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The Center for Contemporary Art 
& Culture at PNCA is pleased to 
present The Earth Will Not Abide.

The exhibition The Earth Will Not Abide 
poses questions about the ecological and 
social viability of industrial agriculture 
and extractive land use. These artistic 
projects, spanning video, creative 
mapping, paintings, and installation, 
comprise an investigation of and aesthetic 
response to these questions, employing 
a variety of media and methods. Through 
the works of Ryan Griffis and Sarah Ross, 
Brian Holmes and Alejandro Meitin, 
Sarah Lewison and duskin drum, Claire 
Pentecost, and Sara Siestreem, the 
exhibition draws connections between 
lands in the US, Brazil, Argentina, 
and China that have been—and are 
currently being—engineered to support 
an agricultural economy based on 
monoculture. The Earth Will Not Abide 
attempts to understand the rapid 
transformations in land use, biological 
diversity, and social structures wrought 
by these monocultures and envision 
how the analytical tools of political 
ecology allow us to visualize and critique 
this subject, while also pointing us in 
the direction of viable responses.



Despite living in a region 
for years or decades, there 
are always more aspects 
and details of it to learn.
Places change, yes, both with sudden force 
and at glacial pace, and in the course of 
living life we can miss or overlook both, 
losing out on opportunities to understand 
new cultures or to help slow the onslaught 
of environmental degradation. To wrap 
one’s mind around a place, such as your 
neighborhood, or Bay Center, Washington, 
or the bioregion of Cascadia, potentially 
requires many lifetimes of witnessing 
its geography, weather, biology, culture, 
industry and spirit, and hearing about 
it through the eyes and experience of 
people who know it well and perhaps 
quite differently than others.

 Embedded into the exhibition The Earth 
Will Not Abide is much of this witnessing 
and listening. As one of the artists, Brian 
Holmes, points out in his essay, the group 
of artists in this exhibition are “equality-
oriented and ecology-minded” and I would 
add to that, documentarily focused. The 
initial seven artists, Ryan Griffis and 
Sarah Ross, Brian Holmes and Alejandro 
Meitin, Sarah Lewison and duskin drum, 
and Claire Pentecost, have been working 
within and around each other for several 
years; this exhibition is but one output of 
their ongoing interconnected work. The 
exhibition was first mounted in Gallery 
400 at the University of Illinois and since 
has traveled to the University Museum at 
Southern Illinois University in Cardondale.

 The Portland edition of The Earth Will 
Not Abide contains most of the original 
works from the previous two, and it 
includes new projects with a Northwest 
focus, in particular by the Portland, 
Oregon based artist Sara Siestreem (hanis 
coos). This expansion to the original 
lineup came naturally from the origins 
of mounting the exhibition in Portland, 
which stemmed from a conversation 
between myself and Brian Holmes in the 
summer of 2016 when he shared with me 
some of the beautiful and illuminating 
mapping projects he had undertaken. 

In the simplest terms what Holmes 
builds are maps, bound together on a 
single web-based platform to create an 
atlas; but they are more than that. These 
works are multimedia visualizations of 
the interconnected past and presents of 
human intervention into the environment. 
The maps within the atlas delineate 
systems of extractive capital, such as 
energy and crop production, and they 
also share a history of waterways and 
the manipulation of their course by 
humankind’s shovel. They prominently 
feature the persons and groups who pour 
themselves into the labor of stopping 
the companies who dig up the land 
and leave the rivers and air toxic. The 
projects are sensual representations of 
the political ecologies of a region, and 
act as a tool to make information public, 
yes, but also to gather a public around, 
to experience empathy for our complex 
Anthropocene landscape, and see how we 
might have a positive impact together. 

 The first of these, Petropolis, mapped 
and documented the work of several 
Southeast Chicago residents and activists 
who sought and still seek, to clean up and 
ban the enormous mounds of petcoke 
and other industrial materials that are 
making the air and water toxic in their 
neighborhood. The next two maps he 
worked on focused on river systems, 
collectively called Living Rivers. These 
projects, which are included here, detail 
the ecosystem, its various inhabitants, 
and the devastating impacts made by 
human intervention into this system. 
The river projects include one focused 
on the Mississippi and Great Lakes 
watersheds, and a second created by 
Alejandro Meitin, which covers the 
Río de la Plata basin, situated from 
southeastern Bolivia, to southern and 
central Brazil, and moving south though 
Paraguay, Uruguay, and finally northern 
Argentina. During our conversation 
it became clear that extending the
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inspiration of the Living Rivers map 
to the Columbia River Basin would be 
a thrilling and stimulating endeavor 
that could shed light on the political 
ecology connected to this river system.

 For the past year Holmes and I have 
worked to get to know this river basin, its 
past and present, through the experiences 
of those long connected to it and also 
through the eyes of newcomers. This 
work is not done without the knowledge 
and generosity of many people,* whose 
work and projects you will you experience 
within the atlas. With the opening of 
The Earth Will Not Abide we are publicly 
launching this web based atlas, which 
we are calling Learning from Cascadia. 
This is as much a set of maps of persons, 
histories, and projects, as it is a map of 
locations and sites. The atlas is ongoing, 
with its edge only bound by the border 
of Cascadia (for now) and our ability to 
share it with others. In the coming months 
and years, this atlas will become more 
populated with projects already underway 
and others we have yet to imagine. 
Learning from Cascadia and the other 
Living River atlas are also interconnect 
with and in part inspired by the work 
of the Anthropocene Curriculum project 
organized by Haus der Kulturen der 
Welt (HKW) in Berlin, all of these feeding 
into HKW’s Mississippi: An Anthropocene 
River culminating with a series of 
events in St. Louis in spring 2019.

