding to the physical 

disturbances of soil’s biological integrity and diversity that depend on a healthy aerated structure.  

Polluted soil underlines the risk of life through perceptual responses that flicker from the 

cognitive to the material, evidence that is both visible and invisible in our surroundings, ever 

more filled with excesses and accumulation of waste. It helps to examine soil’s visible and 

invisible flows of energy that are captured and released in the different sections of Soil-Erg and 
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SLOW Cleanup. On the one hand, the feelings evoked by the immersive experience become 

potential actions, a capacity to go beyond the appropriation of different disciplines and create a 

new form of knowledge. On the other hand, the completeness of the experience is not possible 

within the physical limits of the artwork but resides in the world outside the artificial displays of 

international art exhibitions. 

 It is essential to highlight that this specific example, of abuse of soil in abandoned gas 

stations, is unfortunately not widely discussed in households or neighborhoods, or even by the 

public in general. Most conversations on this topic happen in scientific circles that do not know 

how to reach the general public. Eco art helps disseminate the situation’s urgency by identifying 

the aesthetic connections between waste and land (soil) in the context of hyper-commoditized 

and wasteful global economies. The overuse of resources, which has become central to the 

generation of profit, disregards how the active extraction, exploitation, fabrication, and disposal 

of materials (re)shapes the planet’s surface. This dissertation demands mood shifting and a 

physical reconstitution of soil and all the living entities that depend on it. These shifts in 

behavior are essential. They allow us to reconsider from and within the normative constraints of 

individual responsibilities, collective policies, and ideological modalities related to 

contamination, pollution, and toxicity, which are never isolated or contained. Instead, they are 

alienating and ubiquitous to all soils and their soilings.  

The emerging demarcations between art and science create alternative ways for ethical 

multidisciplinary and multispecies collaboration. The forms that Soil-Erg and SLOW Cleanup 

take become a portal for reclaiming forgotten, ignored, and unseen knowledge that has been 

blurred by the technicalities and specificities of historical art critiques, legal debates, and 
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environmental models. The plants, the artists, and the artworks draw different kinds of 

boundaries for the land and its dwellers, both human and more-than human. 

2.10. Unraveling the Paradox of Sustainability (Urban Gardens) 

The aim of this study is not to resolve the paradox of sustainability; rather, it is to propose 

small, practical approaches that are capable of igniting incremental shifts toward other ways of 

thinking that have the vitality of good soil at the heart of their aims. These are central to 

reclaiming soil’s vitality. Thus, in this context, urgency assumes the temporal condition of being 

present rather than a utilitarian mode—sustainability of ecosystems services. The time needed 

for thinking with soil and making soil healthy again adds an affective quality to the five soil 

formation factors–parent material, relief or topography, organisms (including humans), climate, 

and 5) time–reconcile geological time with human time and microbial time. Soil reclamation is a 

temporal threshold, a material passage that bridges scientific data and aesthetic experience. Soil-

Erg and Slow Clean-up are grounded not only in visualizing the unseen effects of soil’s 

transformation but in reprogramming the social component of soil in neighborhoods. A 

relationship to healthy soil is connected to caring for plants, which teaches us that there is a 

whole universe underground with which we are inexorably connected.  

 Nietzsche’s active forces can be interpreted as creative energy that acts rather than 

reacts. Philosopher Luc Ferry explains Nietzsche’s active force “as a generative energy, which is 

neither destructive nor negative, but rather works as a tensor to support opposite forces without 

ever becoming a reactive or reactionary force” (35). Nietzsche’s active forces conjure the ghost 

of Heraclitus to revive the principle of opposites, wherein tension is what holds what is livable. 

The soil–dirt pair maintains all the relationships of the dispersed entities, organic and inorganic, 

that constitute the will to live in their interplay of activity and exchange. Soil–dirt in the garden 
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is not reactionary or careless energy. It promotes transformation in the potentiality of dirt. This 

potentiality is the energy to transform, and it is exemplified in Soil-Erg and SLOW-Cleanup, 

which combine the commensurable aspects of plant functions—food production, activation of 

chemical cycles (carbon, nitrogen, and phosphorus), and remediation of soils, to name a few—

with an often, unmeasured side of sustainability: the aesthetic side of wellbeing. By measuring 

soil beyond scientific and economic stipulations, we can identify and address better soil practices 

that are ethical and aesthetic. Pentecost and Whitehead are stewards for the aesthetic reclamation 

of soil. Their artworks propose theoretical and practical approaches to uncovering the 

underpinnings and attributes characteristic of interphase soil, which is a living entity that is sick 

and needs attention. Through the artworks, these new modalities for being present reclaim the 

meaning of sustainability for soil. 

In conclusion, urban gardening can become an axis for reclaiming urban ecology, 

providing green spaces for humans and nonhumans together, enjoying sunshine, and meeting 

others. In this sense, the urban garden echoes the ancestral knowledge of the minga, as a place 

for collective experiences. Multiple intersubjectivities can be understood through Haraway’s 

sympoiesis. Haraway writes, “[N]othing makes itself; nothing is really autopoietic or self-

organizing … Sympoiesis is a word proper to complex, dynamic, responsive, situated, historical 

systems” (Staying with the Trouble 58). When translated into the language of soil, this idea 

speaks to and engages with the activities and flows of the metabolic processes present in living 

soil and in the potentiality of dirt. A community garden communicates with the different 

stakeholders in ways that would not traditionally be considered, thus reviving the spirit of the 

minga. Soil-Erg’s vertical gardens acquire a double function that actualizes the process of 

becoming soil within the spectrum of the potentiality of dirt by reclaiming the possibility of 
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growing food in limited urban spaces. Moreover, SLOW Clean-up’s phytoscapes remediate soil 

and communities by removing toxins and adding value to neighborhoods, thus fulfilling the di-

venation of the art project itself.  
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CHAPTER THREE 

  

What Remains? (From Reclamation to Remediation)  

 

Despair is paralysis. It robs us of agency. It blinds us to our own power and the power of the 

earth. Environmental despair is a poison every bit as destructive as the methylated mercury in the 

bottom of Onondaga Lake. But how can we submit to despair while the land is saying “Help”? 

– Robin Wall Kimmerer, Braiding Sweetgrass,328 

 

What is a thing?  

What remains? What, after all, of the remains . . ..? [Quoi du reste . . .?] Ergo je suis-the question 

of the thing. It is going to be necessary once again to quibble [ergoter]. 

–Jacques Derrida, Biodegradables,152 

 

 What remains? What is soil remediation? Can artistic approaches contribute to the 

remediation of polluted soils affecting communities that are located near or on top of the 

pollution? These three questions have complex artistic, philosophical, and social implications for 

urban soils; also important are the sense of urgency and how to address these issues. I use two 

artworks, Mel Chin’s Revival Field (1991–present) and Frances Whitehead’s SLOW Clean-up 

(2008–2012). These artists Chin and Whitehead explore the aesthetic of soil remediation to offer 

new possibilities for finding/making alternative narratives focused on the recuperation of soil’s 

vitality and stewardship for the land that acts in collaboration with plants and community.  
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What remains is illustrated in figure 10, which shows the traces of pollution left behind 

by intensive industrial practices and urban development. This digital photograph is of a soil 

sample obtained at the remediation site for SLOW Clean-up (2008-10). The image presents a 

photograph of soil and text outlining the remediation process. The image helped by the text 

reveal the invisible contents of the polluted soil, not as a visual representation of the chemical 

substances of the pollution but as a lump of compacted dirt. In this chapter, healing urban soils 

means recognizing the connections between human and non-human communities as a continuous 

exchange of matter. I argue that what remains is the material traces of matter, which survive as 

ghostly fragments, causing us to rethink the archive in the face of the environmental crisis.  

 

 

Fig. 10. Frances Whitehead, SLOW Clean-up, “Free Petroleum Lens in Soil,” 2008–2012, 

Digital image from grant final report pdf. 
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The chapter first contextualizes the needs for remediation and for understanding the 

challenges of the ubiquity of pollution. Michel Foucault, in his essay “Of Other Spaces” 

introduces the concept of the heterotopia, which I use to guide the exploration of what remains. 

In addition to Jacques Derrida's understanding of the archive; the archive and memory become 

tangible through industrialization and overconsumption, and the result is the uncontrollable 

production of waste and pollution, which are contained in brownfields. Then, I (re)introduce the 

two artworks, SLOW Clean-up and I introduce Revival Field both of which were designed to 

remediate contamination from polluted urban soils. The artworks bring attention to what is 

hidden and what is invisible–pollution and the political and social issues that surround pollution. 

Lastly, I detail how creative approaches contribute to the collaboration of art and science through 

beauty, and how beauty becomes a means for encouraging stewardship of soil.  

Soil remediation, as an artistic practice, first shows the hidden connections to pollution, 

which take place inadvertently in many of our daily entanglements with the environment and 

must be seriously addressed in social, economic, and political spheres. Second, it becomes a tool 

for acting. The analysis of soil remediation as an artistic tool for action takes from the concept of 

the middle passage proposed by cultural theorist Katherine McKittrick in her book, Demonic 

Grounds. In addition, philosopher Eduard Glissant’s concept of deep space adds relevance for 

understanding pollution as it travels deep into the ground. “Deep space and poetics of landscape 

reposition black geographies through taking notice of the ways in which space and place are 

fundamentally tied to the material landscape and daily social processes” (17). In this case, I 

narrow the daily social processes to the effects of pollution and waste. 

For soil geography, location, and site determine the quality of relationships between 

communities, soil, and the effects of pollution. The middle passage, as McKittrick explains, is 
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more than a geo-spatial marker; it becomes the means to re-border our daily experiences with 

soil and pollution by filtering through scientific knowledge of soil and increasing awareness of 

soil’s social and cultural importance. 

I propose the term rebordering to identify the changes that the invisible presence of soils 

have in our daily interactions. For example, the soil that is under the pavement and the soil that 

has been transformed into food have a different way of affecting us. This rebordering becomes 

the middle passage for changing the pollution in soil; it is the location where art reveals the 

effects of abandoned polluted sites. Thus, the middle passage for soil becomes a space for 

resistance and creativity. The middle passage highlights the importance of material connections. 

Soil is a giver of vitality, but polluted soil is the taker of vitality.  

There are many sources and kinds of soil pollution. I focus on the general and more 

abstract form of soil pollution that is the product of the exploitation of resources and people in 

urban centers in the Rust Belt in the United States.72 This chapter does not aim to solve the 

problem of urban soil pollution in this area, which is the result of more than two centuries of 

intense industrialization in the Midwest, specifically in Chicago, Illinois, and Saint Paul, 

Minnesota, cities that serve as quintessential examples of intensive industrial progress in North 

America. Instead, the goal is to reveal the inherited violent patterns of engagement with the 

environment, which are part of the abusive and exploitative colonial practices that have been 

carried forward into models of industrialization and the ideal of progress. Chin and Whitehead, 

in their soil remediation projects, play both outside and inside the boundaries of progress and 

cities to reborder our awareness toward soil health. 

The geographical location of these artworks SLOW Clean-up and Revival Field are part 

of the philosophical framework for unraveling soil remediation as a creative practice that 
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promotes a deeper appreciation of and sense of wonder for soil as a living. Urban soils, in 

addition to chemical pollution, are also saturated with the extensive narratives of colonial, 

industrial, racial, and environmental exploitation. SLOW Clean-up and Revival Field help 

uncovering the hidden temporal–spatial narratives that affect the living structure of soil affected 

by industrial pollution, economic inequality, and social disparities, adding to the question of 

what remains? what reminds us that after our senses have been denied access to soil and its 

benefits? This reformulated question is part of the aesthetic analysis of these artworks. Urban 

soils, as part of our aesthetic and political experience, are grounded on the sites for remediation. 

To be grounded in a site empowers communities. Soil is the ultimate site for communal 

expression; it connects site to place and geography. Alexandra Toland defines these connections 

as the “identification with place” (Soil Art 119).  

3.1. What Remains? A Framework for Soil Remediation 

To explain explore what remains in soil, I propose that in addition to the bio-chemical 

analysis of polluted soils, to see the accumulation of toxic matter as part of the material archive 

of anthropogenic activities that can momentarily contained by the architecture of a brownfield. 

The brownfield becomes a site, a place, and a location as a site and place of power and 

knowledge it resembles Michel Foucault’s heterotopias. His essay, “Of Other Spaces: Utopias 

and Heterotopias,” describes several architectural sites that hold the materials, design elements, 

and cultural values that give to these sites their specific identities and functions, as heterotopias. 

These other spaces are closely tied to their architectural forms, functions, and the activities that 

maintain their existence (25). Foucault lists schools, hospitals, libraries, and even cemeteries.  
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The brownfield is the corps of progress and as such the mirror that opens the invisible space in a 

visible site, which is what Foucault termed the heterotopia, a place of latent realities, unwanted 

connections, and material excess of modern cites. The architecture of landfills and brownfields 

mirror the political and economic entanglements among artworks, the soil, and the city as they 

are locked in situ.  

Soil remediation is a collaboration with soil, plants, and the communities affected by the 

pollution. The conceptual juxtaposition of philosophical terms allows for a critique of the 

scientific processes related to soil remediation. SLOW Clean-up (2008-10) and Revival Field 

(1991–ongoing) work with pollution in the soil, becoming visible encounters with the possibility 

of seeing beyond despair. These artworks become the middle passage between landfills and 

brownfields—in the middle of the city, in the middle of the neighborhood, in the middle of one’s 

body. Thus, what remains is not a proper question; it is an incomplete statement that these 

creative and philosophical explorations seek to complete. 

 In his essay, “Biodegradables,” Jacques Derrida asks: what remains after all? (152). His 

is a question that addresses the temporal aspects of materiality; it represents the material 

formation of memories as the traces left by pollution and waste. Derrida’s deconstruction of the 

linguistic aspects of the term biodegradables offers one way to find meaning. Derrida follows the 

trace of waste into the concept of biodegradables, he writes,  

It is not the word “biodegradable” a recent artifact? [...] but “biodegradable” overloads 

language with a supplement of artifice. It adds prosthesis to it, a synthetic object, a 

modern and unstable graft of Greek and Latin in order to designate primarily that which 

is opposed to the structure of certain products of modem industry, products that are 

themselves artificial and synthetic, from plastic bags to nuclear waste. (155; italics added) 
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While using language it is possible to describe and imagine environmental concerns to recognize 

the material state of the environment comes from a practice in situ, which is precisely what 

artists Mel Chin and Frances Whitehead confront with their artworks. They take on the erasing of 

the trace left by waste and pollution, that is to remediate the quality of the soil. These artists 

propose new approaches to engaging with the traces and the memories of pollution and waste. 

Can the rebordering of the function of the prosthesis add to the challenge? If soil remediation is 

considered as an added-on technology must also be subjected to transformation. Chin and 

Whitehead use old technologies with new twists to lessen technology dependence as the ultimate 

prosthesis. I contrast the concept of a heterotopia with that of the middle passage, which marks 

the brakes from slavery, to highlight connections beyond human agency on the one hand, and the 

social and racial disparities of polluted urban soils as a new kind of subjugation.   

Revival Field and SLOW Clean-up combine artistic practices with new technologies for 

soil remediation that are based on agricultural practices: cultivating and harvesting 

phytoremediators. Phytoremediators are plants that have the capacity to absorb certain pollutants, 

such as heavy metals and hydrocarbons, from contaminated soils. Biologist Thomas G. 

Reichenauer and biochemist James J. Germida, in their paper titled “Phytoremediation of 

Organic Contaminants in Soil and Groundwater,” first used the term “phytoremediation” to 

describe “the extraction of heavy metals from soils by plants” (708). Phytoremediators are plants 

that are capable of extracting pollutants from soil. Phytoremediation combines two words—

phyto, from the ancient Greek for “plant,” and remedium, from the Latin for “physical 

restoration” or “convalescence” and implying the joy of waking up after being sick.  

The artworks depend on the capacities of plants to provide solutions for some of the 

negative effects of waste and pollution on urban soils—to decompose the prosthesis. Revival 
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Field and SLOW Clean-up examine the possibilities of transforming the nonbiodegradable 

materials that have become the main constituents of urban soils. The artworks foster closer 

connections between art, science, and community with regard to urban soils. It is important to 

remark that urban soils are among the most invisible soils, buried under layers of asphalt and 

concrete. As an artistic project, soil remediation penetrates the invisible layers of asphalt and 

concrete to reveal the potentiality of dirt (urban soil is dirt, not soil). Urban soils show the 

actuality of pollution hidden under our feet and oozing quietly into the underwater ecosystems 

before returning to the human domain in more lethal and invisible forms, such as different types 

of cancer and malnutrition, to name two.73 

3.2. Collaborations with Plants: The Poetics of Non-human Promises  

 

 

Fig. 11. Frances Whitehead, SLOW Clean-up, 2008–2010, List of plants and location diagram, 

Digital image from grant final report pdf.  
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  The location of each artwork is site-specific, as there are different types of soil pollution 

with different degrees of contamination. The different kinds of pollution require different 

varieties of plants and different processes for remediation as shown in the table above (fig. 11). 

The diagram also shows the arrangement of the plants that anticipates the unfolding of the 

blooming of the season. SLOW Clean-up targets the removal of hydrocarbons from former gas 

stations. For the complete list of plants used in the project see figure 11. In the case of Revival 

Field, the remediation targets the removal of heavy metals and PCBs from a landfill using 

hyperaccumulator plants: dwarf corn, romaine lettuce, alpine pennycress, red fescue, and bladder 

campion. Both artworks respond to the specificities of their location, which are multi-layered 

sites of contamination. The artworks also highlight the specific socioeconomic, cultural, and 

historical effects of the pollution particular to each site, showing the connections between the 

political, economic, and environmental forces.  

What remains is a promise, a mode of resilience and resistance, but who can make this 

promise? Friedrich Nietzsche, in The Human All Too Human, writes, “What one can promise? 

One can promise actions” (Nietzsche Reader 58). Soil remediation is an action with and for soil. 

In an interview for the Public Broadcasting Service (PBS) television series Art in the Twenty-

First Century,74 Chin states that “Revival Field has a poetic promise.” What does Chin mean by 

“a poetic promise”? Revival Field unfolds a new dimension of the promise, which becomes a 

poetic possibility of creation and transformation harnessed by art and in collaboration with 

plants. Philosopher Hannah Arendt in her book, The Human Condition, shows the power of the 

promise based on its unpredictability, which is a form of invisibility. Arendt writes, 

The unpredictability which the act of making promises at least partially dispels is of a 

twofold nature: it arises simultaneously out of “the darkness of human heart,” that is, the 

https://art21.org/series/art-in-the-twenty-first-century/
https://art21.org/series/art-in-the-twenty-first-century/
https://art21.org/series/art-in-the-twenty-first-century/
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basic unreliability of men who never can guarantee totally who will they become 

tomorrow and out of the impossibility of foretelling the consequences of an act within a 

community of equals where everybody has some capacity to act. (244) 

The promise does not repudiate unpredictability; rather, it makes it the foundation for any 

material transformation, including that of pollution, which is a way of creating alternative 

futures, in this sense the promise becomes a poetic promise.75 The poetic promise is not an 

individual act but a collective one of listening to the quiet voice of soil hidden under asphalt. The 

poetic promise requires not only the same capacities as a promise to act but also the reciprocal 

engagements that make communities come together. The poetic promise unravels the subtle 

distinction between the reciprocal actions of receiving and giving as a woven net of affects, 

feelings, and reason. The promise is an unpredictable bond that exceeds a single manifestation of 

expressions of reason and emotion; that is, the promise intersects multiple processes and 

temporalities—death, regeneration, and possibilities for many kinds of futures.76  

The unpredictability of the promise is grasped in the mixed temporalities of soil 

remediation, which solicits another question: what kinds of bonds does a poetic promise bring to 

a process of collaboration? This is the ethical question that makes the poetic promise of soil 

remediation possible. Plants can be the activators of soil remediation, and plants are the middle 

passage for the artistic function that brings the artworks to fruition.  

The poetic promise of soil remediation is a slow, quiet process performed by plants that 

helps reverse the pollution of the soil. The artworks: Revival Field and SLOW Clean-up identify 

the poetic promise as a reciprocal action from soil to plants and from plants to humans. The 

poetic promise of Revival field as it retains the qualities of the promise to move the invisible and 

forgotten layers of pollution through a visible, tangible action—the creative expression embodied 
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in the artwork—to reconstitute soil without toxicity. It improves the “impossibility of remaining 

unique masters of what they do, knowing its consequences and relying upon the future […] for 

the joy of inhabiting together with others a world whose reality is guaranteed for each by the 

presence of all” (Human Condition 244). The poetic promise of the artwork goes beyond the 

possibility of overcoming the chaos of waste and pollution in urban soils; it takes charge of the 

foretelling of a different kind of future.  

3.3. Plants: Invisible Aesthetic Collaboration 

 

 

Fig. 12. Frances Whitehead, SLOW Clean-up, 2008–2010, Digital image from grant final report 

pdf.  

 

Plants are central to both Revival Field and SLOW Clean-up. Figure 12 shows the layout 

of SLOW Clean-up’s projected installations and displays the different gardens proposed for the 
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remediation of some of the abandoned gas stations in Chicago. The agential power of plants is 

portrayed by the blooming flowers representing the unseen face of soil–converted in flowers. A 

soil–plant convergence manifests underground through the connections that the roots establish 

with the soil’s microflora and microfauna. Above ground, the soil–plant convergence takes place 

through leaves and stems that, activated by the absorption of sunlight, become the middle 

passage for soil’s nutrients.  

These processes of the soil–plant convergence is difficult to notice; thus, they become 

invisible. However, the aesthetic expressions of growth and change in the plants activate other 

senses to perceive the changes in the flowering plants, for example. The artworks studied in this 

chapter activate perception through imagination and the invitation of the plants to establish the 

conditions for collaboration. Roots, stems, and leaves neutralize the negative effects of the toxic 

elements concentrated in the polluted soils. Polluted soils are poor due to the lack of diverse 

microflora and microfauna. These plants, which are capable of surviving in poor soils, are also 

resistant to the toxic elements that have replaced the living organisms in the soil. Visibility of 

trust is represented by the root system, which is responsible for reactivating the aboveground and 

underground connections: changing the physical structure of dirt, inviting water to stay and be 

absorbed by the plant, and collecting the toxic materials into the plants’ bodies (in some cases) or 

around the roots (in other cases) to break down the toxins that pollute the soil.  

The toxins are the product of aggressive extra-activism and petroleum-based economies, 

which are responsible for the manufacturing and distribution of toxic chemicals. These chemicals 

come from a wide variety of sources, such as mining, agriculture, and real estate development, 

which use corporate strategies for their own benefits disregarding the environment. Oftentimes, 

“need” has been co-opted by the chemical industry. Scholar Macarena Gómez-Barris explains 
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that this way of engaging with the material world is reminiscent of colonial and patriarchal 

models: 

The extractive view sees territories as commodities, rendering land as for the taking, 

while also devalorizing the hidden worlds that form the nexus of human and nonhuman 

multiplicity. This viewpoint, similar to the colonial gaze, facilitates the reorganization of 

territories, populations, and plant and animal life into extractible data and natural 

resources for material and immaterial accumulation. (5)  

The abusive accumulation and extraction of resources are more than a reflection of 

overconsumption and wasteful behavior; they show gluttony and greed for energy and life itself, 

which is where heterotopia, dystopia, and utopia connect, as they all imply different qualities of 

material accumulations. This idea is further developed in Sections 3.5 and 3.6. 

3.4. Revival Field (Art Installation and the Poetic Promise) 

 

 

Fig. 13. Revival Field Drawing, 1990, Mel Chin, Digital image, Walker Art Center Archive. 
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Revival Field is an ongoing art project involving soil remediation at Pig’s Ears Landfill, a 

former superfund site on the outskirts of St. Paul, Minnesota.77 For Chin, soil remediation is an 

artistic technique and a promise to connect to the materiality and presence of sculpture (art). 

Chin writes on the artist’s website, “Conceptually, this work is envisioned as a sculpture 

involving the reduction process, a traditional method when carving wood or stone. Here, the 

material being approached is unseen and the tools will be biochemistry and agriculture” (Chin, 

Artist Writing) 

The plants used in Revival Field remove the unwanted toxins that have accumulated in 

the polluted soil at this landfill. Chin’s vision for the artwork pushes the traditional reductive 

sculptural process to a new field of creative possibility wherein art can be made by applying 

biochemistry and agriculture (Chin, Artist Writings). Figure 13 depicts a working drawing 

developed by the artist, which shows the layout for the different elements of the project. It is a 

schematic of the artist’s thinking process, it maps the project’s execution, and it gives a 

summarized description of each artistic element of the installation. Curator Barbara Matilsky, in 

the book Fragile Ecologies: Contemporary Artists’ Interpretation and Solutions, identifies the 

formal elements of the installation as having the symbolic agency to identify the target area for 

the remediation: “The contaminated earth was fenced in with chain link and subdivided by 

intersecting paths that form an 'X’ ...[it] represents the vernacular expression of x marks the 

spot” (137). The “x marks the spot” suggests a specific location, which is difficult to imagine 

within a 230-acre landfill full of waste and polluted soil.78  

The square, the circle, and the rectangle used in the artwork not only outline the border 

between art and non-art they also dissolve the conceptual and visual boundaries between art and 

science to give access to more inclusive and transdisciplinary or hybrid approaches to knowledge 
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production. Figure 13 shows the annotated margin of the design, which makes many connections 

to plants, processes, and other technical information.  

Furthermore, Weintraub remarks that the symbolic and practical signifiers take on a third 

dimension in Chin’s work, pulling from two positions: “one derives from farming, plowing, 

tilling, planting, and harvesting. The other belongs to scientific research: controlled testing, data 

collecting, and analyzing” (Art on the Edge and Over 45). In addition to the circle there is a 

square within, denoting scientific methods of quantification and reverts invisibility into a sort of 

visibility of the toxic that has been captured and measured by the plant biomass contained within 

the perfect form of the circle. The square marks the danger zone, from which the extraction of 

the hazardous matter will be removed; this represents less than 1% of the superfund area, which 

begs the question of remediations as a political strategy rather than an environmental and 

ecological solution.  

Juxtaposition and inversion are spatial qualities of position that are used to signify the 

recovering process of remediation, which only takes place within the fenced space defined by the 

art space of Revival Field. The chain-link fence also frames knowledge and its ghostly 

counterpart, information, which are inscribed in the data displayed next to the fence. The 

information contains chemical analysis of the soil and plants; it gives didactic access to better 

understand the actions of the plants as a scientific proof that validates the artwork. Figure 14, a 

photograph taken during the first stages of the installation, portrays the work as an agricultural 

field. The in-process image illustrates the agricultural technique used to prepare the 

contaminated soil before the fence was installed around the perimeter of the artwork. The 

remnant area, the unplanted section, became the control area for the experiment, allowing for the 

art field to be transformed into a scientific test field. Using plants, water, sunlight, a metal fence, 
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protective equipment, and earth from a contaminated plot, the artistic elements go from being 

symbols to becoming practical signifiers for soil remediation as an ecological art practice.79 

Weintraub interprets the intention of Revival Field as an act of contrition, and for 

Weintraub, contrition is a path to salvation. She writes, “Chin repents for human misdeeds and 

seeks salvation for a corrupted environment” (EnvironMentalities 105). Weintraub’s 

interpretation sides with critique that of curator Barbara Matilsky, who also suggests that for 

artists working with pollution “opens up yet another dimension to ecological art” (99). Despite 

the achievement of this artwork the pollution cannot be contained within the area of the 

artwork’s footprint soil remediation must take on the entire landfill. There is still much work to 

be done, now we know how. 

The process of transformation suggested by the artwork is not a metaphysical condition 

but a material expression of matter itself. Transformation, in this context, signals a shift from a 

subjective position to an intersubjective locality, which gears us toward an ecological and 

epistemological reformulation of our relations to soil, what Chin terms the “return of growth to 

the soil” (Chin, Artist Writings n.d). Revival Field engages with the agency of waste at a landfill. 
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Fig. 14. Mel Chin, Revival Field, 1991, Photo, Walker Art Center Archive. 

 

  Soil remediation operates under what Chin calls “invisible aesthetic of 

phytoremediation,” which is the transformative actions of plants (Invisible Aesthetic n.d.). 

Revival Field connects the unseen processes of plants and soil with the desire and need to learn 

to adapt to the ubiquitous presence of pollution. The invisible process of transformation has a 

double effect on everyday experiences with polluted soil. The double effect of these unwilling 

interactions gives another “contour for the sense of earthiness to describe the manner in which 

we are sensually affected by it” (The Sense of Earthiness 146). The invisible aesthetic is central 

to understanding the practical bases of soil remediation as much as the philosophical 

implications of the process per se. The invisible processes that remediate soil challenge human 

time; they are a visible expression of long stretches of time that slowly transform the broken 

chains of life in the soil. For example, the successful conclusion of the first phase of Revival was 
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one year after the first planting. During this year, a group of volunteers monitored the growth of 

the plants and measured the metal absorption by the dry biomass (Chin, Artist Writing n.d.). The 

invisible aesthetic reveals the works of time, which can be measured scientifically by collecting 

and analyzing data, which the project does. But also, there is the unmeasurable aspect of 

revitalizing the soil. In the words of the artist: “[E]ventually that aesthetic will be revealed in the 

return of growth to the soil (Invisible Aesthetic n.d.). Chin’s contribution to art is influential. 

Revival Field launched a creative model for collaboration that redefined the field of sculpture,80 

taking it beyond earthworks and land art (Fragile Ecologies 34). This art not only combines 

different artistic media, collaborations with scientists and other specialists, and the participation 

of community members and volunteers; it questions time, regarding both the commitment of 

making art and the engagement with the environment. The invisible aesthetic encourages the 

involvement of future generations of artists, citizens, scientists, and all human dwellers to 

explore soil remediation as an expansive creative practice. 

3.5. Art and Hyperaccumulators Plants 

 

Fig. 15. Mel Chin, Revival Field, 1990, Maquette, Mixed media, 60 X 60 inches, Walker 

Art Center. 
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Revival Field (1991-on–ongoing) starts as a microcosm in a gallery space, where a series 

of drawings of plants, architectural plans, and a scaled maquette were displayed (fig. 15). The 

maquette, which represents the outdoor installation, was shown at the Walker Art Center in 

1990. Figure 15 shows the distinct elements of the installation. At first glance, it looks like any 

other art project, yet these elements comprise the entrance to the landfill as a heterotopia. The 

maquette reminds us of the borders between art and science and the real and imaginary places. 

The gallery space serves as a place to rebordered asymmetrical distribution of knowledge and the 

gap between art and science as models for learning and engaging with the material world. 

Revival Field as a heterotopia is first seen in the architectural drawings and the three-

dimensional rendering of the artwork that was scaled to fit the gallery space (fig. 15). The gallery 

space is a heterotopia a “real places-places that do exist and that are formed [...] a kind of 

effectively enacted utopia in which the real sites, all the other real sites that can be found within 

the culture, are simultaneously represented, contested, and inverted” (24). Revival Field installed 

at the gallery shows us nothing of what is represented in the landfilled. This first appearance of 

the artwork is deceiving, as it cannot depict the actions of the plants and their interactions with 

the pollution at the site.  

The second instance of the heterotopia appears in the installation of the artwork at the 

site, Pig’s Ear Landfill. While the plants at the gallery are drawings and small plastic models 

made from PCBs the plants at the site they are not. The plants move the artwork away from the 

embodiment of plastic representation of vegetal bodies to tangible hyperaccumulators, they now 

enter the site of contestation and remediation. The artwork, lastly, finds its resting site a location 

to be, and with it, also the reason to be. Through the artwork, we see the tangible possibility of 

facing catastrophe. With the help of plants and creative artistic interventions, it is possible to 
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transform the toxic matter of pollution and once more harness the potentiality of dirt to recover 

soil. 

The virtual and abstracted space occupied by the artwork becomes a mess of broken 

pieces, a kaleidoscope of toxic materiality absorbed by the biomass of the plants. The inability to 

control the multiple directions of the toxic monster of pollution undergoes many processes of 

inversion; toxic, inorganic pollutants, such as compounds of cadmium (Cd), chrome (Cr), nickel 

(Ni), lead (Pb), copper (Cu), and zinc (Zn), along with organic contaminants, such as 

polychlorinated dibenzo-p-dioxins (PCDD), polychlorinated biphenyls (PCBs), and polycyclic 

aromatic hydrocarbons (PAHs), are sedimented in the soil. The repeated cycles of absorption and 

transformation performed by the hyperaccumulators eventually lead to the dissolution of the 

chemical bonds that make the molecules toxic; thus, after many cycles of absorption and 

decomposition, these pollutants may drop to physically and chemical acceptable healthy soil; 

however the process of breaking chemical bonds has proven to be complicated as most of the 

stable bonds of PCBs, PCDD, and PAHs become volatile particles, which are more dangerous as 

they become airborne.81  

 The hyperaccumulators perform a mysterious transformation, turning something 

intangible, invisible, and dangerous into something tangible, visible, and venial. However, this 

conversion does not take place instantaneously; it proceeds in progressive stages that we can 

only access through vivid imagination or a psychedelic trip that dissolves material boundaries, 

dissolves material boundaries and allows synesthesia. The plant becomes the organism through 

which the invisible can be perceived or, if we wish, the manifestation of a spirit capable of 

cleansing and physically transforming a polluted body of soil. The hyperaccumulator entangles 

both the vital forces and the toxic yet they create opportunities to explore, literally and 
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metaphorically, the artistic medium of sculpture, as stated at the beginning of this section. For 

Chin, the hammer and chisel, become the tools for sculpting, and the bodies of the plants, are his 

allies as they together carve the toxins out of the soil (Artist Writing n.d.). 

 

 

Fig. 16. Thlaspi Caerulescens (alpine pennycress), Natural Resources Conservation 

Service PLANTS Database United States Department of Agriculture, Accessed June 26, 2022.  

 

Hyperaccumulators are often small and delicate plants and are usually considered weeds 

(fig. 16). It is quite possible that you have experienced the quiet presence of a hyperaccumulator 

growing close to you without noticing. They tend to grow where they are needed, so they 

spontaneously appear on the side of the road, on a sidewalk, or in an abandoned parking lot; 

however, hyperaccumulators are also plants that we often eat, such as corn. The 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Natural_Resources_Conservation_Service
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Natural_Resources_Conservation_Service
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_States_Department_of_Agriculture
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_States_Department_of_Agriculture
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hyperaccumulators used in Revival Field include two types of maize, Merlin red fescue (a grass), 

bladder campion, alpine pennycress (fig. 16), and lettuce. The body of a hyperaccumulator plant 

adapts to challenging conditions by using modified leaves to store toxic elements absorbed from 

the soil, protecting the stems and roots. Hyperaccumulator plants point to the experience of 

pollution beyond the artwork. These plants tell the intimate and dangerous story of pervasive 

toxicity in soil. They act as preliminary buffers, yet if the level of contamination and the 

continuous contact with pollution is not addressed, the plants can only provide one layer of 

protection to the health of soil, animals, and people. From a philosophical understanding, it is 

possible to conceptualize the buffering of pollution through the vegetal body as a re-bordering of 

danger. The goal is not to fall prey to despair but to continue engaging with the pollution through 

the active process of remediation.  

Environmental despair belongs to the toxic, degenerative mode of being where beings are 

neither alive nor dead but trapped in a zombie-like state. The following words of biologist Robin 

Wall Kimmerer open this chapter: “Despair is paralysis. It robs us of agency. It blinds us to our 

own power and the power of the earth” (328). The volunteers in charge of monitoring the 

hyperaccumulators at the site of Revival Field recount that, after a few years of monitoring the 

growth of the hyperaccumulators, the signs of transformation have become more evident, less 

invisible. The work of the hyperaccumulators underlines how the world is filled with unseen 

relations, most of which are captured by the measuring power of numbers, which help interpret 

the states of transformation of the soil and the plants. In this way, art connecting with science 

gives us a new way to reorganize interconnectivity as one of the forces of matter.  
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3.6. SLOW Clean-up (an artistic cleaning method) 

 

 

Fig. 17. Frances Whitehead, SLOW Clean-up, 2008–2012, Digital image from grant final 

report.  

