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‘Everything comes from underground, the rain, the lightning, the people’ 
 Paddy Neowarra, Chairman of the Ngarinyin Aboriginal Corporation,  
 in testimony to UNESCO1

1 Yusoff, “Geologic subjects: nonhuman origins, geomorphic aesthetics 
 and the art of becoming inhuman,” 397.
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The fractured, slumping and metamorphic layers underground are the 
stronghold keepers of knowledge. Knowledge, mined from pure matter, may 
reveal itself over the course of deep time or be unearthed by a geological 
participant seeking answers, transcendence, or refuge. Tracts and slopes of 
sedimentary layers are highly mobile, continually eroding and accumulating 
into new formations. Ignoring the borders of surface politics – layers and 
deposits of resources and minerals sink, shift and erupt unpredictably. 

These obscured and sunken layers enfold the darkest traits of the collective 
human being into its stratigraphy. On 16 July 1945, as the Manhattan Project 
detonated the first nuclear bomb, insidious contamination leached into the 
entire earth surface, spreading over every continent, lithic seam, dune, pebble 
and grain of sand. Unknown at the time, this moment inscribed a marker into 
earth’s geochronology that signified the end of the Holocene, the previous 
geological epoch of 10,000 years. Individuals living in culturally rich, multi-
faceted local societies were, in that instant in 1945, flattened into a collective 
being by the economic drivers of a single war project, cementing the grand 
narrative of the Anthropocene.2 This term was coined in the early 1980s  
when ecologist Eugene Stoermer referred to the transformative effects of 
human activities impacting the planet.3 Later, in 2000, atmospheric chemist  
Paul Crutzen 4 joined Stoermer and proposed the term to be used to describe 
the magnitude of human activities infecting the earth system. 

Crutzen’s discourse about how ‘we’ (‘humanity’) got to where we are frames 
a narrative about the issues and solutions that have become dominant in 
discussions  around the Anthropocene and it’s future.5 The storyline describes 
how the human species have altered the earth system at a geological scale 
– the fundamental forces being population growth, economic growth and 
international exchange.  

The conclusion reveals that scientists have ‘thankfully, at last’ made the 
Anthropos aware of the danger and can now lead ‘us’ towards the future.6  
This narrative declares humanity moving from environmental obliviousness 
to environmental consciousness, that can repair nature and equal its power. 
Kathryn Yusoff, professor of inhuman geography at Queen Mary University of 
London concludes in A Billion Black Anthropocenes or None 7 that ‘posing the 
collective in geology under the guise of universality or humanity is actually a 
deformation of the differentiation of subjective relations made in and through 
geology’. The complexity of lived realities clashing in vigorous opposition  
highlights the problem of reducing myriad cultures into a single species – 
as there is no single species, there is no single solution or single narrative.  
The broad species-thinking of the grand narrative of the Anthropocene leads 
to mystification and political paralysis, offering acknowledgement but no  
way out. 8 

2 This date is used for the purposes of this geo-story, but theorists 
 debate whether the Industrial Revolution, and even the Agricultural 
 Revolution is the beginning of the Anthropocene.
3 Harraway, “Tentacular Thinking: Anthropocene, Capitalocene, 
 Chthulucene.”
4 Crutzen, “Geology of Mankind.” 23.
5 Bonneuil, “The Geological Turn, Narratives of the Anthropocene.” 18.
6 Bonneuil, 18.
7 Yusoff, A Billion Black Anthropocenes or None, 107.
8 Bonneuil, 18.
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For thousands of years before the term Anthropocene was coined, porous 
underlands have been depicted across many cultures. Creator mythemes, 
folklore, fairy tales, classical literature and science fiction have contributed 
to a rich and complex understanding of geological undergrounds as a 
significant part of the human psyche and experience.9 These depictions 
reflect the concerns of the day and the knowledge held in the time they 
were spoken or written. Subversive underground narratives persist alongside 
mainstream science and media arenas. Today, these narratives continue to 
counter the overwhelming grand narrative and incomprehensible scale of the 
Anthropocene and globalism. 

Interpreting the new geological epoch as one of many contemporary 
underground narratives, a chthonic descent metaphor is used to narrate. 
Chthonios, a Greek word meaning ‘of or under the earth’, is found in classical 
literature, and describes a journey to the underworld. Such a journey must 
feature a descent, a pivotal event, for example a knowledge quest or a rescue 
mission, or a knowing of other worlds, then a return to the surface. 

Digging down through four moments in Chthonic locations – 20th Century 
North America, 16th Century England, 3000 BC Near East and three billion 
years ago in Australia, before returning to the surface in Aotearoa today, reveal 
these locations hold a bedrock of knowledge about society’s relationship 
to the ground. The artists in this essay who access these grounds create 
work that pitches subversive narratives to counter the modern settler state, 
acknowledging violent and systemic histories and challenging the dominant 
narrative.

9 Tozer, “Unearthing Alternative Futures.” 5.
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emperors holding up a torch when they proclaimed liberty. Economist 
Michael Hudson explains that ‘liberty’ whilst referring to the idea of freedom, 
also expresses another idea – debt forgiveness. This concept will be explored 
later in this essay on page 9. The site was cleared of rocks and garbage, 
then 200 truckloads of dirt were brought in. 285 narrow trenches were dug 
and seeds planted. Maintained for a season; the field was tended, weeded, 
fertilised and sprayed against mildew fungus, then irrigated. It was a project of 
maintenance and caretaking during a productive growth cycle. Wheatfield – A 
Confrontation (1968)  is a transgressive work as it still reaches into the future. 
It magnified the need for future development of the site to consider cultural 
and environmental needs, calling into question the misplaced priorities of 
landowners that contribute to global economic polarisation, world hunger 
and waste. The crop yielded over 1,000 pounds of harvested grain that 
travelled to 28 cities worldwide in an exhibition called ‘The International Art 
Show for the End of World Hunger’, organised by the Minnesota Museum of 
Art (1987-90). From these locations seeds were given to people to plant in 
the ground.