 One of the projects in the gallery and 
that intersects with and adds depth 
to the atlas is Claire Pentecost’s soil 
chromatography project, Oculus. This 
unusual photographic technique lets one 
visualize the biological action happening 
in the earth. Elements such as minerals, 
climate, geological variants, and others 
have visual impacts on the results and can 
be used in tandem with more standard 
numeric based mineral soil testing to 
understand the quality of the soil. Where 
the numbers can share how many 
minerals there are, the chromatographies 
are able to give you a look at what is alive 
in the soil right now. In the summer of 
2018, Pentecost traveled from Montana 
to Washington, Oregon and Idaho, 
collecting soil along the way. Returning 
to her Chicago studio, she prepared the 
filter paper and the samples to make 
some of what we now see in the gallery. 
The results are images aesthetically 
captivating and information rich. Though 
the specifics of what they tell us are 
not obvious, they do remind us of the 
diversity of the ground beneath our feet.

 Sara Siestreem’s projects are located 
in the gallery and outside in the historic 
hallway, and her practice will also be 
documented within the Learning from 
Cascadia atlas. Siestreem’s work came 
to mind immediately as we began 
conceptualizing what an atlas of the 
Columbia River Basin would look like 
and mean. Her practice has been on 
my mind for about a decade, first in the 
form of paintings loaded with repeated 
and gestural symbology. Later I began 
to see woven works of red cedar bark 
and displayed bundles of collected 
materials, the cache for future projects. 
It was the 2015 exhibition Indigenous 
Currents in the newly opened Center 
for Contemporary Native Arts at the 
Portland Art Museum that shed light 
on the process Siestreem undertook to 
not only learn the ways of Northwest 
Indigenous weaving, but too, to bring 
the weaving practice back to her tribe, 
the Hanis Coos. Through an operation 
of reverse engineering, Siestreem, 
with the guidance of Greg Archuleta 
(grand ronde) and Greg A. Robinson 
(chinook), studied the woven works of 
her ancestors from photos and from 
visits to the colonial collections of 
regional museums. From this work, they 
were able to decipher the techniques 
of Siestreem’s tribal weavers. A result 
of this tremendous effort was the 
founding of the Hanis Coos Traditional 
Weaving Research and Education Project, 
which has brought back gathering 
practices and waving techniques to 
the The Confederated Tribes of Coos, 
Lower Umpqua, and Siuslaw.

 The works presented in the gallery 
come out of this deeply researched 
experience, taking the form of seven 
woven basket hats Siestreem has 
created, not for this exhibition, but 
for seven children in her tribe, to be 
used in ceremony. The materials to 
create these hats were collected in 
locations traditional to the Hanis Coos 
people, including places near Jordan 
Cove, much in the environmental 
news for an extractivist plan backed 
by the Pembina Pipeline Corporation 
of Calgary, to build a liquid natural 
gas (LNG) terminal and pipeline from 
Malin, Oregon to Jordan Cove in Coos 
Bay. This terminal and pipeline would 
complicate and compromise several 
sites where the tribes go gathering 
in Jordan Cove. To address these and 
other industrial impacts on Indigenous 
practices, Siestreem has incorporated 
construction and logging twine that 

she came across while gathering 
other materials for the hats.

 In addition to these final works, 
Siestreem is also “occupying land” with 
the display of cattails, sedge, bear grass 
and tule that she and others have gathered 
for next year’s workshops with the Hanis 
Coos Traditional Weaving Research and 
Education Project. She describes this 
yearly act a demonstration of her tribes 
“sovereign rights, a legal provision for 
Indigenous people of this landmass to 
continue to practice our cultural and 
spiritual birthright.” As we began to 
planning for this display of caches, I 
asked Siestreem if she would be willing 
to create an architectural intervention 
into our building, reflecting on the 
use of the “Indian Chief” motif whose 
profile is repeated eight times in the 
historic corridor, carved into the marble 
above each doorway in the octagonal 
entrances on the east and west sides of 
the building. The resulting installation, 
AN INDIGENOUS DECONSTRUCTION OF 
HISTORIC AND CONTEMPORARY ECONOMIC 
RACISM couples the use of “red-face” in 
PNCA’s building with a recent experience 
Siestreem faced herself. I was thrilled 
when Siestreem accepted the invitation 
to be a part of this project. To feature 
and support an artist who is working 
to ensure an Indigenous future for the 
region and beyond is foundational for 
examining the connections between 
that Indigenous future, colonial legacies, 
and current political ecologies. Her 
works will ignite dialog, ideas, and self-
reflection for our public and community. 

 Sara Siestreem is not only a dedicated 
maker, but an eloquent and powerful 
speaker and writer. You will find a booklet 
with her own words, detailing these three 
projects. With that, you will also find 
the essay I referenced by Brian Holmes 
here in this booklet, which speaks more 
about the creation of the exhibition in 
the Midwest and the works within it. 