 

Chapter Two introduced urban gardens. In Chapter Three, the focus shifted to the process 

of soil remediation as an artistic practice at the intersection of art and science. Figure 17 shows 

the three stages of the process of preparing for soil remediation at the site where SLOW Clean-up 

takes place, a former gas station in the Cottage Grove Heights neighborhood on the South Side 

of Chicago. The brownfield portrayed in the image has had some soil remediation, yet it remains 

a passive site, which means that there are still elevated levels of pollutants underground. The site 

needs more cleaning actions so that it can become viable for urban development. 

 The site is closed to the public by a metal fence. The metal fence frames the artwork at 

the site. As in Revival Field, the fence serves a double function; it delineates the boundaries of 
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the art, and it encloses the space for remediation—an illusory boundary that tries to contain the 

underground pollution. SLOW Clean-up uses sculptural and performance art approaches to 

activate the site as a stage and a garden. Alexandra Toland, a leading scholar on soil and art, 

contends that any project that deals with soil as a creative practice must adopt a transdisciplinary 

approach. Toland writes, 

Soil art as: creative work about, in, or with soil or soil protection issues, which is 

produced in an art world context, in a multitude of genres and media, which is 

understood, among other things, as artwork that can, among other things, contribute to 

wider environmental and soil protection discourses. (Toland and Wessolek, Merging 

Horizon 2) 

The design of the artwork introduces several transdisciplinary approaches. The garden has a soft 

slope that creates a shallow amphitheater; it also resembles an isolated horticultural or botanical 

garden. The white ropes of the artwork create a radial sundial design (fig. 16) that defines the 

planting zones. This design also incorporates the project’s two conceptual sides by showing that 

knowledge is a cooperation between scientific and artistic representations.  

Whitehead, in an interview with philosopher blogger Angus Anderson of Open 

Transcripts, recounts the goal of the project, which is reflected in its method and intention: “I had 

to figure out how I could design a set of test plots where they could be kept track of [by citizen 

scientists], but that would be legible to the community and the public” (Open Transcripts n.d). 

The project’s transdisciplinary approach raises awareness of soil’s central role as a cultural site 

for social enrichment and a biological site for the improvement of biodiversity. 

 The artwork, as the title suggests, rejects the paradigm of “fast and easy” as a model for 

soil remediation, adopting a different approach to thinking and acting with polluted soils. The 
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artist’s creative method is influenced by the slow food movement, which seeks to reclaim time 

itself. For Whitehead, time is “an asset and cultural value” (Open Transcripts n.d). The cultural 

value of time highlights other important aspects of soil and soil remediation. Soil depends on the 

richness of mixed temporalities—both human and non-human—and micro and macro scales that 

span from the geological formation of soil to the bacterial actions in compost or living soil.  

Whitehead calls the slowing of time is “longtime time” (Personal Interview). Longtime is 

a new way of being in the world; it is a way of thinking and making that recognizes time as an 

asset for transferring knowledge. The concept of longtime impacts the how the remediation is 

done. There is a paucity of soil research in part due to the challenges of different time scales and 

the localities of soil, and that there are other points of contact that remain marginal but must 

come to the forefront of awareness of soil. For example, Toland writes, “Other marginal research 

niches in soil scientific study, the immediacy of food security and soil degradation issues would 

seem to demand a greater hunger for understanding of soil-human relationships and an increased 

need for humanities-based soil research” (Soil Art 45). Whitehead’s creative research addresses 

the marginality issues of SLOW Clean-up, which tackles one of the most urgent concerns of 

contaminated urban soils: incomplete soil remediation of brownfields within city limits. 

For SLOW Clean-up, Whitehead, in collaboration with city officials and university 

biology students, identified 400 brownfields needing different soil remediation programs. For 

Whitehead, soil remediation is a reclamation of land in urban landscapes. Whitehead emphasizes 

the importance of time for soil remediation to succeed. She calls these interactions with the 

landscape and time “phytoscapes.” “Phytoscapes utilize time as an asset and increase awareness 

of the interconnectivity of natural and cultural systems in the urban ecology” (Civic Experiments 

n.d.).  

http://franceswhitehead.com/what-we-do/slow-clean-up-civic-experiments
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SLOW Clean-up presents aesthetic soil remediation as an urgent matter because even 

when the positive changes of remediation seem to take place right away, the soil takes a very 

long time to become vital again. Time for soil remediation combines many temporalities, which 

can be identified by geological time, human time, and microbial time. Time is no longer 

immaterial, time becomes the material trace of interconnectivity; expressed through multiple 

interdependent strategies, time becomes a tool with which to understand incommensurability and 

uncertainty. Soil is key to life. SLOW Clean-up emphasizes the idea of soil as key for life 

through the concept of the interconnectivity of natural and cultural systems. Interconnectivity is 

activated in the remediation sites in the city. 

Regarding the city, interconnectivity contributes to the notion of urban ecology. Urban 

ecology, as a relatively new field of study, identifies the work of plants and other species as part 

of the urban landscape. I place particular attention on plants as agents that can clean up urban 

soils. Whitehead explains how phytoremediators work: “Petroleum remediation is performed at 

the root of the plants by soil’s microbes that attach phenols—sugars exuded—to the root of some 

plant roots, but not others” (Personal interview). Whitehead worked with Dr. A. P. Schwab, a 

soil expert from Perdue University, to learn which plants perform better. She remarks on their 

findings as follows: 

A lab trial proof of concept has identified 12 new petroleum remediators, increasing the 

plant palette for this alternative approach. These phytoscapes utilize time as an asset and 

increase awareness of the interconnectivity of natural and cultural systems in the urban 

ecology. (Whitehead, SAIC City Modeling Grant 15)  
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Interconnectivity means that the underlying materiality of soil intersects with the abstract worlds 

of politics, science, and culture, which manipulate and influence interconnectivity. The 

materiality of soil, as a political instigator, is also a cultural and social agglutination.  

Whitehead remarks that phytoremediation is very effective, but there is not enough 

political, scientific, and financial motivation to continue with more dedicated and extensive 

research (Whitehead, Personal Interview). Whitehead says that “very few plants have been 

tested, including the prairie forbs native of Chicago” (Artel n.d.). She continues to say that “plant 

remediators would allow us to reimagine the post-carbon landscapes and to reevaluate these 

degraded properties [referring to the brownfield]” (Artel n.d.). The need for soil remediation is 

becoming a pressing issue; it requires time and resources to prevent soil pollution. It is necessary 

to establish soil education in households, schools, neighborhood assemblies, and public forums. 

SLOW Clean-up proposes alternative ways of addressing the complex issue of soil pollution, 

merging soil remediation with a wide field of knowledge. Soil remediation, as a creative 

practice, reclaims structural and hierarchical sociopolitical conditions surrounding environmental 

justice. The industries responsible for the fabrication, commercialization, and dumping of 

hazardous chemicals are actively covering up misdoings. Chemical corporations hire lobbyists to 

actively protect corporate interests over environmental and health concerns. 82 Case in point, 

abandoned and forgotten terrains become the target of possible convalescence, entering a new 

decomposition cycle.  
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3.7. Hidden Architectures (the invisible and the hidden) 

 

 

 

Fig. 18. Maria Patricia Tinajero, Hidden Architectures, 2020, Drawing: color pencil on 

paper, 9 X 12 in.  
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In the United States alone, there are more than 1,570 listed superfund sites and more than 

1,250 landfills.83 There are also almost a half a million brownfields, many of which are 

abandoned gas stations. Investigative journalist Bryan Chambers, from The Herald-Dispatch, 

writes that there are more than “450,000 brownfield sites, half of which involve a petroleum-

based substance that has leaked from an underground storage tank, according to the EPA” 

(Government Help Key in Removing Old Gas Stations n.d.). I labeled landfills and brownfields 

hidden architectures.84 They are infrastructures that are out of sight and out of mind, yet they are 

among the most vulnerable to climate change as journalist David Hasemyer and Lise Olsen 

explain in their recent article “Biden Will Inherit Hundreds of Toxic Waste Superfund Sites, with 

Climate Threats Looming,” that these infrastructures are among the most susceptible to severe 

weather. Figure 18 depicts these underground infrastructures taking life from the soil, but it also 

shows the plant as a powerful being confronting the legacy of industrial pollution. The image 

evokes the question: why are these infrastructures hidden from our sight, budgets, and desires? 

 Have you ever visited a city’s landfill, transfer station, water treatment plant, or sewer 

system on a weekend? Are you aware of what kind of funding is assigned for remediation 

projects in your city or town? Do you know that adding nitrogen compounds to your lawn is the 

most common runoff polluting soil and water? Revival Field and SLOW Clean-up not only make 

the infrastructure that support pollution visible they also propose concrete actions for soil 

remediation. The artworks offer combinations suitable for eco-economic solutions. For Chin, 

phytoextraction is an inexpensive alternative for removing heavy metals from contaminated soil. 

SLOW Clean-up proposes the remediation of both soil and community. For Whitehead, the 

notions of exchange value and ecological value are mediated by the potential for profit and 

utility that soil remediation has for urban soils. 
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The waste pile emerges from the invisibility of exploitation and the excess of materiality 

that accumulates only to be buried, hidden from sight and therefore out of mind. It is in the 

invisibility of the location that, waste and pollution contribute to the architecture of post-

industrial cities.85 These architectures are hidden, yet they constantly interact with soils, 

communities, and underground water systems as part of an urban ecology. Urban ecology has a 

sinister side, it is the ecology of pollution that alters soil, humans and animals’ health, water, and 

many plant species. Landfills and brownfields are cities’ most tangible expressions of extractive 

and corporate economies. They constitute the accumulation of unwanted ideas, projects, desires, 

technologies, and materiality. 

Philosopher Michel Serres, in his book The Natural Contract, develops the figure of the 

stockpile; it is helpful to contextualize the accumulation of pollution and waste as a pile that is 

both material and metaphorical. Serres explains the accumulation of the stockpile as follows: 

Now we are starting to understand the role of great stockpiles in the regulation and 

evolution of the globe, the specific and combined functions of the seas, the atmosphere, 

giant deserts, and glaciers. From now on, there will be lakes of humanity, physical actors 

in the physical system of the Earth. Man is a stockpile, the strongest and most connected 

of nature. He is a being-everywhere. And bound. (Natural Contract 18)  

The relation to space is necessarily reduced to the relation of the site, from which it is possible to 

reflect on material accumulation and the distribution of agencies. Extending agency to the 

architectures that support the institutionalization and normalization of human desires aligns with 

the ideas of cultural theorist Jane Bennet, who claims that all matter, including dirt, soil, trash, 

waste, and rubbish, has agency (Vibrant Matter 20). However, litter, trash, rubbish, and waste 

are on the flip side of soil’s health and vitality; they are opposing forces to vibrancy, draining 
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forces that take away from the vitality of soil—thus, there are different kinds of vibrancy and 

different levels of intensity among matter.86  

 The waste pile comprises the different aggregates and substances that are mixed up in 

the chaotic piling of stuff that takes place in landfills or waste-dump sites. The waste pile is the 

nemesis of the soil profile, both of which are vertical crosscuts of the surface of the earth. The 

structures are vertical, horizontal, and cross-sectional. The soil profile and the waste pile are 

tools that disclose the intimate interplay of interconnectivity by giving a visual support that 

constitutes each other. The soil profile displays the geological transformation from rock to dirt to 

soil as a historical account of soil-embedded material memory. Meanwhile, the waste pile is 

made of what it hides: the tangible and intangible flows of failed aspirations, truncated success, 

and the failures of imagination. The waste pile is hidden by sophisticated urban architectures 

designed for accumulating everything, thus establishing a sort of general archive and recalling 

Foucault’s heterotopia: 

 The will to enclose in one place all times, all epochs, all forms, all tastes, the idea of 

constituting a place of all times that is itself outside of time and inaccessible to its 

ravages, the project of organizing in this way a sort of perpetual and indefinite 

accumulation of time in an immobile place, this whole idea belongs to our modernity. (Of 

Other Spaces 26) 

The principles for the organization of spaces made by the waste pile are dominated by the chaos 

of dumping and piling up stuff; thus, another kind of organization emerges in the accumulation 

of these disregarded objects. The waste pile, oddly enough, resembles Foucault’s example of 

accumulation in libraries and museums. However, the waste pile also recalls the heterotopia of 
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the cemetery, which is certainly a place unlike ordinary cultural spaces. It is a space that is, 

however, connected with all the sites of the city-state or society or village, etc.” (25) 

Furthermore, philosopher Greg Kennedy, in An Ontology of Trash: The Disposable and 

Its Problematic Nature, explains that trash is a derivative of waste. He writes, “Trash signifies an 

attempt to render absolute the essential relativity of waste and thereby answer its central problem 

of intrinsic ambiguity” (3). These deeply paradoxical relations are materialized by the 

disposability of objects—stuff—which become a different kind of matter, one that resists 

decomposition, suggesting that the ontology of waste is a transcendental problem in reverse, and 

favors the myth of endless economic growth, scientific progress, and the expression of power 

displayed by international world capitalism (IWC) (Three Ecologies 6). Guattari, in his book 

Three Ecologies, relates IWC to environmental degradation. He writes:  

Post-industrial capitalism, which I prefer to describe as Integrated World Capitalism 

(IWC), tends increasingly to decenter its sites of power, moving away from structures 

producing goods and services towards structures producing signs, syntax and - in 

particular, through the control which it exercises over the media, advertising, opinion 

polls, etc. -subjectivity. (47) 

The control of subjectivity, perhaps the most difficult to engage with, must be alert so that 

economic, political, and financial activities responsible for soil depletion and pollution are also 

reclaimed and remediated. Revival Field is in a landfill, while SLOW Clean-up is a former gas 

station on the corner of South Cottage Ave and 98th Place in Chicago; both sites are examples of 

the waste pile. Chin and Whitehead want to move beyond representation. In Revival Field and 

SLOW Clean-up, invisible flows of abstraction and information are parts of the material 

constituents that make up the artworks. Both artworks capture light, not by its reflective quality 
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but by way of energy being transformed through photosynthesis. The artworks are positioned in 

the gap left by visual representations and a lack of awareness; they surrender to the power of the 

more-than human entities.87  

The overuse of resources has become central to the generation of profit, disregarding how 

the active extraction, exploitation, fabrication, and disposal of materials (re)shape the planet’s 

surface. Foucault’s heterotopia emphasizes what is underlying the real space. In this case, the 

cities in the American Rust Belt: Chicago and Minneapolis affected by industrial capitalism. The 

heterotopia not only differentiates reality from utopia; it enters the mysterious and fantastic 

world of transformation. The art of soil remediation enters the heterotopia as the other counter-

place. “The other real sites that can be found within the culture [that] are simultaneously 

represented, contested, and inverted. Places of this kind are outside of all places, even though it 

may be possible to indicate their location in reality” (Of Other Spaces 24; italics added). The 

landfill and brownfield become a counter-place when the soil remediation takes place. 

Foucault never gives a succinct definition of a heterotopia. Instead, he gives us the 

elements that constitute a heterotopia: represented, contested, and inverted; these three aspects 

function as a map to follow in the process of soil remediation as a creative practice. For example, 

Revival Field and SLOW Clean-up represent, contest, and invert the pollution while also asking 

for inverting economic, cultural and social excesses. Furthermore, these artworks thrive on the 

irrepresentability of the toxic and go beyond visual representation. Both artworks depend on the 

processes that take place in soil and with plants; thus, the artworks actualize a material presence 

that contests pollution and the toxic and presents possibilities to not only invert the site but to 

reclaim the processes of transformation–the absorption and removal of hazardous material from 

the contaminated soil. 
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The waste pile shares similarities with the soil profile. The soil profile is a visual 

reference of the soil’s composition, structure, and interactions. As a method, the soil profile 

brings to light what is hidden underground, giving a stereoscopic view. The practice of making 

soil profiles of landfills is almost nonexistent.88 There are technical difficulties that include the 

risk of disturbing highly toxic sites, but there is also a lack of interest in doing so, as well as a 

desire to forget what is kept under our feet. We want to forget. The effort of forgetting becomes 

the evidence of delusion and denial. These artworks, Revival Field and SLOW Clean-up, remind 

us of the importance of remembering within the contexts of responsibility, care, and ongoing-

ness. Haraway says that we must stay with the troubles (Staying with The Trouble 1). Artistic soil 

remediation is an effort toward environmental justice for soil, people, and the planet that is to 

stay with the troubles; it denounces the asymmetries of consumption and accumulation as 

aggregates that form a ‘new stratum of toxic waste’ over the land and jeopardize the lives of 

many species, including ours. Even more so under the somber auspice of irreversible pollution 

and damage to the land. The theme of and methods for soil remediation as a creative and artistic 

practice encompass one of the most ignored issues of climate change: soil pollution. As stated, 

the waste pile resembles Foucault’s example of the accumulation exhibited in libraries and 

museums: “There are heterotopias of indefinitely accumulating time, for example, museums and 

libraries. Museums and libraries have become heterotopias in which time never stops building up 

and topping its own summit” (Of Other Spaces 26). The principles of categorization and 

organization seem to not exist in the waste; however, in the chaos of dumping, another kind of 

organization emerges, while some of the categorizations remain: “The largest category 

occupying landfill space was paper […]  by volume, nearly half of all the refuse excavated by the 

Garbage Project has been newspapers, magazines, packaging paper, and non-packaging paper, 
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such as computer printouts and phonebooks” (Garbage Project 3). The waste pile is the archive 

of the familiar yet forlorn objects. The waste pile as a site for soil remediation becomes the site 

of the promise, where the vegetal bodies—biomass, after completing their life cycle—activate 

the potentiality of dirt through decomposition. The virtual and abstract space of a ghostly 

heterotopia is shattered by the material transformation of dirt into soil.  

3.8. The Memory of Waste (Muck) 

The working hypothesis of a landfill as a heterotopia revolves around the structural 

function of hidden architectures. The structural violence of muck (pollution and waste) has a 

peculiar organization within the waste pile. The waste pile is formed, layer upon layer, by trash, 

refuse, and waste repeatedly being dumped and covered by thin layers of healthy topsoil. This 

organization creates a vertical order, which allows for a praxis of critiquing incomplete soil 

remediation methods. The waste pile explores the paradox of waste to understand the 

complicated relationships and exchanges between city dwellers and their surroundings. If we 

play with the idea that waste is a form of human language, we would be obliged to dig deeper 

into the quality of our material relations with matter, or more precisely, with the material 

presence of unwanted matter. Cultural thinker Linda Weintraub states, “Whether it is thoughtful 

or thoughtless, all humans have a relationship to garbage” (Environmentalities 21). The growing 

presence of waste, in all ecosystems, has lasting spatial and temporal implications. For example, 

petrochemical technologies and overconsumption create conditions that foster the accumulation 

of muck. Accumulation is the principal action of the formation of the waste pile; it gives birth to 

the landfill—unsortable toxic matter. American anthropologist W. L. Rathje reminds us that 

waste is not a modern invention but has always been a part of human activity. The relationship to 

waste, however, began with the development of the city (Garbage Project 13).  
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Ancient waste piles are called middens.89 They are rich archeological sites with an 

abundant accumulation of artifacts, including refuse.  The middens share functional 

characteristics with modern dumpsites and landfills; however, there are profound differences in 

their formation and lifespans. W. L. Rathje states: “If archeologists can learn important 

information about extinct societies from patterns in ancient garbage, then archeologists should be 

able to learn important information about contemporary societies from patterns in fresh garbage” 

(Garbage Project 3). The contents of middens are mostly shells and pottery, both of which are 

mineral expressions of calcium carbonate: calcite or aragonite for shells and gibbsite, kaolinite, 

illite/mica, smectite, vermiculite, chlorite for clays. These minerals add nutrients to the different 

types of soil as they break down and decompose. This process, which shapes the environment, 

takes millennia. These middens are forgotten memories turned into nutrients for soil; the modern 

landfills are not, but they trace to and with the environment the accumulation of waste and 

pollution; thus, they are critical reminders of the influence of new chemical technologies for new 

materials. These new material conditions, which are changing through technological innovations, 

congeal in the form of accumulation. These new accumulations of waste are ontological markers 

of the material contents of a waste pile. The waste pile is an archeological site, but it is also an 

archive. Derrida’s definition in The Archive Fever: A Freudian Impression is as follows: 

Let us never forget this Greek distinction between mneme or anamnesis on the one hand, 

and hypomnema on the other. The archive is hypomnesic. And let us note in passing a 

decisive paradox to which we will not have the time to return, but which undoubtedly 

conditions the whole of these remarks: if there is no archive without consignation in an 

external place which assures the possibility of memorization, of repetition, of 

reproduction, or of reimpression, then we must also remember that repetition itself, the 
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logic of repetition, indeed the repetition compulsion, remains, according to Freud, 

indissociable from the death drive. (11) 

This psychological and social interpretation of the archive, as Derrida suggests in his essay 

“Biodegradables: Seven Dairy Fragments,” must also consider what is left behind, what remains. 

I argue that what remains is material traces of matter. And, what survives are the ghostly 

fragments of intangible intentions. Derrida’s “Biodegradables: Seven Dairy Fragments” rethinks 

the archive in the face of the environmental crisis. The philosopher’s preoccupation with the 

archive, as what remains, has taken a material turn. The trace has tangible impacts as it becomes 

more and more perceptible in the nonbiodegradable. “Important question of physis beyond the 

opposition nature/culture [...] And precisely because of the remains that remain to be thought. 

Try later to show how the proper name—the proper name function—finally corresponds to this 

function of nonbiodegradability” (Biodegradables 165). The waste pile, as an archive of 

overconsumption and greedy economies, has two locations: at the periphery of political 

consciousness and in the lack of environmental awareness. The production and radical 

transformation of waste add to the human disconnection from surroundings. The contents of the 

ancient middens—shells, bones, and pottery—have been replaced with paper, plastics, PCBs, 

nuclear remnants, construction and demolition soil waste, and more.90 Landfills have become 

sites where gasses and other toxic substances accumulate, and leach as different elements 

produce chemical and physical reactions.91 

A landfill fulfills two functions. First, it gives the waste pile a location and an 

architectural form. The landfill is designed as a seal-structure so that the toxic matter cannot 

escape or leach out. The landfill’s design and the method used to fill it—dump and cover—do 

not facilitate the actions of time, as the lack of air slows down the decomposition of matter. 
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Human-made technologies and petrochemicals essentially halt time in the sealed containers that 

house waste piles. Secret places are for keeping the secrets of death. Evelyn Keller Fox, in her 

book From Secrets of Life to Secrets of Death, suggests that access to knowledge has been 

fractured by the insidious form of power that is secrecy. Fox says that “scientific venture [is] 

predicated not on openness, but on its opposite, on absolute secrecy” (44). Secrecy is not keeping 

a secret; it is manipulating access to information to mislead public opinion; thus, secrecy hides 

danger.  

The secrecy of the waste pile, a phenomenon with geological implications, comes from 

the material embodiment of anthropogenic forces loaded with the power to reshape the Earth’s 

surface. The secrecy of the waste pile swallows the presence of waste and pollution so that they 

become invisible, but with indirect and hidden lasting effects. The secrecy of the waste pile; is it 

deflecting political and economic agendas, or away from them? For example, the images taken 

by photographer Edward Burtynsky (fig. 19) show an accumulation of waste in the process of 

becoming a geological force of toxic materiality (a widespread global phenomenon).  
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Fig. 19. Edward Burtynsky, Dandora Landfill #1, Nairobi, Kenya, 2016, Photography: 

archival pigment print, 48 X 64 in. 

 

Jennifer A. Peeples, a communication professor of visual rhetoric, uses the Kantian idea 

of negative pleasure to critique the aesthetic of Edward Burtynsky’s portraits of pollution. 

Peeples, in reference to Edward Burtynsky, writes, “His interest in generating dissonance aligns 

itself with Kant’s understanding of the sublime, in which the satisfaction is arrived at indirectly, 

as one is attracted to the sublime object, but alternatively repelled, a state Kant calls ‘negative 

pleasure’” (380).92 In her essay, “Toxic Sublime: Imaging Contaminated Landscapes,” Peeples 

suggests the following: 

Without coercion and at times with great effort, people, especially Americans, seek out 

natural places. In contrast, the unadorned and material substance of the altered landscapes 

may repel viewers. For those of privilege, waste and destruction are hidden from sight, 
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whether under the sink, on the edge of town, or shipped out of the country. Residuals 

from consumptive lifestyles are often intended to remain unseen from the consumer. 

(381) 

The dissonance of negative pleasure, as Peeples suggests, must go beyond the aesthetic 

experience co-opted by the sublime. Can the invisible aesthetic, as proposed by Chin and 

Whitehead, contrast with the sublime experience proposed by Peeples? Revival Field and SLOW 

Clean-up aerate the ground of art, challenging perceptual experiences with creative research that 

is both scientific and artistic. “The arts and the sciences are two great engines of culture: sources 

of creativity, places of aspiration, and markers of aggregate identity” (Information Art 5). Chin 

and Whitehead challenge the most common misconceptions of both art and science by enabling 

experimentation with different conceptual, visual, and participatory approaches that have the 

capacity for soil remediation not as an aesthetic sublime experience but as an ethical aesthetic 

experience (invisible yet corporeal).  

 Greenpeace Director Annie Leonard explains the problem of waste and trash from an 

economic perspective (The Story of Stuff n.d.). Leonard remarks that the relations we have with 

the economic cycles of stuff are invisible. Leonard creates a visual map of the problem of waste. 

Using animation, she highlights the erroneous formulation that most capitalist economies use in 

their models: linear trajectory.93 Linearity has become the foundation for the development of the 

capitalist material economy, and linearity has also become a symbol of progress when attached 

to an arrowhead that shoots upward, toward the sky and away from the ground. 

Can linear economies escape the heterotopia of the landfill? Our consumer-driven 

economy—a linear economy—focuses on homogeneity and the accumulation of political and 

economic power by governments, corporations, institutions, and even individuals. 
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Overconsumption and waste, two forces of modernity and industrialization, show that the hidden 

architectures of unwanted accumulation connect all other spaces. The abstraction of the 

heterotopia that is the waste pile creates material surplus, as a simple byproduct of industrial 

accumulation; it becomes the totality of anthropogenic activities, which have reached the 

magnitude comparable to that of geological forces. Under these conditions and with the 

increased development of technology, waste has acquired a more robust modality due to 

innovation and experimentation, which are led by the petrochemical industry. DeLanda gives 

additional insight to explain how the totality of the material surplus yields the concept of 

assemblages: 

 The main theoretical alternative to organic totalities is what philosopher Gilles Deleuze 

calls assemblages, wholes characterized by relations of exteriority. These relations imply, 

first, that a component of a part of an assemblage may be detached from it and plugged 

into a different assemblage in which its interactions are different. (A Thousand Years 10)  

Assemblages let us see how the complications of the final stage of a material existence cannot be 

avoided by disposing of stuff and burying it underground. The waste pile is the assemblage of 

muck—matter with a disproportionate distribution of toxic content concentrated in vulnerable 

sites. Muck is not soil or dirt. Muck is polluted matter that finds unexpected ways to circulate as 

a ubiquitous force. Muck is everywhere—in the air, the water, and the soil. The problem of muck 

exacerbates the paradox of waste disposal (as opposed to decomposition). Waste never 

evaporates; it piles up in the waste pile. Similarly, toxic matter does not decompose into 

compost, which would allow it to become nutrients for soil upon its return to the earth. Muck is 

the toxic inscribed in the waste pile. The landfill is a heterotopia, an archive, and a site where 

muck regurgitates death as soon as it meets the soil, water, and air. Muck not only distorts the 
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molecular shapes of soil, water, and air; it changes how they function and interact with each 

other. Muck comprises abstract and material content that leads to harmful anthropogenic 

interactions, which in turn lead to further destructive interactions. Once again, the proposition of 

the artworks Revival Field and SLOW Clean-up is to address and reverse the negative effects of 

muck with the help of plants.  

Rachel Carson already recognized the power of plants, lichen, fungi, and microorganisms 

to change the environment. These nonhuman agents are responsible for turning rocks into soil; 

they made Earth, once a barren planet, into a welcoming home. Carson writes, 

For only the power of the plant brings forward the first amelioration. They make soil of 

crumbling rocks, they hold back the soil from the rains that would have swept away, and 

little by little they soften and subdued the bare rock, the lifeless desert. (The Sea Around 

Us 28)  

Revival Field and SLOW Clean-up are only possible in collaboration with plants, which sediment 

the strata of toxic complexity and make different access points available for unexpected and 

ambiguous states of transformation that depend on a capacity for adaptation. The removal of 

heavy metals and hydrocarbons comes as a second-hand experience, which is mediated by the 

plants’ visible and invisible transformations, moving the artwork beyond representation. 

3.9. Prosthetic “Adds On:” Landfills 

The proliferation of landfills is a response to the rapid changes in consumption and the 

accumulation of non-biodegradable materials. These accumulations result in the growth of toxic 

landscapes worldwide. Silpa Kaza, an urban development specialist with the World Bank and the 

lead author of chapter two of the report “What a Waste 2.0: A Global Snapshot of Solid Waste 

Management to 2050,” writes: 
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As technology changes the way people live, communicate, and transact, it also affects the 

way waste is managed around the world. Governments and companies that manage waste 

integrate technologies at all steps of the value chain to reduce costs, increase materials for 

energy recovery, and connect with citizens. (121) 

The World Bank's Waste Report is comprehensive. It addresses the relationships between waste, 

consumption, behavior, and the economy; unfortunately, they do not directly address the 

ecological impact of waste. The World Bank proposes to solve the waste problem by adding 

more and better waste-management facilities and other technological advances. Solutions are 

necessary but do not address the ecological crisis of waste. This solution only suggests 

increasing the number and size of toxic landscapes and piles of waste.  

Urban infrastructures that house waste are hidden infrastructures; on the one hand, they 

fulfill the popular saying “out of sight, out of mind;” The hidden architectures that house the 

waste are sites where the toxic materiality assumes the highest levels of pollution, where it enters 

into a positive feedback loop that is interconnected with the unpredictable relations that it 

unleashes into terrestrial and water ecosystems and reflected in the chemical and physical 

expressions of toxic leaching, even when they hide underground, covered by vegetation, 

resembling a well-groomed landscape on the outskirts of town. In landfills, xenobiotic agents—

both biodegradable and non-biodegradable—are indiscriminately mixed, leaving an indelible 

trace of anthropogenic activities filled with misused knowledge and unfulfilled desires. The 

waste pile has become the monstrous and ghostly incarnation of its ancient counterpart, the 

midden.  

How did the landfill become this monstrous and ghostly incarnation? Underground, 

anaerobic microscopic microorganisms that once preserved the history of the human diet now 
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preserve muck—toxic materials buried in oxygen-less landfills. The landfill archives are written 

with waste—the memory of misused technology that has become a prosthetic “add-on” of 

modernity applied to the locality of the waste pile. Eco materialism denounces the cancellation 

of locality, which refers to the practice of transporting waste as far as possible for privileged 

wealthy cities. The cancellation of locality aggravates the problem of waste, as it forgets the 

principle of interconnectivity: sooner or later, waste will circulate back.  Indispensable to the 

heterotopia of the landfill as it relates to its poetic promise is the prosthesis of the toxic and 

toxicity.  

3.10. Hybrid Fields of Knowledge  

In this final section of the chapter, I look at the environmental implications of the pilot 

programs developed by Chin and Whitehead. First, I briefly introduce the larger context of 

environmental remediation; second, I look at collaboration in terms of politics framed as the 

diplomacy of art–a friendly collaboration between art and science. For Revival Field, Chin 

collaborated with biologist and agronomist Rufus Chaney, who worked with the United States 

Department of Agriculture (USDA), and still is among the leading scientists researching the use 

of phytoremediation for wider application in the remediation of polluted soils in landfills.  For 

SLOW Clean-up, Whitehead collaborated with Dr. Schwab from Chicago’s Department of 

Environment, he is an expert in soil remediation for hydrocarbon pollution. 

The collaboration between Chin and Rufus Chaney started in the early stages of the 

project’s conceptualization. Chin’s artistic practice calls attention to complex social and 

environmental issues by connecting people and places from a position of inclusivity to advocate 

for environmental and social justice. Chin says, “I suggested to Dr. Chaney that since the USDA 

and the EPA, and the other branches of government assigned to protect the environment are not 
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going to do the testing, perhaps we can reinvent this piece as a shared art field—an art project 

that would meet the needs of a scientific experiment” (Art21, Mel Chin “Revival Field n.d.). To 

bypass the bureaucratic obstacles, the artist reframed the project as an art. Chin recounts how a 

shift in their approach to dealing with bureaucracy yielded some positive results. Revival Field 

turned into a multispecies collaboration that opens possibilities for new relationships among 

different fields of knowledge. Chin and Chaney's creative model has been successfully replicated 

and adapted to other remediation art projects. 

On the other hand, Frances Whitehead developed a similar model, yet her focus was on 

the intersectionality of art, science, and the social. The importance of Whitehead’s socially 

engaged artistic practice is sustainable design for one of Chicago’s poorest neighborhoods. 

SLOW Clean-up is committed to using soil remediation to reclaim soil’s vitality as well as the 

health of the community. For Whitehead, there is also a need to go beyond art’s political 

intention to denounce the lack of support for environmental justice. Whitehead explains that it 

was important for her to move sculpture into the realm of design94 and sustainability, which 

includes working with architects, urbanists, city planners, and elected officials.95  

 Whitehead’s network extends to Dr. A. P. Schwab, one of the leading soil scientists 

working with plant-based phytoremediation. Schwab runs a phytoremediation lab for petroleum 

pollution, where he has been studying eighty plant species. Whitehead and Schwab worked with 

Chicago’s Department of Environment, Chicago State University’s Biology and Geography 

Departments, Purdue University’s Soil Chemistry Research Lab, and the Art Institute of 

Chicago. Whitehead explains that she convinced the scientists to work with her “by finding out 

who are the important soil scientists who do this work, calling them up, and convincing them on 
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the pure intellectual merits of collaborating with an artist working embedded in the City of 

Chicago as a form of experimental research” (Anderson Open Transcript n.d.). 

  In both Revival Field and SLOW Clean-up, collaboration fills the gaps left by the 

disconnection between art and science and the challenges of bureaucracy. The artwork becomes 

an amplifier for measuring the effects of pollution on the biomass of the plants, which turns an 

artistic concept into scientific data. By addressing these gaps, the artwork acknowledges how the 

conditions of urban soils impact health and the well-being of the city. Revival Field and SLOW 

Clean-up address the problem of soil pollution following two closely related ideas: the artworks 

play with simulations and abstractions of art fields (sculpture, installation, landscape design), and 

the artworks become scientific test fields.  

SLOW Clean-up, a petroleum phytoremediation project, acts as both an artistic 

intervention and a program to orient the discovery of new scientific knowledge. The artwork was 

designed to be a test field, a “trial plot” (Civic Experiments n.d.) where new scientific 

investigation can take place. It is also a place where scientific investigation becomes cultural 

investigation in conjunction with plants–phytoremediation. The artwork points out that it lacks 

funding for further development, so the art project opens the space for testing new untested 

plants. The project uses some of Dr. Schwab’s eighty plants at the field-trial garden in Cottage 

Grove Heights in South Chicago. Whitehead remarks, “We call this the knowledge site, where 

we’re growing the knowledge” (Open Transcripts n.d.). Knowledge is always situated, or, as 

Donna Haraway pointedly states, it is embodied, she writes: 

Feminist embodiment, then, is not about fixed location in a reified body, female or 

otherwise, but about nodes in fields, inflections in orientations, and responsibility for 

difference in material-semiotic fields of meaning. Embodiment is significant prosthesis; 
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objectivity cannot be about fixed vision when what counts as an object is precisely what 

world history turns out to be about. (Situated Knowledge 588) 

Haraway hints at how to further reclaim the prosthetic through location, not in the reified body 

but in the site for action, which is possible in collaboration with artists, scientists, plants, and 

pollution. For example, over the two years of activity at SLOW Clean-up, it was discovered that 

prairie plants, due to their massive root systems, are ideal for cleaning up petroleum and other 

pollutants. Whitehead insists that “these plants have never been tested before” (Whitehead, Civic 

Experiments n.d.). The site turns old narratives of despair into new stories of possibility. 