Denes recognised that access to the ground is a problem for many people. 
The global economy has continued to extract wealth from its participants, 
creating a hostile ground that has never been so restricted and privatised 
as it is today. Denes’ project offers alternative and productive ways for a 

community to access the ground ecologically, intimately and materially, in 
ways that are not extractive and do not leave an indelible industrial mark. The 
pressing concern of tribal land access and homeownership, the definition 
of stable ground for many people, casts a dark shadow over alternative 
cyclical encounters. These issues have not changed since 1968 and have 
only become more critical today. A recent example on 15 September 2021: 
an ancient Missouri cave containing Native American art that is at least 1,000 
years old was sold for $2.2 million to a private owner.11 The cave is a sacred 
burial site for the indigenous Osage Nation, who lived in the area before their 
lands were taken. 

The global economy is an intentionally opaque and complicated arena, with 
many participants intimidated and overwhelmed by its various mechanisms. 
With predatory lending, weaponised debt, deceptive and poorly understood 
functionality and terminology, generations since 1945 are victim and witness 
to the most significant upward transfer of wealth, land and resources in 
recorded history.

Timothy Morton uses the term ‘hyperobject’ to convey an object ‘massively 
distributed in time and space, relative to humans’,12 such as the weather, 
racism or the internet. The economy may also be categorised as a hyperobject 
as for the vast majority of the global population it is a nonlocal, unreachable, 

Artists accessed the ground in the Earth and Land Art Movement across the 
1960s-1970s with projects that explored concepts of perception, the passage 
of time, experimental analogies between the inorganic and the organic, and 
the personal and the political. Those such as Agnes Denes in the western 
land art movement dug in the dirt looking for answers. Today, an abundant 
and productive interest in the ground continues in contemporary art due 
to an urgent call to action from environmentalists and extinction rebellion 
movements. Artists invite underground encounters, processes and symbiotic 
perspectives into their practices, working in sub-narratives that divert from 
the grand narrative of the Anthropocene.

Denes’ works from the 1960s are among the first public works to engage 
with ecological concerns. In her career, she has planted many forests 
around the world, some of which include buried time capsules containing 
conversations around existence, the quality of life, and the future of humanity. 
In Wheatfield – A Confrontation (1968),10 the artist planted two acres of wheat 
in a vacant lot in Downtown Manhattan, exposing the priorities of commercial 
landlords, confronting the global economy, the privatisation of land and the 
commodification of nature. The site, next to Wall Street, the World Trade  
Centre and facing the Statue of Liberty, was worth $4.5 billion USD and  
went  on to become Battery Park City, a complex of shopping malls and  
office space. The Statue of Liberty symbolises the Babylonian ritual of 

10 Agnes Denes, Wheatfield – A Confrontation, performance artwork, 
 1982. For documentation see: “Wheatfield – A Confrontation: 
 Battery Park Landfill, Downtown Manhattan.”
11 Bishara, “Truly Heartbreaking: Osage Nation Decries Sale of Cave 
 Containing Indigenous Art.”
12 Morton, “A Quake in Being: An Introduction to Hyperobjects.”
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Radical feminist scholar Silvia Federici explains that the beginning of the 
battle against land privatisation and the enclosures began with the origin 
of capitalism in the 16th century, with the transition from feudalism to 
capitalism.17 Before the transition, serfs in England across the 5th to 7th 
centuries received land plots that they used to make a life for themselves 
and that they could pass on to children. Alongside these plots were also 
the commons – meadows, springs, woodlands that provided the means 
for the peasant economy. Access to communal lands, with hardwood 
for construction and fuel, reserves and foraging grounds, ensured self-
administration for the commoners. Federici asserts that the development of 
capitalist accumulation critically includes sexual divisions of labor, as well 
as colonisation and the mass dispossession of the European peasantry  
from its lands.18

Monster Chetwynd, previously known as Spartacus Chetwynd or Marvin 
Gaye Chetwynd, is a British artist who reworks historical, often iconic, cultural 
moments with a medieval, anarchic tone that strives for common ground. The 
delirium of her performances are underpinned by a sincerity and commitment 
to the issues of democracy, identity, equality and personal debt. As an artist 
working through these ideas, on British ground, she inherently references the 
Enclosures, a set of parliamentary strategies that lords and wealthy farmers 
used to confiscate communal land in order to increase their own. 

This sustained state-funded phenomenon expropriated workers from their 
commonwealth, and particularly disadvantaged women. Women were stripped 
of a place to convene and have their viewpoints heard, a critical loss, especially 
as they had less title to land and social power outside of the commons. 
Chetwynd’s work prioritises collective decision making, work cooperation, 
solidarity and sociality formed on the material foundation of the commons. 
Handmade props, costumes and theatre sets create a world for improvised 
performances, which are then filmed and included in a wider installation 
context. Instead of working in conventional professional filmmaking, her video 
work is made with lo-fi, easy-to-access equipment. Favoring a low economy, 
hand-to-mouth approach, the work operates as a conduit for community 
participants to connect and express ideas. Chetwynd invites spontaneity and 
creative input from her troupe of performers that includes amateur actors, 
friends, relatives, neighbors and dancers who are encouraged to make their 
own costumes and props from easily sourced low budget materials. The cast 
becomes a throng of funky-fur clad minstrels and troubadours that collectively 
morph into non-human entities, sci-fi insects or Chewbaccas; scenes tumble 
into the next. Her vision is wildly subversive in itself, with acts invoking the 
bustling commons and street spectacles of medieval times. 

