








gestures, speech, and ritual. ©” By collecting pigments from the landscapes of my ancestors, I engaged in a
parallel social act: transforming rocks into artworks and participating in a continuation of this dialogue.

As I gathered colour, however, I became increasingly aware of the contradiction at the heart of
extraction: the tension between reverence and removal, between honouring place and displacing matter.
My work extends beyond Turtle Island, encompassing rocks from Europe, South America, Africa, and
Australia. Each rock being becomes part of my studio ecosystem, forming a global system of colour and
geology. The act of traveling to these places, even if for family reasons, carries an environmental and ethical
impact. I wrestle with this reality, navigating the interplay between responsibility and the privilege of
movement. Foraging in many places allows me to participate in multiple stories: a continuation of the long
history of earth pigments® used in Italy and broader Western Europe, and a still developing story of settler
relations. Integrating these materials into my practice is about understanding how I, too, am implicated in
the landscapes I traverse.

Symbiotic, reciprocal energy loops were not a framework I considered as a young person growing
up with Italian parents in Canada; therefore, foraging for rocks has become a method of grounding and
(re)connecting with the Land. It is a journey without a defined endpoint and of endless learning about
beings that provide colour: rocks, soils, clays, berries, leaves, nuts, seeds, and more. Using earth pigments
sourced locally, in Southern Ontario, and from regions abroad (figs. 1 to 12), I recognize each rock as
intrinsically charged with presence, value, and, perhaps, even consciousness.” These beings are not passive

resources but active participants in our shared narrative.

¢ Dario Seglie, “Palaeolithic Cave Art in Italy: from the Iconography of Signs to the Underlying Symbols,” Palethnologie 5, (2013):
https://doi.org/10.4000/palethnologie.5432

7 Seglie cites anthropologist Marcel Mauss’s concept of a “total social fact”, which originates in The Gift: Forms and Functions of Exchange in
Archaic Societies. Mauss emphasizes the way certain practices operate across multiple domains of social life.

8 When I refer to “earth pigments” I am speaking specifically of pigments derived from mineral sources—such as soils, rocks, and clays.

? Steven Shaviro, “Consequences of Panpsychism,” in The Nonbhuman Turn, ed. Richard Grusin (University of Minnesota Press, 2015), 19.



This leads me to consider environmental connection and my evolving relationship with the Land.
My understanding of reciprocity in this context is largely informed by the work of two contemporary
women thinkers: Robin Wall Kimmerer, particularly her articulation of Anishinaabe values such as the
Honorable Harvest, and Tilke Elkins, a colour forager, artist, and mentor. In their work, each emphasizes
practices such as asking for permission, taking only what is needed, and giving something in return.’* I
listen to voices like Kimmerer’s and contribute reciprocal energy loops by harvesting with care, sharing
sustainable practices with others, and, through my artworks, inviting others to view themselves in
symbiotic relation to geological earth. Care manifests in mindful practices such as avoiding resource
depletion, rotating foraging sites to allow for ecological recovery, and sharing learned insights with
others.!! I source many of my pigments from the Queenston Shale Formation (fig. 5), a2 450 million-year-
old geological layer which includes soft shales and clays of red to blue-grey hues. I have a preferred foraging
site, one that provides an overwhelming expanse of beautiful colours. The aesthetic experience of being at
this site is akin to a call to make artwork. However, I never visit ki consecutively, instead rotating sites and
exploring other exposed sections of the geological layer (exposures) in Caledon, Hamilton, and Burlington,
Ontario to forage. This is because foraging, however minimal, leaves a mark on the land—displacing
habitats, accelerating erosion, and removing nutrients. Letting the site rest and returning only infrequently
is a best practice. Viewing the Queenston Shale as an entity with ki’s own consciousness, I perceive each
exposure I visit as a unique interaction with ki, the colours serving as a form of communication between ki,

Earth, and myself. To keep my reciprocal energy loop with the Queenston Shale intact, I seek reciprocity in

10“Reciprocal Foraging Guidelines,” Wild Pigment Project, October 2020, revised October 2023, Accessed May 6, 2025,
https://wildpigmentproject.org/reciprocal-foraging.