 -Mack McFarland
Director of Center for Contemporary 
Art & Culture at PNCA 
 
*Molly Alloy, Greg Archuleta, Lisa Bates, Emily 
Bosanquet, Spencer Byrne, Katherine Cheney, Jodi 
Darby, Ardis DeFreece, Laura Feldman, Laura Lo Forti, 
Ashley Gibson Graeter, Gary Johnson, Tony Johnson, 
Denise Lofman, Liza Jane McAlister, Daniela Molnar 
,Greg A. Robinson, Sara Siestreem, Peter Schoonmaker, 
Kevin Scribner, Dan Serres, Howard Silverman, Adam 
Simmons, Jason Smith, Travis Stewart, Liz Terhaar, 
Sharita Towne, Kevin Van Meter, Brett VandenHeuvel, 
Lou Watson, Iris Williamson, Amilee Wilson, Linda 
Wysong, Jasmine Zimmer-Stucky, and others.
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Artist Bios
 
Sarah Ross
Sarah Ross is an artist who works 
in sculpture, video and photo and 
teaches at The School of the Art 
Institute Chicago. Her projects use 
narrative and the body to address 
spatial concerns as they relate to 
access, class, anxiety and activism. 
Sarah also works collaboratively with 
Chicago Torture Justice Memorials 
and co-founded the Prison and 
Neighborhood Arts Project; two large 
scale cultural projects that work 
with survivors of police torture and 
currently incarcerated people. She 
has co-curated exhibitions at SPACES 
Gallery, Cleveland; Sea and Space 
Explorations, Los Angeles; and PS122, 
New York. Sarah is the recipient 
of grants from the Propeller Fund, 
Graham Foundation, the Illinois 
Art Council and she is currently an 
Open Society Foundation Fellow. 
Her artwork has been exhibited in 
venues such as the Armory, Pasadena, 
CA; Gallery 727, Los Angeles; 
PS122, New York; Roots and Culture 
Gallery, Chicago; Pinkard Gallery, 
Baltimore; META Cultural Foundation, 
Romania and the Canadian Center 
for Architecture, Montreal.
 

Ryan Griffis
Ryan Griffis is an artist currently 
teaching in the School of Art + Design 
at UIUC. Under the name Temporary 
Travel Office, Ryan has created 
work and publications that attempt 
to use tourism as an opportunity 
for critical public encounters. The 
Temporary Travel Office has created 
work for venues such as the MAK 
Center for Art and Architecture, Los 
Angeles Contemporary Exhibitions, 
SPACES Gallery, Los Angeles 
County Museum of Art, Links Hall, 
PS122, LA Freewaves, and the 
Finger Lakes Environmental Film 
Festival. His writing has appeared 
in international print and online 
journals and in the edited volumes 
Cities and Inequalities (Routledge, 
2015) and Support Networks (Chicago 
Social Practice History Series, 
SAIC/University of Chicago Press, 
2014). His recent work employs the 
form of documentary images and 
writing to address regional political 
ecologies and extractive agriculture.
 

duskin drum
At the School of Advanced Studies, 
duskin drum is a founding professor 
and researcher in the Material 
Relations research group. He is 
an interdisciplinary scholar, artist, 
performer, and woodsman. In 2017, he 
completed a doctorate in Performance 
Studies with designated emphases 
in Native American Studies, and 

Science and Technology Studies at 
University of California, Davis. In 
2005, he earned a Bachelors of Arts 
studying interdisciplinary theatre 
and performance at Evergreen State 
College . For 15 years, duskin has 
been making art and performance 
in Asia, Europe and the Americas.
 

Brian Holmes
Brian Holmes is a polyglot art and 
cultural critic who got waylaid by the 
Anthropocene. After doing his PhD in 
Romance Languages in the 1980s at 
UC Berkeley, Holmes moved to Paris 
and became involved with art and 
activism, working as English editor 
for the publications of Documenta 
X and agitating in the counter-
globalization movement. His essays 
on art, political economy and social 
change have appeared in journals 
and magazines such as Springerin, 
Multitudes, Brumaria, Open, #Errata 
and E-flux, as well as innumerable 
exhibition catalogues and three books 
of collected essays (Hieroglyphs of 
the Future, Unleashing the Collective 
Phantoms and Escape the Overcode). 
He has lectured at museums and 
universities around the world and 
taught occasional classes in cultural 
theory at the European Graduate 
School in Saas-Fe, Switzerland, and 
later at the University of Illinois at 
Chicago. Climate change makes 
all the foregoing matter less. After 
returning to live in the US in 2009, I 
have collaborated with the Compass 
(http://midwestcompass.org) and 
more recently with Deep Time 
Chicago. Over the last few years I’ve 
made and exhibited multimedia 
maps on environmental issues, 
using open-source software and 
public science data. The idea is to 
represent and embody a necessary 
shift from political economy to 
political ecology. See for example 
http://tinyurl.com/petropolis-map and 
http://tinyurl.com/living-rivers-map.
 

Sarah Lewison
Sarah Lewison an artist, writer and 
educator based in Southern Illinois. 
Her interdisciplinary performances 
trace relations between the social 
and economic referents we humans 
maintain to the economic and political 
presence of non-human species and 
cultures. Often these performances 
resemble the ordinary activities that 
silently define our relationships to 
environment and each other. Working 
independently and in collaboration 
with the media group BLW and the 
Compass correspondence in the 
Midwest Radical Culture Corridor, 
she has created projects for galleries 
and public spaces in the United 
States, Mexico, Europe and China. 

She is Associate Professor, Radio, 
Television, and Digital Media at 
Southern Illinois University

Alejandro Meitin
Alejandro Meitin is an artist, lawyer, 
environmental activist, and co-founder 
of the art collective Ala Plástica (1991), 
which is based in La Plata, Argentina. 
Since 1994 he has been a member 
of Arte Litoral, an independent 
network of artists, critics, curators, 
and scholars interested in new ways 
of thinking about contemporary 
artistic practice and critical 
theory. Meitin has been involved 
in researching and developing 
collaborative artistic practices 
and has a number of exhibitions, 
residencies, and publications to his 
credit. He has also taught courses 
and given lectures in Latin America, 
North America, and Europe.
 