Chetwynd’s A Tax Haven Run By Women ( 2010) 19 and The Green Room
(2014) 20 directly confronts the untenable economic models of today.  

unfixable problem with almost no regulation and manifests as deep and
sustained polarisation. Local realities are infected by hyperobjects such as 
the global economy and absorb negative effects such as diminishing public 
luxury, diminishing public housing and diminishing commons. Freely available 
facilities and services in society create public luxury, but are threatened as 
state owned enterprises are sold and user pay policies dominate. Under free 
market capitalism, markets have whittled access to common ground further 
and further away.

The devastating trajectory of deregulated markets was highlighted by the 
Global Financial Crisis 13 in 2008, after which 10 million homeowners (28%) 
in America lost their homes.14 47.6% of that number were Black American 
families and 44.3% hispanic (versus 26% lost wealth of white families).15 
Historian Christophe Bonneuil in his Narratives of the Anthropocene 16 
describes mass dispossession and imperial domination as the fundamental 
causes of a capitalocene narrative. His description offers more nuanced 
detail to the undifferentiated ‘population and economic growth’ of Crutzen’s 
grand narrative. As capitalist mechanisms of wealth consolidation continue 
to extract resources from the ground, desperate populations plunge further 
into debt, and the continuum of the global economy infects local realities. 
The ground surface has become ecologically hostile, and is difficult to access 
financially, especially for younger generations and the indebted. 

13 As soon as the Glass-Steagall policy was abolished by Clinton in 1999, 
 public debt was instantly available as a financial instrument to be 
 speculated on and became the most significant factor in enabling 
 the Global Financial Crisis.
14 Hudson, ... and forgive them their debts: Lending, Foreclosure and 
 Redemption from Bronze Age Finance to the Jubilee Year, xiv
15 McKernan et al., Impact of the Great Recession and Beyond: 
 Disparities in Wealth Building by Generation and Race, 2.
16 Bonneuil, 28
17 Federici, Caliban and the Witch, 8.
18 Federici, 17.
19 Chetwynd, Marvin Gaye, “A Tax Haven Run By Women,” 
 performance artwork, 2010. Frieze Projects, London, England. 
 For documentation see: Coles, “Monster Chetwynd Biography.”
20 Chetwynd, Marvin Gaye, “The Green Room,” performance artwork, 
 2014. Nottingham Contemporary, England. For documentation see: 
 e-flux, “Marvin Gaye Chetwynd and Tala Madani.”
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Maria Lai is another artist in Europe who was the catalyst for the first 
relational artwork made in Italy. A post-war artist born in 1919, she was 
raised in Ulassai, a small Late Bronze Age mountain town in Sardinia. This 
town and its people are constantly threatened by the risk of falling rocks 
from the crumbly craggy mountain range with its network of caves, cliffs and 
calcareous outcrops. The town’s most well-known story describes a young 
girl who escapes a collapsing cave and certain death by running after a blue 
ribbon that suddenly appears outside the cave: an ancient tale told to keep 
children safe from danger and for the inhabitants to find a way to live in 
harmony with the geological features they live amongst.

Lai’s vision was to tie the village to its mountain, the town’s most significant 
and defining treasure. The artist was originally asked to make a World War II 
memorial, but she refused, instead using the opportunity to call in a personal 
debt owed by the village. Lai had sworn in 1955 to never return to Ulassai after 
her brother was captured and killed in her neighborhood. To call in the debt 
of sorrow she proposed an event that would forge a symbolic and physical 
coming together for the village, an event that would mend local feuding and 
violence that had spanned generations.

Starting on 8 September 1981, the collective action took three days, involved 
nearly all of the town’s 1,000 inhabitants, and used 30 kilometres of ribbon.22 

The ribbon was pulled through side streets, flung between balconies, wound 
around spires and stone villas by hand all the way to the top of Mount Gedili, 
towering far above the remote, rocky town. Through a collective physical 
and material action, Legarsi alla Montagna (Binding to the Mountain) (1981) 
cemented a common purpose among the villagers and acknowledged their 
coexistence with the mountain. Lai’s work reconfigured the village/mountain 
relationship, as participants engaged in the expansive scale of the tectonic 
environment, inviting a more expansive inhuman thought to reconsider their 
own biological scales.

Before she died in 2009 the artist reflected on her life’s work, saying that ‘art 
should make us feel more united, otherwise we’re not human beings’. A reading 
of her work today would add that her work also seeks to unite human beings 
with the otherwise (or non-life). The collective action to bind the village to the 
mountain created a shared and acknowledged intimacy with the geologic.

In another nearby bronze age location, Sumeria, 4500 year old stone 
emerges towards geological participants, seeking to be interpreted. Political 
economist Michael Hudson23 meticulously shows us that most unearthed 
stone tablets are financial records that reveal policies far more sustainable 
and stable than today’s ones.