Bruno Latour, in his book Science in the Action, describes the different paths that the 

scientification and politicization of science take when these are understood as processes to point 

out the vulnerability of fact-making. It is at this point of vulnerability that art offers the resilient 

attitude that characterizes the art process—risk-taking. In such cases, according to Latour, 

…the danger would no longer be coming from an excessive confidence in ideological 

arguments posturing as matters of fact—as we have learned to combat so efficiently in 

the past—but from an excessive distrust of good matters of fact disguised as bad 

ideological biases! (Science in Action 227)  

The connections that go beyond matters of fact to become matters of concern cannot be ignored. 

Artists take on these problems, creating new models of collaboration and opening science’s black 

box. In the case of SLOW Clean-up, the creative approach to the problem of brownfields in 

Chicago does not directly challenge the political use of science. Rather, Whitehead inserts 

herself into the process through the EAP. This allows her to be part of the solution. This kind of 

approach offers passage through the mystification of art and functions as an experimental test 

field for combined knowledge. Within these models, artists, scientists, and the general public 
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have different levels of accessibility. This means that everyone has something to contribute that 

may not be equally important but is equally necessary. 

The models of collaboration developed by these two artists, Whitehead and Chin, 

empower everyone related to the projects because the artists amplify certain capacities over 

others to modify the redistribution of agency and the assigning of values for soil remediation as a 

creative collaboration. Whitehead said that collaboration is a bona fide, peer-reviewable, and 

reproducible experiment (Personal Interview 2021). The planted garden for SLOW Cleanup 

showed the final planting layout, and the list of plants used in the different radiant of the plots 

worked for the remediation of the residual hydrocarbon at the site. On the right side, there is a 

list of both the scientific and vernacular names of the plants used. It also highlights the discovery 

of the 12 new plants that have been added to the list of phytoremediators.  

What is hybrid knowledge? It is analogous to Tsing’s method of contamination as 

collaboration “means working across difference, which leads to contamination. Without 

collaborations, we all die” (Mushrooms at The End of The World 28).  We can no longer 

consider separate and autonomous shepherds of action whether we like it or not; the principle of 

interconnectivity continues to operate the promise for soil. These: artworks SLOW Cleanup and 

Revival Field work with the damage already done to the soil in collaboration with plants to 

remove the chemically altered dirt, even in sites that seem irreversibly damaged; the evidence is 

to stay with the troubles. In addition, remediation is never in a final stage; rather, it is constantly 

renewing the possibilities for soil, bringing forward new modalities for becoming soil. This is not 

a naive view of the problem of pollution and soil depletion; it is a response to learning to 

positively influence the many temporalities involved in soil remediation—groundwater, air, and 

biological and cultural entities. Even as a quixotic quest, soil remediation as a creative practice is 
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more relevant than ever; Revival Field and SLOW Clean-up are more than artists’ odd ideas. 

They are questioning the use of technology, agriculture, and the use of the land using soil 

remediation, as a creative tool to present possibilities for a more sustainable future and the good 

life.  

The retooling of artistic elements in both Revival Field and SLOW Clean-up reinforces 

the symbolic, artistic, and practical signifiers (as well as the signified) signs that denounce 

colonial and capitalist practices, which base their success on desecrating the land. Soil 

remediation addresses the non-reversibility and the dangers of transformations, such as when 

decomposition is halted by air-tight containers, as happens in landfills. Remediation recognizes 

the importance of understanding that what has been done cannot be undone. The plants are 

responsible for undertaking the most dangerous aspect of the remediation—the absorption of the 

toxic. Plants show how to process the toxic through their delicate management of the toxic. Chin 

refers to contaminated soils as “poison earth” (Revival Field n.d). These kinds of artworks also 

allow for unexpected and ambiguous aesthetic experiences in which proximity is deadly unless 

mediated by plants and soil.  

Whitehead contributes to improving the future by introducing more responsible and 

sustainable practices for managing abandoned urban sites as a matter of redistribution and 

rebordering of agencies and responsibilities. The redistributed toxins enter the delicate and 

dangerous interplay of life and death in a daring attempt to reconsider from and within the 

normative constraints of individual responsibilities, collective policies, and ideological 

modalities around contamination, pollution, and toxicity, which are never isolated or contained. 

Instead, the artwork reborders the ubiquitous of the toxic, in all soils as well as their soilings—

humans and non-humans alike, as the site of resistance. Revival Field and SLOW Clean-up are 
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creative art projects that, in collaboration with plants, harness the power of transforming 

pollution through the cleaning action of plants.96 For example, hyperaccumulator plants express 

as more than an assemblage (soil–root–leaf); they are a mycorrhizal web soil–soil microbiome-

root–leaf—sunshine. This mycorrhizal web engages with the toxic to neutralize its effects so that 

other species that are incapable of tolerating direct engagement with the toxic can survive. In a 

similar manner, the artworks become a catalyst for neutralizing the ontology of waste and 

despair. The mycorrhizal web reborders renewal of life as a continuous process that re-activate 

transformation from a place of understanding and feeling of soil; and it places with and in soil, 

the capacities to deploy new ecological praxis.  

In conclusion, soil remediation as an artistic practice offers alternative modes for thinking 

about the revitalization of soils and communities, favoring diversity over monetary profit and 

strengthening the distribution of agencies—once concentrated on corporate and governmental 

powers—to human and non-human urban dwellers, all of whom are integral for the revitalization 

of urban ecosystems. Soil remediation is a way to (re)design urban landscapes, reclaiming and 

reusing land to stop urban sprawl, deforestation, swamp draining, and other intrusive practices 

that encroach on soil and land. Revival Field and SLOW Clean-up answer the question of what 

remains by shifting our perceptions and behaviors toward soil and supporting diversity and 

collaboration. These artworks serve as public reminders of plants’ contributions to soil and 

unfurl the process of becoming soil, not as a diagnosis but as a collective and collaborative effort 

supported by biological, social, and intellectual diversity. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

What Resurfaces? (On Decomposition and Death) 

 

 

 

But the event of death overflows the intention that it seems to fill. 

-Emanuel Levinas, God, Death, and Time,13 

 

Death, therefore, the most awful of evils, is nothing to us, seeing that, when we are, death 

does not come, and, when death comes, we are not. It is nothing, then, either to the living 

or to the dead, for with the living it is not, and the dead exist no longer.  

-Epicurus, Letter to Menoeceus 

 

 

What resurfaces? Can sustainable futures begin with our death? These are the questions 

for this chapter. The goal is not to find definite answers to the mystery of death but to open a 

temporary space in which to engage with artist Jae Rhim (or J. R.) Lee’s artwork, the Infinity 

Burial Project (2009–ongoing) as a personal inquiry on death and the environment. The Infinity 

Burial Project (IBP) is a creative and artistic provocation of vexatious sociocultural and political 

practices associated with the end of life and their material repercussions. J. R. Lee focuses on the 

funerary industry and its ecological impact on soil through a personal exploration of what 

happens with the body after death. Her artwork questions if technology can change the meaning 

of death. The artwork denounces postmortem disposal and offers an alternative solution that 

intersects art, design, and technology as an ethical aesthetic ecological practice. 
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The IBP has four artistic elements: 1) a cotton garment with embroidered cords made of a 

specially developed biological mixture; the artist calls this aspect of the project the Mushroom 

Death Suit, but I refer to it as simply the death suit in this chapter; 2) the project website 

(www.Coeio.com);97 3) the documentary Suiting Dennis: A Family Story of Green Funeral; and 

4) the decompiculture kit and the traveling laboratory. Decompiculture “is human symbiosis with 

organisms of the decomposer food chains comprising the dead plant-based, or plant cell wall-

based detrital food web” (Decompiculture 1). Each element was designed by the artist and 

constitutes J. R. Lee’s artistic system. An artistic system is a creative framework. And it provides 

guidelines for the visual and conceptual analysis with which I unfold an aesthetic awareness of 

death as an ecological imperative following this artistic proposition. Awareness of death is not 

new. However, environmental and ecological approaches bring new layers and textures to this 

awareness. Death is no longer seen as a final event; rather it becomes a continuous experience, 

which is embodied by the ephemeral objects and processes of decomposition. Each artistic 

element is in a state of transition, grounding the aesthetic and emotional surplus of death into the 

process of becoming soil—decomposition. 

 The IBP’s artistic system also explores interconnectivity through art, design, and 

technology, addressing the future of soil by taking a close look at the material body as a material 

body in death. The artwork allows us to see the cycles of life and death within the invisible 

entanglements of cultural practices, political will, and the ecological connections between body 

and soil. There is an inexorable aspect of death that this artwork pushes into ecological 

awareness and environmental responsibility. In addition, I created this diagram to give a visual 

summary that expresses the cycles of life and death as a continuous circuit, which is captured by 

the artistic elements of the artwork: 

http://www.coeio.com/
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↪soil/body→death←body/soil↩ | ↪soil/body→Infinity Burial Project ←body/soil↩ 

 

This chapter, first looks at each of the four elements that comprise the artwork, asking the 

following question: can technology and design improve collaboration? The four elements that 

comprise the artwork are described in detail to answer this question. Secondly, the chapter 

explores the various methods of disposing of a corpse following the artist artistic-creative 

research. These include cremation, cannibalism, embalmment, cryonics, and green burials. These 

five methods of disposing of a corpse offer philosophical and aesthetic opportunities for further 

speculation on the concept of interconnectivity, highlighting the importance of collaborative and 

trans-disciplinary practices (art, design, and technology) while also challenging the following 

philosophical questions: who are we, where do we come from, and where do we go?  

Eco materialism and material thinking connect art, design, and technology through the 

agency of matter. This concept takes from Jane Bennet’s concept of vibrant matter, from her 

book of the same name, in which she highlights that all matter is an actant (Vibrant Matter 94). 

Bennet quotes Bruno Latour’s use of the term “actant,” as it provides a definition close to her 

concept of vibrant matter. Bennet writes, “Latour defines it as something that acts or to which 

others grant activity” (Vibrant Matter 9). For Bennet, the granting of activity is an aspect of the 

vibrancy of matter that becomes a part of material thinking. Bennett adds to Latour’s concept the 

more precise notion of interconnectivity between agency, materiality, and matter; it is here that I 

locate the potentiality of dirt. I add yet another layer to the actant’s vibrancy: a form of 

awareness that not only belongs to the moment of material transformation but carries forward the 

embodied experience of interaction with matter, such as food, digestion, excretion. This 
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awareness emerges when matter is transformed and imprinted in the body, which most times 

manifests itself as a formlessness form or sensation, a blizzard feeling of uncertainty. 

Lee’s artwork takes advantage of several moments of uncertainty, starting with artistic 

uncertainty. Is the IBP art? When does the art take place? Is it in the artist’s studio, with the 

artwork’s prototype, or when someone purchases the death suit to use later, or when the corpse is 

finally decomposed and has turned into soil? Uncertainty is more than philosophical speculation; 

it is an aesthetic mode of heightened awareness. Uncertainty, a formlessness form or sensation, 

connects the uncanny invisible to the visible materiality present in a corpse. However, 

uncertainty, even when embodied in a corpse, remains formless, yielding transformation to the 

confinement of a body that is ready to burst open in the process of decomposition, trying to 

become soil. The inexorable entanglements of matter become the bases for the abstraction of 

death and life, but they also become the process for understanding and engaging with materiality. 

One approach to understanding is framed within the confines of science—in this case, biology. 

The biological function of the transformation of matter is decomposition.  

J. R. Lee bases her artwork in the principles of art and design and decomposition, which 

also become a critique to material thinking. The uncertainty of transformation and the technology 

of decomposition becomes a tangible expression of what resurfaces. This diagram illustrates the 

process of decomposition as a circuit from the detrital food web perspective: 

↪soil/body→decomposition←body/soil↩ 

I argue that the IBP assesses the paradox of death, not by denying the uncertainties of 

death but by contributing to environmental justice and health by promoting ecological funerary 

practices. Changing the conditions of the material/physical body after death also changes the 

textual composition and the body’s narrative as a storage site. The scope of the artwork focuses 



 

 

183 

on the effects of soil pollution through the introduction of toxic matter to the soil via the funerary 

industry. The body stores nutrients as well as pollutants–the human body is a hyperaccumulator. 

The ubiquitous presence of chemical technologies entangles the two. The human body, while 

alive, is a site for storing non-biodegradable plastic particles, PCBs, synthetic pesticides, 

hormones, pharmaceuticals, and antibiotics. Once the human body becomes a corpse, the 

funerary industry adds formaldehyde, glutaraldehyde, and methanol, all of which are 

carcinogenic according to the American Cancer Society.98  

Lee’s artwork reveals the innermost boundary of material transformation when the 

ground receives a corpse to transform through decomposition. Death is a giving and receiving of 

matter, suggesting that there are at least two sides to death, which are determined by 

positionality—that of receiver or giver. More precisely, the human body is made of microbial 

and mammalian cells nearly indiscernible to the naked eye. When contemplated under a 

microscope, however, our position shifts. The borders between cells are fluid, making 

communities within the body. In this complicated and puzzling negotiation of giving and 

receiving, the body’s ecosystems perform different functions among diverse communities that 

make the body work when it is alive and take care of decomposition when it is dead. 

A body is a continuum of multiple ecosystems. As the diagram shows: 

 ↪soil/body→decomposition←body/soil↩ 

4.1 Infinity Burial Project (Background) 

The practice of embalming is a legacy of war that has become a profitable business that is 

the funeral industry. Over centuries, the funerary and chemical industries have been responsible 

for new and more efficient chemical technologies: arsenic in the 1880s, formaldehyde in 1969, 

and PCBs, synthetic hormones, etc. today. Artist J.R. Lee began her project as a response to the 
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negative imprint that the funerary industry has in The United States. To contextualize the use of 

toxic chemicals as part of the end of life, we must look back at one of the many legacies of the 

American Civil War (April 12, 1861–May 9, 1865). In the United States during this period, there 

was a surge of embalming soldiers who died on the battlefield and needed to be sent home. The 

process of embalming stayed and has been turned into a very profitable and polluting industry. 

Death has become an event, a causality of the lack of technology, that continues as 

ecological degradation and environmental contamination. The need for more environmentally 

responsible practices for disposing of corpses is timely and necessary. Responsibility to the 

environment must be carried on even after death. Philosopher Emmanuel Levinas articulates the 

connection between death and responsibility in his book God, Death, Time: 

The death of the other who dies affects me in my very identity as a responsible “me” 

[moi]; it affects me in my non-substantial identity, which is not the simple coherence of 

various acts of identification but is made up of an ineffable responsibility. My being 

affected by the death of the other is precisely that my relations with his death. (12) 

The subject is not just the death of the other, but as Levinas remarks is being affected by the 

death of the other. J. R. Lee’s artwork takes Levinas’ words to heart, however the other is the 

larger, more encompassing other, the environment. The beyond-words experience of death 

establishes all relations concerning others as responsible. Responsible relationships are pathways 

for ecologically responsible relationships. In this sense, to take care of the toxic matter that my 

body has accumulated over my lifetime means I must refuse to let my body be embalmed, as this 

would add more toxic chemicals to the environment. For the artist and the artwork, to refuse to 

add more chemicals to the body becomes an ethical aesthetic decision with the capacity to 

manifest beyond the time constraints of human existence.  
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The artist, during her TED Global 2011, was wearing her shroud. It was a performance, it 

triggered a mimetic action, a conjuring of death, under the embroidered shroud covering the 

artist’s body.  The artist calls on her own death under the covering protection of the artwork. 

This mimetic action opened the possibility for engaging in public discourse to address the 

invisible presence of the toxic elements intimately entangled with our bodies, which are later 

released into the environment upon death.99 How does the mimetic action of recalling death start 

the death action? To answer this question, I go back to the ancient Greek concept of mimesis, as 

described by Aristotle in the Poetics: 

These, then, are two parts of the story, reversal and discovery, and a third is suffering. Of 

these, reversal and discovery have been described, and suffering is an action 

that is destructive or painful, such as deaths in plain view, as well as tortures and 

wounding and as many other things as are of that sort. (35) 

Reversal, discovery, and suffering define the process of death; however, if reversal is viewed 

from the position of the detrital food web, the unraveling of the body—the plot of the artwork— 

becomes a site in which mushrooms and bacteria are the main characters. The tragedy of death 

becomes a discovery of an eco material redistribution of matter in need of remediation. The 

action of death is the conscious engagement with finitude. In the artwork, death does not appear 

as the unwanted and unannounced force that it often is. On the contrary, it activates the decisive 

moment of awareness in which the unacknowledged presence of highly toxic anthropogenic 

elements in our bodies can be contested. The toxic appears not only as an unannounced force but 

also as an unsolicited force.  
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4.2. The Mushroom Death Suit: Giving Back—Eating, Digesting, Excreting  

 

 

 

Fig. 20. Jea Rhim Lee, Infinity Burial Project: Mushroom Death Suit (2009–ongoing), 

Performative object: cotton suite, bio-mixed embroidered, soil, Dimensions variable. 

 

The Mushroom Death Suit draws connections between death denial, technology, and 

capitalism. The death suit proposes an ethical understanding of the human body’s material 

presence after death. The death suit—special attire for the journey of decomposition—resembles 
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a jumpsuit: long sleeves; straight, wide legs; and face and hand covers. The Mushroom Death 

Suit100 began as part of a creative research project that looked at the feasibility of green burials. 

The artist’s motivation is to contribute to soil remediation, especially in areas affected by human-

made disasters with catastrophic outcomes that are disproportionally borne by lower-income 

populations and non-white neighborhoods, cities, and towns.  

J. R. Lee was part of the rescue response efforts for Hurricanes Katrina and Rita. She was 

the director and co-founder of the MIT FEMA Trailer Project (2008–2009), providing on-the-

ground disaster relief. During these experiences, the artist gathered visual and tangible 

experiential information at the sites of the disaster. The large numbers of dead bodies left behind 

a grueling impression on the artist that galvanized the IBP.  Michel and Young. A. Lee, their 

article “Cloth(ing) for the Dead,” describe J. R. Lee's journey from disaster relief to death suit 

designer as follows: 

After founding and directing the MIT FEMA Trailer Project in 2008, which “examined 

the environmental, social and political history of FEMA Trailers deployed in the wake of 

Hurricanes Katrina and Rita,” Lee discovered that hurricane victims rehoused in FEMA 

trailers were becoming ill from the trailers’ formaldehyde off-gassing … This new 

awareness of the toxicity of formaldehyde inspired Lee to investigate an alternative to the 

American funeral industry’s formaldehyde embalming process. (Cloth(ing) for the Dead) 

The Mushroom Death Suit is the solution to her inquiry. The artwork is also a symbol of death 

and an aesthetic tool for life. It elicits a shift in our relationship with death as an ecological 

imperative. The cotton garment is designed to fulfill three steps necessary for the remediation of 

a contaminated body: 1) the detoxification of organic matter, 2) expedited decomposition, and 3) 

improved nutritional output for the soil. The first step, neutralizing toxins, looks at the human 
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body as a hyperaccumulator of toxins, such as synthetic hormones, antibiotics, and heavy metals. 

The neutralization of toxins in this art project reverses the food chain: humans, once at the top of 

the food chain, are moved to the bottom. This shift of position is articulated and actualized 

through mycoremediation.101 Once Lee received a grant from Creative Capital is a nonprofit 

grantmaking organization that fosters the development of non-traditional artworks, such as IBP 

among many. J.R. Lee’s desire to address environmental injustice led her to the creative research 

and development for the Mushroom Death Suit, a black shroud made from cotton, which 

eventually became the anchoring piece for the Infinity Burial Project.102  

In making the garment, the artist collected her body debris—hair, nail clippings, blood, 

urine, and dead skin—to experiment with developing a mushroom that would recognize her body 

and respond with rapid decomposition and the active removal of toxins while adding nutrients to 

the soil. The artist explains, 

I could train an army of cleaning edible mushrooms that would eat my body. I began to 

collect what shed off my body: hair, skin, nails. I started to feed them a mix of 

mushrooms. I picked the best mushrooms, and I thought of it as a kind of imprinting and 

selective breeding process for the afterlife. So that when I die the mushrooms will 

recognize my body and be able to eat it. (J.R. Lee, Coeio)  

J.R. Lee admits that her experiments with flesh-eating fungi are ludicrous, but they are also 

consistent with speculative thinking for new imaginaries. The dead body is the site for 

reinterpreting environmental issues related to the end of life. Death is not the end; its high carbon 

footprint is a continuing presence. The death suit proposes to enter a relationship of remediation 

by acting in collaboration with the more-than-human. The artwork wraps the deceased body to 

assist with its material transformation as an ongoing environmental concern. 
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The prototype of the death suit is black (fig. 20). The color of this prototype highlights 

the patterns of the embedded biomix that has been added to the fabric. The bio-mix runs through 

this sculptural garment, creating a pattern that resembles flowing water. Sinuous lines that begin 

as narrow brooks intertwine and grow into a full-flesh fluvial map. The visual metaphor of the 

river connects to the pre-Socratic philosopher Heraclitus, who used the river as a metaphor for 

process and the continuous flows and transitions that make change not only possible but 

inevitable. The pattern also suggests an interior view of the body; the flowing blood vessels and 

capillaries that run through the body are made visible by the embroidered chords of biomix. The 

pattern resembles a tree’s branches and roots, and it takes the shape of mycelia. The artist uses 

poetic license to challenge the concept of open-and-closed systems; mycelia can exist as an open 

system, but the human circulatory system is always a closed one, meaning no capillary is open 

while the body is alive. However, once decomposition starts, what was closed is opened.  

The death suit extends well beyond the boundaries of the body; the garment mimics 

mycelial cords, giving the viewer a visual image with which to understand the capability of 

mycelia to carry nutrients over long distances. This transfer of nutrients establishes a distribution 

of energy/food that also acts as the finder of new food sources to add to the detrital food web. 

The mycelium cords crocheted onto the death suit indicate the unknown mechanism of 

transformation and the possibility of finding alternative ways of embodied knowing. The patterns 

made by the cords—fluvial branches, blood vessels, and capillaries—suggest a cartography of 

process that contrasts with the stillness of the sculpture (fig. 20). However, this stillness is 

deceiving. The fabric that makes the garment is alive with fragments that will connect to the 

mycorrhizae once in contact with soil. The white cords contain a bio-mix of bacteria and 

mushroom spores that was developed by the artist in her studio. The bio-mix is designed to 
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promote faster decomposition. The artist compares the biological function of breaking complex 

compounds into simpler ones to the mental tasks and actions that communicate and connect 

affective, intellectual, ethical, and physical responses to the dramatic transformation of a body as 

it becomes decaying matter. 

 The garment is more than a representation of geological and microscopic formations of 

fungal activities; it is an infrastructure for transporting the agents needed to make the 

decomposition of a body more efficient. The cotton garment acts as many things as possible like 

a design prototype, a sculpture, and a funerary shroud. This multi-functional object represents the 

possibilities of art, design, and technology beyond “[T]he willingness to admit ignorance […] 

this has hugely expanded our capacity to understand how the world works and our abilities to 

invent new technologies” (Sapiens 334). In the hands of the artist technology is combined with 

art as more than a representation or illustration of a theme, the concept of process becomes a way 

of imagining sustainable futures. 

 Anthropologist Eduardo Kohn, in his book How Forests Think: Towards an 

Anthropology Beyond the Human, says, “Contrary to our assumptions, representation is actually 

something more than conventional, linguistic, and symbolic” (18). For Kohn, representational 

processes are the basis of all thought; this gives us a better understanding of representation that 

challenges the more prevalent lines of thought, such as humanist, post-humanist, structuralist, 

and post-structuralist. Kohn finds that these frameworks share a common problem: they 

“conflate representation with language” (18). The IBP uses art and design to bypass the 

conventional language and representations of death. The artwork challenges art and design as a 

purely anthropogenic narrative. Decomposition and mycelia introduce more-than human worlds 

to overturn the solipsism of rational and pure thought.  
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The Mushroom Death Suit is neither a visual representation of death nor a cultural 

symbolic narrative of death; it is the actual site for the material transformation of the body once 

death occurs. The artwork plays with representation under a symbolic and cultural spell. 

However, as it shifts between the symbolic and the cultural, it becomes a way of being in the 

middle within the sight of the visible in resistance. The artwork is not a representation of the 

process of decay; it is the process of decay itself. The visual aspect of the artwork serves to 

engage artistic elements with bodily sensation. To offer additional connections to the narrative of 

decomposition as food, which is an alternative way of thinking with soil. Thinking with soil 

takes place in flows wherein death is not a fixed state but a shifting position in the food web. 

The Mushroom Death Suit becomes a performative object that blurs the boundaries of 

creative research as an interchangeable process/event in decomposition led by mushrooms and 

art. The artist says that “the mushroom symbolizes a new way of thinking about death and the 

relationship between my body and the environment” (Coeio website). The form and content of 

the artwork reveal the collective ignorance of death denial. Can we ever know that death is a 

ludicrous question, and that the artwork can only set up a stage for further speculation through an 

expanded definition of decomposition? or more plainly, whether death exists? But existence is a 

loaded term within material processes as they are in constant flux. So maybe the question would 

be whether the beginning of the process of death can be identified? And when does it end? The 

corpse is the material memory of finitude. Levinas’ notion of revealing gives an unattainable 

subjectivity:  

Exteriority becomes interiority in resounding [éclatant] in the sincerity of witnessing: 

prophetism is the ground of the psyche. Interiority is not a secret place somewhere in me; 

it is this reversal of the external event, incapable of entering into a theme. The Infinite 
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takes exception to essence, and yet it concerns me and encircles me and commands me by 

my own voice. The infinitely exterior becomes interior, in the guise of my voice bearing 

witness to the fission of the interior secret, to the fission of the very giving of the sign. 

(God, Death, Time 197) 

The secret is the uncertainty of death, in this passage first gives a synesthetic response that 

comes from the word éclatant which means brilliant for the eye but also for the ear, as a clear 

sound. Furthermore, contrary to being the most awful of evils, is, as Epicurus states in his “Letter 

to Menoeceus,” death becomes the opportunity for ecological redemption.  

From an aesthetic perspective, the IBP was not designed only for galleries and museum 

displays. The artwork has a hybrid purpose, it blurs the identities of product, artwork, and service 

and crosses disciplinary boundaries between art, science, technology, and commerce. The startup 

company Coeio was founded to commercialize the decomposition suits for humans and pets. On 

the Coeio website in the “Frequently Asked Questions,” customers ask about the composition of 

the biomix. The response offered reads as follows: “Currently, the suits, shrouds, and casket 

liners offered by Coeio contain mushroom mycelium, instead of spores, to make the products 

more shelf-stable, and are from multiple strains of mushroom that are found ‘all over the 

world'’” (www.coeio.com). For J. R. Lee, Coeio is part of her creative vision to use art and 

design as innovative tools to promote responsible burial practices that could also be extended 

into other spheres of influence and action. Through an aesthetic of decomposition, the artwork 

responds critically to the formal categories of art while also commenting on modern chemical 

technologies that see matter as brute and inert instead of active and alive. The website from the 

project is no longer available, which raises the question of whether the artist has decided to end 

the project or if the artwork is taking other directions not explored in the current dissertation. 

http://www.coeio.com/
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 The interplay of art, design, and technology (biotechnology) unveils the vitality of matter 

through decomposition. Mary Lewis, in the introduction to her article “Eco-Afterlife: Green 

Burial Options,” writes, 

Modern Western-world burial practices are arguably absurd, all things considered: We 

pack our dearly departed with synthetic preservatives and encase them in impenetrable 

coffins meant to defy the natural forces of decomposition that have been turning ashes to 

ashes and dust to dust for eons. And in the process, we give over thousands of acres of 

land every year to new cemetery grounds from coast to coast. (n.d.) 

The prevention of decomposition, for Lewis, is an absurd practice of Western burials. The 

mechanism of absurdity becomes a means for re-drawing attention to material thinking and being 

present. By reclaiming decomposition as an imaginary of rebordering, we engage in contact with 

other ways of being in the world—the body connects to the larger body of the Earth and the 

microcosmos through the agents of decomposition. The biomix responds to the three principles 

of ecological design, which answer the question of what resurfaces as an ecological proposal. 

This creative solution addresses the impact of funerary practices and the soil pollution related 

thereto. In this context, soil remediation begins with the awareness of the material circulation of 

active agents, which include the toxic matter accumulated in the human body. Through 

technology, innovation, design, and entrepreneurship, J. R. Lee imagines a solution for the post-

mortem release of bodily toxins into the environment so that the here and there are full of vitality 

rather than the toxic site. Journalist Paul Ridden, in his article “Green Burial Project Developing 

Corpse-eating Mushrooms,” writes,  

A prototype bodysuit has been created that’s embroidered with spore-infused netting. 

This would be used in conjunction with a special spore slurry embalming cocktail to 
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break down the body’s organic matter and clean out the accumulated toxins, producing a 

nutrient-rich compost. (n.d.) 

The result of decomposition is nutrient-rich compost activated by the mycorrhizal web of the 

mycelium. In addition, decomposition becomes part of material thinking. If we consider the 

eating process from a temporal perspective, it is possible to recognize the intermingling of 

different stages of being food and becoming food. The transformation of matter through 

digestion shows disjointed temporalities at work—some are eaten, others are eating. Food and 

digestion make life and death. These stages are never fixed or definitive but rather states of 

uncertainty. The artwork does not identify who eats and who is eaten; rather, it is a process that 

takes place simultaneously within the formlessness of uncertainty and the concrete exchange of 

charging and discharging energy. In this respect, philosopher Val Plumwood, in The Eye of the 

Crocodile, states:  

The [exceptionalism] denial that we ourselves are food for others is reflected in many 

aspects of our conventional death and burial practices—the strong coffin, conventionally 

buried well below the level of soil fauna activity, and the slab over the grave to prevent 

anything digging us up, supposedly keeps the Western human body from becoming food 

for other species. (92)  

Becoming food is central to J. R. Lee’s creative project; entering the aesthetic of decomposition 

is not a denial of death but an acceptance of the material surplus of matter and energy. The artist 

harnesses the matter and energy generated in decomposition as concepts for designing and 

reinterpreting digestion as a source of re-energizing, a carrying-on of vitality into other forms of 

matter. To focus on the ethical aesthetic implications of the end of what we call life. 

https://newatlas.com/resomation-corpse-composting-green-burial/15603/?itm_source=newatlas&itm_medium=article-body
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 J. R. Lee, in an interview for the New York Times, says, “I want to propose a different 

way of thinking about death that moves us toward death acceptance […] I think death acceptance 

is a critical aspect of protecting our environment” (qtd. in Rogers n.d.). As Lee points out, 

denying death is a serious problem from an environmental perspective. At the end of her TED 

Talk, J. R. Lee enthusiastically states that “accepting death means accepting that we are physical 

beings who are intimately connected to the environment” (“My Mushroom Burial Suit”). Now 

more than ever, disposing of corpses has acquired a profound ecological relevance, as it adds to 

the many environmental pressures due to a growing demand for land use—agriculture, 

urbanization, and industrial funerary practices. Soil quality is directly impacted by these imposed 

pressures of post-industrialism, techno-capitalism, and mega-planetary urbanization.  

The IBP is not an aesthetic representation of death, it is creative speculation for 

envisioning new futurities, “futurity constitutes the present space of the future” (Futurities 2. 

Futurites is a term borrowed from the title of Jean-Paul Martion’s book Futurities: Malabou, 

Derrida, Nancy. For Martion, the problem of futurity is approached through semiotic analysis 

that serves to conceptually explore the differences between these three authors’ speculations of 

the future. A new understanding of temporality is essential for understanding soil remediation as 

an open temporal and spatial invitation; time oscillates between extreme temporalities and 

vulnerable materiality subject to political turmoil and unpredictable environmental changes. We 

can reclaim and cultivate soil to make it richer, or turn it into dirt, a lifeless substrate. An 

awareness of multi-temporal and spatial understandings lets the body activate the potentiality of 

dirt as an aesthetic model for transformation. 
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4.3. The Project’s Website (Who Are We?) 

The website for the project, www.coeio.com, offers informational material to educate the 

visitors on the importance and accessibility of green burial options. The artwork takes advantage 

of art’s position, which provides the artist carte blanche for artistic provocation. The use of a 

digital medium (the website) reborders the limits that define art, design, and the marketplace.  

The Coeio website, no longer live, is an e-commerce site containing a product catalog and a 

shopping cart. The website straddles the boundaries between art, design, and marketing. The 

ability and desire to access larger audiences and build a clientele for green burials. The digital 

presence of the artwork tests the epistemological implications that arise from promoting a 

product that has not been fully approved as a burial method by the US Food and Drugs 

Administration (FDA). The artist is purposefully committing a legal transgression by 

commercializing a service in an industry that is regulated by the federal government through the 

EPA. The website is used to sell products that may or may not be art. However, it also promotes 

options that are not otherwise available. The artist maintains her provocative engagement by 

teasing out the commercial intersections of art, money, and technology. The most popular 

product line on the website is the pet biomix shroud, which allows our beloved pets to have the 

green burial too.  

The artwork brings attention to the interconnectivity between the concrete material body 

and the digital world of prototype services; that is to say, the website is a holding space where 

the disposal of a corpse becomes real before it takes place; thus, it is a space of uncertainty and 

anticipation. Human bodies are sites where the toxic effects of modernity and progress 

accumulate in layers. John Coppola, in his essay “Daily Toxin Intake: How Many Toxins Are 

You Accumulating?” says the following: 

http://www.coeio.com/
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There are chemicals in our food, our water, the air we breathe, the clothing we wear, the 

carpet we walk on, and the plastics that surround us […] The United States is likely the 

most toxic with an estimated 70,000 such chemicals in commercial use, many of which 

are untested on humans, so we don’t even know the effects. (n.d.) 

The toxic sediments added to soil transform it into muck (toxic dirt)—an adverse effect. As 

mentioned, the problem of pollution is a problem of the localization and temporalization of 

toxins—in other words, distribution and accumulation. The body adapts its function to become a 

hyperaccumulator—an active receiver of toxic chemicals– technology of modern chemistry.103 In 

both cases, they become hyperaccumulators par excellence. Interconnectivity overwrites 

uncertainty in the inexorable entanglements with the toxic. The body stores nutrients and toxic 

chemicals indiscriminately, creating new webs that are imperceptible until the levels of 

accumulation break the threshold of acceptance. At this point, the poisonous material becomes 

tangible and visible. While a body is alive, these toxins appear as sickness and loss of vitality. 

When we are dead, they leach sickness to the Earth, turning soil into dirt and water into toxic 

mud. These chemicals have changed the biochemical makeup of earthly bodies forever. Thus, it 

does matter what happens to the body once it becomes a corpse. In addition, chemical additives 

slow the decay process, altering the course of transformation and prolonging the chemical 

imprint that resurfaces on the Earth’s skin, which changes the temporal dimension of vitality.  

J. R. Lee has a trans-disciplinary approach to art and design. I looked at artist Frances 

Whitehead’s approach as an example of a trans-disciplinary art and design practice that 

creatively proposes to unfold the past as the future; this also fits with J. R. Lee’s approach to art 

and design. For example, Whitehead states that the mode of “work[ing] from the future 

backward— [in which] innovation is an attempt to unfold the past from the future” (Open 



 

 

198 

Transcripts n.d.). Whitehead and J. R. Lee present an overarching artistic preoccupation with 

environmental and ecological issues that situate their creative work as problem solving, 

addressing the accumulation and storage of toxic substances. Whitehead’s aim, detailed in 

Chapters Two and Three, is to remediate urban soil polluted by hydrocarbons. J. R. Lee’s aim is 

to remediate the human body once it becomes a corpse and prevent it from being contaminated 

with more toxic chemicals. Both artists show the severity of the environmental impact of toxic 

substances on soil and suggest plausible creative solutions.  

The IBP’s website shows how design and art become temporal adjusters at the borders of 

everyday experiences within worlds mediated through digital technologies. Notably, digital 

design is imprinted in every aspect of contemporary life, from the way we buy our shoes to how 

and where we eat. Thus, innovation can let see as much as it can let hide. To let see is not 

necessarily but it gives a glimpse into uncertainty. To let see is to freely recognize and imagine 

the circulating of the invisible matter—toxic chemicals—in and around us. 