Claire Pentecost
Claire Pentecost is an artist and writer 
whose poetic and inductive drawings, 
sculpture and installations test and 
celebrate the conditions that bound 
and define life itself. Her projects often 
address the contested line between 
the natural and the artificial, focusing 
for many years on food, agriculture, 
bio-engineering, and anthropogenic 
changes in the indivisible living 
entity that animates our planet. 
Since 2006 she has worked with 
Brian Holmes, 16Beaver and many 
others organizing Continental Drift, a 
series of seminars to articulate the 
interlocking scales of our existence 
in the logic of globalization. A sample 
of Pentecost’s exhibition venues 
include dOCUMENTA(13), Whitechapel 
Gallery, the 13th Istanbul Biennial, 
Nottingham Contemporary, the DePaul 
Art Museum, the Third Mongolian 
Land Art Biennial. Institutions inviting 
her to lecture include MIT; CalArts; 
RISD; Northwestern University; 
Rice University; The University of 
Virginia; Creative Time Summit and 
many others. She is represented 
by Higher Pictures, New York, 
and is Professor and Chair of the 
Department of Photography at the 
School of the Art Institute of Chicago.
 

Sara Siestreem
Sara Siestreem (hanis coos, 1976-) 
is a master artist from the Umpqua 
River Valley on the South Coast of 
Oregon. She comes from a family of 
professional artists and educators, 
her training began in the home. 
Siestreem graduated Phi Kappa 
Phi with a BS from PSU in 2005. 
She earned an MFA with distinction 
from Pratt Art Institute in 2007.  Her 
studio work is multi-disciplinary. 

Her primary language is painting, 
but she also works in photography, 
printmaking, drawing, sculpture, 
video, and traditional Indigenous 
weaving. Her art practice branches 
into education and institutional 
reform. Siestreem created and 
runs a weaving program for the 
Coos, Lower Umpqua, and Siuslaw 
Indians. She teaches Studio Arts and 
Indigenous Studies Courses at PSU 
and Community Education courses at 
PNCA. Her work in institutional reform 
relates to curatorial and educational 
practices regarding Indigenous Fine 
Art. She has been represented by 
Augen Gallery in Portland, Oregon 
since 2010. Her work has been 
shown at Museum of Northwest Art, 
Missoula Art Museum, Hallie Ford 
Museum, Jordan Schnitzer Museum 
of Art, The Whatcom Museum of Arts, 
The University of Oregon Museum of 
Natural and Cultural History, Museum 
of Contemporary Native American Art, 
Grants Pass Museum of Art, Crow’s 
Shadow Institute of the Arts, The 
Art Gallery of Greater Victoria, The 
Evergreen Longhouse, Newport Visual 
Arts Center, Spaceworks Gallery, 
Littman Gallery, Archer Gallery, 
Royal Nebeker Gallery, Crossroads 
Carnegie Arts Center, COCC, OSU,1Spot 
Gallery, Jacobs Gallery, Columbia City 
Gallery, Pratt, Mark Wooley Gallery, 
Modern Zoo, The Life Gallery, Zeitgeist 
Gallery, Pip Gallery, and City Center 
Gallery. Her work figures in The 
Bonneville Power Administration 
Native Art Collection, Propel Insurance 
Collection, Crow’s Shadow Institute 
of the Art Collection, The Hallie 
Ford Museum, The Missoula Art 
Museum, Native American Student 
and Community Center at Portland 
State, The Portland Art Museum, and 
the Regional Arts & Culture Council, 
Portable Works Collections as well 
as private collections around the 
world. She lives and works exclusively 
in the arts in Portland, Oregon.





It’s hilarious 
that such a tightly exclusive, intensely ideological and relentlessly Parisian vanguard as the 
Situationists should have had such a lasting influence on generations of equality-oriented 
and ecology-minded American artists – but that’s the way it is. An example of that influence 
is the Continental Drift through the Midwest Radical Cultural Corridor, carried out in the 
summer of 2008 by a dozen or so people who would later be called Compass. Brett Bloom 
made a flyposter that caught the spirit of what we were about to do:

Starts in the middle of one state, moves through big urban spaces, gathers people and pulls them 
out to new possibilities, stops by toxic neighborhoods, coalesces on trains, gathers in parks 

and rest stops, holds raucous debates outside corporate headquarters, engages in clandestine 
activities, people join in at all points, ends in rural areas in the middle of another state.1

 While “drifting” for ten days in a fluctuating, self-organized pack through a series 
of sites scattered across Illinois and Wisconsin, I’m sure some of us were secretly 
hoping to walk the edge, loosen the bounds of our capitalist desire and encounter the 
radically Other, in the grand Situationist tradition of the dérive. A lot more explicitly and 
pragmatically, we were looking to to set up a less Chicago-centric circulation between 
towns like Champaign-Urbana, Carbondale, Madison and Iowa City, where some of us 
have worked and lived. Along the way the way we’d reach out to people, familiar and 
unknown, and make our passage an occasion for particular kinds of attention to the 
surroundings. We wanted take the region where we live to heart, as a place of massive 
unresolved social dilemmas and small, proliferating counter-cultures that have a lot to 
say to each other. Most of the art we saw around us was metropolitan, enabled by jet 
planes and electronic networks. But the world we saw around us was built on the old, 
extractivist relations between the city and the country, which continue to shape social 
classes and lived environments on either side of the urban-rural divide. Our aim was 
to explore the political ecology of the region over the middle and long term. For us, 
the Midwest Radical Cultural Corridor was not a high-speed rail link between central 
business districts (the perennial dream of frustrated local elites). Instead, the MRCC was 
a set of forking pathways where you could alternately be inhabitant, traveler, follower 
or guide, meeting people, hearing and telling stories, learning the landscape, carrying 
out artworks or activist projects – and definitely getting to know something other than 
the quickest freeway from the airport to the bar, the university or the museum.