The Green Room performance is based on Nottingham’s ancient cave  
system underneath the city. Scenes related to personal debt include 
performers who are themselves entrenched in debt. She speaks of the work 
as a debt counselling club, where people make paper mache boulders the 
size of their debt balances, taking them down into the earth body, the caves, 
to seek counsel and for improvisational interactions with each other.21 The 
boulders weigh heavily on the actors’ backs as they struggle to move about 
with disheveled flamboyance in the dark and labyrinthine system. Chetwynd’s 
work becomes a healing process of communal expression, invoking 
democracy and social power in the safe harbour of the crustal depths. Being 
under the surface provides a transformative metamorphic experience. Her 
production becomes a place for participants to convene, a chthonic common 
for radical viewpoints to be heard and explored materially and physically.

Chetwynd’s work supports a post-nature narrative, with her hybrid monster 
characters and entangled techno-nature connecting a menagerie of sources. 
Her work rejects a pristine nature, instead celebrating a reflexive mess.  
It presents a story of metamorphic interactions, earth networks and  
hybridity that cuts across boundaries. In this end-of-nature narrative, 
environmentalism is accused of idealising a pristine nature. A pristine nature 
exists apart from people, is not accessible, it is an idealised hyperobject. 

21 BBC Four, 2/2 Marvin Gaye Chetwynd – What Do Artists Do All Day?.
22 Ford, Moya. “Why an Italian Village Tied Itself to a Mountain.”
23 Hudson was a Wall Street analyst and government adviser during 
 the 1970s and 1980s Latin American debt crises. In 1984 he worked 
 at Harvard’s Peabody Museum of Archaeology and Ethnology, where 
 he began a lifelong crusade to re-examine debt and lending history.
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strategy that there is not even a Sumerian or Akkadian word that translates 
to property. Individual ownership of land was not a concept until much later 
in classical antiquity.

The earliest Sumerian debt cancellation on record was made by Enmetena 
2400 BC, found in 1971 AD when archaeologists unearthed stone tablets 
buried in temple foundations. On this record, Enmetena provided ‘liberty’ 
for the ‘sons and daughters’ of Lagash. In 1987 Diakonoff translated the 
inscription ama-gi as ama to mean ‘mother’ and the verb gi as ‘to return’ 
indicating a ‘return to the mother’, the idea of returning to the beginning, the 
original situation. Not the idea of liberation from some supreme authority, but 
critically, a release from the state of indebtedness: the cancelling of debts – a 
liberty from debt bondage. Dominique Charpin agrees and says the word for 
‘mother’, ama should be interpreted as a point of origin, the original mother 
status. When ama-gi was proclaimed slaves were returned to their original 
owners, sold children returned to their families and sold mothers returned 
to their children.27 Ama-gi provided stability in many Near Eastern societies. 
Yet, today, there is no process of returning to the mother condition, to a zero 
balance, as the process of annulling debts for the individual brings dishonour. 

These unearthed stone records reveal a different interpretation of time, a 
spherical formation of time that civilization adhered to. Time was cyclical and 

did not support the sharp, rising formations of capital. If financial balance, 
fair distribution and access to land had been lost, it was always possible 
again in the next cycle. Years were named as per the ruler. Spring equinox 
was the new year celebration. The time for paying seasonal agrarian debts, 
and tablets broken, happened at the barley harvest.28 But classical antiquity 
rejected the cyclical idea of time and replaced it with a linear idea of time.

Lai understood that consulting stone could provide her village with renewal. 
After her brother’s death (and before her death) she returned to seek counsel 
from the mountain, a cyclical methodology for an alternative future. Today, 
creditors are doing what Bronze Age rulers strived to prevent – a rejection 
of renewal, and wealth accumulation which imposes stifling debt upon 
populations. Within linear time, economic polarisation becomes irreversible. 

Within Bonneuil’s analysis the concept of renewal supports an eco-
catastrophist narrative.29 In this narrative a cyclical organisation of time – 
growth, collapse and re-organisation promotes survival. It is the nonlinear 
conceptualisation of time and history that doesn’t require continual expansion. 
It embraces the concept of cycles such as permaculture, renewable energy 
and seed keeping, and rejects the rising pyramid of capitalism. This narrative 
pitches local, low-tech, high intelligence solutions against the threat of 
industrial collapse for a resilient society. 

Fundamental information unearthed from this Bronze Age finance research 
reveals that one of the first tasks of Babylonian and Mesopotamian rulers in 
their first reigning year was to reinstate financial balance for the people by 
cancelling any personal agrarian debts that had mounted up over the reign of 
the previous ruler. These debt cancellations happened regularly in Near East 
society from 2500 BC through to 1600 BC in Sumer, held in the first year of 
the ruler’s reign, the Jubilee Year, in the aftermath of war, or building a temple. 
As a result debt was not able to mount up over a worker’s lifetime. 

In his in 2020 book... and forgive them their debts: Lending, Foreclosure and 
Redemption from Bronze Age Finance to the Jubilee Year Hudson explains 
that it was debt commanded to be forgiven, (not sin24 ), he asserts that

Debt cancellations were the traditional means to prevent widespread debt 
bondage and land foreclosures. Rulers recognised that if they left debt arrears 
to mount up, their societies would veer out of balance, creating an oligarchy that 
would impoverish the citizen-army and drive populations to flee the land.25

One example shows six rulers of Hammurabi’s dynasty from 1812 BC through 
to 1636 BC who routinely cancelled debts.26 Each ruler proclaimed a Clean 
Slate or ama-gi to maintain their royal power to prevent land and assets being 
handed over to private families and individuals. This was such a successful 