J. R. Lee’s artwork examines the uncanny shifting of the roles of becoming food and 

becoming poison to soil: nutrients add vitality to the soil, while the toxic prosthetic of chemical 

pollutants takes vitality away from the soil. The process of disposing of corpses matters. The 

digital presence of the artwork allows for focusing on the possibility of re-establishing healthy 

relationships with polluted bodies and depleted soils. In death, the strengthens between the 

material connections and the surroundings are magnified. Death has what I call a digital 

presence, which emerges as a new aesthetic that connects the artwork to the localization and 

temporalization of the body in the future through the contemplation of becoming a corpse, not 

from a religious perspective but as an ecological one.  
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Plumwood suggests that ecological models based on the repercussions of death are 

central to maintaining healthy ecosystems. Plumwood writes,  

Death, like food and being human, is one of those keystone concepts that registers change 

and sources of resistance to change. Narratives of death and the afterlife give important 

clues to concepts of ecological identity and membership of an earth community. (17)  

Acknowledging that we will inevitably become food must be considered as an ethical aesthetic 

question. Doing so invites us to redirect our attention to how we live and how we die, as we will 

become either nutrients or poison for soil. Extending our awareness of how we die does not 

become an inquiry into what we know about death or whether we can ever know what death is; 

rather, it is a practical question about the most intimate and uncertain outcome of our 

materiality—my body becomes our corpse. Thus, what happens after we die and leave the 

material body behind has both an aspect of uncertainty and a concrete reality, both of which J. R. 

Lee captures in the digital presence of the anticipation of death; it is not a product that is being 

offered on the website but a site for gathering and contemplation. The digital presence of the 

artwork acquires uncanny characteristics. As it no longer exists. Michel Serres, in his book 

Statues, writes that we are obliged “to ask who we are” (103). This is not an innocent question it 

is a question about death and technology. Is death a quasi-object? Or is it the event that 

introduces a radical turn of awareness. With a global population of ten billion, it becomes an 

ecological question of who we are as a species as much as who we are as individuals. Maybe this 

suggests reframing the question to ask what we are? The impact of the accumulation of toxic 

chemicals becomes a personal problem as much as a collective burden. Serres’ line of inquiry 

gives some direction to the question at hand when he asks, “Where do we come from?” (Statues 
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27). Asking where opens the possibility of shifting subjective understandings (individual and 

collective) to a place, a locality, which in this case is soil.  

Furthermore, asking where we come from proposes a shift that challenges the ontological 

understanding of being, not only as a single species but as a question of where; to this end, 

philosophy and science must answer to each other, and they must reciprocate knowledge. Where 

is direct, local, tangible, and present. The body and the corpse belong to a place—to soil. Serres 

follows up with yet another question: “Where are you going?” (Statues 27). As a question, where 

are you going is a direction rather than a destination. Environmental problems have uncertain 

and profound ecological ramifications that affect death and finitude as concepts and as realities 

that make up viable ecosystems. If we come from soil and go back to the ground as hybrid 

biochemical hyperaccumulators, the question must be articulated as when. When going back to 

the ground, what do we become: soil or dirt? When then demands a how, which changes the let 

see to a more active form, the potentiality of dirt, which activates the ethical possibility to choose 

to become nutrients. To go back to the ground is like returning home. J. R. Lee’s artwork 

reclaims the right to decompose and the responsibility to remediate. It matters what resurfaces. 

In this context, resurfacing becomes a desire for remediation. The process of rejoining 

soil is thus an ethical act that redirects where we go. Where do we resurface? The pervasiveness 

of the toxic has been created by human ingenuity through an invisible aesthetic that underscores 

the denial of death. To reclaim and remediate toxic conditions, we look at finitude as the flows 

that continue to resurface regardless of the toxic. Soil pollution is a flow of the toxic, as such is 

an urgent and complex matter. It is both qualitative and quantitative; thus, it must be addressed 

from many different perspectives and in collaboration with many actors that promote 

biodiversity to reclaim and remediate the physical and biochemical structures of soil.104 To 
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restate the argument from this chapter, the overall effect of the IBP allows for a renewed reading 

of Epicurus’ understanding of death, in which he concludes that death means nothing. Epicurus, 

in his letter to Menoeceus, says the following: 

But in the world, at one time people shun death as the greatest of all evils, and at another 

time choose it as a respite from the evils in life. The wise person does not deprecate life, 

nor does he fear the cessation of life. The thought of life is no offense to him, nor is the 

cessation of life regarded as an evil. And even as people choose of food not merely and 

simply the larger portion, but the more pleasant, so the wise seek to enjoy the time which 

is most pleasant and not merely that which is longest […] not merely because of the 

desirability of life, but because the same exercise at once teaches to live well and to die 

well. (n.d.; italics added) 

For Epicurus, nothing is the quality of life, which is not directly proportional to its quantity but 

instead is an exercise that “at once teaches to live well and to die well.” To come back is to 

return to the soil is to integrate the ‘here and there’ in the nothingness of existence. The tangible 

yet invisible presence of soil, especially when polluted, further complements Epicurus’ 

teachings: “the wise person does not deprecate life, nor does he fear the cessation of life. The 

thought of life is no offense to him, nor is the cessation of life regarded as an evil.” Death is not 

evil but an opportunity for awareness and acceptance.  

Death becomes the site (life comes and goes in the process of dying) for soil and the body 

to re-entangle and to re-extend awareness to the border that, surrounding the materiality of death, 

becomes an ethereal expression that surpasses the individual event of death and becomes a 

collective act of becoming in a new healthy community of transformative matter. Continuing 

with Michel and Y. A. Lee:  
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Rethinking the nature of burial as permanent preservation of the body, green burial 

invites us to reconsider the final selection of clothing for the body. This study puts forth 

that the grave is not truly the final resting place of the body, instead merely a temporary 

stopover in an ongoing process of transition. Therefore, so too is the grave a temporary 

place for those clothing and textiles chosen to envelop the body, and their inherent fibers 

of which they are composed. (n.d.) 

The temporary stopover is intimately connected, entanglements where the in and out of the body 

become a corpse. The wearing of a designed shroud border between soil artistic fetish and 

material responsibility. Material responsibility is a kind of consciousness represented by actions. 

The project’s creative research and design capitalizes the idea of material responsibility beyond 

consciousness by describing the invisible circulation of aesthetic effects and physical sensations 

in the human body and in the body of Earth.  

4.4. Suiting Dennis: A Family Story of Green Funeral  

 

 

Fig. 21. Grace Lee, Suiting Dennis: A Family Story of Green Funeral, 2016, Film, 26 minutes 

and 57 seconds, still image from video. 
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In the film Suiting Dennis: A Family Story of Green Funeral, director Grace Lee captures 

Dennis White and his family deciding how to proceed with Dennis’ funerary arrangements. Most 

of the film takes place in the interior of Dennis’ home in Woburn, Massachusetts, but the director 

also takes us into funeral homes and the Mount Auburn Cemetery in Middlesex County, 

Massachusetts. The film weaves laughter and tears, memories and preoccupation about the 

future, which adds texture to the unfolding experience between J. R. Lee and Dennis White and 

his family. Dennis was the first client for the suit. He would have been the first user to 

experience the decomposition suit, however actor Luke Perry was the first to be buried with the 

decomposition suit (Pesce, Luke Perry Was Buried in a Mushroom Suit). Nonetheless, Dennis 

White was the main protagonist of the film and depicts honest moments of deep emotional 

engagement between Dennis and his family, as well as with the artist and her creative team. In 

Dennis’ words, 

I would request that my body in death be buried not cremated, so that the energy content 

contained within it gets returned to the earth, so that flora and fauna can dine upon it, just 

as I have dined upon flora and fauna during my lifetime. (Suiting Dennis; see fig. 22) 

The film is thoughtful in its approach and in its engagement with the people involved in giving a 

true testament of what seems to have been a well-lived life and what became a well-planned 

death. The death suit becomes the catalyst of the process of accepting death and the emotional, 

financial, and environmental responsibility that it entails. Dennis wants to experience the artwork 

and reconnect to soil as nutritious soil food. Dennis and his family found a resting place for him 

in a disclosed location in Maine, where he was buried using the suit to become part of the larger 

metabolic process of soil’s decomposition.  
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The film exposes the vulnerability of facing death, the emotional connections between 

the family members who help with the decision of what to do with Dennis’ deceased body. The 

film represents an intimate relationship with death not as an event but as a process that gathers a 

family together; death is more than a second-hand experience. The film further reveals the 

material presence of the artwork, showing how creative and artistic functions overlap with 

technical and mundane experiences in the production of the burial suit and the film itself. 

Furthermore, the film aims to fulfill three goals: teaching, promoting green burials, and selling 

the death suit. The documentary includes practical information for people interested in green 

burial alternatives. Filmmaker Grace Lee captures the artist’s intention to provide guidance, 

which is achieved by giving close and personal attention to Dennis and his family.  

The film’s aesthetic function goes beyond being an ethnographic exploration of a family 

facing the imminent death of a beloved member. The film touches on the affective responses to 

death, becoming a collective engagement that sees death and the death suit as a catalyst for 

family integration. The artists, Grace Lee and J. R. Lee, provide aesthetic as well as emotional 

support to the family, who face the challenging process of not only getting Dennis fitted for a 

death suit but also coordinating the details of the funeral process; green burials, while legal in 

Massachusetts and Maine, remain illegal in many other parts of the United States.105  

 



 

 

205 

 

 

Fig. 22.  Jea Rhim Lee, Suiting Dennis: A Family Story of Green Funeral, 2016, Screenshot of 

the initial communication between the artist and Dennis, who is interested in the death suit. 

 

Suiting Dennis conjures Aristotle’s mimetic theory of tragedy and applies it to the tragic 

process of death as a real event. Aristotle calls this passage of the tragic an “aesthetic reversal of 

the situation” (Poetics 39), extending ethical and aesthetic interrogations as integral parts of the 

creative outcome. However, Suiting Dennis also acts upon the yet-to-come mimetic action of 

soil; the future replaces the invisible, unwanted, and unannounced character of death. Dennis and 

his family find solace and insight in the power of a transformation that gives life to soil (fig. 22). 

Dennis embraces the redistribution of his own body–becoming a healthy, composted body–as a 

positive step. The future of this mimetic soil has already given in to the metabolic processes of 

swallowing and being swallowed, entering the larger body of beings that constitute the web of 

life in soil. The rebordering of boundaries between body–soil and soil–body is a continuous 

collaboration activated by the bio-mix in the fabric of the death suit. In the uncanny is the 
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inoculation of the biomix. Art, death, and the death suit create a trajectory that moves back and 

forth from the outside to the inside of one body to other bodies. The mimetic action of the 

artwork becomes the real action of becoming soil. 

4.5. The Traveling Lab and the Decompiculture Kit  

 

 

Fig. 23. Jea Rhim Lee, Traveling Lab and Decompiculture Kit, 2009, Mixed media, dimensions 

variable.  

 

The IBP’s traveling lab and decompiculture kit frame the funerary industry as a micro-

universe that intersects war and technology and asks for a writing of history wherein the denial 

of death is wrapped in hubris, creating a new modality of being: amortal. Amortal is not 

immortal. To become amortal is to survive the defeating processes of decomposition and decay 

through the intensive use of biotechnological medical advances. In other words, it is the negation 
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of death. What does it mean to negate death? Levinas understands negation as violence to the 

other: 

With regard to beings, understanding carries out an act of violence and of negation. A 

partial negation, which is violence. And this partialness can be described by the fact that, 

without disappearing, beings are in my power. The partial negation which is violence 

denies the independence of beings: they are mine. (Entre Nous 6).  

The IBP’s biomix surpasses the violence of negation. It contains mushrooms that J. R. Lee 

developed to decompose her own body. Thom Dunn, in his article “Getting Buried in This Suit 

of Mushrooms Could Help Save the Planet” writes: 

It’s difficult to breed a hybrid mushroom strain in a laboratory. So, Lee has been growing 

standard shiitake and oyster mushrooms by feeding them toenail clippings, loose hairs, 

skin cells, and whatever else naturally sheds from her body. Over time, this trains the 

mushrooms to develop a taste for people. (n.d.)  

This experimental substance—which is alive—might be considered an innovation in the field of 

mycology, but more importantly, it is the way we can be in the impossible presence of more-than 

humans. Lee’s goal for developing these unique strains of fungi was twofold. J.R. Lee speaks 

about her project for Creative Capital website, as follows: 

 One of Lee’s initial projects was the “Decompiculture Kit,” a mushroom growing kit that 

allowed an individual user to selectively breed a strain of mushrooms to consume the 

user’s hair, nail clippings, and dead skin cells. Spores from these mushrooms were then 

intended to be incorporated into the lining of the Infinity Burial Suit. (n.d.)  

The traveling lab is portable and well-equipped with scientific instruments to culture the biomix 

for the decompiculture kit. The decompiculture kit takes the concept of nourishment even 
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farther; the mushrooms that decompose the body and remediate the toxins found in the body also 

prevent these toxins from causing harm to the habitat. The design of IBP’s decomposition suit, as 

a modular collection of different pieces, shows the emergence of processes and the blurring of 

the boundaries between art and design on the one hand, and design and scientific 

experimentation on the other. Each element of the artwork contributes to the project’s overall 

understanding and critique of the contemporary funerary industry and the disproportionate use of 

toxic chemicals as an absence of aesthetic sensibility, an expression of greed, and a lack of 

responsibility for the other. Returning to God, Death and Time, Levinas writes: 

Death takes a meaning other than an experience of death. It takes a meaning that comes 

from the death of another person [d’autrui], of what concerns us therein. A death without 

experience and yet dreadful: does that not mean that the structure of time is not 

intentional, that it is not made up of the protentions and retentions that are the modes of 

experience? (10) 

Levinas shifts the question of temporality away from a phenomenological analysis of the 

incommensurability of death through the concepts of protention and retention.106 These are not 

measures of temporality but rather material ways to code the perceptual experience of time 

through and by the other’s death as an emotional and eco-experience.  

At first glance, soil pollution is at odds with this perception. A fragmenting of perception 

and understanding comes from the cultural, sociological, and scientific descriptions responsible 

for creating discursive interpretations that forget or overlook soil’s complex dimensions—as a 

living being—thus denying the problem. In the study “Challenging Global Warming as a Social 

Problem: An Analysis of the Conservative Movement’s Counter-claims. Social Problems,” the 

power of denial is reinforced under non-problematicity. “We think the dearth of work on the 
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social construction of the non-problematic cause of global warming limits our sociological 

understanding of the role of power in struggles to place global warming on the policy agenda” 

(501). Sociologists Aaron M. McCright and Riley E. Dunlap conclude that perception is 

reinforced by the power of denial, which they define as non-problemacity (501); thus, the denial 

of global warming turns any problem into a conceptual construction with political motivations. 

In the case at hand, it is not the denial of death but the denial of death as an environmental 

problem.  

The artwork IBP does not directly address the denial of death, nor does it give definite 

answers to the elusive question of death itself. Instead, it proposes developing a new model for 

accounting for death, using accounting to mean counting for or measuring. Can death be 

measured against its environmental impact as what resurfaces? J. R. Lee’s artwork does not 

measure death—that would be absurd—but it reclaims the notion of measuring as a form of 

accountability rather than a responsibility. If the ideas above are still not convincing, returning to 

the issue of whether we can measure death might be the wrong point of entrance into the 

importance of differentiating between responsibility and accountability as depicted in the IBP, 

which orbits around the concepts and principles of sustainable design.107 A more productive 

place to enter the conversation of responsibility vs accountability is to go back to the idea of in 

the middle.  

In the book A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia, Gilles Deleuze and 

Felix Guattari explain that “it’s not easy to see things in the middle, rather than looking down on 

them from above or up at them from below, or from left to right or right to left: try it, you’ll see 

that everything changes” (23). The middle is a place of both challenge and opportunity because 

when in discomfort—mental or physical—the body shifts its orientation, adjusting its position to 
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identify the flows of energies and exchanges of substances—chemical and otherwise—as they 

freely circulate and, later, to make perceptible the invisible circulation of toxic energy and matter 

in the surplus of the artwork. From the middle position, the intersubjective orientation does not 

deny contact with the poison; it acknowledges it. From this middling middle, conventional 

creative practices start thinking with and through epistemological and ontological constraints as 

they are breached by innovative research. In an ethical exchange, middling unfolds and supports 

the links that tie humans to more-than human worlds. 

4.6. Decompiculture: A Technology for Soil Remediation 

 This aesthetic approach can maximize the understanding and application of design and 

innovation under the idea of giving back—in the case at hand, giving back to the soil. Giving 

back comes from a relatively unknown field of biology called decompiculture, which I use to 

reframe the question concerning old technology. Decompiculture permeates intent and impact by 

revising the inner workings that drive the direction of modern technology from ontological, 

epistemological, and practical applications of technology.  

The IBP started by collecting biological debris from the artist’s own body, which she 

used to feed a biomix. The speculation was that the biomix would be capable of recognizing her 

body once it becomes a corpse. As described in the previous section, the goal of the bio-mix is to 

accelerate decomposition while cleaning the body of any toxic chemicals that can harm the soil. 

Mushroom decomposition is a microscopic biological process that pushes the epistemological 

and ontological understandings of death. It asks, when does death begin? If we assume that a 

body is an ecosystem composed of multiple species, how can we identify precisely when and 

where one species begins or ends its life cycle? This question is a biological one that may be 

answered in the future with help from advances in microbiology and nanotechnology. However, 
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as a philosophical question, it is urgent to attempt to answer it now. By setting aside the 

biological questions, the sculptural object of the death suit becomes an ephemeral stage for the 

dramatization of existence, touching also on the ontological dimensions of redistribution, 

taxonomy, and boundaries. The question demands more than just biological explanations. The 

unresolvable tension between life and death that has become tenuous considering new 

technologies. I come back to Serres to point on the impasse of new technology and the meaning 

of being terrestrial, he writes: 

The Earth is lacking for us. We no longer have our feet on it since we’re gliding in the 

sky, the real sky that separates us from the Moon, but also the empyrean of mechanics 

and the imagination, between the lines of the narrative and those of equations. We are 

projected here into the rational, springing through fire from an abyssal cavern, the bottom 

of a cannon dug in Florida. Everything goes well on board in this new rational sky, where 

one drinks, eats, sleeps, talks without end and plays dominos as if nothing had happened. 

But the Earth is lacking for burial. (Statues 18) 

 

The Earth “lacking for burial” is a beautiful metaphor for the impacts of technology; biological 

and chemical technologies alter the body in ways that make it impossible to return to soil. The 

toxic matter continues to resurface, not as a technological advance but as an uncontrollable 

monster that makes us sick–and sometimes kill us. It is the pernicious presence of anthropogenic 

toxic chemicals. Thus, the lack of burial becomes a lacking burial that is a denial of soil of 

becoming soil. 

What is the importance of the decompiculture kit? It shows a smart approach to 

combining art, science, and technology; even better, the decompiculture kit is what links the past 

and the future in a technology that was, is, and always will be present decomposition. 
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Decomposition is a technology that uncovers the misconceptions and misapplications of 

interconnectivity and time. The IBP shows how artistic interconnectivity works through the 

different elements of the project, from sculpture to installation art to social art practices, and the 

different audiences the project reaches. The aesthetic aspect of the project invites us to connect 

art, design, and science to create new fields of knowledge and new places for participation.  

Can decompiculture be developed as an epistemological inquiry into death? If I read 

decompiculture as multivalent, meaning accentuating the connections to biomatter–human body–

and death as a sequence of processes. Timothy G. Myles, in his essay “Decompiculture: Human 

Symbiosis with Decomposer Organisms,” coined the term decompiculture. Myles explains that 

he coined this term to highlight the contrast between agriculture and decomposition: 

Agriculture encompasses the production systems based on the culture of herbaceous 

plants and herbivore animals. In effect, agriculture is human symbiosis with select 

organisms of the herb–herbivore–carnivore food chains comprising the live plant food 

web. Decompiculture, in contrast, is a human symbiosis with organisms of the 

decomposer food chains comprising the dead plant-based, or plant cell wall-based detrital 

food web. (1) 

Decomposition is fundamental for the renewal of life. Decompiculture in addition to the 

biological definition and application it also addresses the ontological and epistemological 

problems of death as a material event. Myles continues as follows: 

Decompiculture is equivalent in importance to agriculture and perhaps more important in 

terms of integrating human activities in a sustainable way with the biosphere. The origin 

of agriculture initiated the dawn of civilization. Decompiculture may now initiate the 

dawn of a new leap forward in human evolution. (1) 
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The IBP is a leap forward as well as a leap backward. The use of decompiculture in the artwork 

challenges current notions of design using a new application of an old technology—

mycoremediation. In addition, the artwork identifies the problem of overdependence on modern 

technology. At this juncture, the paradox of death reborders as an emotional and affective and/or 

rational and technical. In other words, death is the ultimate site for finding meaning in life, or 

death is a technical problem for which a technical solution can be found if, in the future, 

innovations and better-designed technologies can eliminate death. The IBP draws attention to the 

decomposition process by asking how it can be enhanced and why it is essential to expedite this 

process. 

This decomposition process is accompanied by economic, social, political, and ecological 

concerns that challenge the notion of permanence and transcendence. Death has embedded 

finitude, yet there are stages between life and death, which are undefinable, inexorable–they are 

the gaps in time. “The difference between the infinite and the finite is in this sense—in the 

manner of a very fine thread—a non-in-difference of the infinite regarding the finite and the 

secret of subjectivity, or if you will, what is ‘proper’ to it [son ‘propre’]” (Levinas, God, Death, 

and Time 219). Decompiculture, a decomposition practice, shows a radical transformation of 

finitude as a new life that can foster other lives. Decomposition embeds itself as a non-rational, 

non-thinking process—a metabolic process. In her earlier artwork, J. R. Lee identifies 

decomposition as having the possibility to harness creativity and innovation. From a 

political/sustainable position, decomposition gives enough textual material for developing an 

aesthetic model for thinking with soil. After all, decomposition is a process that both produces 

and consumes energy, following the second law of thermodynamics. Decomposition as an 

aesthetic tool forms new pathways for assembling and interacting with uncertainty. The 
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challenge resides in the separation between outside and inside, life and death, and art and non-

art. The rebordering of these boundaries becomes part of the chaotic redefining of who we are 

and where we go. Rebordering brings us closer to our bodies in the continuum that makes and 

destroys. This is always a dynamic interchange of matter and energy. Decomposition is an 

integrated process for J. R. Lee, who incorporates art, technology, and entrepreneurship and 

collaborates with a mycologist, mushrooms, other artists, and bacteria. Decomposition is a tool 

to explore the post-mortem condition of the material body. The indexical marks of death and 

decomposition are placed as the first and last marks of existence. Decomposition becomes an 

aesthetic situated at the boundary of transition, where the need to become meets the desire to be, 

thus it surpasses language and symbols. Decomposition occupies a critical position that 

challenges the established cultural, ecological, religious, and economic practices around death 

and the post-mortem disposal of the body. It uses imagination and innovation as the driving 

forces to reintroduce an old, non-polluting technology—human composting—as a modern 

sustainable funerary practice. 

The artwork uses mycoremediation, which means that the fungi’s extracellular digestion 

is responsible for transforming some of the toxic content stored in the body. One of the 

advantages of mycoremediation is that it also improves the production of nutrients in the soil, 

which are only possible due to fungi and plants. Saprophytic entities, such as fungi, are the most 

active and essential decomposers; they feed on dead and decaying matter. During their process of 

digestion—a metabolic process—the fungi secrete enzymes that subsequently produce fruiting 

bodies—the visible presence of the fungi mycelium. These enzymes break down cellular tissues, 

leaving only the cellulose. This type of digestion, performed outside the body, makes fungi 
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extremely efficient at transforming matter and activating other organisms to feed on toxic and 

non-toxic matter (food).  

Decomposition places us in different psychology and altered subjectivity, forcing us to 

reframe soil through the lens of which becomes an ethical question to which the answer is to 

becoming soil.  This “which” operates under a different mode of being that draws attention to 

transformation as an ethical question. Deleuze and Guattari ask about becoming under the tenet 

of a qualitative becoming “becoming-inhuman, deterritorialized intensities: that is what 

multiplicity is” (32). Becoming soil becomes a psychological question as much as a 

philosophical one. It arises from confronting the continuity and discontinuity of time and 

transformation.  

4.7. Beyond Representations: Decomposition, Language, Process  

Does the artwork, IBP requires a corpse to activate the biomix and to become and art 

event? From the artist’s performance at the TED Talk, where she wore the decomposition suit, 

the mimetic action of the artwork has not fulfilled its promise. In order to become real, death 

literally needs to take the central stage. Decomposition becomes the plot of the artwork, and 

bacteria and mushrooms are the characters in the drama of redistribution. Thus, an 

acknowledgement of irreversibility of death is in order. The implications that distinguish art and 

life are evident, yet they are blurred. Two people have used the decomposition suit thus part of 

the artwork is not a derivate action but a reality. Deleuze and Guattari refer to the part and the 

whole as a “paradox” (361). The paradox of the artwork reproduces itself as copies of copies. 

Are these authors suggesting that reproduction is a kind of repetition? Does death become a 

repetition? In the case of the death suit, a repetition of the process will take place, but not a 

reproduction of matter; each body is unique, and its composted corpse will become a particular 
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kind of soil determined by additional factors and circumstances. The goal is that a terroir can 

emerge from the composting of a body.  Even though the commercial IBP and the Mushroom 

Death Suit ‘a prototype’ are cotton suits enlaced with the decomposition biomix, they are not the 

same–notice the change from black to white in the suits. Furthermore, the two pieces have 

different titles, the first refers to the entire artwork and all its parts, while the second refers to the 

one suit, the prototype. They are part and whole of heterogeneous art assemblage. 

Death is a non-discursive act, yet it creates many narratives. Death brings a modality of 

excess that overboard linguistic representations—even in the film—the mimetic action of soil is 

a proto-linguistic sound/voice of decomposition. There is no silence. Moving away from 

linguistic interpretation allows for other kinds of speculation, not about death but with it, as a 

realization of the redistribution of form and matter—the rebordering of existence. This 

rebordered existence subverts dirt’s inert being back into the circulation of the actuality of soil. 

To go from abstraction to reality, in death, is a site for finding new kinds of energy. Soil 

becomes soil–body, challenging the position and precepts of autonomy, identity, and fixed 

temporalities—including death. This paradoxical concomitance surrounds many posthuman 

bodies, inciting fear and dispossession and, according to philosopher Rosi Braidotti, the fantasy 

of immortality and total control. In her book The Posthuman, Braidotti quotes Annie Balsomo to 

explain how technology is becoming a means to a new kind of transcendence that promotes 

immortality: 

Balsamo (1996) argues that digital technologies promote dreams of immortality[...] 

‘beliefs about the technological future ‘life’ of the body are complemented by a palpable 

fear of death and annihilation from uncontrollable and spectacular body threats: 

antibiotic-resistant viruses, random contamination, flesh-eating bacteria.’ (113)  
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In other words, Braidotti sees the technological effects as “new practices of ‘life’ [that] mobilize 

not only generative forces but also new and subtler degrees of extinction” (2). This outcome is a 

deferral. It conjures the ghost of despair, tracing appearances of the irrecuperable with a 

subjectivity that depends on only human technologies. J. R. Lee, as already stated, reintroduces 

an old technology for the decomposition of the human body as an interesting aesthetic approach 

that challenges a multimillion-dollar funerary industry. I speculate, imagining whether energy is 

produced neither inside nor outside the body, but in the middle. This middle is the location 

responsible for unleashing the processes of decomposition. Thus, it is vital to reclaim the practice 

of cultivating decomposing organisms and mushrooms—decompiculture. This practice 

transforms matter, alters order, and upsets hierarchies to continue creating life.  

J. R. Lee brings decomposition to the table as a more-than-human technology capable of 

retracing the untraceable beyond the futility of technoscience. When time is running out of time, 

only the ghosts' pollution, specters of contamination, and apparitions of the toxic remain to 

investigate the depth of the abyss. Decomposition fills soil with vitality, thereby unfolding a 

renewed environment and becoming a place. 

4.8. Commensurability and Sustainability: Mycoremediation  

For J. R. Lee, the design must tell the story of remediation. The story of mycoremediation 

becomes a polyphonic unraveling of multiple narratives of life, death, and rebirth. The artwork’s 

speculative narratives seek to inspire renewed ecological bonds, especially with the post-mortem 

disposal of the body and the representation of the body as soil. A closely interwoven narrative of 

decay entangles fear of death with environmental health and justice. Ecological preoccupations 

become emotional agents for change, proposing alternative models to something that is grossly 

overlooked by many sectors of society: paraphrasing the artist’s question, what should I do with 
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my deceased body? To which I add two more questions: why does it matter what happens to the 

body of the dead? Death is the last opportunity for self-awareness and responsibility. To look 

more seriously at decomposition, from the ecological perspective, makes decomposition the 

strongest advocate for sustainability. Decomposition sees soil as a place of possibilities to 

mitigate the adverse environmental effects of pollution. Through mycoremediation. J. R. Lee’s 

creative research contours new borders around the uncanny aspect of death. She candidly 

examines death from an unconventional and ignored perspective and brings forward the relations 

that arise during distress and disaster. It is here that survival and resilience are the driving forces 

in the face of death. In conditions of uncertainty, the artist blurs the boundaries that separate art, 

science, and technology to persist but also to thrive. The IBP exposes the denial of cultural and 

environmental conditions of death to address pollution in soil, not as an isolated event but as a 

phenomenon that takes place inside and outside the body but also to challenge the collective 

understanding of boundaries that define body and surroundings. Specially, when these 

boundaries collapse during the metabolic process of decomposition.  

Mycoremediation presents a sublimity of redistribution that proposes to bypass biological 

matter and existential preoccupation. Mycoremediation becomes the conduit for vast cleaning 

possibilities for soil. It is also a model for exercising political power about how to use resources, 

a good example comes from Tsing, who shows how the intersection of fungi, culture and 

economy are activated by the matsutake mushrooms. “For what is exchanged every evening is 

not just mushrooms and money. Pickers, buyers, and field agents are engaged in dramatic 

enactments of freedom, as they separately understand it, and they exchange these, encouraging 

each other, along with their trophies: money and mushrooms” (75). Mycoremediation an 

economic model and a thinking method that uses the powerful actions of decomposer–fungi– as 
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the central tenet of an ecology and economy. As a method for thinking, decomposition 

(mycoremediation), uses several communication strategies between human and non-human 

worlds. To identify three of these strategies: speed up decomposition, remove toxins, and add 

nutritional value, is to disarm dominant rational impulse using the shock effect, awakening the 

emotional via the uncanny, and reclaiming imagination with the speculative.  

The IBP recognizes the aesthetic of beauty in the formation and transformation of healthy 

soil. The aesthetic value of the artwork comes through the visual connections explored in the 

beginning of the chapter, which are the selection of materials used in the artwork itself, and the 

use of fashion and design principles for the decomposition suit and other elements that make the 

project. The aesthetic contribution of the artwork to soil remediation also results from the 

aesthetic surplus harnessed by the invisible aspects of decomposition. The artwork becomes a 

reminder that soil remediation requires intimate connections with the environment, and it asserts 

that remediation from a place of uncertainty, where the acceptance of death is more than a 

second-hand experience. “Death—as the death of the other [autrui]—cannot be separated from 

this dramatic character; it is emotion par excellence, affection or being affected par excellence” 

(God, Death, and Time 9).  

Furthermore, the artwork introduces a cathartic element activated by the fear of 

environmental catastrophe and the annihilation of our species and all other species. The 

emotional surplus of death informs J. R. Lee’s research and aesthetic exploration of soil 

remediation as a thinking–doing project. J. R. Lee cements the notion of returning to soil by 

proposing a way of recovering vitality for the decaying body, transforming into nourishment for 

soil, which is to extend and enliven the future.  
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4.9. Death and its Carbon Footprint  

The modern funerary industry has a heavy carbon footprint. This term, which is the 

amount of the carbon dioxide produced by emissions of greenhouse gasses, is typically applied 

to the manufacturing of products and services. However, individuals, households, and other 

activities that produce carbon dioxide can also measure their carbon footprint. There are several 

ways to measure carbon footprint using online calculators, from private initiatives dedicated to 

providing this service to business and industries, such as the Carbon Footprint Calculator for 

Individuals and Households to governmental agencies such as the EPA. I introduce the three 

categories used for calculating and assessing the impact of an elevated carbon footprint by the 

funerary industry, which align with the artist’s research criteria too: the usage of energy, the 

approach to technology, and the use of space/land. These three criteria are used to determine the 

impacts of the different burial methods: 1) embalming, 2) cremation, 3) cryonics, and 4) green 

burials. Of these, 1, 2, and 3 are ranked at the highest energy consumption level, which is 

directly proportional to their use of advanced technologies. These technologies include extracting 

raw materials for producing the highly toxic chemicals used for embalming and cryonics and the 

use of expensive and sophisticated equipment, especially when extreme temperatures are 

employed for cryonics or cremation. The more rudimentary technologies used for green burials, 

which depend on decomposition, have lower levels of energy consumption.  

In addition, green burials are not a legal option in many states of the United States. One 

exception is Washington State were the State Legislature passed bill SB 5001 - 2019-20 

(Concerning Human Remains). The State of Maine is also moving towards this type of 

legislation. Washington Post journalist Ben Guarino, reports as follows: “‘We have this one 

universal human experience, of death, and technology has not changed what we do in any 
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meaningful way,’ said state Senator Jamie Pedersen (D), who introduced the bill, which passed 

with bipartisan support on April 19, 2020. ‘There are significant environmental problems’ with 

burying and burning bodies, he said” (n.d.).108 Green burials offer viable alternatives; more 

initiatives on all fronts of society are needed. The example of the Washington State Legislature 

shows that it is possible to reach consensus, on the other hand the IBP contributes to green 

burials from an aesthetic perspective that hinges on a new alternative green burial method, which 

according to the artist, is the way to address the caveat for green burials, that is land use and the 

cost of it. For example, in the film Suiting Dennis, it becomes evident that the financial aspect of 

the green burial option weights on the decision-making process for Dennis and his family. 

Selecting a resting site for Dennis was done based on the cost of the plot of land offered by 

Mount Auburn Cemetery.109 On the other hand, the IBP provides the most affordable option if 

the resting place of a body is not important.  

The artwork considers the three factors of a carbon footprint and ensures low use of 

energy, easy access to technology (decomposition), and readily available land. This last aspect 

has many complications that the artwork cannot resolve, as we learned in Suiting Dennis. In the 

next section, I expand on each the available post-death option for the body: 1) cannibalism, 2) 

cremation, 3) embalming, 4) cryonics, and 5) green burials to further speculate on the concept of 

interconnectivity, highlighting the importance of collaborative and trans-disciplinary practices. 

1) Cannibalism and Soylent Green 

At Zoethic #3 (2014), J. R. Lee recaps the narrative of the film Soylent Green (1973),110 a 

dystopian future of environmental crisis that forces people to eat other people without knowing, 

it (coincidentally) takes place in 2022. The eerie temporal proximity with actual 2022 is startling. 

In the film, 2022 marks the year natural resources have been depleted, forcing humans to eat 

https://app.leg.wa.gov/billsummary?BillNumber=5001&Year=2019&Initiative=false#documentSection
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other humans.111  However, using Soylent Green (1973), the artist points at the inadequacy of 

cannibalism for survival; when used as a survival strategy (as in the film), the practice of humans 

eating human flesh corresponds better to anthropophagy. The reality of the food’s origins takes 

an even darker turn: the mysterious “soylent greens” are pebbles made of human flesh. 

In the dystopian modern society depicted in the film, the rules of the food chain must remain 

secret. The connection between food and ritual is mechanical, industrial, and dependent on the 

mystery of what is ingested. The sleuthing style of the film fulfills yet another dimension that 

unfolds as “something happened, something is going to happen” (192). Deleuze and Guattari 

continue their speculation on the temporal unfolding of the detective genre by designating a “past 

so immediate, a future so near, that they are, as Husserl would say, with retention and protention 

of the present itself” (192). Once more, the protention and retention are measurements of the 

memories of time, the decoders of the action. The perceptual experience of time, in the film and 

with IBP, takes on another extension through the lens of a dystopic future of eating human flesh. 