 We were influenced by the geographical experiments of Walking In Place, a visiting 
wanderers program facilitated by Nick Brown and Kevin Hamilton in Champaign-
Urbana; by the counter-globalization theory of the Continental Drift seminars that Claire 
Pentecost and myself helped organize with the Sixteen Beaver Group in New York; by the 
transgressive localism of the art group Temporary Services; by the travels of Mike Wolf; and 
by the tremendous, uncharacterizable mix of people who moved in and around an open-
door, no-cash-allowed cultural and political space called Mess Hall in Chicago, whose initial 
keyholders included Brett Bloom and Dan Wang, later members of our gang. Over four 
or five years we got together regularly for meetings, winter retreats and drifts to Detroit, 
Carbondale and once even to China. What Compass eventually became was not so much a 
collective author as an extended and semi-formalized friendship network that could divide 
into smaller focused collaborations, do projects, organize events, make works and then 
later reconvene to tell stories, assess results and soak up with ideas for further adventures.

 We wrote a book with contributions by our members and like-minded cultural producers 
from the region, entitled Deep Routes: The Midwest in All Directions, edited by Sarah Ross 
and Bonnie Fortune.2 We split into smaller groups to carry out particular projects, like the 
Monsanto Hearings, organized by Sarah Lewison and Sarah Kanouse, which were fictional 
tribunals for the dramatized expression of very real griefs; or Southwest Corridor Northwest 
Passage, by Rozalinda Borcila and myself, which put together concepts, images, maps and 
walks to explore the impacts of global transportation infrastructures on the Chicago area.3 
Members of our group acting separately carried out projects like Between the Bottomlands 
and the World, by Sara Ross and Ryan Griffis, which is an interview-based video project 
that calls on local actors to restage multiracial and multinational social relations in the 
small meatpacking center of Beardstown, Illinois; or the book Re-Collecting Black Hawk: 

Contintential Drift through the MRCC poster,
2008
Designed by Brett Bloom
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Landscape, Memory, and Power in the 
American Midwest, by Sarah Kanouse 
and Nick Brown, which uses interviews 
with contemporary Native American 
intellectuals to disrupt the incredibly 
widespread popular appropriation 
of Black Hawk, an indigenous chief 
whose multileveled acts of cultural 
resistance are still considered a “war” 
by settler colonial society.4 Much of the 
Compass experience is documented on 
a website, http://midwestcompass.org.

 Creating and receiving all these things 
within a long-term friendship network 
sets you up for future surprises that you 
don’t see coming. The most recent of 
these is an exhibition entitled The Earth 
Will Not Abide, about the continental-scale 
changes in landscape ecology brought on 
by extractive agriculture in both North and 
South America. The project was initially 
shown in Gallery 400 at the University of 
Illinois at Chicago, then at the University 
Museum at Southern Illinois University in 
Carbondale, with future stops planned in 
Portland, Oregon, and Rosario, Argentina.

 The project was more-or-less led by 
Ryan Griffis, who wrote a Humanities 
Without Walls grant and set up a 
partnership with Gallery 400. The idea 
was to visually represent the industrial 
production of genetically modified grain 
in both North and South America, and to 
analyze that production process within the 
framework of a global political economy 
that has been fundamentally transformed 
by the rise of East Asia.5 What we wanted 
to do aesthetically was to place ourselves 
and our viewers within a transnational 
machinic process that far exceeds any 
individual’s direct perception, but still 
touches us intimately, through the food 
we eat and the landscapes we turn away 
from, until they return in our faces with 
all the brutal political consequences of 
the rural-urban divide. Could we make 
the most boring thing in the world, 
industrial agriculture, into art? Could 
we make the machinic process visible? 
Could we make the notion of political 
ecology tangible? Could we set up 
explorations and collaborations across 
two continents? Could we carry out such 
a leap in scale without totally losing 
ourselves in abstraction? Suddenly we 
found ourselves trying to formalize an 
approach to many of the core issues that 
had arisen over our years of Midwestern 
drifting and group experimentation.

 The series of works by Claire Pentecost, 
collectively entitled Oculus, are good way 

to enter the project, at or even below 
ground level. These circular starburst 
forms are soil chromatographies – a 
documentary image produced by the flow 
of diluted soil through filter paper treated 
with silver nitrate and subsequently 
exposed to indirect sunlight, before a final 
vinegar bath and wax coating that fixes 
the image. The technique was invented by 
the German scientist Ehrenfried Pfeiffer, 
a collaborator of Rudolf Steiner, in the 
attempt to develop a sophisticated but 
relatively low-cost method for assessing 
the quality of cultivated soil in biodynamic 
farming. Creating the “chromas” involves 
an exploratory activity, carried out in fields, 
forests, pastures or peripheral urban 
environments with the help of a digging 
knife, a sample bag, a camera and a 
notebook. Sites are typically chosen on the 
basis of sheer curiosity toward particular 
places, glimpsed from afar while traveling 
through the countryside. A hole anywhere 
from six to eighteen inches deep is carved 
through initial layers of decaying organic 
material, to reach the richest and most 
intriguing humus. The sample is lifted 
out into a bag, the location is noted and 
a photograph of the site is taken. Later 
comes the patient studio work of drying 
and grinding the samples, stirring and 
settling the solutions, and infusing the 
treated filter paper. The liquid spreads 
from a central point through capillary 
action, depositing organic compounds 
and minerals in distinct sequences until 
it reaches a prescribed diameter. At that 
point the wick that has been inserted into 
a tiny hole in the filter paper is pulled 
away. But there is still almost nothing 
to be seen. Only slowly does the image 
develop: a visual testimony to what 
Claire calls “the cosmos underground.”