23 Hudson was a Wall Street analyst and government adviser during 
 the 1970s and 1980s Latin American debt crises. In 1984 he worked 
 at Harvard’s Peabody Museum of Archaeology and Ethnology, where 
 he began a lifelong crusade to re-examine debt and lending history.
24 “Hudson says ‘most religious leaders say that Christianity is all about 
 sin, not debt, but actually, the word for sin and debt is the same in 
 almost every language. ‘Schuld’, in German, means ‘debt’ as well as 
 ‘offense’ or ‘sin’. It’s ‘devoir’ in French. It had the same duality in 
 meaning in the Babylonian language of Akkadian.” See: Connelly,  
 “He died for our debts not our sins.”
25 Hudson, xxiv.
26 Hudson, 132.
27 Hudson, 5.
29 Bonneuil, 26.
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Exploring the deepest level of the metabolic strata of Stromatolites reveals 
the ‘other’ of geologic life within humans. This other life may be used as a 
provocation to understand the human species as a geologic subject, not only 
capable of geomorphic acts, but as a being in common with geologic forces. 
It reveals that the non-human operates within us.

The Stromatolite is a complex figure on which all aerobic life depends. 
Stromatolite fossils are a substance of deep memory, an ancient record of 
earth’s sedimentary processes, that tell the narrative of the great oxygenation 
event. Fossil fuels are exploited by an extractionist regime that can be seen 
as borrowing, or drawing a subsidy from the non-life other. As a critical figure 
in the oxygenation catastrophe of the deep past, and as a figure at risk from 
future exploitation and abuse, the fossil is a critical medium for reorganising 
present day relationships. They are figures of immemorial debt and subsidy.  

As Alla Ivanchikova describes in her Geomediations in the Anthropocene,34 
the Stromatolite exemplifies Margaret Atwood’s insight to debt and human 
indebtedness to the planet. Famous for her interest in myths and fairytales 
and for her literary work on power politics, climate change and debt, Atwood’s 
Payback: Debt and the Shadow Side of Wealth (2008, published on the eve 

of the GFC)35 describes debt as a critical tool which declares that humanity 
is mounting an unacknowledged and uncounted debt, and at some point 
‘payback’ will need to be faced. If payback is not made humanity continues to 
accrue two subsidies, one from the deep past and one from the deep future. 
Here payback is conceptualised as a planetary scale ‘market correction’.

Atwood’s highly prescient power of imagination lies in her belief that 
science fiction is now. Able to tell detailed stories of things that shouldn’t 
be fathomable, her speculative fiction is often sickeningly possible. Her 
short story Stone Mattress (2013)36 comments on cultures of extraction. The 
protagonist accesses an alternative future by using a Stromatolite to kill her 
rapist. Here the fossil is featured as a figure of unspent potential and as a 
figure of exploitation, and allegorises the payback concept. The effort for 
the woman to survive in the Stone Mattress situates the character alongside 
other life-forms that fight against the trajectory of extinction. The reference to 
deep time and planetary scale and as well as the geological setting marks the 
work as a fiction of the geologic as well as a feminist text. Ivanchikova adds 
that ultimately the story critiques the collective ‘we’ of the Anthropocene 
and conveys the ‘Anthropos’ as a ‘capitalist, racist, patriarchal, and settler 
colonialist regime of exploitation’.37 

Digging past the inequality of the economy where Denes’ seed planting 
forecast the Global Financial Crisis – digging past the mechanisms of the 
Enclosures where Chetwynd created a debt counseling club in Nottingham’s 
cave network – to Bronze Age layers where stone reveals cyclical time.  
Going even deeper we find urgent materiality. The deepest level offers 
chthonic knowledge of alternative realities before extractive accumulation 
took hold of time and access to the ground. 

Recent geology discovered the earliest fossil evidence on earth, 
Stromatolites.30 These living fossils created The Great Oxygenation Event,31 
or catastrophe, when they began to photosynthesise 2.4 billion years ago, 
rendering almost all anaerobic life forms extinct. Categorised as accretionary 
organosedimentary structures, Stromatolites are the oldest living life-forms 
on this planet and critical for understanding the origin and evolution of 
life.32 Sedimentary rock forms layered with cyanobacteria use water, carbon 
dioxide and sunlight to create their food, contracting and expanding to 
release oxygen. Before cyanobacteria, the air only contained 1% oxygen. 
Then over 2 billion years, these breathing stones released oxygen into the 
oceans and atmosphere, paving the way for all life on this planet.33

30 Department of Mines, Industry Regulation and Safety, “Stromatolites 
 and other early life.”
31 The early Paleoproterozoic period was one of the most transformative 
 events in all of earth’s history. During this time the rise of oxygen 
 changed the earth’s atmosphere. The rise began around 2.4 billion 
 years ago, changing the planet’s mineral composition irreversibly. 
 Before this event, oceans and the atmosphere contained no oxygen.
32 Science Direct, “Stromatolite.”
33 Bush Heritage Australia, “Stromatolites.”
34 Ivanchikova,“Geomediations in the Anthropocene: Fictions of the 
 Geologic Turn.” 7.
35 CBC Radio. “The 2008 CBC Massey Lectures, “Payback: Debt and 
 the Shadow Side of Wealth”.”
36 Atwood, “Stone Mattress.”
37 Ivanchikova, 6.
38 Harraway.
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Donna Harraway is another scholar unbridled by limitation, but with a 
different take on how science knowledge is used. Harraway conceptualises 
the Anthropocene as the Chthulucene, and describes the newly born epoch 
as one where life and non-life are inextricably linked. The Chthulucene, 
Haraway explains in her Tentacular Thinking: Anthropocene, Capitalocene, 
Chthulucene (2016),38 requires ‘sym-poiesis, or making-with, rather than 
auto-poiesis, or self-making’. 