Cannibalism becomes a trap that contains and releases energy for the transformation of matter. 

As perverse nourishment that is not more-than human technology, it becomes the incarnated 

prosthesis of autophagia, a discontinuous biological accumulation of events focused on 

extending, changing, and overflowing life with the grotesque. Our bodies are hyperaccumulators, 

converters, and filters that are passed on. In the context of the film, we would be eating toxins. 

The toxic matter is recycled in the process of consumption, reentering the circulation of matter. 

The polluted condition of the body is the result of the polluted conditions in our surroundings. 

Pollution is how the toxic is inserted into the body, sometimes as a willing encounter but often 

otherwise, making the toxic an expansively distributed technological prosthesis. 

 2) Cremation: A False Green Approach 
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Cremation has a long historical tradition, and the frequency of its use as a postmortem practice 

has fluctuated since ancient times; recently, it has regained popularity. Cremation is often 

associated with eco-friendliness. However, toxins, such as mercury, are emitted into the 

atmosphere during cremation, contributing to the (re)introduction of toxic heavy metals and 

other pollutants that have accumulated in the body into the environment. Cremation is an energy-

intensive process; cremation uses an average of 5 kWh of energy. Cremation also releases high 

amounts of carbon dioxide into the atmosphere due to the high temperatures needed to complete 

the process (approximately 1500°F). Another problem with cremation is the misunderstanding 

related to the cost, which is lower than casket burials. However, this cost reduction is due to 

using less or no land. 

3) Cryonics: The Billionaire’s Escape 

Is cryogenic the new religion for the salvation of the body?  The Alcor Life Extension 

Foundation is an organization dedicated to cryogenic research. In an Open Letter on Cryonics, 

The Alcor Foundation attained 69 signatures from leading scientists (self-described as belonging 

to MIT, Harvard, NASA, and Cambridge University, among other reputable institutions) in 

support of the following: 

Cryonics is a legitimate science-based endeavor that seeks to preserve human beings, 

especially the human brain, with the best technology available. Future technologies for 

resuscitation can be envisioned that involve molecular repair by nanomedicine, highly 

advanced computation, detailed control of cell growth, and tissue regeneration. With a 

view toward these developments, there is a credible possibility that cryonics performed 

under the best conditions achievable today can preserve sufficient neurological 

information to permit the eventual restoration of a person to full health. The rights of 
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people who choose cryonics are important and should be respected. (Open Letter on 

Cryonics)    

Historian Yuval Noah Harari remarks that the denial of death is a modern phenomenon directly 

connected to the scientific revolution and the advent of capitalism. He writes, “For men of 

science, death is not an inevitable destiny, but merely a technical problem” (Sapiens 353). In 

addition, Margaret Morse, in the curatorial statement for the 1996 exhibition Mortal Coil: 

Mourning Becomes Electronic, says, 

At the close of the century, the threshold between life and death is not a border, but an 

ever-lengthening passage. The human body has become a bio apparatus, sustained, 

extended and even displaced by machines, while the inorganic sphere is increasingly 

animated with artificial life […] if not the fact of death.112  

Artists’ preoccupations with the connections between biotechnology, art, and death are ongoing. 

J. R. Lee takes this further by making evident the relationship between food and nutrition as part 

of the redistribution of matter, which is affective, environmental, and economical. The IBP 

grounds the abstract and invisible connections between death, money, and the environment. The 

IBP is a political act with an embodied aesthetic; it is an ethical response that transpires through 

the transformative power of matter as it is helped to become visible soil (vital materiality) in the 

form of nutrients, enriching soil and its mission of fostering life. Maria Puig de la Bellacasa 

writes, 

To start approaching the emerging into visibility of a large-scale multi-site topos, I find it 

helpful to inquire into soil as the ‘infrastructure’ of our living ecologies on Earth—to 

which I refer here as bios as a way to emphasize everyday living with nature, rather than 

a more existentialist and humanist vision of ‘Life’ as a driving force. Approaching soil as 
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infrastructure makes it appear as a highly lively entity […] this work is only possible 

through labours invisible to most humans: of earthworms, fungi, microorganisms etc. (6) 

Soil, an infrastructure that is vital for the redistribution of matter and that serves as double 

environmentalization; it provides a renewed sense of awe where we can find a shifting paradigm 

to understand death.113 

Returning to The Alcor Life Extension Foundation’s “Open Letter on Cryonics,” J. R. 

Lee’s response reads as follows: 

Cryogenic, which is a speculative belief that you can live forever by being frozen in 

liquid nitrogen. You guys are laughing. You think that it only happens in sci-fi movies, 

but actually the high-tech Silicon Valley is big on cryonics. This is part of the singularity 

[which] posits that exponential technological advancement will usher a time in the future 

when machine intelligence surpasses human intelligence and that humans will transcend 

our biological death. (MIT, Parallel/Peripheral)  

In exploring one of the most challenging relations between bodies and soil, the artist develops an 

aesthetic of soil in decomposition, where death is unavoidable, and change is required. To 

assume a critical position regarding death brings many challenges from religious, spiritual, and 

biological perspectives. 

4) Embalming: Technology of War and Violence 

Embalming began during the American Civil War when the military had to deal with the 

problem of shipping dead soldiers very long distances. Author Mary Roach, in her book Stiff: 

The Curious Lives of Cadavers, tells the history of embalming fluids and how they began to 

circulate in the environment while fostering financial gain for the funerary industry (78–79). 



 

 

226 

Political will and greed legitimized the chemistry that stops decomposition; embalming fluid–

formaldehyde–is the unexpected hero of the American Civil War. It turned out to be a modern 

environmental and ecological enemy of soil and underground water. J. R. Lee connects 

environmental damage with the emotional exploitation of individuals during vulnerable moments 

of grief. Once again, the death of the other is an opportunity for self-awareness and the re-

evaluation of the funeral industry that moves beyond denial and the futile detachment from 

environmental responsibility. Lee brings decomposition to the table as a necessary ecological 

process that must be connected to the systems, cycles, and procedures of decomposition; the 

artwork creates the opportunity to propose a deeper integration of post-mortem practices (those 

remain open for further elucidations). 

5) Land Use: Traditional Green Burials 

The artwork calls on the artist and the audience to reflect on the sublunary phenomenon 

of death. To view green burials as an environmental and political act that empowers the end of 

one’s life with the potentiality for becoming the beginning of many other forms of healthy life.  

IBP is a proposal for a new and independent proposal for green burials that uses land and energy 

efficiently by using a mushroom biomix to create clean compost that can be used anywhere, even 

in your own garden. The IBP is not a traditional green burial, it highlights the opportunity for 

more than symbolic meaning; it creates an action that works for soil. The joining of meanings 

takes shape as innovation and its application in design.114 Meaning maintains an ethical ground 

for sustainable design, which must be able to recover diversity and health as expressions that 

address the problem of the toxic.  
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4. 10. Art and Design in Action 

The second user of the mushroom death suit was a well-known actor and environmental 

activist: Luke Perry. The deceased’s daughter indicates that her father shared similar ecological 

concerns with J. R. Lee. The artist tells us that the suit, which is covered in fungi and bacteria, 

becomes a new way of thinking about death and the relationship between human bodies and 

nature. This becomes an example of how to address our ecological footprint. The question of old 

technology, such as decomposition, can become a “transliteration” for sustainability takes center 

stage. Ecologically, the use of technology moves across sectoral borders to recontextualize the 

framework for understanding technology as a trap. Philosopher Alberto Corsín Jimenéz, in his 

essay “Spiderweb Anthropology: Ecologies, Infrastructures, Entanglements,” explains that the 

trap has a double function for environmentalization and can also become what triggers the 

energy to move from one element to another (384). The energy released by the user of the 

mushroom death suit enacts the double agency of art and design (fig. 24). Participation, as a 

socially engaged practice. It is like the spider trap “an artifact […] which functions as a vehicle 

or conduit for exo-environmental relations” (Spiderweb Anthropology 383). The double agency 

is captured by art, transferring mundane data to a more ecological, flexible, and functional place 

where interpretation becomes non-simultaneously, non-synchronically engaged. Rather, it is 

speculation that takes on the energy of exploring galleries and other venues. However, the goal is 

to harness the double agency of art, design, and technology. 
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Fig. 24. Frances Whitehead, “Double Agency,” 2017. https://forty-five.com/papers/civic-

experiments-tactics-for-praxis#ref-12. 

 

The double agency of design and technology becomes a capability for reclaiming and recovering 

diversity and health; it is an aesthetic approach to maximize the understanding and application of 

design and innovation under the tenet of giving back. Giving back takes us back to the principle 

of decompiculture as a sustainable model.  

IBP, flanking inside and outside, exposes the material transformation as manifested, 

bursting out at the seams (and at the orifices of the body), where sites are always multiple, and 

their main task is to reshape the boundaries of existence. The artwork’s performativity adds value 

in the form of nutrition from the human body (containing trillions of microorganisms, 

outnumbering human cells 10:1) to the soil, which has even more microorganisms. These other 

microorganisms compose only about 1–3% of a person’s body mass, but they play a vital role in 

our existence, from birth to death, as we search for meaning, but we stumble on the technical 

https://forty-five.com/papers/civic-experiments-tactics-for-praxis#ref-12
https://forty-five.com/papers/civic-experiments-tactics-for-praxis#ref-12
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aspects. By adopting many fields of knowledge, the IBP translates, redirects, and disrupts old 

values. To state the values of the artwork once again, the IBP is designed to purge, purify, and 

clarify.115 Purging is the positive relief from the emotional burden caused by the ecological 

crisis. The body, which will literally purified of toxins enters the soil to add nutrients. The 

biomix woven into the death suit digests the hazardous chemical, thus remediating soil; it also 

reintroduces quality nutrients to the soil, which means regenerating soil–a step beyond 

remediation. The delicate and dangerous interplay of life and death is actual, and it can be 

framed as an ethical problem of soil remediation. The polluted porous bodies, which must 

excavate the broader circulation of power in the political, scientific, economic, and ethical 

domains. Pollution can be understood as a positive feedback loop that keeps feeding the toxic 

agents already in place, thereby affecting the health and quality of life of every ecosystem on the 

planet, with the danger of extinction constantly lurking for both humans and nonhumans. The 

toxic has appropriated new territories of action in the economic, political, and social domains, 

resulting in the ever-greater production of toxic bodies. The toxic inscribes the soil’s surface 

with geological and biological markers. Toxic interactions are quantitative and qualitative shifts 

among biotic populations, and the expanded abiotic anthropogenic materials are ever more 

present in our diminished surroundings. Toxic interactions create toxicity, which tends to remain 

invisible. Donna Haraway situates the intention for healing through the concept of ongoing-ness. 

In her book, Staying with the Trouble: Making Kin in the Chthulucene, Haraway introduces 

ongoing-ness to argue that transformation must take place in cooperation, or “sympoesis” (125). 

Reclamation is the first step in denouncing the stupidity of repeating damaging behaviors and 

supporting systemic mistakes that accelerate the destruction of the soil. Soil reclamation 

underlines the turmoil of becoming soil. Soil remediation intensifies what is at stake through the 
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embodiment of multiple species being forced to navigate chemical toxicity and widespread 

pollution. The clean-up of polluted sites is the triage, and remediation is the long-term care for 

environmental redemption. 

 The unseen and systematic violence of the sedimentation of toxic matter into the soft 

tissues of our livers and lungs also invades the harder tissues of our bones. From skin to bones, 

toxicity is passed on generationally. Invisibility and imperceptibility are not excuses. Denial is 

the withdrawal from politics.  

In conclusion, the ecological benefit of remembering that all material/physical beings will 

eventually die and decompose shows there are alternatives for coping with death and resisting 

further environmental degradation by leaning on collaborative practices with more-than-humans. 

The conceptual development for the critique of J.R. Lee’s artwork and by extension of this 

dissertation extend to an interest in rearranging and reimagining our surroundings based on an 

ethos of awareness, unfurling the deeper connections of interconnectivity from the less desired 

and often disregarded sides, such as death.  
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CHAPTER FIVE 

  

What is Recovered? (Rural Urban Flow) 

 

Through the vision of artists, we explore the timeless connections between land and people. 

 -Wormfarm Institute (website)  

 

The land ethic simply enlarges the boundaries of the community to include soils, waters, plants 

and animals, or collectively the land. 

-Aldo Leopold, A Sand County Almanac, 204. 

 

 

This chapter looks at a challenging question: can artistic, creative, and collaborative 

practices become a catalyst for social and environmental change? This question is answered 

through a focused approach—by looking at the intersection of art, food, and the rural. This is 

guided by the creative practices of an art and farming initiative called Wormfarm Institute 

(WFI), which, over two decades from their small farm in the heartland of the United States, have 

used art and food to connect rural Wisconsin to three large cities: Madison, Milwaukee, and 

Chicago. Artist-farmers Donna Neuwirth and Jay Salinas, co-founders of WFI, have developed 

socially engaged creative practices based on artistic interventions in the rural-agricultural 

landscape and the creative cultivation of organic vegetables, closely tying the farm’s art 

operation to the community supported agriculture (CSA) model they follow. The CSA is central 

to WFI; it makes visible the intimate connections between soil and food and art and agriculture. I 
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argue that these artistic interventions and creative projects connect the rural to the urban, 

revealing the hidden infrastructures of industrial food production while also recovering healthy 

soil and communities, which are vulnerable to the impositions of global industrial agriculture. 

This chapter, first provides a formal description of WFI’s artistic, creative, and 

collaborative practices, focusing on three projects: 1) Fermentation Fest, 2) Farm/Art DTour, 

and 3) the Artist Residency Program. These three projects are closely tied to the farm art 

operations based on the CSA model they follow—shared risk and responsibilities. Then, the 

chapter does an aesthetic exploration of food as more than the caloric intake needed to produce 

energy. Food connects rural to urban under the principles of the food web developed in Chapter 

Four; however, this chapter looks at decomposition through fermentation. Food, fermentation, 

and art will define what is the rural urban flow within the larger philosophical project of 

Becoming Soil. Before moving forward, I provide clarification on the layers of meaning added to 

some common terms used in this chapter: 1) food, 2) fermentation, and 3) the rural. 

1) Food is the connector to art, which in this case includes, but is not limited to, culinary 

arts. Thus, food turns into a place, a site for convergence under the modality of 

conviviality toward humans and nonhumans alike. 

 2) Fermentation circles from death to growth, cultivation, and the fecundity of soil, and it 

also becomes a creative method for WFI. 

 3) The rural is not only a site for agriculture and food cultivation but also a place that 

connects art, culture, and rituals, such as planting, cultivation, and harvesting. This 

definition challenges the stereotypical views of the rural. Rural soils are contested 

territories regarding the industrial production of food and energy.  
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Departing from the traditional definitions of food, fermentation, and the rural is not arbitrary; it 

establishes the framework for the recovery of soil health, which goes beyond the bucolic 

landscapes and pastoral lands. To rethink the rural is to ask who is growing our food and how 

they are doing so, which are essential questions to ask for the recovery of soil. The focus is on 

artistic, creative, and collaborative practices that are engaged with the task of recovering soil for 

common use—humans and nonhumans. The recovery of soil creates possibilities for other kinds 

of proliferations, more fruitful outcomes that are capable of departing from colonial models of 

exploitation, extraction, and nonbearing of responsibility to the environment, which begs the 

following question: what is a good life? I argue that artistic intervention and creative projects can 

reconnect the rural to the urban to reveal the hidden infrastructures of industrial food production 

while supporting a better understanding of the impact of healthy soil and nutritious food on the 

recovery of the community, which is vulnerable to the impositions of industrial agriculture. 

5.1. Recovering the Good Life (The Potentiality of Art, Soil, and Culture) 

WFI shows what is at stake in the recovery of soil and the rural. Through their artistic 

practices, they unfold art’s ethical and aesthetic functions to rethink the rural. They ask ethical 

questions: how and where is our food growing, and who is growing it? These questions have 

individual and collective implications for the concept of good life. In addition, the good life is a 

common slogan used in the Midwest of the United States, which I thought I would mention since 

that is the context of this chapter. But what does a good life mean? The good life is what 

supports healthy soil, regenerative agriculture, and nutritious food, thus is a chain of aesthetic 

conditions and ethical precepts based on the convergence and conviviality. The good life’s 

aesthetic conditions portray the multiple dimensions of soil, health, biodiversity, and the 

environment as contested convivialities. The good life lets us see soil as a continuum that 
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encompasses biological and cultural practices as parts of economic and ecological exchanges, 

bonding the rural to the urban by bringing them into a flow.  

The concept of the good life will be developed for this chapter using the Amerindian 

(Quechua) cosmology of Sumak Kawsay and the Greek concept of eudaimonia; both terms 

broadly translate as the good life. Together, these two words propose a model for understanding 

soil, agriculture, and the production of food as a chain of artistic and creative expressions based 

on conviviality. The good life is more than a concept; it is a cosmology that comes from different 

eras and cultures, tying ethics with aesthetics. As mentioned, eudaimonia and Sumak Kawsay 

refer to the conditions that give quality to life and create a good life. This is not a simple exercise 

of translation; it is a claim that opens space for the creative and aesthetic experiences of eco art, 

which is concerned with the connections between the environment and the good life. I start with 

the philosophical analysis of eudaimonia followed by Sumak Kawsay. Aristotle refers to the 

good life in terms of actuality and potentiality—agents that distribute the power relationships in 

eudaimonia. John Cleary, in his article “‘Powers That Be’: Powers of Potency in Plato and 

Aristotle,” says, “The seeing is in the seer, and the theory in the theorizer, and life in the soul, 

and so human flourishing (eudaimonia) for that is certain kind of life” (44). Philosopher Javier 

Lajo, in his article “Sumak Kawsay Ninchik o Nuestro Vivir Bien,” explains that the Sumak 

Kawsay can be translated as “the good life” (n.d). However, sociologist Guadalupe Rivadeneira 

Núñez, notes in her article “EL SUMAK KAWSAY EN SUMPA– SANTA ELENA,” that 

Lajo’s suggested that for finding a more suitable interpretation would broader the concept of 

Sumak Kawsay by include three important aspect that make the concept: “1) Allin Munay, feeling 

good (sentir bien in Spanish); 2) Allin Yachay, right-thinking (pensar bien in Spanish); and 3) 

Allin Ruay, right doing (hacer bien in Spanish)” (EL SUMAK KAWSAY EN SUMPA; my 
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translation).116 These three terms find balance between the three aspects that constitute the 

Sumak Kawsay. This is not an exercise in translation but a mode of highlighting knowledge that 

has historically been marginalized by colonial powers. The Amerindian cosmovision is a 

relational-ability among words and worlds that traces the experiences of an embodied becoming 

of languages in the relations between actions, words, feeling, and thoughts. Rivadeneira Nuñez 

continues, 

The Sumak Kawsay, the good living or the splendid existence, collides with the idea of 

unlimited progress. Pachamama or mother nature has a limit, which prevents unlimited 

development and growth at the expense of the “other”—nature that includes human 

beings—must assume these relationships in harmony, which is necessary to re-

understand the principles of complementarity and cooperation—not accumulation. The 

splendid existence has to do more than anything with the harmony between the material 

and the immaterial world. (El Sumak Kawsay en Sumpa n.d.)  

Sumak Kawsay is a foothold for describing and interpreting ecological, aesthetic experience as it 

is the balance between feeling good, thinking well, and doing well. And, in the context of this 

dissertation, the good life is the life that flourishes. Can the disparities that separate the rural and 

the urban be brought together into the flow of conviviality, in which distances are closed and 

differences are healed? A flow of conviviality where creative exchanges are based on respectful 

cultural exchanges with others who are culturally different. It takes positive and negative 

interactions for the flow to learn, reflect, and surrender to the rhythms of each place–from rural 

to urban and from urban to rural. Be cautioned, though; when the flow moves too fast, it washes 

out all that is in it; thus, for every flow there must be an ebb–sustainable action from a financial 

and creative perspective.117  
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WFI acts as a culture, meaning a microbial mix that incites the processes of fermentation. 

A culture is an ancestral process for food preservation in which the potentiality of dirt is 

activated through fermentation. The recovery and empowerment of this ancient practice has the 

potential to resist the takeover of rural lands by larger industrial agrobusiness. The importance of 

the transformation that takes place in fermentation is explained by American food writer Sandor 

Ellix Katz in his book The Art of Fermentation: An In-depth Exploration of Essential Concepts 

and Processes from Around the World. The author connects a culture to culture, not only 

etymologically but also through the powers of transformation that are started by a culture.118 For 

Neuwirth and Salinas, transformation is represented in fermentation, which is also the guiding 

principle for their creative practices (Personal Interview 2021). Food as matter, fermentation as 

energy, and the rural–urban flow commingle to improve the quality of life for humans and 

nonhumans, which is a part of the cultivation of the good life.  

Fermentation as a creative and artistic practice goes beyond pickling vegetables; it 

reclaims and recovers the connections to and with soil and food. After all, “food is the greatest 

community builder there is” (The Art of Fermentation xix). Gathering around the cycle of 

growing food—from planting seeds to cultivation to harvesting to distribution—establishes the 

conditions needed for understanding the deep connections between where our food comes from 

and how it gets to our plates.  

5.2. The Rural (Culture as Soil) 

The concept of the good life is central to understanding what is recovered in the soil 

through the rural urban flow. This flow creates the soil continuum.  The soil continuum activates 

the potentiality of dirt through the cultivation and production of food and culture in rural areas 

and reminds us of the actuality of soil, which is present in the form of the food that feeds distant 
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urban centers. Small-scale farming creates a healthier continuum of biological and sociocultural 

processes that recover the connections between soil, seed, plant, food, and rural and urban areas. 

These biological and sociocultural processes are deeply affected by the fields taken over by 

agrobusiness.  

 

 

 

Fig. 25. Maria Patricia Tinajero, Sometimes We Must Hang Upside-down, 2018, Digital photo.  
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The chapter is limited to the aesthetic. WFI is examined through the artistic merits of 

their creative projects that use agriculture as a creative tool that “connects farming, ecology and 

the arts to enhance both the cultural and economic possibilities of rural communities” (National 

Governors Association 10). The chapter does not provide statistical analysis on WFI’s economic 

impact on Sauk County, Wisconsin, nor does it focus on a political or sociological analysis of the 

impact of rural migrations. It stays within the sphere of art and its aesthetic influences that 

recover the connections between rural and urban areas.119 It focuses on the recovery of 

connections through the flow of food from rural areas to urban centers as a creative practice. I 

argue that these creative interventions and artistic projects punctuate the rural urban landscape to 

reveal the hidden architectures that support the modern food system. Focusing on the rural also 

allows for the protection of other important ecosystems, such as forests and swamp. This last 

point exceeds the limits of this chapter; however, its importance remains in the foreground for 

future research. The rural is more than a site; it is a model for resisting industrial agricultural 

takeover. In the United States, the Census Bureau and the Department of Agriculture give a 

variety of definitions of “rural” “based on blocks or ZIP codes” (National Governors Association 

7). The most common definitions of “rural” are described as follows:   

The Office of Management and Budget delineates metropolitan statistical areas (MSAs) 

and having MSAs provides a way to delineate “rural” as anything outside MSAs. The 

U.S. The Department of Agriculture’s Economic Research Service (USDA ERS) uses 

MSA designations for research purposes, with a more refined classification scheme that 

measures the relative rurality for each county in an MSA. “Urbanized areas” have 50,000 

or more residents and “urban clusters” have 2,500 to 50,000 residents; “rural” 
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encompasses areas not included in the other two categories. (National Governors 

Association 7) 

These definitions of rural, like the one provided, are mostly based on human/land ratios; this is 

limiting for several reasons, two of which I use to establish the analysis of this chapter: 

1) A definition of “rural” focusing solely on human population density is one-

dimensional; it leaves more-than humans—plants, animals, soil—out of the equation. 

2) Such a definition also contributes to misconceptions that the rural is lacking culture or 

not geared toward cultural production. However, food comes from soil, and with it comes 

our connection to agriculture. The lost connection to planting, cultivation, and harvesting 

are replaced by a lack of understanding where food comes from (i.e., not from the 

grocery store).  

The idea of food coming solely from the grocery story is due to the corporate industrialization of 

food production. WFI reconnects to the rural as the site of planting, cultivation, and harvesting, 

which together become a recovery of soil and culture. In this chapter, the rural is not associated 

with or described as the industrial use of land; it resists this association, which takes me back to 

the definition of the rural urban flow: Small-scale artisanal agriculture utilizes large industrial 

agricultural practices to bring attention to the tenuous situation of rural soils, highlighting how 

the soil continuum is part of the flows of nutrients, chemicals, money, and more. The soil 

continuum is a catalyst for creative opportunities to engage with local communities, giving rise 

to new creative methods focused on regional expressions of soil and culture, which are effective 

means for social and environmental changes. WFI recognizes that the intersections where art and 
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agriculture meet are opportunities for fostering supportive and regenerative processes that are 

mutually beneficial for soil, people, and the environment. 

WFI’s creative initiatives and events are part of a rural recovery. Their collaborations 

with artists, community organizations, neighbors, and other institutions are abundant. As 

mentioned, the focus of this chapter is on 1) Fermentation Fest, 2) The Farm/Art DTour, and 3) 

the Artist Residency Program, all under the umbrella concept of the rural–urban flow. 

Fermentation Fest revolves around the metaphor of rotting (Personal Interview 2022); it is a 

convergence of humans and non-humans to celebrate creativity and expand community ties that 

bind us to each other and to the land. The Farm/Art DTour is a curated outdoor exhibition. The 

Artist Residency and the Rural Urban FLOW are community-oriented programs that seek to 

foster robust exchanges between rural and urban populations. WFI's website's information, 

clearly referring to a specific program list Artist Residency and the Rural Urban FLOW. 

However, the actual program on the Rural Urban FLOW is not defined by WFI but I take the 

name of rural urban flow as a concept that bridges the gap between the rural urban disconnect. 

The Artist Residency invites an average of six to eight artists to spend time at the farm learning 

about soil, farming, and community.  

To unravel the interconnections between the industrial and post-industrial practices 

applied to farming and agriculture I refer to the opening image of this chapter [fig. 25], which 

does not depict a conventional landscape; rather, it portrays a shifted view through which to see 

other possibilities of engaging with what already is present. The picture was taken from one of 

the barn's windows at the WFI. In it, the landscape is flipped, the pictorial composition created 

by the photograph changes the conventional orientation of the landscape, momentarily confusing 

the viewer’s spatial orientation. The horizon appears and disappears in the flipping of the image, 
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suggesting a different perspective with which to view the cultivated fields—soil and food. This 

manner of flipping things upside-down is, for Neuwirth and Salinas (Personal Interview 2022), a 

way of juxtaposing serious ecological concerns with a playful manner. The flipping of the 

horizon suggests that we see and do things differently, such as engage in small-scale agriculture.  

The effects of small-scale farmers abandoning rural land spreads poverty throughout the 

communities and leads to a lack of political representation. The connections between soil, land, 

and food are broken. Agrobusiness gives us poor quality food that is lacking nutritional value. 

Food quality and access thereto are major environmental and social issues.120 The rural is not 

only a site, but also a mode resisting industrial agricultural takeovers. The soil continuum 

inexorably connects the rural and urban beyond the cultural and economic conditions of the food 

supply. It also changes the physiognomy of the Earth traced by agrarian landscapes of 

monoculture. The inevitable reshaping of the surface of the planet is a visible effect of the 

functions taking place below the ground in the deep, dark layers of soil and rock. Soil 

philosopher Maria Puig de la Bellacasa, in her book Matters of Care, writes:  

Food Web models also affect relations to soil for how they turn humans into full 

participant “members” of the soil community rather than merely consumers of its produce 

or beneficiaries of its services. It is the emphasis on the interdependency of soil 

communities that is appealing for exploring more than human care as an immanent 

obligation that passes through doings and agencies involved in the necessary maintaining, 

continuing, and repairing of flourishing living webs. (192)  

WFI’s approach to food cultivation promotes the participation of human and non-humans in the 

making of creative communities, focusing on practices that are regenerative for soil and 

community. 
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In addition to the artistic and creative aspects of WFI, it is also important to briefly 

mention that there are many misconceptions about the integration of and relationships between 

agriculture, technology, and food.121 Misconceptions of the progress of food production are 

based on assumptions that agriculture is improved by the addition of more and better 

technologies that yield more production. These assumptions neglect to see soil as a living being 

made of millions of microscopic inhabitants that maintain soil’s health. In historical terms, there 

are three events that mark the increase of food supply: neolithic agriculture; the Industrial 

Revolution, which applied mechanization to increase agricultural yield; and the Green (or 

agrochemical) Revolution, which introduced pesticides, herbicides, and genetically modified 

seeds, also known as genetically modified organisms (GMOs).122 In particular, the last two 

agricultural surges, which were industrial and agrochemical, have rapidly destroyed soil’s health, 

altering both its biochemical composition and its physical structure and distribution.123  

What happens when soil depletion is looked at with an aesthetic framework? The 

aesthetic dimension of soil helps us register the deep connections between soil and food, which I 

call soil in the form of the food. When we ingest food, we are also ingesting the soil where it 

grew, which builds a deeper connection to place. It is by connecting soil to food that cities are 

joined to farmlands, and farmlands to forests; these connections are essential for a healthy soil. 

Unveiling the links between soil, food, cities, and rural and wild areas sets up the conditions to 

rethink the concept of the good life. What is a good life under these conditions of 

interconnectivity and interdependence? Conviviality and convergence are not romantic 

perspectives from which to look at soil; rather, they comprise the foundation for maintaining 

healthy soil and vibrant communities. It is a commitment to maintain the health of both human 
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and non-human communities. The good life, under the conditions of interconnectivity, reframes 

the understanding of agriculture as a local cultural practice involving soil and community. 

5.3. Living Soil: A Cultureshed  

Cultureshed is a term coined by Salinas (Personal Interview 2021). It combines the word 

“culture” with two of the possible meanings of “shed:” a collection of diverse cast-outs that 

eventually form an ecosystem, for example, a watershed, and a place for storage, a kind of 

archive. A cultureshed is defined in the WFI’s website as: 1) Geographic region irrigated by 

streams of local talent and fed by deep pools of human and natural history. 2) An area nourished 

by what is cultivated locally. 3) The efforts of writers, performers, visual artists, scholars, 

farmers, and chefs who contribute to a vital and diverse local culture.124 WFI itself can be 

identified as a cultureshed, as it is a conversion of farmers, artists, vegetables, and soil that come 

together through artistic interventions. A cultureshed brings forward the complicated 

relationships that make a gathering place alive. Thus, a cultureshed is a creative response to the 

growing tendency for mechanization and the insidiousness of agrochemical technology, which 

disrupts the functions that make healthy soil and the nutritious food that connects rural activities 

and desires with urban centers’ needs. Food, thinking, and agriculture are not entirely foreign 

subjects in philosophy.125 The concept of a cultureshed is philosophically challenging and 

requires flexible thinking. It intersects the science of soil and the aesthetic use of soil as land. A 

cultureshed is a concept and a method for thinking with soil and its material properties and 

ecological functions, as well as about the socio-cultural implications manifested in the form of 

food, which is a form of energy. 

Manuel DeLanda, in A Thousand Years of Nonlinear History, remarks on the necessity of 

recognizing the material dimensions of agriculture and its relationships to energy and culture. 
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DeLanda explains that historically, bioenergy has shaped urban centers and transformed rural 

sites. These energetic exchanges continue to transform our planet, DeLanda writes: “First came 

agricultural intensification, causing massive increases in population and therefore giving birth to 

many cities. Then, as in ancient times, the interaction of these urban centers further intensified 

energy consumption” (34). DeLanda rightly remarks on how these energetic flows are 

responsible for the existence of many European cities.126  

These flows of energy are manifested in the form of food: what we eat to fuel the body. 

Food is energy that comes from rural crops to meet urban populations’ energetic needs. To think 

about food as an aesthetic embodiment of energy produced by the collaboration of soil, plants, 

and farmers. Food belongs to the intricate connections between matter and energy. To think of 

soil as food, and therefore as caloric energy, can activate the links between food and community 

so that soil can become more than a substrate for agricultural production. Soil as food enters the 

cycles of distribution, digestion, and excretion of matter that has been transformed by energy. 

WFI reclaims place through the food chain by promoting the concept of the cultureshed as the 

sine qua non condition for the good life. They see soil not as dirt but as energy: a vital force that 

fuels our bodies and bridges cultural practices with environmental concerns. 

Philosopher and artist Alexandra Toland and hydrologist Gerd Wessolek, in their essay, 

“Soil Art: Bridging the Communication Gap,” remark on the importance of distinguishing soil 

from dirt in the cultivation of food as energy: 

The rise of industrial agriculture paired with a global demographic shift of populations 

from rural to urban settings has diminished everyday interaction with soil for most 

members of modern society. In the absence of Aboriginal or agricultural relationships 

with the earth, the aesthetic value and cultural context of soil deteriorate and the 
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psychological gap between human populations and the earth widens. The image and 

identity of soil are reduced to dirt. (8) 

Dirt lacks nutrients, thus, food grown in dirt also lacks nutrients, making it a poor source of 

energy. The recovery of soil health is a reclaiming of energy. The production of food as energy 

starts by identifying the value of soil and its primordial role in the food chain, relinking healthy 

soil to nutritious food and the good life.  

5.4. Art and Community Supported Agriculture (CSA) 

Agriculture, as an event, has outlined the direction of human history, culture, and arts. 

Agriculture as a human activity led to two definitive moments in our terrestrial history: the 

overtaking of the planet’s surface by a single species (Homo sapiens) and the subsequent 

reshaping of the planet’s surface to the desires thereof. Agriculture as a human activity has had a 

continuous impact on the diverse ecosystems that make up this planet. It has dramatically 

affected all other species that inhabit Earth, including both small and large animals and many 

species of plants.127  

Before agriculture became a widespread practice, hunter–gatherers tracked the 

environment, experiencing their surroundings as opportunistic itinerant beings. The hunter–

gatherer diet comprised a variety of seeds, roots, mushrooms, and fruits that were collected and 

eaten on the spot or carried to the next destination. Some hypotheses propose that our ancestors 

became efficient carriers of seeds, helping to propagate certain varieties of plants along the paths 

they traveled. The seeds that found suitable conditions took root and became the luring 

mechanism for changing the itinerant lifestyles of early humans, who began to develop a sense of 

permanence and place in specific environments more suitable for cultivation.128 These 
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opportunistic interactions of seeds, plants, humans, and soil gradually gave rise to human 

settlements. 

 Agriculture brought larger groups of people together in one place. There are other 

hypotheses that explain the transition from hunter–gatherer to farmer, and then from farmer to 

city dweller. For example, DeLanda suggests that “The major transitions in early human history 

(the transitions from hunter–gatherer to agriculturalist, and from agriculturalist to city dweller) 

not as a linear advance up the ladder of progress but as the crossing of nonlinear critical 

thresholds (bifurcations).” (A Thousand Years 15) Human society has the capacity to undergo 

dramatic changes until it reaches critical mass. Human settlements use large amounts of energy. 

Agriculture, then, was a major force that consolidated human settlements alongside nomadic 

pathways. The pathways became the beginnings of some networks, mainly roads. Thus, the 

formation of towns, cities, and nation–states coincide with concepts of countries and boundaries 

as hierarchical divisions of territories. DeLanda suggests that pyramidal hierarchies are part of 

the separation between rural areas and city and urban centers: 

The distribution in space of these hierarchical systems was directly tied to geographical 

distance, since the residents of a town would only travel so far in search of a desired 

service. A number of such pyramidal structures rose in the Middle Ages, each organizing 

a broad, more or less clearly defined region. Generally, the flows of traded goods that 

circulated up and down these hierarchies consisted of basic necessities, such as food and 

manufactured products. (A Thousand Years 38) 

Reimagining non-hierarchical structures is a form of resisting the destruction of post-industrial 

activities. Is it possible to recover soil and community from highly polluted sites? How can soil, 

art, cities, and technology connect to turn reclamation and remediation into recovery?  
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Expanding on DeLanda’s proposal the formation of cities and the rise of hierarchies, I 

add two remarks that help answer why urban centers were hierarchized over rural settlements. 

First, the disruption of the energy flows between soil, food, and cities became dependent on 

technology for increasing the quantity of food production over the quality of food cultivation. 