 She began this work in the Chicago 
area, as part of an ongoing investigation 
into the sources of nutritional health and 
the powers of microbial decay. The local 
context of this research is defined by 
endless acreages of corn and soybeans, 
propelled through their genetically 
altered lifecycles by massive injections of 
nitrogen, phosphorous and the ubiquitous 
herbicide glyphosate (aka RoundUp). 
Like the other members of the Compass, 
Claire wanted to get to know this land 
for what it is today, but also for what it 
was in the time of the rolling prairie, and 
what it could be if we as a society ever 
came to our senses. Her pathway has 
veered increasingly away from critical 
analysis and toward direct perception, 
reworked artistically in the quest for a 
visionary experience that remains within 



common reach, at human scale. Where 
exactly did we come from, we moderns 
who would cover half the planet with the 
satellite guided, technologically boosted, 
financially turbocharged infrastructure 
of fossil-fuel farming? Well, maybe we 
came from dirt, and maybe you could get 
to know that, by getting your hands dirty. 
This hands-on knowledge has extended 
slowly outward, as if through capillary 
action, to wider and wilder circles around 
Chicago. For the version of The Earth Will 
Not Abide in Portland, Claire decided to set 
aside the large oil paintings that she had 
originally contributed, and instead bring 
the chromatography technique from the 
Midwest to Cascadia. What you see on the 
walls of the gallery are documents, taken 
directly from the living underground. 
Yet these documents gain the intensity 
of a vision from their real surround, 
which is the world of mechanized 
agriculture portrayed in other aspects of 
the exhibition. That world pulses with a 
thudding diesel roar out on the endless 
acreages of the Columbia Basin Plateau in 
Central Washington, where a number of 
samples were taken during an extended 
drive-by. The Oculus series might be 
conceived as a way of seeing through the 
motorized flux of what Brett Bloom calls 
“the petroleum space/time continuum.”

 One great thing in an exhibition 
is when the different parts seem to 
talk to each other, like the people who 
made them do in real life. Here, the 
wordless affective probing of Claire’s 
chromatographies is answered by a 
video entitled A Great Green Desert, made 
by Ryan Griffis and Sarah Ross. This 
work uses intricate documentary editing 
to juxtapose features from two very 
different eco-regions, the US tallgrass 
prairie and the Brazilian cerrado, which 
have been visually and functionally 
unified by strictly identical practices of 
extractive agriculture. The voice-over 
frames the radical simplification of the 
landscape as the culmination of a long 
history of settler colonialism, which 
has thrust the very soil of the Americas 
into the accelerating system of global 
commodity circulation described so 
presciently by Marx, at a time when these 
lands were still being expropriated from 
their original inhabitants. Today a new 
process of expropriation unfolds, as the 
“soy frontier” expands in Latin America’s 
Southern Cone and a fresh colonization 
of the remaining grasslands is carried 
out in the North. The video shows the 
transnational machinic process in 
action: hybrid GM seeds, no-till farming, 

mechanized harvesting, road, rail and 
river logistics, and the transfer to ocean-
going vessels for global trade coordinated 
by electronic finance. These scenes are 
accompanied by explicitly formulated 
questions that sketch out the concerns of 
the entire show. Here are some of them:

Where can we see the transformation of 
ecosystems into land for the global grain trade?

What are the mechanisms for moving 
hundreds of thousands of acres of that land?

If land is power, what power do we have when 
vast territories are ceded to a few varieties 
of crops inedible to humans? What power 
do we have when vast territories are ceded 

to a few varieties of companies? (…)
If land is power, what does it mean to 
strip land of its ability to sustain life?

Where does this power reside when it 
is extracted and shipped away?

 These questions owe a lot to one of 
the foundation stones of political ecology, 
the collectively authored 1987 volume 
Land Degradation and Society, which 
uses a range of historical, scientific and 
philosophical methods to show how the 
life-sustaining capacities of specific 
regions can be diminished by exploitative 
land management.8 The results, according 
to the study, are proliferating social 
conflicts over environmental issues. The 
phrase “The Earth Will Not Abide” is a 
direct reference to the warnings raised in 
the conclusion to this far-sighted book.

 Ryan and Sarah recorded video 
interviews with farmers, activists 
and intellectuals in Brazil and the 
US, extending the conversation about 
the machinic landscape. Meanwhile I 
reached out to an Argentinean friend, 
Alejandro Meitin of the group Ala Plástica, 
whom Sarah Lewison and I had met 
on a trip to Argentina in the summer of 
2014, and with whom Claire and I later 
traveled up to the Brazilian border.9 
We brought Alejandro to the States for 
a lecture at Gallery 400, and for some 
Compass-style drifting in Carbondale. A 
lot of the talk on those trips was about 
watersheds and bioregions. These 
interests led the two of us to begin an 
“inter-basin collaboration,” involving 
the creation of an online multimedia 
map with two parallel investigations. 
The map explores the Paraná-Paraguay 
river basin, which encompasses most 
of the soybean land in South America, 
and the Mississippi and Great Lakes 
basins, where corn is king and soy runs 
a close second. However, we didn’t start 
our investigations with mechanized 

Ryan Griffis and Sarah Ross
A Great Green Desert
(still from 4-channel video)