Her theory and methodology opens up approaches driven by the signifier 
SF – string figures, science fact, science fiction and speculative feminism. 
In these speculative folds the breathing lithic forms of Stromatolites may be 
unearthed as primordial figures in the core of the geo-narrative.  

Harraway proclaims the capitalocene must be unmade so that composing 
in material SF patterns and stories is possible. To combat the daily ascent 
in capitalism by billions of earth inhabitants, Harraway calls out ‘a dark 
bewitched commitment to the lure of Progress (and its polar opposite) [that] 
lashes us to endless infernal alternatives, as if we had no other ways to 
reworld, reimagine, relive, and reconnect with each other.’ 39

Speculative approaches promoted by Harraway consider multiple 
perspectives from many places rather than a single grand narrative from 
nowhere. Promoting query, speculative questions help to open up the 
potential instead of determining the actual and exists in the murk of the 
in-between. Harraway gives permission for speculative questioning. Is the 
stromatolite a primordial ancestor of life? Do the Anthropos have a kinship 
with stone?

Harraway’s radical reconfiguration of the Anthropocene grand narrative 
exposes the perceived hierarchy of humankind over non-life as a vast 
delusion propagated by modernity. She focuses on individual actions that 
benefit the collective being, rather than the individual. In her work, outcomes 
are measured in alternative timescales, to be received by generations deep 
in the future. 

39 Harraway.
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Aboriginal land rights and things of this nature shouldn’t exist’.42 Today, 
Gina Reinhart continues his extractive legacy to mine minerals wherever they 
may be and continues to vigorously oppose carbon and mining taxes.

In the face of such violent hegemony, an artist group called the Karrabing 
Indigenous Corporation43 formed in resistance, operating a non-hierarchical 
structure promoting equality. They are a grassroots media collective with 
over 50 members in the Belyuen community, producing film and video work 
to organise efforts against extractive capitalism violating their environment.

In a direct rejection of colonial land occupation, films such as Windjarrameru 
(The Stealing C*nt$) 201444 makes visible the structures of power that 
support the mining industry. In this work, the group wants to go fishing in 
the creek, but only after they get paid and can buy a boat. Trevor asks how 
much they owe in fines. They owe more than they’ve ever known. With all 
the mining in the area they don’t trust eating the food, but they feel safe in 
the radiation zone, infected from mining, because they know they know the 
police won’t enter. They move in and fall asleep on the ground. They dream. 
Repetitive, layering, reversing, floating points of view skew the horizon. 
When they wake up they walk out to be arrested. Through an improvisational 
narrative, they reveal the intersections between the destruction of sacred 
sites, illegal mining, youth incarceration and the ‘significance of ancestral 

power embedded in the landscape’.45 

The ground-based film work of the Karrabing Indigenous Corporation 
operates as a geologic agent in the Anthropocene that seeks aesthetics 
as a way of life. In the Emmiyengal language Karrabing means ‘tide out’. 
Western metaphorical interpretations of the low tide might include feelings 
of depression or being low and washed out, down and out, going under and 
generally being empty, an approach that considers the ground as an end 
destination; a place for disposal and final disposition of burial. Aborigonal 
cultures interpret this low point of the tidal cycle, or ‘under’ as an opportunity. 
‘Tide out’ reveals land with previously hidden pathways; it is a time of 
connection with the land.

In the opaque and deformed capitalist societies that we struggle to make 
sense of, corporate elites constrain the idea of the non-hierarchical collective. 
The outstretching low lying formation, or the tide-out is seen as weak and 
depleted from capital and without a continually expanding bubble the aims of 
the collective are not understood by the current and reigning economic system.

American anthropologist Elizabeth A. Povinelli has a multi-decade involvement 
with the group that spans across her various roles as archeologist and film-
maker in the collective.  

The oldest Stromatolites are found in the global-under of Australia,  
Aotearoa’s closest neighbour, a country fraught with colonial tensions and 
polarisations. It is the home of the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
peoples, the world’s oldest cultures that inhabit different modes of time and 
ground relations, where seeking primordial ancestors of stone is a way of life. 
The Northern Territories region of Australia presents a striking example of  
the decimation of ancestral sites, access to tribal lands, and indigenous  
ways of making life together which have been violated by colonial invasion 
and extractive capitalism.

Australia’s richest woman, and in 2012 the world’s richest woman, Gina 
Reinhart, owns 9.3 billion hectares of land, amassing wealth through her 
mining company Hancock Prospecting Group, which was founded by her 
father, iron ore explorer Lang Hancock.40 In 1952 he claimed, on sight and 
through mining contracts, a sizable area of the Northern Territory after he 
was forced to land his aircraft in bad weather, stumbling across vast iron 
ore deposits in the Pilbara region of Northwestern Australia. Later in 1974 
he went on to start the right-wing Westralian Secession Movement and the 
newspaper National Miner to promote his extreme views, such as the use 
of nuclear explosions to excavate mines and the introduction of sterilizing 
drugs to the drinking water of Aboriginals.41 Handcock was clear about 
his opposition to First Australians’ rights, declaring that ‘the question of 

40 Bryant, “Gina Rinehart: The world’s richest woman.”
41 The Editors of Encyclopaedia Britannica, “Langley George Hancock.”
42 Povinelli, Geontologies: a requiem to late liberalism, 33.
43 Formed in response to the Northern Territory National Emergency 
 Response Act passed by the Australian parliament, which gave the 
 government unprecedented control over First Australian lives.
44 Karrabing Film Collective, Windjarrameru, The Stealing C*nt$.
45 Wander, ““It’s Ok, We’re Safe Here”: The Karrabing Film Collective 
 and Colonial Histories in Australia.”
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Their sociality with rock entities were regarded as primitive totemism as the 
community went through a harrowing tribal land claim that lasted many years 
and is still unresolved today. They were treated as objects living out of time 
and place by the modern settler state. The Karrabing Indigenous Corporation 
film work is about human ways of knowing things and non-human ways of 
knowing things. The work enacts a world that is governed by the discipline 
of being intensely interested, (sensual, implicated, attentive, connected). 
Rather than focussing on the Life and Non-Life question, that the settler  
state demands, the Karrabing manifesto asks what formations are kept,  
and what formations are extinguished? 