Second, the use of chemical technology apparently augments the yield of soil production; yet it is 

provisional added synthetic nitrogen compounds are easily washed away by rain. Both 

approaches are, on the one hand, wrongly equated with more food production, causing an 

overuse of resources, which over time causes soil depletion and erosion. On the other hand, the 

schematic of the food pyramid, which places humans at the top, is erroneous. The position of the 

top is misleading for understanding the complexity of soil’s processes related to the cultivation, 

production, and consumption of food. 

 These two aspects contribute to the prevailing narratives of progress and the panacea of 

technology, which have turned soil and food into another industrial resource and a product for 

mindless consumption rather than one for nutrition and community building. This means that soil 

has turned to dirt, and plants have turned into empty organic matter, depleted of nutrients. Food 

from large monoculture fields require more add-ons—more prosthetics—for their production, 

which increases the need for more land. The cascade effect of needing more pesticides, more 

synthetic compounds, and more land results in clearing more forests and draining more 

swamps.129 Puig de la Bellacasa writes, “Agricultural intensification is not only a quantitative 

orientation— yield increase—but also a way of life” (Matters of Care 184). The phenomenon of 

extensive industrial monoculture has a silver lining, that is destruction of soil.  

However, in this context, progress could also be considered the accumulation of 

processes that connect the quality of soil with the quantity of soil produced using agricultural 
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practices. For example, higher quality food means a better quality of life, stronger immune 

systems, and healthier gut biome. Thus, a hubristic approach that sees progress as the 

accumulation of monetary wealth works against the principle of soil as a living being that is 

represented in the food pyramid, which, as a concept, reduces the principles of diversity, 

interconnectivity, and interdependence to those of production.  

Reevaluating the biological and cultural aspects of agriculture means questioning why it 

is important to be at the top of a food pyramid. Is it the manifested desire of supremacy over the 

other species that inhabit the planet? The top of the pyramid is the least essential part of this 

geometric form. Within the idea of the cultureshed is the embrace of being part of a food chain. 

The food chain connects and expands deeper cultural understandings of food and inspires new 

connections with neighboring communities. At first glance, the food chain seems to suggest 

linearity, but the beginning links connect in many directions, forming a soil food web. 

Continuing with Bellacasa, “The soil food web model is interesting in this regard because it has 

become, beyond science, a symbol of alternative ecological involvement—particularly in 

ecological movements where alternative visions of soil practice are being developed, such as 

agroecology, permaculture, and other radical approaches to agricultural practice” (Matters of 

Care 195). To introduce diverse approaches to cultivation is central to combating hubristic 

anthropogenic views of food production, consumption, and reintegration into the cycle of 

regeneration.  

  From this point forward, agriculture is hyphenated to highlight the link between the two 

Latin words that make up the term: ager, or field, and cultura, which refers to the act of 

cultivation, with cultivation being an act of care. The added hyphen to agri-culture brings 

attention to the two terms in question, field and cultivation, under the morality of proximity and 
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care. However, what is the difference between agri-culture and conventional agriculture? And 

why does it matter? For over 70 years, The Rodale Institute, a 501(c)(3) recognized as a founder 

of the modern organic movement. They state on their website: 

The essential difference between organic and conventional farming is that conventional 

farming relies on chemical intervention to fight pest[s] and weeds and [to] provide plant 

nutrition. That means synthetic pesticides, herbicides, and fertilizers. Organic farming 

relies on natural principles like biodiversity and composting instead to produce healthy, 

abundant food. (n.d.) 

This distinction between organic agri-culture and conventional agriculture is important; it reveals 

the hidden architecture that supports agrochemical technologies, which are characterized by the 

overuse of toxic chemicals that kill soil, and, more conspicuously, misleads our understanding 

and acceptance of what is the question of agriculture is. Agri-culture is a practice of and with soil 

for cultivation. Why, then, add the qualifying adjective “conventional” to agriculture? The word 

conventional has its roots in the Latin word con, which means with consent or in agreement with. 

The word ‘conventional’ added to agri-culture is not a promise for the future but a legal and 

political overreach of the capitalist agribusiness model. The word conventional misleads us into 

accepting conventional agri-culture practices as the legalized promise of technology to engage 

with the soil and food production. Organic artisanal farming challenges conventional 

agriculture’s ambiguous tacit agreement. It erases the connections between ager and cultura. The 

large-scale production of food, such as in monoculture fields, modifies soil organisms and plants 

(GMOs), which then do not enter the cycles of interconnectivity needed for soil health (carbon, 

nitrogen, and phosphorus cycles).  
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However, organic artisanal farming lets us move beyond the utilitarian production-for-

profit model to see that soil is also a subtle body. The subtle body of soil is the continuum of the 

transformation of matter that leads to fecundity and abundance. This continuum flows back and 

forth, from the mineral formation of soil (made by the parent rock) to the biological exudates 

produced by the mycorrhiza and bacteria that live in soil. The complexities of these shifting 

scales and the awful exchanges of mineral and biological matter, which take place in the site 

where soil, roots, and bacteria exchange energy, make the transformation of dirt into soil 

possible.130  

Conventional agriculture is a misleading term; it would be more appropriate to call it the 

industrial or the agro-chemical production of food. Conventional agriculture erases the 

agreement to cultivate an exchange between soil, plants, farmers, consumers, and land. Agri-

culture directly impacts the survival of the human species and its projection into the future. We 

must eat. Soil’s meaning and value shape relationships with food and energy, overriding the 

power of money and the overuse of technology. The capacity to link ethical relations to cultural 

values, economic goals, and ecological principles is central to recovering healthy soil.  

“The Wormfarm has always been community-oriented, even from an agricultural 

perspective” (Roth 2). WFI was built on the principles of organic farming, artistic social 

practices, and active collaboration to enrich the ethical relations to cultural values, economic 

goals, and ecological principles. Neuwirth and Salinas founded WFI in 1995 as a CSA for a 

handful of families in Chicago who were hungry for connecting to the source of their food. The 

model of CSA moves away from industrial agriculture; CSA is an alternative economic model 

that distributes the risk among farmers and consumers: “that is the notion of shared risk.” (Local 

Harvest). Neuwirth and Salinas’ artistic work and creative practices are oriented toward the 
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sharing of risk as an add-on to culture-based soil recovery. Salinas, on a personal interview, 

stated that their CSA has been working closely with the Ho-Chunk Nation, who are the main 

receivers of the CSA boxes during the harvesting season (Salinas 2021). Furthermore, on their 

website, they state that their goal is “to rekindle the cultural and enhance the economic 

possibilities of [the] region while celebrating its unique natural and human history.” To rekindle 

is to remind—and to remember—that the soil is a living being from both biological and cultural 

perspectives of inclusivity and diversity. The aim of WFI’s creative practices is to reflect the 

underground phenomena of decomposition and fermentation, as well as the recuperation of soil’s 

vitality as essential for a good life. The goal is to rekindle our curiosity about and love for soil in 

the form of food.  

WFI sees agriculture as an opportunity for soil recovery. It is a way for mending what 

aggressive agricultural practices have done by overusing and abusing it, resulting in depleting 

and eroding soil, leaving behind only dirt (Dirt 14). WFI’s creative programming does not 

address soil depletion and community erosion dogmatically; rather, they start the conversation. 

For example, during the Farm/Art Dtour in 2020, participating artist Tory Tepp worked with 

farmer William Gasser on a soil restoration project using kernza, a grass grain native to 

Wisconsin. Kernza has been tested as a remediator for soil associated with the effects of 

excessive and intensive industrial agricultural practices. Tepp called the artwork Sauk County 

Ark (fig. 26), which refers to an exploratory survey of the state of soil in overused agricultural 

fields. The artist explains his project in an interview with Steve Gotcher from Wisconsin Public 

Radio: 

My collaborating partner is the Gasser family, and they own Tower Rock Bakery just 

down the street. So, this is kind of an experiment for us both. And when we harvest next 

http://www.wisconsinlife.org/?post_type=producer&p=3364
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summer, we’re going to see if we can incorporate some of the kernza into their bread-

making or pastry making. Then, the earthwork itself is kind of in the form of a ship or a 

shipwreck. All of this is from old agriculture. The ideas that ryegrass and all these little 

gardens of cover crops and the kernza —it is an opportunity to move forward with new 

agriculture.  

The abandonment of farmlands is another problem addressed by the recovery of soil through the 

revitalization of rural culture and art. Soil recovery becomes synonymous with soil revitalization, 

which means working towards a healthy exchange of energy between rural and urban centers. To 

move toward healthy soil is to envision a rural urban cultureshed. 

 

 

Fig. 26. Tory Tepp, Sauk County Ark, 2020, Outdoor installation, Wood, metal, and 

kernza grain, Dimensions variable, Photo by Heike Saynisch. 
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For Neuwirth and Salinas, this is attained through the art of fermentation. Fermentation 

exceeds its connotations and becomes a method for thinking and doing. WFI explores artistic and 

creative projects through Fermentation Fest, wherein food is central. This festival offers an 

annual invitation for enjoying and discovering new flavors in food and sharing knowledge of 

how to preserve food. Thus, fermentation becomes a civic engagement for recovering aesthetic 

connections with and values of soil. These connections and values are grounded in the practice of 

thinking with soil as part of the complex biological and social interactions and processes of 

transformation, wherein life and death are always intertwined on site. The term “on-site” refers 

to the local—the soil’s terroir—which is a site that meets the high-intensity requirements for 

thinking with soil. This follows DeLanda’s explanation of Deleuze and Guattari’s intensity: 

“These parameters define the intensity of our attachment to a given community or group, and the 

norms enforced within a network draw the boundaries that define the identity of that community 

or group” (A Thousand Years 223). 

The identity of soil represents the intensity attached to a given community; it is, by 

extension, both the shape and shaper of the landscape. More importantly, by identifying what is 

underneath the terroir, the soil profile adds to soil’s aesthetic experience through ingestion of soil 

in the form of food. The local becomes an extension to different networks, touches the near 

stakeholders, and stretches to the farthest collaborators, including CSA participants in Chicago, 

Madison, and Milwaukee. This becomes part of the extended reciprocity that recognizes active 

participation in the food chain. WFI’s art programming and creative events (Fermentation Fest, 

the Art/Farm DTour, Rural Urban FLOW), as well as their community outreach through the 

Artist Residency Program, are pillars supporting practices of regenerative agri-culture and 
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cultural revival in rural America. These practices embrace the improvement of social and 

biological connections with our immediate neighbors, human and non-human alike, while 

making visible the inexorable links between food, soil, cultivation, and city. 

5.5. Art and the Rural: Fermentation Fest 

 

 

Fig. 27. Homer Daehn, Roadside Culture Stand (2011). Recycled driftwood, crotch 

wood, burled wood, and root wood, steel frame, and rubber wheels.  

 

Fermentation Fest was launched in 2010. It took place at Harvest Park in the city of 

Reedsburg, Wisconsin. Initially, the festival worked in coordination with the Smithsonian 

Institute’s traveling exhibition: Key Ingredients: America by Food,131 which was curated by 

Charles Campby of American Foodways. This traveling exhibition visited 165 sites between 

2003 and 2010; Sauk County, Wisconsin was one of the chosen locations.  



 

 

255 

Fermentation Fest, since its first iteration, has become an annual public event that 

celebrates farming, food, and art. This is not an ordinary harvest event; the festival has a unique 

aesthetic due to the incorporation of art, evident in the sculptural elements placed around the site. 

The sculptural elements are functional roadside culture stands (fig. 27). Journalist Wendy Allen 

from Edible Madison Magazine rightfully describes the roadside stands as “artwork on wheels,” 

saying they have “beautifully artistic dimensions, attached wheels […] they truly are works of 

art, every element incorporating the values of the region to create a stimulating visual connection 

to our food” (para. 2). Allen continues by remarking that these sculptural objects “tangibly united 

art and farming—reminding us that culture surrounds our food and food imbues our culture” 

(para. 1). The roadside culture stands serve as focal points for the pageantry of the festival and 

act as portable vehicles of knowledge and education.  

For the duration of the festival, these sculptural objects draw attention to questions about 

food: How do plants grow? How do they become food at our tables? How do you take care of the 

plants so that they grow? Moreover, these sculptural on-wheel objects invite visitors to 

understand a more practical dimension of rural living— the ability to grow and sell products. The 

display of the harvest becomes a meeting place.132 The roadside stands, according to Neuwirth, 

“are ‘entrepreneur-mobiles’ […] designed to emphasize and reflect the landscape, part of the ‘eat 

the view’ concept” (The Smithsonian’s ‘Key Ingredients’ para. 7).  

Fermentation Fest capitalizes on the effervescence of fermentation, accessing the 

feelings of joy and satisfaction that occur when eating and drinking, especially when intense 

flavors mix to give complexity to fermented foods, for example, a piece of cheese. The good 

life—living well—is amplified in the celebratory atmosphere that the festival creates, activating 
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an empirical perception that helps us better understand our relationships with the material world. 

Journalist Terese Allen writes, 

If Reedsburg’s six-week lineup of activities—collectively called the Reedsburg 

[Fermentation Fest]—is any indication, then the tour is simply not to be missed. 

Organizers have cooked up baking and canning classes, brewing workshops, farm tours, 

community dinners, and much more. (n.d.) 

The farms participating in the festival are transformed into temporary open-air museums, 

theaters, classrooms, and recreation sites. In the festive atmosphere of the event, what we ignore 

on a day-to-day basis bubbles up as unsolicited questions of where, how, and who is involved 

with the caloric cost of the energy necessary for life. What happens to food waste? Where do the 

results of digestion go? These questions, among others, bring us closer to the metabolic 

processes and energy flows, like philosopher Manuel DeLanda’s articulation of material intensity 

and energetic expenditure that come from biomass (food): 

In particular, it [biomass] considers the flow of food, which keeps cities alive and, in 

most cases, comes from outside the town itself. Cities appear as parasitic entities, 

deriving their sustenance from nearby rural regions or, via colonialism and conquest, 

from other lands. (A Thousand Years 20) 

The circulation between matter and energy makes the interfaces that intertwine soil, food, body, 

and energy tangible. These connections are expressed in biological diversity, as well as in 

creative forms of the transformation of matter. Fermentation sparks a lust for the unpredictable 

challenges of moving away from a subjective position and into intersubjective realities. 

 Fermentation is an anaerobic process. It breaks down organic matter by rebordering the 

chemical compositions of textures and flavors: grapes turn into wine, wheat becomes beer, and 
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cacao fruit is transformed into chocolate. This transformation of textures and flavors also adds 

nutritional content to fermented foods. Chef Sandor Ellix Katz connects fermentation to the 

where of our existence. In his book The Art of Fermentation, he says that “the primordial 

prebiotic soup, before the atmosphere, had a sufficient concentration of oxygen to support or 

evolve aerobic life-form” (1). Thus, fermentation allows us to better understand how and why the 

rebordering and redirecting of living processes matters. Katz quotes biologist Lynn Margulis in 

her collaboration with Carl Sagan to emphasize the power of anaerobic metabolism—

fermentation—saying, “In the first two million years of life on Earth, bacteria—the only 

inhabitants—continuously transformed the planet’s surface and atmosphere and invented all of 

life’s essential, miniaturized chemical systems” (30). These miniaturized chemical systems are 

what made possible the emergence of other living beings, such as plants and soil. Connecting our 

food to where we come from is part of making our thinking more flexible so that 

interconnectivity becomes more familiar to the rational mind. 

Fermentation is the unfolding of symbolic contents into a biological restructuring of 

microbial abundance. This biological restructuring of food creates a material that creates 

something like a stage of agitation. “The arrival at this state of agitation in which elation takes 

place to arouse for discovery, experimentation and play […] allow[s] us to absorb, and be 

absorbed in, an interdependent existence of aesthetic agitation” (Ethical Grounds 87). This stage 

of agitation enraptured fermentation’s physical–chemical processes of transformation by 

rebordering and redirecting the links between reason, emotion, and corporeality while connecting 

to our ancestors and co-evolutionary partners (The Art of Fermentation 115). Rebordering with 

our co-evolutionary partners is a way of renewing ethical aesthetic effervescence in relationality. 
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For example, it is human ingenuity that harnesses the bubbly spirit of symbiotic relations that, in 

rhythmic coordination, create delicious and more digestible foods. 

From a linguistic approach, the origins of the word fermentation can be traced to the 

Latin word fermentare, meaning to leaven, to wake up, or even to become agitated. Agitation 

enriches; it generates energy and agitates the potentiality of dirt so that it can become a bubbly 

vital soil that can be enjoyed by ingesting healthy, tasty food, bringing life to soil and, with it, the 

possibility to envision a different kind of consciousness. The search for this new consciousness is 

an aesthetic project that resembles Nietzsche’s insights in the Birth of Tragedy, wherein the 

dynamic tension between Apollonian and Dionysian force arrives at a state of consciousness 

closely related to that of intoxication. 

We catch a glimpse of the essence of the Dionysiac, which is best conveyed by the 

analogy of intoxication. These Dionysiac stirrings, which, as they grow in intensity, cause 

subjectivity to vanish to the point of complete self-forgetting, awaken either under the 

influence of narcotic drink, of which all human beings and peoples who are close to the 

origin of things speak in their hymns, or at the approach of spring when the whole of 

nature is pervaded by lust for life. (The Birth of Tragedy 17) 

Fermentation, however, is more than the essence of Dionysian and Apollonian tensions; 

fermentation rots and transforms matter. The relation of the composition of matter to the 

decomposition of form is how fermentation redirects the flow of life, which reborders itself. 

Matter and form are both subject to a desire for life, which is the energy that fuels the 

rebordering of consciousness as an aesthetic expression on conviviality.  

The relationships of environmental change and material transformation constitute the sine 

qua non condition for shifting subjective positions into intersubjective compromises. An 
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intersubjective compromise is a state that makes it possible to set aside the rhetorical political 

modes of environmental change and go beyond language to recover soil through the partnership 

of art, agri-culture, and technology. In an interview with National Public Radio (NPR) journalist 

Jeff Brown, Neuwirth emphasizes that “we are in a rotten moment, but we can reap if we do it at 

the right time” (Neuwirth). With this assertion, Neuwirth suggests that fermentation controls 

rottenness. Thus, we are obliged to find other opportunities to recover the good land and live 

well, but we must decide and act. 

Fermentation, or a controlled rotting, as Neuwirth suggests, can be considered a boundary 

object. Sociologists Geoffrey C. Bowker and Susan Leigh Star developed the concept of 

boundary objects in their book Sorting Things Out: Classification and Its Consequences. They 

define boundary objects as follows: 

As those objects that both inhibit several communities of practice and satisfy the 

informational requirements of each of them. In working practice, they are objects that are 

able both to travel across borders and maintain some sort of constant identity … This is 

achieved by allowing the objects to be weakly structured in common use, imposing 

stronger structures in the individual—site tailored use. They are thus both ambiguous and 

constant; they may be abstract or concrete. (16) 

Fermentation travels through and inhabits several communities—biological, nutritional, and 

cultural. It is also a mechanism that allows for the visualization and measuring of the shift 

between what is a potentiality of dirt to what is an actuality of soil, revealing the relations that 

make healthy soil, energy, and thinking.133  

Fermentation does not hide the final stages of the processes of change; rather, in the 

moments of failure and destruction, it enriches the metabolic process by injecting the necessary 
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fuel for the transformation of matter. It becomes a living force that, in its co-evolutionary 

condition for life, resists and protects change. It harbors the paradox of life and death. It 

produces uncanny aesthetic feelings that, instead of being rejected, can be harnessed in the form 

of affection for soil and food. For example, fermenting cabbage is a cultural marker for many 

people around the globe, yet each fermented cabbage takes on a different local flavor, which 

identifies its terroir. The terroir fortifies the local aspect of collaboration among multiple 

species; their cooperation is done on-site, no matter how ambiguous that might seem. 

Fermentation is the catalyst that puts aside the impotence produced by the overwhelming 

prospects of food insecurity, poverty, and environmental injustice. 

Fermentation has many practical benefits for individuals, communities and the 

environment in terms of health. The soil–energy–thinking assemblage is illustrated by how yeast 

works.134 Yeast supports the proliferation of enzymes (invertase, which break down sucrose) to 

make fermentation possible, and it shows how the breakdown of energetic relations are 

reconstituted as other kinds of markers: “learning to ferment opens people’s minds to the 

possibilities that they can provide for themselves in other ways they haven’t ventured into yet. 

It’s empowering” (The Art of Fermentation 15). In this context, to be empowered is to be capable 

of satisfying physical and informational requirements for improving food quality; empowering is 

a modality for political engagement through the power of food. It matters what we eat, and it 

matters where our food comes from. The concept of an unruly edge, developed by anthropologist 

Ann L. Tsing can serve to integrate the political empowerment of food. Tsing explains, in her 

article “Unruly Edges: Mushrooms as Companion Species,” that the space of social and 

biological relations is defined by unruly edges and the space of indeterminacy (144). 

Indeterminacy, I interpret as the willingness to cooperate with others under difficult conditions, 
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to be political. Furthermore, the space of indeterminacy is the space of and for fermentation—a 

multispecies interface capable of describing and engaging in and with risky interactions that are 

mostly hybrid and are highly energetic. Indeterminacy brings us back to the art of fermenting 

local food, which is an expression of the rural and its terroir. Neuwirth reminds us of what has 

been lost in the urban food landscape of packaged industrialized food. The journey of soil in the 

form of food becomes filled with toil and pain when we lose connection with the assemblage of 

soil–energy–thinking. 

 

 

 

Fig. 28. Wormfarm Institute, Keep one cow apart (2020), Wormfarm Grassland edition. Printed 

media. 
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The 2020 Fermentation Fest assisted in unraveling the intricate political and cultural 

connections of rural Wisconsin as a microcosmos of the political unraveling of democracy in the 

United States. The continued polarization between rural and urban populations has been 

exploited by the desires of nationalism. However, within the atmosphere of the festival, it was 

possible to move away from rushed judgements of emotionally charged ideologies. The festival 

offered new forms with which to engage that addressed both political tensions and the pandemic. 

Using the slogan “Keep one cow apart” (fig. 28), humor diffused some of the tension and 

allowed for a new knowledge to emerge. Fermentation Fest 2020 had to adapt to the shifting and 

unpredictable circumstances of a pandemic. For example, social distancing activated the creation 

of a site for political gestures to see each other taking a step back—keeping one cow apart.  

The annual festival’s format and its creative and artistic events allow for open and 

relaxed modes of being that connect the power of soil in the form of food to places and 

commonalities. Neuwirth and Salinas on an interview with ArtPlace, on May 03, 2016, were 

asked about the political impact of their creative work: 

ARTPLACE: Have you gained any political traction with your efforts? If so, with whom 

and how did you do it? 

NEUWIRTH & SALINAS: “Traction is an interesting word,” says Salinas. “Suggesting 

contact and friction leading to progress. And if by ‘political’ you mean elected officials 

then the answer is: Yes, we have. We have certainly been on the radar of our local 

officials for a while and in our small rural community can speak with them at the corner 

pub or a Friday fish fry. It was a State Assemblyman who first sent us the NEA Our 

Town RFP, recognizing our work as creative placemaking. This is especially notable 
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since he represents a party not usually considered supportive of funding cultural 

activities. (Neuwirth and Salinas 2016)  

WFI has a network that is social, biological, and political. They do not ignore or overstate the 

tensions that arise from these different spheres of action colliding; rather, they reveal the 

inconsistencies so that we can take note of the relations of co-mingling not as ideal but as a 

work-in-progress that requires continued effort—ongoing-ness.  

5.6 Farm/Art DTour: Creative Placemaking 

 The Farm/Art DTour is a 50-mile outdoor tour in the countryside of Sauk County, 

Wisconsin. The event is free and open to the public. It can be enjoyed while driving in a car or 

riding a bike. This is a self-guided tour; it has many interactive stops along the route, which are 

carefully identified on the accompanying brochure’s map. The temporal site of each art 

installation and sculpture is labeled and numbered: a farm, a park, or on public land. The 

artworks become temporary landmarks at the selected sites.  

Philosopher Pablo Helguera, in his book Education for Socially Engaged Art, explains 

the socio-political issues that emerge from creatively engage historic, cultural and social 

functions, which he identifies as new way to make and define art, he writes: 

Socially engaged art functions by attaching itself to subjects and problems that normally 

belong to other disciplines, moving them temporarily into a space of ambiguity. It is a 

temporary snatching away of the subjects into the realm of art-making that brings new 

insights to a particular problem or condition and in turn makes it visible to other 

disciplines. (5) 

Neuwirth and Salinas address the growing environmental and social problems of soil depletion, 

food autonomy, environmental justice by fostering connections between rural soil and farming to 
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cultural events surrounding food and art. WFI extends both the concept and the metaphor of 

fermentation. Over the years, many artists have passed through the farm, where they experiment 

with art and connect with the local community to build relationships around the importance of 

soil, nutrition, and community. The artworks displayed during the ArtFarm Dtour and become 

sites of other cultural events: pasture performances and roadside poetry are a few of the events 

offered during the Farm/Art DTour. The design of the tour allows artists, farmers, and visitors to 

share food, stories, and other creative impulses that connect people to the land and food to soil, 

fostering a sense of place that is creative and generative, which falls under the concept of 

creative placemaking.  

 Creative placemaking is the intentional integration of arts, culture, and community-

engaged design strategies into the process of equitable community planning and 

development. It’s about artists, culture-bearers, and designers acting as allies to creatively 

address challenges and opportunities. It’s about these artists and all of the allies together 

contributing to community-defined social, physical, and economic outcomes and 

honoring a sense of place. (What Is Creative Placemaking) 

The artworks from the Farm/Art DTour can be identified within these four categories. The 

hybrid approach that these artists–farmers bring to the table becomes a model for creative 

placemaking. Art introduces farming to an experimental and playful capacity wherein the 

continuous back-and-forth of ideas, processes, and materials between artists and farmers comes 

before, during, and after the event takes place, building relations that are more than artistic—they 

are also social and cultural. The Farm/Art DTour promotes the intimate and necessary conditions 

that interweave and shape the evolution of regenerative agri-culture as a creative practice and as 

a socially engaged artwork. 
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5.7 Artist Residency Program: Bubbling Starter  

WFI’s Artist Residency Program runs each growing season, from May through October, 

and an average of six to eight artists are hosted each season. The WFI website describes the 

program as follows: “We host up to three artists and writers at a time, welcoming individuals 

with an interest in sustainable systems. Residencies range anywhere from 1–5 months, but the 

most successful stays usually last a minimum of 2 months … This average time of two months is 

the preferred time for Wormfarm, so that the artist can reap the most from the time they sowed at 

Wormfarm.”135The Artist Residency Program has helped advance the organization’s mission by 

extending the local to the global, the invited artists come from around the country and from 

abroad to engage in a form of extended reciprocity. What is extended reciprocity? It is to go 

beyond a formal invitation to artists to create artwork; it is an invitation to the community to 

understand the connections between soil and soil in the form of food. It is an invitation to 

become critical participants within the food web. The invited artists, who come from all over the 

world, exchange exteriorities and interiorities in a new assemblage of artist–farmers. Stacy Ray 

Roth remarks on the reciprocal impact that the residency has on the visiting artists:136  The 

resident artists at WFI have developed socially engaged creative practices based on artistic 

interventions of the rural connecting agricultural landscape and to the creative cultivation of 

organic vegetables, closely tying the farm’s art operation to the community-supported agriculture 

(CSA) model they follow. The CSA is central to WFI; it makes the intimate connection between 

soil and food and art and agriculture visible. 

Wormfarm has formally established live/work zones for artists through their residency 

program. They support artists to come to Reedsburg, who serve as creative generators for other 

programs as well as creative activities outside the organization. Wormfarm also promotes 
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interaction in public space, re-envisioning outdoor environments as an arena for public 

engagement, connection, and conversation. (13) The setup of a living space for the artists, as 

well as their working space are right next to the gardens, which offer robust creative 

engagements with soil and plants. Each artist’s own practice is invited to consider soil as an 

aesthetic material and medium with which to explore the various forms of soil, including soil as 

food, such as through cooking. In this way, WFI generates support and promotes stronger links 

between artists and their creative practices, as well as build community among other artists 

including those of their immediate community. To improve the understanding of being part of 

the earth as a place for conviviality. The merging of art and agriculture go beyond the 

connections between soil and food. The creative collaboration also elicits a proto-ontological 

way of experiencing soil as a living being distributed across many heterogeneous communities, 

such as artists, bacteria, farmers, dogs, chickens, vegetables, microbes, and worms.137  

The artistic practices that improve the relationships between urban and rural areas are 

empowered by collaboration and civic dialogue. Visual and performative arts that focus on soil 

recovery unfold the implications, meanings, and functions of reclaiming soil as part of a 

biological and cultural web. These are not easy tasks; they must include and negotiate diverse 

approaches of artists, farmers, activists, soil, and other stakeholders. However, with enough 

attention by promoting honest engagement within an atmosphere of creativity and humor, 

longevity takes a hold, which is necessary for soil recovery; it is a call for action that extends 

into the future—the practice of becoming soil. 

In times of ecological crisis, it is crucial to shift our value systems, understandings, and 

imaginations of soil, which includes measuring time on different scales. For example, soil 

depends on the geological formation of rocks, which contain minerals that are released by the 
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weathering process over time. However, soil also depends on the more immediate time of 

biology; bacteria cycles are shorter and faster. Thus, soil time is both long and short. This has 

global implications for many aspects of life, such as local policies related to land management, 

the regulation of food production, and legislation on the distribution of agricultural products. 

Where and how matter because policies, beliefs, and practices stand on the shoulders of values; 

therefore, considering soil’s multiple temporalities becomes an ethical aesthetic engagement with 

the actuality of soil. Furthermore, time is the measurement of the impact of depleted soil, which 

is important regarding accountability.  

Organic agri-culture is a step away from industrial agriculture. Small-scale agri-culture 

and farming are becoming part of the regenerative agri-culture movement, which is a scaled-up 

model of the possibilities for soil remediation that urban garden offers. In it, the regenerative 

approach to soil is recovered, meaning that soil is understood and valued under the principle that 

recognizes soil as alive and recognizes that soil in the form of food is a right. Agri-culture should 

be viewed as a living ecosystem filled with entities that are themselves made up of micro and 

macro ecosystems; thus, what is recovered is the transformation of dirt into soil and the capacity 

for recovering soil’s health through the nutritious (micro) food needed to become soil, which 

also means good nutrition for human and non-human beings in the soil food web. Dr. Elaine R. 

Ingham, a microbiologist, explains in the soil food web website the benefits of a restored soil 

food web: “When the soil food web is restored, farmers no longer need to apply chemicals as 

ecosystem functions are restored. Reduced irrigation and plowing requirements also result in cost 

savings” (n.d). The soil food web gives better understanding of interconnectivity and 

interdependence, eliminating the image of a food chain where humans are at the top—a 

misconception that has caused many problems for the soil food web. 
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WFI uses this expansive understanding of decomposition and the soil food web in their 

creative and artistic practices, which makes their approach a model for ecological art and eco-

materialism philosophy. These artists–farmers work with soil to renew connections with the soil 

food web so that the vitality of the body–soil and the soil–body can be recovered. WFI also 

approaches community agri-culture as a creative and artistic practice. The visiting artists selected 

for the Artist Residency Program are invited to work at the farm because they connect some 

aspect of the material processes of agriculture with their creative outcomes, proposing a critical 

view of industrial agricultural models while offering alternative modes of engagement with soil, 

land, and community.  

Neuwirth and Salinas, thus, reject the institutionalism of art museums and gallery walls, 

giving working artists the opportunity to move into socially engaged, site-specific creative 

projects that are developed through artistic engagement. The Artist Residency Program reveals 

and explains the connections between rural and urban economies and lifestyles. Salinas, in a 

personal interview, said that “the artists that visit the farm become the starter of the soil food 

web.” Ingestion, digestion, and excretion are all part of the soil food web.138 Our digestive 

systems, as well as our mental and perceptual apparatus, transform food—food for thought, food 

for the soul, food for soil—in a complex decomposition process. Digestion is a form of 

decomposition that activates a self-awareness of intimacy and proximity—in other words, the 

body and soil in the form of food. Decomposition is a process for obtaining energy within the 

soil food web ecosystem. Decomposition amplifies the vision for a better sustainable food 

system wherein the permeable boundaries of the local let the global partake while preventing the 

local from being overtaken. This is a seemingly simple approach, but it has profound influences 
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regarding the ways soil and its ecology are seen. It is a rebordering of subjectivity, creating 

intersubjectivities for collaboration with soil.  

Throughout their works, both Montgomery and Shiva insist that we must fight for healthy 

soil and vibrant communities. I quote from Shiva, Soil, Not Oil: Environmental Justice in an Age 

of Climate Change, claims, “The transition from oil to soil is a political transition” (7); soil 

health depends on the will of humans as much as other shaping forces. The political system 

defines valuation and creates laws to support these definitions. A new valuation of soil is 

possible if there is sufficient political will. Regenerative agri-culture and community-based 

small-scale farming are becoming practices of resistance against multinational corporate 

agribusinesses. These fringe models of agri-culture propose viable alternatives to completely 

replace food from industrialized production, agro-tech, and oil-intensive practices of soil 

cultivation.  

5.8. Beyond What is Livable: From Reclamation to Recovery  

The concept of the good life is recovered to move away from agro-industrial practices 

imbued with colonial precepts. As developed in Section 5.1 of this chapter, the definition of 

Sumak Kawsay provides an opportunity to shift away from the dominant Western paradigms of 

progress and happiness. Western thinking fragments the possibilities for alternative thinking, 

rendering them inadequate; thus, reclaiming other cosmologies allows us to remain critical and 

open to more flexible methods for thinking with soil. While many aspects of the dissertation 

follow the deconstructive method, critical analysis, and phenomenological description of 

Western thinking, the inclusion of Amerindian cosmology bridges abstract concepts with 

practical ethical applications as situated knowledge.139 To better communicate the global 

relevance of soil and shift from narrower perceptions and interpretations of soil to broader 
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implications, it is especially pertinent to look at soil erosion, depletion, and irreversible loss as 

both local and global phenomena.  

Soil recovery activates the impetus for soil remediation. Soil health is the continued 

capacity for soil to function as a vital system, helping maintain the cycles that make air and water 

healthy as well. What are the relations between reclamation, remediation, and recovery? 

Reclamation is a promise to recover something that has been lost, a promise to find something 

that has not yet been found. Reclamation activates the capacity to remediate soil through the 

different processes of plant actions (phytoremediation), and to decompose the actuality of soil as 

an aesthetic experience. The recovery of the aesthetic value of soil pushes the potentiality of dirt 

into an ethical framework. Recovery, remediation, and reclamation share methodologies called 

on by many different disciplines and methods, including artistic, scientific, and social 

approaches. The biological relations of the food chain define the quality, energy, potency and 

balance of a given ecosystem. The key to this balance is diversity of both species and 

relationships. In the same way, the good life is a praxis of diversity of both thought and species; 

thus, it shares deep similarities with the notion of Sumak Kawsay, which comes from the 

Amerindian language Quechua. To further expand on what already mentioned, Sumak 

Kawsay requires a longer and more elaborate explanation than eudaimonia. Why not just work 

with the ancient Greek term? Why should I trouble you and myself with another explanation? I 

have several reasons; however, I will only mention two. First, soil recovery is a journey back to 

the terroir (translated as earth). Second, I do so to extend reciprocity as a sense of reconciliation. 

A recovering diversity in the flows of exchanges both cultural and biological. This irreverent 

intention to resist homogenization is part of the method; it juxtaposes Western philosophy with a 

forgotten cosmovision. From this definition of the good life, we understand soil’s connections to 
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ancestral time and to place as being very specific. Soil is never the same—it changes from one 

place to the next. The soil of New York City is not the same as the soil of upstate New York, just 

as the soil of the Amazon Napo River rainforest is different from the soil in the Andean 

Highlands, just as the soil in your garden is different from the soil in your neighbor’s garden.140   

The aesthetic of soil production as art is directed toward the shared knowledge of soil, 

like the principles of Sumak Kawsay: correspondence, complementarity, reciprocity, and rhythm. 