Alejandro Meitin
Ríos Vivos



agriculture, but with a far more basic fact: 
the circulation of water in, through and 
beyond our bodies, linking the human 
metabolism to the biogeochemical 
cycles of planet Earth. Living Rivers/
Ríos Vivos is the name of our double 
project, which comes together under the 
heading “Open Veins of the Americas.”10

 I used a lot of public environmental 
science data in my half of the map, which 
is divided into four main sections: Biomes, 
or characteristic ecological habitats such 
as grasslands, marshlands, riverine 
spaces, etc; Anthromes, or radically 
transformed “anthropogenic biomes,” 
especially the corn-soy anthrome that 
covers most of the Upper Midwest; Wars, 
by which I mean conditions of extreme 
land degradation brought on by practices 
like excessive fertilizer or pesticide use; 
and finally Visions, which goes looking 
for alternative rhythms, discourses, 
imaginaries and modes of inhabiting the 
two great watersheds of the Great Lakes 
and the Mississippi, whose dividing line 
runs through the city of Chicago where I 
live. The map has all kinds of subsections 
focusing on the political ecology of the 
Midwest, underscoring things like the 
role of ethanol as a driver of land-use 
transformation, or the spatial pattern of 
nitrogen pollution and its relation to the 
formation of “dead zones” in the Gulf of 
Mexico. The general point is to make you 
aesthetically feel what you intellectually 
understand, and vice-versa. But of 
course, it’s also a geographical map, and 
it stimulates people to tell tales about 
places, or to go out and experience them.

 For his part, Alejandro Meitin took 
a more grassroots narrative approach, 
based on decades of experience with 
Latin American social movements. He set 
up some different categories: Cuenca, or 
watershed; Extracciones, or extractions; 
Golpes, or political coups; and finally 
Mutua Crianza, which is the Spanish 
translation of an Aymara Indian word 
that speaks of something like “reciprocal 
fostering” or “mutual upbringing.” 
Crianza, as Alejandro notes, “implies 
conversation, dialogue, understanding, 
pacts, negotiations, reciprocities, 
exchanges and agreements between 
human and non- human entities.” This 
is where a phrase like “land use” really 
starts to mean something: when it is 
treated as a reciprocal relation. I am 
totally entranced by Alejandro’s first-
person accounts of the way in which 
willows are collectively cultivated and 
harvested on Delta wetlands that have 

no formal owner – veritable common 
lands, whose productive capacities are 
sustained according to the principles 
of an oral tradition. Alejandro and his 
partner Silvina introduced new designs 
and uses to extend traditional willow 
basketry and furniture production into 
twenty-first century economic circuits, as 
a way to help sustain a fragile culture of 
the land. But a look at the Golpes or Wars 
sections of our maps will remind you that 
this is hardly the dominant way of doing 
things. Grain production, like all extractive 
industries, is about expropriation, 
violence, and the concentration of political 
power according to the demands of the 
world market. And the violent coups that 
have brought soy-exporting interests 
to power in Paraguay, Argentina and 
Brazil are the result of exactly those 
demands, echoed in the North by the 
violent environmental expropriations 
of the Trump administration.

 All the works in The Earth Will Not 
Abide revolve around what political 
ecologists call “social metabolism,” or 
the extraction, transportation, processing 
and consumption of natural materials. 
Recent scholarship makes it clear that 
the metabolic rate of global capitalist 
civilization has risen dramatically over 
the last two decades, with a consequent 
rise in socio-environmental conflicts. This 
notion of social metabolism is not just 
a metaphor. More than any other factor, 
it is the rising appetite for meat in the 
newly industrialized countries of Asia 
that has driven the expansion of the grain 
market, primarily for animal feed. Similar 
pressures of the world market affect the 
extraction of all basic commodities, such 
as metals, minerals, rare earths and oil.11 
In the representations of extractivism, 
the manufacturing centers of Asia are 
often the missing link, the absent “other 
scene.” Yet the odd thing for the Compass 
group is that China has been part of our 
Midwestern conversation for years, due to 
our Chinese-American collaborator Dan 
Wang. Some of us even drifted together 
to China, as I mentioned; so our group 
became imbued with the atmosphere 
of the Lashihai Valley, where Sarah 
Lewison filmed the multichannel video 
installation entitled Naxilandia in the 17th.

  Sarah doesn’t focus on the grain 
trade. Rather she goes straight to one of 
the many edges of Chinese society, and 
focuses her camera on the slow, almost 
imperceptible resistance of the Naxi 
people, who are a language group of about 
300,000 speakers living in the foothills 

Sarah Lewison
Naxilandia in the 17th

Contintental Drift Through the Midwest 
Culture Corridor, 2008
(Discussion with Lisa Haynes of 
Tomahnous Farm, a certified organic 
produce grower in Champaign County, IL.) 
photo by Ryan Griffis



of the Himalaya.12 Here, the pressure of 
the global commodity system is mainly 
felt through the five-year planning 
frameworks imposed by the Chinese 
National Party Congress – in this case, 
the 17th Party Congress held in 2007, 
which introduced fundamental changes 
relating to the industrialization of the 
countryside and the privatization of land 
use. Sarah’s video installation confronts 
you with peasants who resist integration 
to the nation state and the world market, 
and attempt instead to continue with 
village-scale subsistence farming. So 
it’s a work about peasant resistance. 
Yet you also see villagers caught up in 
the burgeoning tourist trade, which is 
strongly encouraged and sometimes 
directly managed by state companies. 
This is internal tourism, conceived 
for the rising new classes of Chinese 
consumers: yet it appears as another 
transnational machinic process, with 
uncanny similarities to tourism in Brazil, 
or the US, or Argentina. In a text panel that 
provides a narrative for the installation, 
Sarah lets us know that she feels directly 
concerned by these kinds of transnational 
machinic processes, because her father, 
a continuous process engineer, worked 
for a company that placed a high-stakes 
bid on the installation of nitrogen plants 
in China in the 1970s, during an earlier 
phase of the country’s modernization. 
In the same sequence, the grandfather 
of the family compound where Sarah 
did her residency goes into a deep 
discussion of the ways the Naxi have 
responded to state programs. When you 
come to that moment, you feel an intense 
insight into the ways that machinic 
processes cut not only across spatial 
scales, but also across generations. 
However, Naxilandia in the 17th isn’t 
fundamentally about the state or the 
transnational economy. Instead it is about 
the ecology, or if you prefer, the intricate 
social metabolism, of a very particular 
valley in the foothills of the Himalaya.