In 2005 Povinelli began a discussion with the Belyuen elders about what to 
do with the massive archive of tapes that were piling up in various offices. 
Some advice was given that the tapes should be digitally converted to allow 
members of local communities easier circulation and preservation of these 
audio and pictorial histories. But several members and Elders suggested 
burying them instead. If the form of existence in the collection was only a 
memory, then that existence had been abandoned and should be given a 
kapuk (a form of burial). A return to the ground.

In other words, they thought the archive should be treated like all other remains of 
things that existed in one form and now would exist in another. A hole should be 

dug, sung over as the remains were burned, then covered with dirt and stamped 
down. For many years, some would know what this now traceless hole contained. 
Over a longer period of time, others might have a vague feeling that the site was 
significant. The knowledge would not disappear. Rather it would be transformed 
into the ground under our feet, something we stood on but did not attend to.47

This ‘vague sensing’ is key to opening up an approach to the ground that 
holds an easy sense of deep time. A sense, not necessarily knowing, that the 
ground is a reserve of knowledge, not seen as a place for unwanted disposal 
but held as the uncontested, ultimate safehold. It is the ‘vague sense’ of 
significance that the tribe trusts in. In these layered stratums, unimaginable 
geological time is acknowledged, and allowed to enact its processes before 
other anthropocentric concerns, legacies or histories are addressed.

In the end Povinelli and members of the collective decided to keep the archive, 
not locked in brick and mortar, and not burnt, but housed digitally in the cloud, 
to be exposed to the same elements as the ground, and only accessible via GPS 
when physically standing on the ground that the piece of the archive referred 
to. The community repurposed their traditional history in a virtual digital platform 
not because it could present the ancient landscape in the hypermodern but 
because they were able to provide agency to the ground by asserting Karrabing 
sayings to the viewer such as ‘where you’re standing doesn’t belong to you’. 

Based in the Aboriginal Belyuen community she works with Elders fighting 
to protect critical land formations in their homeland such as Old Man Rock 
and Two Women Sitting Down, ancestral sites that were actively destroyed  
by OM Manganese Ltd at the peak of the mining boom in 2012 (aided by 
significant support from Australian state power to the mining industry 
following the Global Financial Crisis in 2008).

The Belyuen community do not see themselves as owners of the land, 
but rather as traditional custodians of the land. Their belief is that specific 
features of the landscape are sentient and that forms of non-life actively listen 
to humans, smell their sweat, sense their mineral composition, and may care 
and withdraw care for each other. The community maintains a living practice 
of visualisation, manifestation and attending to the nuanced interactions 
between human and non-human actions. Crucially, as descendants of 
sentient sites such as these, they are not only compelled, but obliged, to act 
on this belief. With this responsibility, a prime query within the film collective 
manifesto is to ask what geological formations are kept in existence.  
An active belief in geological formations as sentient beings ensures they 
remain, but if they are forgotten formations erode away, withdrawing into 
desert. The Karrabing say the earth is not dying, but it may be turning away 
from certain forms of existence, such as settlers and their forms.46

46 Povinelli, 28.
47 Povinelli, 23.
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Hineukurangi and Parawhenuamea.48 With this recognition and intention 
at the fore, they explore junctures in the material dynamic that challenge 
perceived hierarchies of life over non-life, and embrace matter beyond the 
organic from a sense-based perspective.

Aotearoa writer and political activist Emilie Rākete discusses a unitary 
and holistic system of relationality. She explains that in Māori mythology 
Papatūānuku produces everything that exists, and that to talk about 
ourselves we first need to hold her in mind. From an individual perspective 
we’re all distinct units, but in Papatūānukutanga that is not the case. Tikanga 
Māori’s fundamental principle is whakapapa which shares heritage through 
Papatūānuku, which breaks down the chains of hierarchy, and links life and 
non-life together. She also explains the term ‘tangata whenua’ translates as 
‘people of the land’, interpreted also as ‘land-people’, which means beings 
of the land and the ‘land itself in the act of being’, simultaneously.49 Here the 
ecology is a level system, horizontal, where every aspect of the ecological 
system is equal to every other aspect and function of the ecology. It could 
be described as a political ecology of relationality, or in her tikanga it is 
whakapapa; the genealogical principle that links all human and non-human, 
‘known and unknown phenomena in the terrestrial and spiritual worlds’.50  
She says ‘parts of this system express themselves materially as what we 
identify as humans.’51

The term ‘kauae raro’ refers to terrestrial knowledge. Hudson explains that 
their questions were persistent. The collective couldn’t easily find what they 
were looking for. How to gather and process soils, silts and clays? How to 
engage with the whenua in this way? Both access to mātauranga/knowledge 
and access to land and geological sites were needed. They decided any 
findings and methodology should be open source and accessible. Through 
a practice of research and communication the collective invites other 
practitioners to use their methodology to also find a ‘way in’ to kauae raro.  
By asking landowners, farmers, and gatekeepers for access to ancestral 
sites, the Kauae Raro Research Collective methodology provides participants 
with a practical place to start. Access is a material entry point which may  
lead to a more intimate excavation where known and unknown primordial 
figures emerge. Hudson explains Māori diaspora across Aotearoa engaging 
in their process have been grateful for some guidance to access to the 
ground materially, and through this they found a ‘way in’ to a process of ngā 
Atua Māori connection that they otherwise felt unprepared for.52

Over the course of Matariki 2020 Hudson collected handfuls of dirt and 
posted them with a letter to eleven Māori artists working with whenua 
across Aotearoa. The letter, care package and exchange was personal, 
asking to learn. The artists wrote back. The exchange was rooted in 
mātauranga Māori and resulted in a 55-page publication titled Mana Whenua. 