These principles are essential to the making of the web of life—the interconnected and 

interdependent existence of all beings, concoctions of microbiology, cultural, and mineral matter. 

Correspondence, complementarity, reciprocity, and rhythm bring forward the actuality of soil. 

These perspectives become a method for thinking with soil, which should be considered an 

aesthetic, cultural, and historical tracing of the interactions between soil and people. This method 

for understanding soil is not a clash of dispersed elements and principles; it is a splash, a swell, 

an energization of shared resources and added knowledge. Added knowledge is a way to show 

possibilities for expanding new combined fields of knowledge that seem at odds with each other, 

such as microbiology, philosophy, art, and history. The goal of this method is to find points of 

interaction and intersection within the positive and human sciences to create new alternatives for 

shifting knowing into understanding of and for soil. This method proposes that complex systems 

of multiple knowledges are approached by keeping the principles of correspondence, 

complementarity, reciprocity, and rhythm. Under these principles, the scientific and aesthetic 

values of soil change perceptions and positioning regarding progress, agro-technology, and 

money. This is not a naive approach that eliminates progress and money from the equation; 

instead, it keeps them as part of the equation but does not make them the sole determiners that 

define the value of soil.  
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The question of what is livable is not the same as the question of what the good life is. 

“What is livable” frames the bare existence of survival, while the question of what the good life is 

an ethical question. Deleuze and Guattari refer to this shift from existential to ethical in the 

process of unfolding being in terms of becoming: “becoming is a verb with a consistency all its 

own; it does not reduce to, or lead back to, ‘appearing,’ ‘being,’ ‘equaling,’ or ‘producing’ (A 

Thousand Plateaus 239). Being and becoming are a juncture, a hinge, and a threshold. They are a 

passage holding being on one side and becoming on the other side, creating tension. Being and 

becoming are knots and extensions; to understand their intimate and indelible manifestations, we 

must step out of ourselves as witnesses. Being becomes becoming. Becoming comes from a place 

of being, which “always involves a pack, a band, a population, a people, in short, a multiplicity” 

(Deleuze and Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus 239). The multiplicity of being and becoming make 

the soil a topos in the literary sense of the word, giving methods for developing new narratives of 

being and becoming. 

The conditions for being and becoming soil unravel as a cosmic event. Sumak Kawsay o 

the good life and what is more than livable, in the words of philosopher Javier Lajo: 

The good life goes beyond the ethical issue in the strict sense of the word since it does 

not depend on any formal human protocol. It is a matter of the natural order, where the 

human being is obliged, firstly, to understand or understand their obligations towards 

nature and secondly to act and ensure the balance of their coexistence with the 

Pachamama with their fellow beings. (Sumak Kawsay Ninchik n.d.; my translation). 

Lajos offers much more than a translation in his interpretation of the Sumak Kawsay or 

the good life, which becomes more than an ethics. It is conviviality. For soil, the implications of 
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the good life are reflected and amplified by the actuality of soil, which is say in soil as a living 

social being with the ability to unfold the potentiality of dirt. These shared experiences create a 

sense that is beyond translation, bringing forward a worldview focused on the qualitative aspects 

of life—the good life, “good living,” and the “plentiful life” (Lajo, Sumak Kawsay Ninchik n.d.). 

Sumak Kawsay recovers the forgotten sensations that connect responsibility with pleasure 

contributing to a qualitative unfolding of knowledge, a mode to know that respects the other. 

Lajo’s research mitigates the lack of studies and research on what are still today 

considered marginal cosmovision. Sumak Kawsay builds and shares knowledge between Western 

and non-Western worlds to facilitate the understanding between diverse worlds.141 From this 

position, we enter a new kind of thinking—thinking with. Diversity of knowledge contributes to 

overcoming the colonial deterministic models of oppression and exploitation that have been 

widely applied to agriculture. Food production and distribution, approached from the perspective 

of soil’s health and as a part of the larger food chain, allow us to envision active multi-species 

collaboration as a metabolic process. Soil-to-food becomes more than a map; it is also a journal 

through which to reflect on the textures of the trajectory of decomposition, nutrition, and 

composting. We are all enmeshed in these processes—soil, seed, plant, human cultivation, and 

harvesting. It is not possible to distinguish soil ecology from human ecology; we are part of the 

same food web, which is an extension of the food chain. The good life redirects the asymmetrical 

distribution of value for economic for-profit models, where the soil is viewed only as a natural 

resource and natural capital rather than as the metabolizer of life. Being and becoming are 

entangled in the temporal experience of soil’s formation; the perception of time turns into an 

epistemological affair. Coming back to the question of the good life, it is more than an ethical 

question. It is a mode of thinking and doing, a “how to.” For example, the transform of healthy 
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soil to in-energy is more than soil turned into food, it is soil food for conviviality. In-energy is a 

play on words to emphasize the added dimension of the quality of the relationship between soil 

and food; as such, in-energy sets up a temporal and spatial boundary that coalesces in the 

processes of soil production and the production of soil as a form of food. These are 

interconnected processes that are imbued into social and non-social multi-species interactions of 

interdependence for conviviality—the good life. It is important to mention that in-energy fulfills 

important functions for the making of the material substrate of the Earth’s surface: soil. In-

energy is also part of the social and political activities that stem from inequality and the lack of 

food security as global events. 

Becoming soil surpasses epistemic formulations of translation, coding, and language to 

activate a model of thinking with soil. Thinking with soil offers topological accessibility to the 

multiple spatial and temporal expressions that emerge from the shared experiences and 

pleasurable sensations that come from the delicious foods that we eat and share.  

In conclusion WFI invites transdisciplinary artistic expressions to exalt the everyday 

experience of eating well off the land. Rural farmers are not only producers of food they are also 

capable of producing new values for the quality of the food we consume. Furthermore, WFI’s 

creative and artistic events are part of the rural–urban flow of recovery. Recovery creates a 

rhythm, a movement that invites a pause for a change in pace—a shift from subjective positions 

to intersubjective relations through fermentation. Fermentation becomes an energetic and active 

state that is slow and methodical work to create alternative modes of resilient and empowered 

existence that do not repeat the same mistakes of soil depletion inherited by colonial model of 

land and soil exploitation, which to this day continues to accelerate the destruction of soil and the 

end of human civilizations as well as loss of biodiversity, and mass extensions.142 Wormfarm 
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Institute, with its CSA model, and their creative initiatives Fermentation Fest, Art DTour, and 

the Artist-in-Residence Program are the starters in this effort of becoming soil. Their creative 

practices cement the new ground for thinking about the importance of interconnectivity and 

porosity on the urban rural flow, thus showing the endless possibilities for the good life. 
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CONCLUSION 

 

Becoming Soil taught me that the love of soil is a difficult task. Soil is elusive, hard to 

describe, impossible to grasp, and requires commitment and patience to engage with its 

complexities. However, in the artworks presented in this dissertation, I harness my passion and 

frustrations for soil. The challenges to articulate the importance of soil unfold into a new 

approach to soil remediation that I term becoming soil. Understanding soil, for me started by 

getting my hands in the soil, but also by learning some of the functions of soil described and 

studied by scientists. The five artworks also presented entangled views and methods that are 

artistic and scientific in their applications and knowledge of soil. These artists and their projects 

cultivate art and soil within the many complexities of soil. The method for working with soil, as 

a living being, is a tangible eco materialist and transdisciplinary collaboration, illuminating 

humans' impact on soil and revealing artistic, scientific, economic, social, and political 

environmental interventions.  

Becoming soil reclaims soil's aesthetic dimensions, dimensions where the soil is dynamic 

and alive. Becoming soil explores five aspects of soil remediation through five questions: a) 

What is Value? b) What Hides? c) What Remains? d) What Resurfaces? and e) What is 

Recovered? These questions take the structure of healthy soil and their functions—physical, 

chemical, biological, and cultural—to approach socially engaged art and eco communities, which 

include humans and nonhumans, are the forces that guide soil remediation. The questions I asked 

are situated in the light of contemporary ecological theory; more precisely, eco criticism and eco 

materialism, like fermentation, are methods of transformation. These questions are not 

metaphorical queries; they are based on soil material functions. Using soil as the material 
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framework for becoming soil first concerns circulation. Soil remediation allows for the 

circulation of air and water that shapes soil to welcome microfauna and microflora; they, organic 

matter and microorganisms are what make soil alive. In the same manner, these artworks, in their 

aesthetic functions, contribute ideas, concepts, and creative methods to aerate art and philosophy.  

Claire Pentecost's Soil-Erg (2010) helps me answer to the question of value. The artwork 

combines art and ecology to determine the importance of soil health. Soil-Erg takes living soil as 

the center for new value. Soil health becomes the path to the new value for soil and society. 

Value thus is materially embodied in the processes of reclaiming soil; it shifts away from purely 

economic valuation models to aesthetic and ecological models that value soil health over profit, 

giving more weight to the quality of life than over quantity of money that soil can yield. 

Artist Frances Whitehead's SLOW Clean-up (2008-10) first and foremost taught me to 

see what is hidden under the pavement, dirt. Beneath the concrete, the multiple functions and 

other dimensions of soil, such as food cultivation and climate change regulation through carbon 

sequestration, are halted, diminished, or underperforming. Paying attention to urban soils (dirt) is 

urgent. With the help of plants, this artwork remediates the hydrocarbon pollution on a sample of 

urban soil in the city of Chicago. The project was originally supported by the city’s mayor and 

the local waste management facilities, but once the political landscape changed the project was 

halted under the threat of legal actions. However, the collaboration with plants proved to be 

resilient and long lasting. The plants are still growing season after season (Whitehead, Personal 

Interview). SLOW Clean-up remains exemplary for urban revitalization. It recovers the ancestral 

knowledge of the minga as a place for political jousting and the reshaping of socio-cultural 

intersubjective.  
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Next, I learned that artist Mel Chin’s Revival Field furthers the question of what remains 

in the soil showing that soil is turned into dirt by the material add-ons of toxic matter and waste. 

The ghostly accumulation of pollution and toxicity extend well beyond the landfills; the toxic is 

our inescapable reality. Thus, the accumulation of the toxic becomes a dominant aspect of the 

new archive. The reframing of the archive challenges the political and scientific infrastructures 

created for soil remediation, which are technologies that hide pollution. The archive unfolds the 

concept of hidden architectures as part of the aesthetic underpinning of soil depletion and 

pollution, crucial environmental problems while offering creative means to resist humans' 

massive and adverse impact on soil. Revival Field and SLOW Clean-up add to the function of the 

archive the material dimension of the principle of interconnectivity enacted through the actions 

of plants. The archive becomes a more than human affaire, the relationships to the toxic and the 

plants become part of the process of becoming soil, not as a diagnosis but as the possibility for 

collective and collaborative effort to resist the toxic while supporting biological, social, and 

intellectual diversity for the remediation of soil.  

For becoming soil, the problem of soil remediation is an artistic, creative, and 

collaborative practice that goes well beyond a romantic attempt to recover lost fertile ground. 

Instead, it invites the senses to become invested in the continuous processes that keep soil alive, 

which requires that we become embedded active participants in contributing to healthy 

soil. Becoming soil amplifies the aesthetic dimensions of soil remediation, helping to restore the 

sensual experiences of eating nutritious food, standing on solid ground, and the enigmatic return 

to the soil in death, which is what artist Jea Rhim Lee's Infinity Burial Project (2009–ongoing) 

taught me with the creative and artistic provocation of vexatious sociocultural and political 

practices associated with the end of life and their material repercussions. This artwork allows me 
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to shift to a more personal perspective within the cultural understanding of death. From this 

personal inquiry on death and its relation to the environment, the Infinity Burial Project focuses 

on the funerary industry and its ecological impact on soil through the individual yet collective 

exploration of what happens with the body after death. The postmortem disposal of the body is 

situated at the intersection of art, design, and technology to give alternatives for accessible green 

burials that contribute to the improvement of soil health. The ecological benefit of becoming soil 

shows that material/physical beings will eventually die and decompose with the emphasis on 

how to do it better. The how to becomes an emphatic coping mechanism for grasping 

uncertainty. Personal and environmental death unfolds the principles of porosity as part of 

collaboration, a practice of being with the more-than-humans. The critique of death as an 

ecological matter shifts imagination and understanding of our surroundings. Death is not the end, 

in this method of working with soil, as a living being, death is the opportunity to give in 

reciprocity to soil.  

Lastly, Wormfarm Institute taught me that collaborations and reciprocity are essential 

aspects of the philosophical practice of becoming soil. Their artistic interventions and creative 

projects connect the rural to the urban through fermentation. A method to reveal the hidden 

infrastructures of industrial food production while also proposing how to recover healthy soil and 

strong communities that are vulnerable to the impositions of global industrial agriculture. 

Becoming soil is soil aesthetics; it represents individual artistic expressions while emphasizing 

the collective creative forces that lead us to the recovery of fecundity. The fecundity of soil, for 

example recovers the dignity of the farmers and the vitality of rural culture, which helps resist 

industrial and agribusiness takeovers. WFI was built on the principles of organic farming and 
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socially engage art practices enrich the ethical relations to cultural values, economic goals, and 

ecological principles.  

Collaborating with soil means being open to a new kind of awareness, a shifting 

intersubjectivity for thinking and doing. The aesthetic of soil—becoming soil—invites us to see 

soil as much more than a natural resource. The aesthetics of becoming soil approaches soil as a 

socially engaged creative practice that recovers soil's multiple dimensions through a revival of 

many concepts that emerged during the process of cultivating ideas for this project. I want to 

mention the good life. The concept of the good life, for this project, is more than ethical 

conditions it is a direction towards the plentiful life (Lajo, Sumak Kawsay Ninchik n.d.). The 

good life as the plentiful life gives the impetus to connect responsibility with pleasure by trusting 

intuition and understanding. Two modalities of being that are embedded in the concepts of the 

actuality of soil and the potentiality of dirt. These concepts are part of the becoming soil 

rhizomatic structure of soil. These concepts interlock with soil three principles of 

interconnectivity, porosity, and uncertainty to show that the good life is placed in the middle 

of the aesthetic conditions of soil, health, biodiversity, and the environment. The middle is the 

contested territory of and for conviviality, where the ability to be open to new possibilities for 

thinking is abundant. To think in abundance means to shift positions to more fruitful 

engagements that can depart from colonial models of exploitation, extraction, and nonbearing 

responsibility to the environment. These concepts elicit imagination. Soil is the accumulation of 

layers of meanings that come from the physical manifestations of soil itself. The actuality of soil 

and the potentiality of dirt explained the degrees of liveliness and intensity of soil, connecting 

soil functions to the processes of soil reclamation–a scientific process and an ethical, aesthetic 

initiative. The study of these artworks through these concepts, like fermentation, shows that soil 
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remediation is a diverse assemblage of political, cultural, and ecological issues that cannot be 

separated from soil reclamation as the yardstick for what we value and how value is assigned.  

Fermentation circles from death to cultivation and the fecundity of soil. Fermentation 

becomes the model for the creative becoming of soil. The importance of reclaiming soil 

artistically and creatively shows how the direct efforts of artistic and creative endeavors go 

beyond remediation of soil; it directs us towards the good and plentiful life. Thus, the imperative 

to see soil as part of the artistic and spiritual dimensions of human existence—soil as a 

cosmology. The dissertation gives us a new way to understand soil. Becoming soil becomes a 

new way of thinking with soil that offers multiple spatial and temporal expressions that emerge 

from the shared experiences and pleasurable sensations related to the delicious foods we 

consume and share and the garden spaces we cultivate. Becoming soil leaves many doors open 

for further urgent research on soil and art. The possibilities for continuing with this research are 

part of continuing the promise of –and to– soil. 
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ENDNOTES 

 
1 See The Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) website on soil remediation’s 

guidelines: “to assist regulators, members of the regulated community, and members of the 

public understand and implement Corrective Action cleanup of different types of media, 

including groundwater, soil, and air (vapor intrusion) after a release has occurred.” 

2 Throughout this dissertation, I have chosen to present the concepts of aesthetic 

ecological thinking that start with the prefix ‘eco’ follow by a space before the next word. I want 

to call attention to the association of words not from a linguistic marker but rather by their 

proximity, for example ‘eco materialism’ and not ‘eco-materialism’ or ‘ecomaterialism.’  

3 Wood continues, “the Perhaps the most radical exemplifier of Eco Materialism was 

Microbial Origin of Connections, a piece by Mary Anne Davis, Kate Farrington and Patricia 

Tinajero in which human saliva was being collected (visitors were invited to spit) in a series of 

clay pots containing various local fibers in order to hasten the fermentation of the fibers into 

pulp. The pots will be buried and then dug up and their paper-pulp contents collected by the team 

both in the fall and following spring. The resulting pulp will be made into paper – on which 

stories will be written by a community workshop, according to the artists” (Linda Weintraub's 

Eye for Activism) 

4 Elaine R. Ingham, Understanding the Soil Food Web, 2018. 
 

5 See also Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring and Gregory Bateson’s Ecology of Mind for 

their contributions to the discourse of interconnectivity and agency within the natural world.  

6 See also Beth Carruthers, in the Report to the Canadian Commission for UNESCO 

titled “Mapping the Terrain of Contemporary Eco art Practice and Collaboration,” gives a 

detailed account of the evolution of ecological art: “The beginnings of contemporary Eco Art 
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practices can be traced back to the 1960s, a time when artists were looking to break free of the 

traditional white box of the gallery. Land Art, or Earthworks, emerged during this period and it is 

important to note that these works frequently objectified the land as a medium or as a site. Far 

from embodying sensitivity to, or awareness of, bioregional complexity, much Land Art of the 

1960s and 70s involved what we now recognize as tremendous imposition on local ecosystems” 

(6). See also Sue Spaid’s Ecovention: Current Art to Transform Ecologies (2002) and Linda 

Weintraub book series Eco-Centric Topic: Pioneering Themes for Eco Art (2006). 

7 For more on this point See Maria Patricia Tinajero, “Ethical Ground: The Art of 

Becoming Soil” (63).  

8 Environmental ethics in this study is circumvented by the ecological approach to 

materials and processes that make soil alive. However, environmental ethics informs most of this 

research as an underground source of water informed by Aldo Leopold’s conservation esthetic 

and land ethics (A Sand County Almanac, 167). But also, by more recent philosophies including 

the anthology: Philosophy After Nature, edited by Rosi Braidotti and Rick Dolphijn. The 

collection of essays problematizes environmental ethics around the paradigm of nature-culture. 

And, the work of philosopher Emily Bradly, Aesthetic of Natural Environment, traces the role of 

beauty as integral for what she calls the ‘aesthetic respect’ (260). 

9 Political ecology, in the work of Latour and Bennet, is a reworking of Frederick 

Nietzsche’s concept of the will, as in “the will to life.” The Nietzschean will becomes an 

extended agential capacity that belongs to humans and nonhumans alike, meaning that the will to 

power cultivates perspectivism—a positionality that is intersubjective. The preface of Beyond 

Good and Evil says, “Of course: talking about spirit and the Good like Plato did mean standing 
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truth on its head and disowning even perspectivism, which is the fundamental condition of all 

life” (4). See also Bruno Latour’s “On Actor-Network Theory: A Few Clarifications.”  

10 See Michael Serres’ Parasite for the definition of quasi-objects (47), Latour’s article 

“On actor-network theory: A few clarifications'' for the description of actor network theory 

(ANT), which is an example and extension of Serre’s quasi-objects (380). Also, Latour revisits 

the concept in the book New Modes of Existence. See Bennett’s concept of vibrant matter for her 

book Vibrant Matter (112) that takes from Latour’s actor from ANT. 

11 Latour has been consistently working with artists and art organizations; however, my 

comment refers to his earlier works. For his collaboration with the arts see for example, Critical 

Zone: Observatory for Earthly Politics  https://zkm.de/en/exhibition/2020/05/critical-zones. In 

the case of Bennett, the emotional side of things is portrayed through her citation of Kafka’s 

short story “The Care of a Family Man” where a thing is represented by the character of Odradek 

(Vibrant Matter, 7). 

12 Kristeva tells us that the space in-between is what reveals the quality of the subjective 

relations among bodies as the abject. Kristeva writes, “Abject. It is something rejected from 

which one does not part, from which one does not protect oneself as from an object. Imaginary 

uncanniness and real threat, it beckons to us and ends up engulfing us” (Power of Horror, 4). 

Soil as a porous body, is the space in-between, a disputed territory. Here the battle for existence 

takes place. Defending soil is a rebordering of formless mass, persisting tensions, and the 

breaching of its surface. The rebordering is a tearing of a surface, it is undefinable, yet it gives 

appearance to the shapeless contours in the form of food and in its more unappealing condition 

decomposition, and death. 

https://zkm.de/en/exhibition/2020/05/critical-zones
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13 COVID-19 reinforces and magnifies our understanding of porosity, contamination, and 

transcorporeality. The porosity of bodies has become more risky, more dangerous, and 

transcorporeality puts it in full display on the other side of interconnectivity, that that is not a 

matter of will or desire, but as the unwilling unraveling of relations and distance. 

14 For an in-depth analysis of the impact of soil on culture and history: See Aldo 

Leopold’s land’s ethics for A Sand County Almanac, where he writes: “That man is, in fact, only 

a member of a biotic team as shown by an ecological interpretation of history. Many historical 

events, hitherto explained solely in terms of human enterprise, were biotic interactions between 

people and land. The characteristics of the land determined the facts quite as potently as the 

characteristics of the men who lived on it” (207). Also, for a more recent survey, on soil culture, 

and history see David R. Montgomery’s Dirt: The Erosion of Civilization (e book 9). 

15 Minga comes from the Mit’a, a mandatory public service during the Inca Empire. Later 

adopted and transform by Spanish conquistadors to the encomiendas or communal slavery. 

Meredith Scott explains that “encomienda system...became a monster with a voracious appetite 

for Indian lives...the encomienda system never died off, [that] it merely evolved and took on new 

forms, like that of American slavery” (The Encomienda)  

16 For an additional narrative that informs the current use of interconnectivity Catherine J. 

Allen, studies on the pictographic material from the Moche culture of South America, adds to the 

less told narratives of interconnectivity and animism. In her essay, “The Revolt of the Utensils,'' 

Allen interprets interconnectivity as an integral element to the social fabric of the Moche. “The 

Revolt of the Objects” is an epic dated 100 to 700 AD. The story is engraved in many ceramic 

vessels, reappearing in many architectural structures that have remained. These archeological 

pieces are covered by detailed portraits of everyday utensils. It depicts the animate presence of 
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every object. According to Allen, “the creative tension is continuous; it persists after the object is 

made, residing in the interactive relationship between the object and its maker/user” (21). 

Bennett, while rejecting the animism of objects, insists on the political nature of matter and its 

capacity for agency beyond the human. She writes, “to acknowledge nonhuman materialities as 

participants in a political ecology is not to claim that everything is always a participant, or that 

all participants are alike” (Vibrant Matter, 108). The agency of matter ancient and modern share 

its dependence on the quality of the interconnectivity. For soil remediation, this agential capacity 

is crucial for developing alternative methods for addressing the aesthetic of soil depletion and 

pollution as the interphase of generative agencies and degenerative agencies. See also Taliano 

and Tinajero’s article “Porous Bodies, Toxic Kin” (44). 

17 Hegel in the Phenomenology of Mind, section 66 writes “The exposition which stays 

true to its insight into the nature of what is speculative must retain the dialectical form and must 

import nothing into it except what is both comprehended and is the concept” (41). It is the 

speculative side of Hegel’s dialectic that I refer to as ‘imagine soil as the accumulation of layers 

of meanings,’ however, in contrast with Hegel, my treatment of the material is informed by 

ecology.  

18 I also juggle with issues of translation–always at least in a double direction–in this case 

translation is transspecies with the more than humans that make soil. When translations move 

beyond language it becomes an embodied experience of communication that is noticed but 

mostly it remains unnoticed due to full integration of the material translation and the translator, 

to be more precise, soil as food.  

19 The secondhand experience is explored in depth in Chapter Four through Emmanuel 

Levinas. In his book God, death, and Time, he writes, “Dying, as the dying of the other [I'autre], 
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affects my identity as "I" [Moi]; it is meaningful in its rupture with the Same, its rupture of my 

"I" [Moi], its rupture of the Same in my "I" [Moi], It is in this that my relation with the death of 

another is neither simply secondhand knowledge nor a privileged experience of death” (13). 

20 Louis Pasteur, “The Physiological Theory of Fermentation,” 

http://www.bartleby.com/38/7/1.html. 

21 See William McDonough’s Cradle to Cradle website, where they promote the design, 

production, distribution, and reallocation of products of all types considering the end cycle of 

usable life. 

22 Artist Frances Whitehead extends this idea of sustainability to the “cultural dimension 

of sustainability and models new cultural strategies for creating change. […] The strategies that 

Whitehead identifies are Transliteration — the moving of parts across sectoral borders, 

Revaluation — the identification of underutilized assets, Performativity — the adoption of the 

means of other professions for translation, redirection, disruption, diplomacy, solidarity — value 

added, and the use of multivalent intentions to deploy the ambiguity of the cultural voice to open 

space for new questions (A Journal of Outside Research). 

23 The international d(13) exhibition, Collapse and Recovery, was curated by artistic 

director Carolyn Christov-Bakargiev. 

24 https://www.soils.org/files/about-soils/soils-overview.pdf.  

25 The diversity of terms with which to designate, define, or describe soil are not the 

property of the English language. There are also many terms for “soil” in Spanish and French, to 

mention two other languages. 

https://www.soils.org/files/about-soils/soils-overview.pdf
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26 For more on this, see Pablo Helguera’s Education for Socially Engaged Art (22), Linda 

Weintraub’s To Life! Eco Art in Pursuit of a Sustainable Planet (xiii); Stephen Wilson’s 

Information Arts: Intersections of Art, Science, and Technology (36). 

27 Philosopher David Abrams writes that soil is “the living world—this ambiguous realm 

that we experience in anger and joy, in grief and love—is both the soil in which all our sciences 

are rooted and the rich humus into which their results ultimately return, whether as nutrients or 

as poisons. Our spontaneous experience of the world, charged with subjective, emotional, and 

intuitive content, remains the vital and dark ground of all our objectivity” (30). 

28 “erg, unit of energy or work in the centimeter-gram-second system of physical units 

used in physics; to lift a pound weight one foot requires 1.356 × 107 ergs. It equals the work done 

by a force of one dyne acting through a distance of one centimeter and is equal to 10-7 joule, the 

standard unit of work or energy” (Encyclopedia Britannica). 

29 “Petrodollars are crude oil export revenues denominated in U.S. dollars. The term 

gained currency in the mid-1970s when soaring oil prices generated large trade and current 

account surpluses for oil exporting countries”  (What You Should Know about Petrodollars n.d.) 

30 I had the opportunity to meet with Claire Pentecost at the Being Material symposium in 

2017. She had brought a soil erg to show, not as part of an exhibition but as a discrete object. 

The soil erg was carefully wrapped in a cotton cloth and in bubble wrap. Unfortunately, it 

crumbled and cracked into several pieces, attesting to its lack of practicality. The soil-erg 

reminds us that soil becomes in a specific context and a particular place; otherwise, it is just dirt. 

31 To learn more about the new definition of natural capital, see Robert Costanza et al.’s 

article “The Value of the World’s Ecosystem Services and Natural Capital.”  

https://www.britannica.com/science/energy
https://www.britannica.com/science/work-physics
https://www.britannica.com/science/pound-unit-of-weight
https://www.britannica.com/science/foot-measurement
https://www.britannica.com/dictionary/done
https://www.britannica.com/science/dyne
https://www.britannica.com/science/centimetre
https://www.britannica.com/science/joule
https://www.britannica.com/editor/The-Editors-of-Encyclopaedia-Britannica/4419
https://www.investopedia.com/terms/u/usd.asp
https://www.investopedia.com/terms/c/current-account-surplus.asp
https://www.investopedia.com/terms/c/current-account-surplus.asp
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32 The theme of recovery is present across many project installed in d(13), acting as a 

reminder that Kassel was heavily bombed during the Second World War and is a site in 

recovery. Pentecost draws connections between recovery and reclamation as aesthetic and 

political intentions. 

33 The arrangement of the artifacts displays scientific findings and the booty of wars and 

colonial power. The use of reconstructed architecture conjures the presence of a ghostly archive 

that critiques the monolithic structures of power and knowledge.  

34 It is important to mention that the themes of collapse and recovery have been explored 

before at dOCUMENTA 7 with the participation of artist Joseph Beuys’s project “7000 Eichen” 

(7000 Oaks) (1982). More at https://www.tate.org.uk/art/artworks/beuys-7000-oak-trees-

ar00745. 

35 See Ken Burns Documentary: The Dust Bowl. Also, to learn more about soil erosion, 

see also the work of geologist David R. Montgomery, who explains that weathering is the 

leading agent of erosion: “Given enough time, soil evolves towards a balance between erosion 

and the rate at which weathering forms new soil […] Even though a lot of soil may be eroded 

and replaced through weathering of fresh rock, the soil, the landscape, and the whole plant 

communities evolve together because of their mutual interdependence on the balance between 

soil erosion and soil production” (Dirt 35). 

36 The word cornucopia is a synonym for the growing matrix; I picked it intending to 

connect with Michael Marder, philosopher of plant ontology. The connection between plants and 

soil is direct—they depend on each other. Healthy soil is like cornucopia. Marder provides 

background for this idea: “Among the mythical symbols of abundance, the one that stands out is 

cornucopia, also called ‘the horn of plenty’ or ‘Amalthea’s horn.’ Amalthea was, admittedly, not 

https://www.tate.org.uk/art/artworks/beuys-7000-oak-trees-ar00745
https://www.tate.org.uk/art/artworks/beuys-7000-oak-trees-ar00745
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a plant but an animal, a she-goat who suckled Zeus in his infancy while he was hidden from the 

murderous reach of his father, Cronos. It was her horn that, under mysterious circumstances, 

broke off from her body and, blessed by the god, bore plenitude. Cornucopia, then, is a hollow 

animal form filled with the vegetal content that overflows it. Uncontrollable and uncontainable 

within the rigid limits of an almost inorganic vessel, the yields of cornucopia are pure 

proliferation, the infinity of finite life that lives above and beyond itself (that reproduces itself) 

without, at the same time, resorting to the machinations of transcendence” (The Philosopher’s 

Plant para. 2). 

37 Hegel, in the introduction to the Phenomenology of Mind, explains the dialectic method 

as aufheben, which translates to English as “sublate”: “So the This is posited as not this, or as 

sublated; and hence not as Nothing, but as a determinate Nothing or a Nothing of a content, viz. 

of the This. Consequently, the sensory itself is still present, but not in the way it was supposed to 

be in immediate certainty, not as the singular meant, but as a universal, or as what will determine 

itself as property. Sublation exhibits its veritable twofold significance, which we have seen in the 

negative: it is at the same time a negating and a preserving” (44). The dialectic of soil is dirt. 

Hegel continues: “It must sublate this otherness of itself; this is the sublation of the first double 

sense and is therefore itself a second double sense; first, it must proceed to sublate the other 

independent essence in order thereby to become certain of itself as the essence; secondly, in so 

doing it proceeds to sublate its own self, for this other is itself” (77). 

38 The history of the objects tells us that exploitative and extractive practices have taken 

on different roles over the past centuries: in the late twentieth century, several mines were 

converted into museums and are part of the tourism industry of today. Nevertheless, the Hessen 

region, known for copper extraction, remains a German financial and manufacturing center.  
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39 The compost pile is an ancient technology. It has been used to condition and enhance 

soil, improving the relationship between soil and its non-organic constituents. Composting is 

connected to agriculture’s secret history—a history that hides underground. Friedrich Nietzsche 

remarks, “All history is again placed in the scales for his sake, and a thousand secrets of the past 

crawl out of their hideouts-into his sun. There is no way of telling what may yet become history 

some-day. So many retroactive forces are still required!” (Portable Nietzsche 94). The crawling 

of the past, the historia abscondita, is the unknown or unrecognized part of history that somehow 

remains, like composting. Today, composting takes place under kitchen counters, in local urban 

community gardens, and on many organic farms in North America, South America, Europe, 

Asia, and Oceania.  

40 Anthropologist Anna L. Tsing writes, “The boundaries of the home became the 

expected boundaries of love. With the fetishization of the home as a space of purity and 

interdependence, extra-domestic intimacies, whether within or between species, seemed archaic 

fantasies (the community, the small farmer) or passing affairs (feminism, animal rights). Outside 

the home, the domain of economic rationality and conflicting individual interests reigned” 

(Unruly Edges 150). 

41 “Land grabbing is the contentious issue of large-scale land acquisitions: the buying or 

leasing of large pieces of land by domestic and transnational companies, governments, and 

individuals” (Land Grabbing.” Wikipedia). See also Annelies Zoomers and Annelies Mayke 

Kaag, “The Global Land Grab as Modern-Day Corporate Colonialism.” 

42 It is important to keep in mind that land grabs are not a problem only for developing 

countries but also a (very quiet) problem in the United States. A handful of nonprofit 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Multinational_corporation
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organizations dedicated to the care of land and farmers have begun reporting on land grabs in the 

U.S. (Bill Gates: America's Top Farmland Owner n.d.) 

43 Deleuze and Guattari write “Smooth space and striated space-nomad space and 

sedentary space-the space in which the war machine develops, and the space instituted by the 

State apparatus-are not of the same nature. No sooner do we note a simple opposition between 

the two kinds of space than we must indicate a much more complex difference by virtue of 

which the successive terms of the oppositions fail to coincide entirely. And no sooner have we 

done that than we must remind ourselves that the two spaces in fact exist only in mixture: smooth 

space is constantly being translated, transversed into a striated space; striated space is 

constantly being reversed, returned to a smooth space” (474; italic added) The soil sculptures 

and the gold plated table enact the transition between this two different space in two ways one 

embodied in the transformation of compost into eventually dust–as it dries up and crumble) and 

as change in subjectivity similar to that of Narcissus. 

44 Philosopher Alfred Whitehead, in his article “Philosophy of Life,” states that 

potentiality and actuality are creative processes with affective responses: “This concept of self-

enjoyment does not exhaust that aspect of the process here termed ‘life.’ Process for 

intelligibility involves the notion of a creative activity belonging to the very essence of each 

occasion. It is the process of eliciting [into] actual factors in the universe which antecedently that 

process exists only in the mode of unrealized potentiality. The process of self-creation is the 

transformation of the potential into the actual, and the fact of such transformation includes the 

immediacy of self-enjoyment” (133). 

45 Art critic Ben Tender describes the close spatial arrangement between Maathai’s and 

Beuys’s paper bills/drawings, saying “The display serves as a reminder that Maathai’s initiation 
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of the Green [B]elt Movement in Kenya, which raised awareness, particularly among women, of 

the relations between tree-planting and water supply and fertile soil, predated Beuys's planting 

action at d7 by five years.”  

46 “One of the most frustrating, yet fascinating, aspects of studying mycorrhizal fungi is 

the interdependence of symbionts. Fungus, host, soil, climate, and other microorganisms 

interacting in an immense complex fashion” (Fungal Reaction to Plants 7). See also Margaret 

Torn’s lecture on soil: “There are a hundred billion cells of individual microbes in a handful of 

soil, the same number of stars in our galaxy” (“The Carbon Cycle as You Never Seen It”). 

47 Karl Marx, in Das Kapital (V1), explains at length this process in the exchange and 

circulation of commodity-money-commodity (C-M-C). It is striking that Marx recognized the 

inconsistencies of value already present in the circulation of the C-M-C as they were 

incorporated in the economic model. “The differentiation of commodities into commodities and 

money does not sweep away these inconsistencies but develops a modus vivendi, a form in 

which they can exist side by side” (71).  

48 According to philosopher Walter Benjamin, history is told by the winners, which as he 

points out it does not make it accurate but rather it obliges us to reexamine and rewrite not one 

history but many. He writes, “The tradition of the oppressed teaches us that the ‘emergency 

situation’ in which we live is the rule. We must arrive at a concept of history which corresponds 

to this. Then it will become clear that the task before us is the introduction of a real state of 

emergency” (Walter Benjamin, The Thesis of History n.d.). Thus, the rewriting of histories for 

and with soil reclaim soil’s centrality to life. 