  What can we do with the vast 
experience of the earth system that 
continually pulses through our own 
bodies? In this text, I’ve been suggesting 
that one of the ways to make art and 
to carry out cultural activism is to 
maintain a long-term conversation 
within a friendship network that 
gradually spreads out and dissolves 
into a territory. For us, that territory is 
at once real and mythopoetic: it’s the 
Midwest Radical Cultural Corridor. It’s 
worthwhile to bring a bit of that myth 
along, even when presenting highly 

formalized cultural artifacts dealing 
with complex assemblages such as 
industrial agriculture. Any study of 
transnational machinic processes will 
raise daunting questions. Like, how do 
you bear the weight of what you know? 
How do you bring your own self and those 
whom you love back into the complex 
artifacts that you make to represent 
those processes? How do you slow 
down or mitigate the effects of the big 
machines, without necessarily fleeing 
from them, or denying their multiscalar 
abstraction? Are these possible questions 
for a museum or a university colloquium? 
Can additional contexts be created to ask 
and maybe even answer some of these 
questions over the upcoming years?
The Situationist biopic to which my 
title refers is called On the passage 
of a few people through a rather brief 
moment in time. It contains a great 
aesthetic statement conveyed through 
a simple voice- over against a blank 
screen. The statement goes like this:
What usually makes documentaries 
so easy to understand is the arbitrary 
limitation of their subject matter. 
They describe the atomization of 
social functions and the isolation of 
their products. One can in contrast 
envisage the entire complexity of a 
moment which is not resolved into 
a work, a moment whose movement 
indissolubly contains facts and values 
whose meaning does not yet appear. 
This confused totality would then be the 
subject matter of the documentary.13

What I’ve offered here is a pretty confused 
totality. Without any conclusion I’ll end 
by evoking a group portrait from the 
last Compass family gathering, for a 
summer-camp event called the Kickapoo 
Conversation, convened by Sarah Kanouse 
and Nick Brown. We posed, seated and 
standing, at the base of great stone 
outcrop wrongly called Black Hawk Rock, 
to which we were guided by a tribal 
historic preservation officer for the Ho-
Chunk nation named Bill Quakenbush. 
This was another great surprise: almost 
everyone from the early days had come 
out for the occasion, and the conversation 
that started in 2008 was still ongoing.

1 See http://midwestcompass.org/continental-drift-
through-the-midwest-radical-cultural-corridor.

2 The whole book is online at http://midwestcompass.
org/deep-routes; or ask us for a copy.

3 See http://monsantohearings.net  
and http://southwestcorridornorthwestpassage.org.

4 See http://regionalrelationships.org/bottomlands  
and www.recollectingblackhawk.net.

5 A website gathering documentation can be found at 
www.regionalrelationships.org/tewna.

6 For the concept of “cheap nature,” see Jason 
W. Moore, Capitalism in the Web of Life: Ecology 
and the Accumulation of Capital (London: Verso, 
2015), p. XX: “Cheap Nature is produced when 
the interlocking agencies of capital, science, and 
empire… succeed in releasing new sources of free 
or low-cost human and extra-human natures for 
capital.”

7 For this concept see Brett Bloom, Petro-Subjectivity: 
De-Industrializing Our Sense of Self (Breakdown 
Break Down Press, June 2015), p. 94.

8 Piers Blaikie and Harold Brookfield, eds, Land 
Degradation and Society (London: Methuen, 1987); 
the book was also republished by Routledge in 
2015.

9 See the Ala Plástica website at https://alaplastica.
wixsite.com/alaplastica.  
Also see https://cuencaslab.wordpress.com, for 
documents of the project where members of the 
Compass group first met Alejandro Meitin, as well 
as Sarah Lewison’s reflections on the trip and its 
teachings, 
at http://midwestcompass.org/thinking-with-a-
river.

10 The maps can be accessed at http://ecotopia.
today/livingrivers/map.html. 
Our umbrella title refers to Eduardo Galeano’s 
brilliant 1971 book, The Open Veins of Latin 
America; however, the North American section 
underscores the degree to which the imperial 
extractive process is also carried out on US and 
Canadian territory.

11 For the concept of social metabolism in its 
relation to recent processes of geopolitical 
change, see in particular the article by Roldan 
Muradian, Mariana Walter and Joan Martinez-
Alier, “Hegemonic transitions and global shifts in 
social metabolism: Implications for resource-rich 
countries. Introduction to the special section” in 
Global Environmental Change 22/3 (August 2012).

12 For documentation of the work, see http://www.
regionalrelationships.org/tewna/project/naxilandia-
in-the-17th-sarah- lewison.

13 Guy Debord, director, Sur le passage de quelques 
personnes à travers une assez courte unité de 
temps, 18’, 48’’, 1959. Available at https://vimeo.
com/58909937. I have slightly adapted the 
translation given in the subtitles, in order to come 
closer to the original French syntax.
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