Returning to the surface, on Aotearoa ground, artist group Kauae Raro 
Research Collective are literally digging to explore potential versions of 
geomorphic subjectivity. The collective was established in 2019 by Sarah 
Hudson (Ngāti Awa, Tūhoe), Lanae Cable (Tūhoe, Ngāti Awa) and Jordan 
Davey-Emms (Ngāti Pākehā), each with practices in visual arts, ceramics, 
research and customary Māori plant medicine (or rongoā). The collective 
formed as the artists met up on Fridays to visit local geological sites. Seeking 
out local petroglyph, pictograph and rock art sites in Te Waiariki, Bay of 
Plenty, the collective are led by a sense of mana motuhake/self-determination 
to discover and reproduce the art materials and techniques of their Māori 
ancestors.

Artists in the Kauae Raro Research Collective spend a lot of time on the 
whenua/land. They work with the whenua to connect to ngā Atua Māori/
indigenous spirituality and their taha Māori/culture. Documenting pigments 
provided by Papatūānuku/Earth Mother, ground matter is gathered with 
intention and gratitude, to process into a workable material. Rock, clay, silt 
and soil specimens are collected, ground into a fine powder to produce paint 
pigments for each other, and for artists too. They only take what is needed 
from the whenua, using the gathered materials intentionally. The collective 
acknowledges that pursuits of this nature are made possible through 
acknowledgement of ngā atua Māori: Papatūānuku, Hinetūparimaunga, 

48 Wild Pigment Project, “Kauae Raro.”
49 Rākete, “In Human: Parasites, Posthumanism, and Papatūānuku.” 4.
50 Te Ara Encyclopedia of New Zealand, “What is whakapapa?”.
51 Rākete, 5.
52 Hudson, Sarah. Phone interview by Natalie Tozer,  
 Tāmaki Makaurau / 17th November 2021.
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To counter the broad species-thinking of the grand narrative of the 
Anthropocene, collectives such as the Kauae Raro Research Collective, 
the Karrabing Film Corporation, the village of Ulassai, Chetwynds troupes 
and Denes’ field workers engage in imaginative narratives that explore the 
geologic. With its underworld, dirt and ancient matter, the geologic offers 
alternative modes for communities living precariously. The collective action 
of knowledge seeking, film work, theatrical improvisation, literal digging and 
foraging is a practical way to start exploring other modes. 

Digging through hostile surfaces into the underland enacts a process to 
counteract the ever-expanding structures of economic debt – a type of 
debt that can be refused or forgiven. Debt to deep time, others or non-life is 
debt that requires payback. Protagonists and participants seeking geologic 
knowledge acknowledge that there is no grand narrative, no single species 
and no single solution. Grand narratives with normative structures such 
as the beginning, punchline, moral judgement and end, are reductive and 
alienate, and critically – prevent both debt payback and debt refusal.

Sense-based narratives allow for a more complex, derailed approach with  
messy, unresolved, damaged and contaminated stories with multiple and  
open-ended speculation. It is these sense-based stories that explore 
relationships with the non-life, non-human and primordial. 

Through imaginative, sense-based, belief-based narratives in the geologic, 
another time or matter may coexist, a geological time/space that can’t be 
known but that may be sensed, where non-life figures such as the breathing 
stromatolite and sentient geologies can be imagined and acknowledged. 

Hudson says that engaging in this Kauae Raro methodology moved her 
practice from a ‘project to project’ approach to making, to a longform 
context that builds knowledge that is rooted in the collective. Hudson is 
also a member of Mata Aho Collective. She says that working in collectives 
invokes a strong sense of humility, and that there is no room for ego. Mata 
Aho Collective say ‘We produce works with a single collective authorship that 
are bigger than our individual capabilities’.53 Within the strength and safety 
of the collective the status quo may be refused. Politics may be questioned. 
Hudson conveys dirt as a mode of activating politics. She says ‘if you’re not 
activating politics by digging in the dirt you’re doing it wrong!’.54 The Kauae 
Raro Research Collective have both material and sense-based systems  
to access land, and in this they have the power to refuse debt, critically –  
a debt to future generations if knowledge is lost. 

53 Autet, “Mata Aho Collective at the Dhaka Art Summit.”
54 Hudson, interview. 
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Benjamin Round
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Installation Notes
The resolution of this work is 7680 x 2160 
pixels – with an aspect ratio of 3.6:1.
This is wider than cinemascope and 
designed for two UHD projectors with  
a 20% overlap.

Technical Notes
This work was made with green screen 
live-action shot on a 6K Red Camera at 
48fps, to generate footage which was 
then composted in a 3D world with local 
land features based on NASA geodata e.g 
Tongariro. It also includes Lidar scanned 
geometry of performers, public art and 
architecture.
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