49 See Giacomo Certini gives a summary of soil’s definitions, from scientific perspectives 

to more cultural ones: “Since the birth of pedology—from the Greek pedon ‘soil’ and logos 
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‘knowledge’—five factors were recognized to contribute to soil formation. In fact, Vasilij 

Dokuchaev, the father of pedology, referred to the soil as a three-dimensional entity located at 

Earth’s surface with morphology and unique physical, chemical, and biological properties 

acquired by the interaction, through time, among organisms, rock, and climate on a given 

topographic position. About half a century later, Hans Jenny rigorously redefined these factors 

and their relationship in his well-known equation, soil = f (time, organisms, rock, climate, 

topography, …), where the dots indicate possible additional factors (Jenny 1941). Since the 

1990s, man began to be recognized as the sixth soil-forming factor (Amundson and Jenny 1991), 

distinct from the other organisms essentially because he possesses a cultural component that 

varies from society to society and which operates independently of genotype (Amundson 2006)” 

(191-95). 

50 https://luciaharrison.com/artwork 

51 Derrida’s Archive Fever pushes Freud’s psychoanalytical investigation of desire and 

the death drive in close relation that in the case of soil further unravels the distinction between 

soil and dirt that are explored in depth through the concept’s actuality of soil and potentiality of 

dirt, meaning that death is associated with inert soil or dirt. 

52 See more on soil and history in David Montgomery Dirt: The Erosion of Civilization: 

“Chapter One: Good Old Soil” (18–28). Duke University Press, 2007. 

53 Donna Haraway, in her essay “Situated Knowledge: The Science Question in 

Feminism and the Privilege of Partial Perspective,” writes, “The science question in feminism is 

about objectivity as positioned rational. Its images are not the products of escape and 

transcendence of limits (the view from above) but the joining of partial views and halting voices 

into a collective subject position that promises a vision of the means of ongoing finite 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3906481/#CR13
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3906481/#CR2
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3906481/#CR1
https://luciaharrison.com/artwork
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embodiment, of living within limits and contradictions—of views from somewhere” (590). 

These “views from somewhere” also include the view from the underground world of soils. 

54 See more about this https://www.uni-kassel.de/fb11agrar/en/sections-/-

facilities/organic-farming-and-cropping-systems/research/completed-projects/crop-pillars-2012-

2013; Also, Pentecost worked on an extension of Soil-Erg’s vertical gardens in Tampa, Florida; 

see http://ira.usf.edu/PDFS/Extracted-Pentecost-gardentower.pdf. 

55 As detailed in Chapter One, the first three elements of Soil-Erg contribute to the 

reclamation of soil’s value from the symbolic space of soil as new money. 

56 Pentecost has been collaborating with worms on other pieces, including Proposal for a 

New American Agriculture, which is a cotton American flag composted with the help of worms. 

57 Cyril Bailey, in the introduction to the translation of Lucretius: On the Nature of 

Things, explains that the swerve is the action that allows for an ethical interpretation. He writes 

that “it is the ‘swerve’ which preserves in inorganic nature that curious element of spontaneity 

which we call chance, and it is the ‘swerve’ that becomes conscious in the sensitive aggregate of 

the atoms of the mind, which secures man’s freedom of action and makes it possible to urge on 

him a theory of conduct” (18). 

58 Phytoremediation is studied in detail in Chapter Three. 

59 For more see “The planting of over 400 Amelanchier trees not only provides beauty 

along the 606 Route, but also enables monitoring of the microclimate by encouraging the 

public—citizen scientists—to note the blooming of the trees—a practice modeled on the 

traditional annual cherry blossom festival in Japan. This approach blends participatory arts 

practices, climatology and public infrastructure; inspired by the blossoms, Whitehead calls it 

https://www.uni-kassel.de/fb11agrar/en/sections-/-facilities/organic-farming-and-cropping-systems/research/completed-projects/crop-pillars-2012-2013
https://www.uni-kassel.de/fb11agrar/en/sections-/-facilities/organic-farming-and-cropping-systems/research/completed-projects/crop-pillars-2012-2013
https://www.uni-kassel.de/fb11agrar/en/sections-/-facilities/organic-farming-and-cropping-systems/research/completed-projects/crop-pillars-2012-2013
http://ira.usf.edu/PDFS/Extracted-Pentecost-gardentower.pdf
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‘pink infrastructure’— infrastructure for raising climate awareness.” (The Artist Has Left the 

Building n.d.) 

60 The mirror becomes the virtual entrance to the space of remediation in the planning 

stages of the project as such it activates the artwork historical legacy to painting. Manning 

writes, “The mirrors and reflective elements in the four aforementioned paintings – Las Meninas, 

Wunderkammer, Young Woman at the Virginal Playing with a Dog, and Allegory of Faith – all 

signify how these works function as heterotopic spaces in different respects. Like Foucault’s 

literary application of the concept, which illustrates how heterotopias serve to “desiccate speech, 

stop words in their tracks, [and] contest the very possibility of grammar at its source,”56 these 

“visual heterotopias” problematize the ostensibly straightforward relation between viewers and 

mimetic representations” ((Re)visioning Heterotopia 16). 

61 For more on Frances Whitehead’s 606 Project, please visit 

https://www.the606.org/visit/arts/statement-from-the-leader-artist/. 

62 See Giovanna Puppi’s “Origin and Development of Phenology as a Science:” 

“Phenology is the study of the timing of recurring biological events, the causes of their timing 

[concerning] biotic and abiotic forces, and the interrelation among phases of the same or 

different species’” (24). 

63 “Discovered that he was not a ‘free agent,’ that the time for which he is free to sell his 

labor-power is the time for which he is forced to sell it,163 that in fact the vampire will not lose 

its hold on him ‘so long as there is a muscle, a nerve, a drop of blood to be exploited’” (Das 

Kapital 195). Vampires are the fictional characters that represents greed for life, as they take the 

life force of its victims.  

https://www.the606.org/visit/arts/statement-from-the-leader-artist/


 

 

297 

 
64 The “one and the many” in this dissertation refers to interconnectivity among gardens 

and the possibility of connecting the networks of urban gardens. 

65 Food deserts are urban areas with limited or non-existent access to affordable fresh 

food (fruits and vegetables).  

66 http://franceswhitehead.com/what-we-do/embedded-artist-project 

67 Di- comes from the Greek for double or twofold (akin to du-, as in “duality,” though 

for a word such as “dialogue,” the di- slips through as a new thinking pattern).  

68 The food for plants comes from photosynthesis, if by “food” we mean glucose. Trace 

elements from the soil cannot be called food in biological terms, but I take license to call soil 

compounds “soil’s food.” 

69 Marx’s and Arendt’s disagreements are well known in academic circles; a critique of 

this topic goes beyond the limits of this research and does not contribute to its goal. However, 

both philosophers are relevant to understanding the conditions of human relations to the world 

through either work or labor, or, as I suggest, under the umbrella of activity as a generalization 

(On Needing Both Marx and Arendt 432). 

70 I agree with Karen Barad’s approach to analysis and interpretation that leaves behind 

the patriarchal model of the critique, which obviates or ignores matters of concern; that is, what 

is important gets put away. Barad, in an interview with Rick Dolphijn and Iris van der Tuin for 

New Materialism: Interviews and Cartographies, said, “In my opinion, critique is overrated, 

over-emphasized, and over-utilized, to the detriment of feminism. As Bruno Latour signals in an 

article entitled ‘Why has critique run out of steam? From Matters of Fact to Matters of Concern’ 

(2004), critique is a tool that keeps getting used out of habit perhaps, but it is no longer the tool 

needed for the kinds of situations we now face” (49). 

http://franceswhitehead.com/what-we-do/embedded-artist-project
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71 I take a long digression on this point. It is unavoidable to connect the memory of 

reading Borges to the experience of reading Bateson. Their thoughts and mine echo the short 

story On Exactitude in Science. It is Borges’ prediction of the role of science and the tenuous 

connection to knowledge that grasps the concept and the form of the map, as well as that of the 

territory—the questions of the ephemeral quality of knowledge. The fictional entry tells the story 

of a map and the territory: “In that Empire, the Art of Cartography attained such Perfection that 

the map of a single Province occupied the entirety of a city, and the map of the Empire, the 

entirety of a Province. In time, those Unconscionable Maps no longer satisfied, and the 

Cartographers Guilds struck a Map of the Empire whose size was that of the Empire, and which 

coincided point for point with it. The following Generations, who were not so fond of the Study 

of Cartography as their Forebears had been, saw that that vast Map was Useless, and not without 

some Pitilessness was it, that they delivered it up to the inclemency of Sun and Winters. In the 

Deserts of the West, still today, there are Tattered Ruins of that Map, inhabited by Animals and 

Beggars; in all the Land there is no other Relic of the Disciplines of Geography.”  

72 “The region received the name ‘Rust Belt’ in the late 1970s, after a sharp decline in 

industrial work left many factories abandoned and desolate, causing increased rust from 

exposure to the elements. It is also referred to as the Manufacturing Belt and the Factory Belt.” 

(What You Need to Know About the Rust Belt n.d.) 

73 For more on this see Taliano and Tinajero, “Porous Bodies: Toxin Kin” (53). 

74 Art in the Twenty-First Century, September 2001. 

75 “The act of promising commits the promising agent to a particular future (in which the 

present self, word, or deed, will be recouped) and at the same time to an unknown and 

https://art21.org/series/art-in-the-twenty-first-century/
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undetermined future (for which he risks himself each time anew)” (See Brades, Nietzsche, 

Arendt on the promise for the future). 

76 Furthermore, Nietzsche’s promise, as it developed in Human All Too Human, goes to a 

different place than the promise that he develops in The Genealogy of Morals. The promise as 

the will to life. In Human All Too Human, the possibilities are opened. On the other hand, in The 

Genealogy of Morals, the promise becomes a political tool that binds debt to guilt and judgment. 

Arendt goes beyond Nietzsche’s conclusion; she identifies in the faculty of the promise as the 

possibility of a transformed future, which is introduced by the concept of natality (Human 

Condition 247). In terms of soil, natality and the will to life connect the poetic promise to the 

potentiality of dirt. 

77 What is a superfund site? A superfund site is a site where hazardous waste is being 

dumped. Some superfund “sites include manufacturing facilities, processing plants, landfills and 

mining sites” (What is a Superfund? n.d). It is also important to note that Congress let expire the 

tax created for the cleanup of superfunds; there is no more money for continuing with current 

projects nor fallback plans for future remediation projects. 

78 Matilsky further explains, “The divisions are also functional, separating different 

varieties of plants from each other for study … In the circular field the intersecting paths create 

four fields where six types of plants and two pH and two fertilizer tests can occur in each 

quadrant. The land area between the square and circle functions as a control plot where plants 

will be seeded with local grasses. The design for Revival Field facilitates the chemical analysis 

of each section” (137).  

79 For more on the collaboration of art and science see also Bruno Latour’s Science in 

Action (87) and Stephen Wilson’s Information Arts (76). 
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80 See also Rosalind Krauss, to situate the changes from Modernism to avant-garde 

writes. “The expanded field is thus generated by problematizing the set of oppositions between 

which the modernist category sculpture is suspended. And once this has happened, once one is 

able to think one’s way into this expansion, there are—logically—three other categories that one 

can envision, all of them a condition of the field itself, and none of them assimilable to sculpture. 

Because as we can see, sculpture is no longer the privileged middle term between two things that 

it isn’t. Sculpture is rather only one term on the periphery of a field in which there are other, 

differently structured possibilities” (38). 

81 The topic exceeds the reach of this present analysis. I provide some resources for more 

information see Carpenter, David O. “Exposure to and health effects of volatile PCBs” 

82 For more on this see Taliano and Tinajero, Porous Bodies: Toxic Kin (52) 

83 https://infrastructurereportcard.org/cat-item/solid-waste/ 

84 See also urban geographers Yu-Ting Tang and C. Paul Nathanail, in their article 

“Sticks and Stones: The Impact of the Definitions of Brownfield in Policies on Socio-Economic 

Sustainability,” explain the difficulty of defining brownfields, as they have strong political and 

economic value. They say they are “derelict or contaminated land that appears during 

deindustrialization and suburbanisation is commonly understood as brownfield land [7]. During 

deindustrialisation, the out-migration of industrial sectors leaves some potentially contaminated 

empty land to local communities” (841). 

85 For more see Urban Ecology, Jess Colin Jackson et al. (editors) 

86 I quote Bennet’s interpretation of Kafka’s Odradek, a literary example of an object that 

has agency and can turn on its human maker. Bennet writes, “Like these systems, the material 

configuration that is Odradek straddles the line between inert matter and vital life” (7). However, 

https://infrastructurereportcard.org/cat-item/solid-waste/
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it may be more precise to say Kafka’s Odradek is not a “what or a “who” straddling inert and 

vital life; rather Odradek is an intersubjective agent capable of confronting the question posed at 

the end of his short story “I ask myself, to no purpose, what is likely to happen to him? Can he 

possibly die? (The Care of a Family Man n.d.) I leave this inquiry open.  

87 The human mind is an archive that is no different from that of the landfill, where 

collective memory and waste store the trauma, inflicted by violent anthropogenic activities, of 

the land. 

88 The waste pile is different from waste. Waste is a noun, an adjective, and a verb that 

denotes modal and temporal formation with the materiality of matter itself. The waste pile directs 

our attention to accumulation and how it becomes stratified by the different processes that 

matter, as waste, goes through. However, waste and the waste pile have close physical or 

material interactions that range from the abstraction of touch to the materialization of a haptic 

field in the toxic flow of the unseen, for example, the leaching of heavy metals into the soil and 

groundwater. We encounter heaps of hidden waste everywhere; they hide under several inches of 

topsoil to resemble earth sculptures or ancient burial grounds. Notably, many of these hidden 

sites have become recreational parks. Regardless of the apparent greening, these sites stubbornly 

maintain the libidinal energy of PCBs, heavy metals, and black sewer waters.  

89 “The oldest shell middens in the world are about 140,000 years old, from the Middle 

Stone Age of South Africa, at sites like Blombos Cave […] You can still find heaps of 

freshwater mussel shells with several holes punched out of them lying along the bigger rivers of 

the American Midwest. The industry nearly obliterated the freshwater mussel population until 

plastics and international trade put it out of business” (Hirst “The Archeological Study of Shell 

Middens” n.d.) 
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90 The remediation of soil contaminated by nuclear waste is beyond the limits of this 

study, however, is also necessary to further understand the regenerative capacity of soil and 

plants. See Michael Marder Marder, Michael and Anaïs Tondeur, “The Chernobyl Herbarium: 

Fragments of an Exploded Consciousness. 

91 https://www.epa.gov/lmop/basic-information-about-landfill-gas 

92 Additional images of the toxic sublime can be found at the artist’s website 

https://www.edwardburtynsky.com/projects/the-anthropocene-project.  

93 Annie Louise Leonard is the director and creator of the animated film “The Story of 

Stuff,” which highlights the problem of the five steps of a material economy. She explains that 

these five steps tell an incomplete story “Saying that there is a lot missing from this explanation. 

For one thing, this system looks like it’s fine, no problem, but the truth is, it’s a system in crisis” 

https://www.storyofstuff.org/movies/story-of/ (The Story of Stuff 0:40–1:24 min) 

94 See also the Knowledge Lab Gallery at the School of the Art Institute of Chicago 

founded by Whitehead. The mission for the lab gallery is to create new knowledge by bridging 

many different disciplines to achieve transdisciplinary models (https://www.saic.edu/image-

gallery/knowledge-lab-gallery.)  

95 “The artists warn against oversimplified notions of reclamation art. They warn that 

remediation can make the idea of further devastation more plausible. They also warn that merely 

assembling panels of disciplinary ‘experts’ does not recognize the radical interdisciplinary 

solutions required. Art may be the best framework to conceptualize the work, because other 

disciplines often define themselves too narrowly. They provide a ‘metamarket’ model in which 

‘creative inquiry [can be] driven by individual curiosity and public expression’” (Information 

Arts 138). 

https://www.epa.gov/lmop/basic-information-about-landfill-gas
https://www.edwardburtynsky.com/projects/the-anthropocene-project
https://www.storyofstuff.org/movies/story-of/
https://www.saic.edu/image-gallery/knowledge-lab-gallery
https://www.saic.edu/image-gallery/knowledge-lab-gallery
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96 For more on plants see Michael Marder’s vegetal ontology from his essay “The 

Philosopher's Plant 3.0: Plotinus’ Anonymous ‘Great Plant,’” where he emphasizes the 

importance of the material structure of the plants; Evelyn Keller Fox, Secret of Life Secrets of 

Death: Essays of Language, Gender, and Science and Karen Barad, Meeting the Universe 

Halfway. 

97 Since I started this project in 2019, the website www.coeio.com has been taken down. 

The link provided does not work any longer, however the formal analysis and information 

gathered remains accurate. My speculation is that after the publicity from actor Luke Perry’s 

burial with the Infinity Burial Suit, the business model proposed by the artist was not sustainable. 

98 See https://www.cancer.org/cancer/cancer-causes/formaldehyde.html 

99 In, Matthew Potolsky’s Mimesis’s “Aristotle’s Poetics,” he explains that for Aristotle, 

mimesis is “a craft with its own internal laws and aims” (33). It is following Potolsky’s 

interpretation of Aristotle’s mimesis that I use the term for the analysis of the IBP, as mimetic 

plot for the artwork and for death, thus, I unfold mimesis for both the artwork and death. These 

threads do not separate they remain interwoven throughout the analysis of this chapter. 

100 Lee sometimes uses the title Mushroom Death Suit and other times Infinity Burial 

Project to refer to the garment. We can think that they are the same thing, but they are not. They 

denote the development of the research into a creative art project that opens the heterogeneous 

actualities of the artwork; in the words of Deleuze and Guattari, it is a “‘paradox’ to make 

becoming itself a model, and no longer a secondary characteristic, a copy” (361). The lurking of 

the copy and the mimetic sameness is part of the creative development of the artist’s work and 

the life that the project takes as it interacts with viewers and users. 

http://www.coeio.com/
https://www.cancer.org/cancer/cancer-causes/formaldehyde.html
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101 See “Role of Fungi in Bioremediation and Environmental Sustainability,” explain that 

“[b]ioremediation is a method using microbes to treat contaminated soil. In the general 

phytoremediation cycle, the combination of AMFs [arbuscular mycorrhiza fungi] and plants—

also known as root–colonizer symbiosis—is involved in soil remediation. AMFs have been 

found to reduce metal toxicity of plants through a decrease in the rate of root-to-shoot 

translocation (Fan and Liu 2011)” (Tome, Ajay et al. 189). Note also “AMF are soil 

microorganisms able to form mutualistic symbiosis with most terrestrial plants” (Arbuscular 

mycorrhizal fungi n.d.) 

102 See “Based on the findings of Chen and Cluver (2010), this study suggests that 

conventional white cotton, while not ideal from a holistic sustainability perspective, can still be 

considered as a transitional choice if naturally colored cotton is unavailable to the consumer. 

White cotton’s reduced mildew resistance results in quicker decay and biodegradation than 

naturally colored cotton. Incorporating the findings of Elanmugilan et al. (2013) and Ruixuan 

(2010), this study also recommends the use of cornstarch in burial textiles to enhance 

biodegradability, as it would be consumed by microbes present in the soil” (Cloth(ing) for the 

dead n.d.). Eventually, J.R. Lee switched to white cotton for the suit, as shown in the section of 

Suiting Dennis. 

103 For more on this see Evelyn Keller Fox’s Secret of Life Secrets of Death: Essays of 

Language, Gender, and Science, Shiva Vandana’s Soil Not Oil: Environmental Justice in Times 

of Climate Crisis. 

104 For more on the toxic and the body see Taliano and Tinajero. “Porous Bodies, Toxin 

Kins” (2020); creative research for environmental health and justice. 

https://fashionandtextiles.springeropen.com/articles/10.1186/s40691-017-0088-y#ref-CR3
https://fashionandtextiles.springeropen.com/articles/10.1186/s40691-017-0088-y#ref-CR12
https://fashionandtextiles.springeropen.com/articles/10.1186/s40691-017-0088-y#ref-CR50
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105 See “Is Green Burial Legal?” Edited by Green Burial Massachusetts, Green Burial 

Massachusetts, https://greenburialma.org/#:~:text=Is%20green%20 

burial%20legal%3F,is%20allowed%20in%20their%20cemetery.  

106 See Edmound Husserl, The Phenomenology of Internal Time-Consciousness. (61 and 

71 e-book). 

107 I follow the works of architect William McDonough and chemist Michael Braungart’s 

principles of sustainable design, introduced in their book Cradle to Cradle: The Way We May Do 

Things and McDonough’s website from which I quote: “1) Everything is a resource for 

something else. In nature, the ‘waste’ of one system becomes food for another … 2) Use clean 

and renewable energy. Living things thrive on the energy of current solar income. … 3) 

Celebrates diversity. Designs that respond to the challenges and opportunities offered by each 

place fit elegantly and effectively into their own niches.” (https://mcdonough.com/cradle-to-

cradle/) 

108 For more details see https://www.sciencealert.com/washington-will-become-first-us-

state-to-compost-human-bodies 

109 According to the film, a plot for a green burial in Massachusetts starts at $4,000 but 

averages at $12,000.  

110 “By the year 2022, the cumulative effects of overpopulation, pollution, and an 

apparent climate catastrophe have caused severe worldwide shortages of food, water, and 

housing … The books confirm that the oceans no longer produce plankton, and they deduce that 

Soylent Green is produced from an inconceivable supply of protein.” 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Soylent_Green. 

https://mcdonough.com/cradle-to-cradle/
https://mcdonough.com/cradle-to-cradle/
https://www.sciencealert.com/washington-will-become-first-us-state-to-compost-human-bodies
https://www.sciencealert.com/washington-will-become-first-us-state-to-compost-human-bodies
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Soylent_Green
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111 Alaimo expands on the concept of the “contact zone,” which was introduced by Mary 

Louise Pratt. Pratt uses the concept of the contact zone “to refer to social spaces where cultures 

meet, clash, and grapple with each other, often in contexts of highly asymmetrical relations of 

power, such as colonialism, slavery, or their aftermaths as they lived out in many parts of the 

world today” (Arts of the Contact Zone 33). The contact zone turns into the critical zone as soon 

as we broaden all concerns to more-than human worlds. The contact zone and the critical zone 

are crucial for the emergence of ethical and political possibilities—the literal “contact zone” 

between human corporeality and more-than-human nature are at stake. Imagining human 

corporeality, as trans-corporeality intermeshed the human with the more-than-human world, 

underlines the extent to which the corporeal substance of the human is ultimately inseparable 

from “the environment” (Bodily Natures 238). 

112 http://vv.arts.ucla.edu/terminals/t1/ucsc/curatorial.html 

113 See also Alberto Corsín Jiménez. Spiderweb Anthropologies: Ecologies, 

Infrastructures and Entanglements. 

114 There is much to be said on innovation; however, I will limit the context of innovation 

to J. P. Corbett and his philosophy of education. Corbett remarks, “It is not merely that we can 

see in fact the failure of Descartes’ attempt to do philosophy in the manner of mathematics, or of 

Hume’s attempt to do it in the manner of introspective psychology, or of modern attempts to do 

it in the manner of formal logic or of grammar. We can see in principle why every such attempt 

has failed in the past and will fail in the future, so long as science may continue. They try to 

elucidate a changing situation in an unchanging way. Their method contradicts their purpose” 

(294).  

http://vv.arts.ucla.edu/terminals/t1/ucsc/curatorial.html
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115 “The Assimilation of Art into Research and Commercial Production. The pattern of 

sequential technological invention, artistic experimentation, and commercial assimilation is a 

fascinating part of the story of how the worlds of art and research relate to each other and is only 

partially analyzed in this book. Some of the artists described in the following chapters eagerly 

pursue product development for their artistic ideas, and some are supported as part of corporate 

research laboratories whose goal is economic exploitation. Others resist these connections and 

passionately defend their independence. In part, this book is an examination of these questions: 

Where do researchers and artists get their ideas? How do they explore their ideas? How are 

techno-scientific research and art research different? What happens to the explorations over 

time? Does mainstream assimilation somehow destroy the validity of the work as art?” 

(Information Arts 11). 

116 lalineadefuego.info/2013/09/20/el-sumak-kawsay-en-sumpa-santa-elena-por-

guadalupe-rivadeneira-nunez/ 

117 The rural urban flow is part of the larger concept of creative placemaking. Donna 

Neuwirth is an active participant on creative placemaking initiatives in rural Wisconsin. See her 

contribution to the National Endowment for the Arts: Creative Placemaking Now (from 

22’:13”to 22’:33”)  

118 “Fermentation relates to culture in many ways, corresponding with the many layers of 

meaning embedded in this important word, from its literal to specific meanings in the context of 

microbiology to the broadest connotations. We call the starter that we add to milk to make 

yogurt, or to initiate any fermentation, culture. Simultaneously, culture constitutes the totality of 

all that humans seek to pass from generation to generation, including language, music, art, 

literature, scientific knowledge, and belief systems, as well as agriculture and culinary 
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techniques (in both of which fermentation occupies a central role)” (The Art of Fermentation 

xviii). 

119 For an in-depth analysis of the economic impact that art has on urban areas, see the 

National Endowment for The Arts “Rural Prosperity Through the Arts and Creative Sector: A 

Rural Action Guide for Governors and States” (National Governors Association).   

120 See Chapter One, wherein land grabs are explained. 

121 This dissertation does not explore these misconceptions in depth; it briefly highlights 

three instances that are important to understanding the importance of the aesthetic and creative 

connections to soil and food in the contexts of the rural–urban flow and the reshaping of the 

environment.  

122 See Shiva, The Violence of the Green Revolution: Ecological Degradation and 

Political Conflict; Montgomery, Dirt; DeLanda, A Thousand Years of Nonlinear History. 

123 Historically, the areas most affected by agricultural surges have been Africa, Europe, 

and Asia. However, as Shiva remarks, today the impact of the third agrarian revolution is 

disproportionately impacting poor and developing countries, which have disproportionately high 

levels of soil depletion and food insecurity (The Violence of the Green Revolution 33).  

124 http://wormfarminstitute.org 

125 See Deleuze and Guattari, who connect land and food with morality and immanence 

(A Thousand Plateaus 18). In addition, Shiva gives critical accounts of culture, politics, and 

agriculture (The Violence of the Green Revolution 45).  

126 I do not focus on the birth of urban centers in Europe or North America; instead, I 

bring attention to the recovery of post-industrial cities in the United States. 

http://wormfarminstitute.org/
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127 The history of agriculture exceeds the limits of this research; however, this 

contextualization situates the creative work of WFI within the larger context of soil as both a 

cultural marker and a global resource that is accessed locally. See chapter five of Yuval N 

Harari’s Sapiens: A Brief History of Humankind and chapter three of David R. Montgomery’s 

Dirt. I agree with both authors. Digestive processes combined with climate, soil, seeds 

(especially wheat), and cultivation make culture and history. Hunter–gatherer and agricultural 

systems have advantages and disadvantages for the experience of being in the world and shaping 

the Earth. However, agriculture is a system that is associated with progress, and it has been 

directly linked to 1) the origins of civilization, which consequently catapulted the growth of 

human populations, 2) the birth of new social structures and the emergence of political systems, 

and 3) the persistent reshaping of the environment.  

128 Historian Yuval N. Harari explains the rise of agriculture from the perspective of 

wheat, asking the following question: “Who was responsible?” (Sapiens: A Brief History of 

Humankind 112). Indeed, who initiated the agricultural revolution? He points to wheat, rice, and 

potatoes. 

129 “Tropical deforestation is driven by demand by consumers in rich countries” 

(Environmental Impacts of Food Production).  

130 The subtle is what is not measurable or quantifiable. It is difficult to grasp, but it is felt 

through the combination of sensations, emotions, and physical responses, for example, when 

eating nutritious food that makes us feel good. 

131 See https://museumonmainstreet.org/content/key-ingredients 

132 Terese Allen describes the roadside stands as “whimsically designed mobile farm 

stands [to] display and sell local produce as well as the work of local artists. Other festival 

https://museumonmainstreet.org/content/key-ingredients
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projects include the publication of a community cookbook and ‘hot dish trading cards’ that pay 

homage to local cooks” (The Smithsonian’s ‘Key Ingredients’ para. 7). 

133 Healthy soil, energy, and thinking can be considered an assemblage, following 

Deleuze and Guattari’s definition thereof: “An assemblage is precisely this increase in the 

dimensions of a multiplicity that necessarily changes in nature as it expands its connections. 

There are no points or positions in a rhizome, such as those found in a structure, tree, or root. 

There are only lines. When Glenn Gould speeds up the performance of a piece, he is not just 

displaying virtuosity, he is transforming the musical points into lines, he is making the whole 

piece proliferate” (A Thousand Plateaus 8; italics added). 

134 “Yeasts are eukaryotic microorganisms that live in a wide variety of ecological niches, 

mainly in water, soil, air and on plant and fruit surface” (The Role of Yeasts in Fermentation 

Processes).  

135 https://www.wormfarminstitute.org 

136 As a personal note, I attended the Artist Residency Program at WFI in 2014, 2018, 

and 2020. After the first residency, my commitment to the present research was to promote soil 

health. This commitment to soil was cemented by the principles that guide WFI.  

137 See Brianne Donaldson’s Creaturely Cosmologies: Why Metaphysics Matters for 

Animal and Planetary Liberation (10-11). Donaldson’s metaphysical proposes in her proto-

ontological approaches a way for shifting away from human essentialism to a broader 

understanding of interconnected ethical roles among species.  

138 See also Maria Puig de la Bellacasa’s Matters of Care, “beyond science; food web 

models and scientific ideas of soil as living are explicitly made to speak for alternative soil-care 

and human–soil relations, with implications for the dominant productionist futurity” (195). And 

https://www.wormfarminstitute.org/
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Ingham’s “Natural Resources Conservation Service,” pioneers the term soil food web throughout 

her work. Visit https://www.soilfoodweb.com/ and 

https://www.nrcs.usda.gov/wps/portal/nrcs/detailfull/soils/health/biology/ 

139 “Situated knowledges is about communities, not about isolated individuals. The only 

way to find a larger vision is to be somewhere in particular” (Situated Knowledge 590). The 

example of gardening, the minga, and soil reclamation, as creative and artistic practices, are 

qualitative modes of existence that question the quantitative means of life. 

140 The Encyclopedia Britannica states that the father of pedology, Vasily Vasilyevich 

Dokuchayev, “viewed soil as the result of interaction between climate, bedrock, and organisms. 

In 1898, he introduced a classification of Russian soils that showed that similar bedrocks give 

rise to different soils, depending on climate. His emphasis on interactions among bedrock, 

climate, and organisms anticipated the biome theory” (“Vasily Vasilyevich Dokuchayev”).  

More recent research on soil and climate change further confirms that soil’s health depends on 

site-specific care. Soil biologist Girija V. Veni et.al., in their essay “Health and Climate 

Change,” write: “Soil’s physical, chemical, and biological properties, thereby affecting the soil 

health. Soil health is the key to sustainable agriculture” (762).  

141 It is important to keep in mind the distinction between Indo-European languages like 

English or Spanish (sp.) and Amerindian languages, they have completely different genealogies. 

Lajo explains that there is a systematic process of eradication that the Quechua language and 

culture have endured for more than five centuries. “Quechua is structured as a relational process 

of signification, where words have meaning only in context. It is in the reflection of the holistic 

understanding of the worlds that language gives meaning to relations that make life; there are no 

subjects or predicates” (Sumak Kawsay Ninchik n.d.). 

https://www.soilfoodweb.com/
https://www.nrcs.usda.gov/wps/portal/nrcs/detailfull/soils/health/biology/
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142Montgomery writes that “although historians are prone to credit the end of civilizations 

to discrete events like climate change, wars, or natural disasters, the effects of soil erosion in 

ancient civilizations were profound” (Dirt 27). 
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LIST OF ILLUSTRATIONS 

  

 Fig.1. Claire Pentecost, Soil-Erg (2012), Installation view at Kassel.  Material: soil, paper, 

graphite, glass, gold leaf, wire, and plants. 

Fig. 2 Claire Pentecost, Soil-Erg (2012), Composting Machine: earthworms, food scraps, audio.  

Fig. 3. Claire Pentecost, Soil-Erg (2012), Detailed view of stacked soil ergs on the gold-plated 

table and soil coins on the far wall. 

Fig.4 Claire Pentecost, Soil-Erg (2012), Drawing detailed view. A soil-erg sketch for a money 

note featuring the philosopher, environmental and political activist Vandana Shiva. 

Fig. 5. Watercolor by W. L. Kubiëna. Image from Atlas of Soil Profile (Plate XVIII), 

“Oligotrophic (Centro-European) Braunerde below mixed forest on sandstone shale” (Admont, 

Styria).  

Fig. 6. Lucia Harrison, Old Growth: Beneath the Forest Floor II (2015), Mixed medium: 

handmade paper, water-based relief ink, watercolor, linen thread, and wood. 7 X 1.75 X 9 inches.  

Fig. 7. Claire Pentecost, Soil-Erg (2012), Vertical Gardens. Image courtesy of the artist. 

Fig. 8. Frances Whitehead, SLOW Cleanup (2008-10), Digital rendering for the phytoscapes in 

the city of Chicago. 

Fig. 9. Frances Whitehead, SLOW Cleanup (2008-10), Digital rendering. Left side: Image Radial 

design for test plot.  

Fig. 10. Frances Whitehead, SLOW Clean-up: “Free petroleum lens in soil” (2008-12), Digital 

image from grant final report pdf. 
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Fig. 11. Frances Whitehead, SLOW Clean-up (2008-10), Digital image from grant final report 

pdf. List of plants and location diagram. 

Fig.12. Frances Whitehead, SLOW Clean-up (2008-12), Digital image from grant final report 

pdf.  

Fig. 13. Mel Chin, Revival Field Drawing, (1991), Digital image. Walker Art Center Archive. 

Fig. 14. Mel Chin, Revival Field (1991). Photo. Walker Art Center Archive. 

Fig. 15. Mel Chin, Revival Field (1991). Maquette. Mixed media. 60 X 60 inches.  

Fig. 16. Natural Resources Conservation Service PLANTS Database USDA, Thlaspi 

Caerulescens. (Common name alpine pennycress). Accessed June 26, 2022.  

Fig. 17. Frances Whitehead, SLOW Clean-up (2008-2012). Digital image from grant final report 

pdf. 

Fig. 18. Maria Patricia Tinajero, Hidden Architectures (2020). Color pencil on paper. 9 X 12 in. 

Fig. 19.  Edward Burtynsky, Dandora Landfill #1, Nairobi, Kenya (2016) Photography: archival 

pigment print. 48 x 64 in. 

Fig.20. Jea Rhim Lee, Infinity Burial Project: Mushroom Death Suit (2009-ongoing). 

Performative object: cotton suite, bio-mixed laced, soil. Dimensions variable. 

Fig. 21. Grace Lee, Suiting Dennis: a family story of green funeral (2016), Film 26 minutes and 

57 seconds. Still image from video. 

Fig. 22. Jea Rhim Lee, Suiting Dennis (2016). Screenshot. The image shows the initial 

communication between the artist and Dennis, who is interested in the death suit. 

Fig. 23. Jea Rhim Lee, Traveling Lab and Decompiculture Kit, (2009), Mixed media, dimensions 

variable.  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Natural_Resources_Conservation_Service
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Natural_Resources_Conservation_Service
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_States_Department_of_Agriculture
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_States_Department_of_Agriculture


 

 

315 

 

Fig. 24. Frances Whitehead, (2017), Doble Agency, Digital diagram. Taken from https://forty-

five.com/papers/civic-experiments-tactics-for-praxis#ref-12 

Fig. 25. Maria Patricia Tinajero, sometimes we must hang upside-down (2018), Digital Photo.  

Fig. 26. Tory Tepp, Sauk County Ark (2020), Outdoor installation. Wood, metal, and kernza 

grain. Dimensions variable. Photo by Heike Saynisch 

Fig. 27. Homer Daehn, Roadside Culture Stand (2011), Recycled driftwood, crotch wood, burled 

wood, and root wood. Steel frame, rubber wheels. 

Fig. 28. Wormfarm Institute, Keep one cow apart (2020), Wormfarm Grassland edition. Printed 

media. 
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