11 Sharing knowledge through workshops is part of my practice and research. These sessions foster reciprocal learning, offering insights that
extend beyond conventional research and into lived, embodied experience. Additionally, working with children—through activities like
making mud pies, crushing rocks, and spreading clay—has affirmed my belief in our innate desire to connect with the Land.



varied ways, removing roadside litter from overlooked sites, deepening my understanding of invasive and
native species,'? or attuning more deeply to Land’s presence. If a rock is soft and easily transformed into
pigment, I interpret this as ki agreeing to weather more quickly. The Queenston Shale debris, for example,
offers kiself readily as a source of pigment. I recall one encounter with the shale in Hockley Valley,
Ontario: a stick from a nearby tree wedged within the formation. As the shale eroded due to rain and snow,
ki trickled down, painting the stick with ki’s red hues (fig. 13). Witnessing Earth as the creator of this
artwork felt like an extraordinary gift. Inspired by this, I collected hard mineral rocks nearby, not yet
painted by erosion, and brought kin to my studio. Here, I extended the soft shale’s journey by painting the
rocks with ki’s eroded debris. Through these practices, I strive to participate in a shared creative process.
Sourcing materials directly from the land not only reduces my reliance on the large-scale extractive
systems that fuel the modern world but also shifts the energy source of my work to the physical labour of
gathering and grinding earth pigments by hand. Still, each artwork embodies the ethical tension embedded
in sourcing materials, inviting viewers to reflect on extraction, reciprocity, and the limits of sustainable
artistic practices. In Art and Energy, Barry Lord explains how energy sources connect to cultural values
and his work has inspired me to reflect on the role of energy in art making."* In industrial extraction, the
distance between the source of a material and ki’s end use is often vast. I eliminate this distance when I
gather materials from the land, work with kin in my studio, and create within the same local ecosystem.
This approach is not merely about sustainability but about aligning my values with my actions. While I

recognize my ongoing reliance on industrial extraction in daily life, Lord’s insights highlight how shifts in

12 Kimmerer suggests that invasive species should be approached with questions such as “why are kin here?” For example, buckthorn, an
aggressive invasive plant in my area produces berries with strong and vibrant purple dye. By collecting these berries for kin’s colour, I can limit
kin’s spread. Buckthorn is invasive, yet I value kin’s properties.

Robin Wall Kimmerer, Braiding Sweetgrass: Indigenous Wisdom, Scientific Knowledge, and the Teachings of Plants, (Milkweed Editions,
2013), 214.

13 Barry Lord, “Energy Sources Are Not Value Neutral,” in A7t € Energy: How Culture Changes, ed. Gail Dexter Lord and John Strand (AAM
Press, 2014), 4.



values can emerge through intentional practices. He explains: “As we turn to renewable energy alternatives
today, we are participating consciously or otherwise in the culture of stewardship.”'* Therefore, if we rely
on energy sources outside of industrial systems, even just sometimes—especially in publicly visible ways,
we might begin to culturally see and value our energy loops differently. This can lead to a broader cultural
revaluation of materials and kin’s sources.
Dialogues

The use of rocks in my practice raises questions: What do these rocks know? What experiences
have shaped kin? These questions are focal to my practice. And kin, the rocks, speak back or, rather, assert
back in response. Working experimentally with my materials, I do not try to tame, master, or micromanage
kin. Jane Bennett’s theory of vital materialism suggests materials are not inanimate but possess an intrinsic
vitality that actively influences kin’s interactions with the world."> Embracing the agency of materials,
however, is an ongoing challenge, as is my effort to blur the boundary between human and nonhuman
creative acts. As the artist, ] am always present: talking, writing, working with, and framing my materials,
highlighting and responding to kin’s vitality. This, however, inevitably reinforces 7y human perspective. I
cannot escape this duality, there is no truly nonhuman, human-initiated creative act. Instead, I explore the
interplay between human intention and the autonomous agency of materials.

This interplay is paramount in my paper-based work. Alongside rocks, I frequently work with
handmade pulp from recycled fibers. In Fortuity (fig. 27) I have attempted to relinquish much of my
control over the process of drying these works. Keeping the size of each paper the same, I dry sheets among

rocks and soil, whose tannins and protrusions encourage the sheets to dry in certain shapes with certain

! Lord, “Energy Sources Are Not Value Neutral,” in Arr € Energy: How Culture Changes, 4.
15 Jane Bennett, Vibrant Matter: 4 Political Ecology of Things, (Duke University Press, 2020).



hues. Elsewhere, I have pursued dialogue with rocks. To create Weathering (fig. 14), I photographed the
initial cracks made in three shales as I began to break them down, mapped and replicated these cracks as
sculptural armatures encased in paper pulp, then painted each form with the pigment made from that
same shale. This process allowed the rock’s fractures to guide the work as a negotiation with, rather than a
design imposed on, the material.

By pulverizing rocks into pigments, I insert myself into the natural weathering cycle, speeding it
up. This transformation brings forward kin’s vitality and exposes my role as a geological force. In my pulp
painting series, Embedded Stories (fig. 15), I mixed crushed rock with paper pulp and used the mixture to
paint in an expressive and abstract manner, inspired by microscopic imagery of rocks observed in an Earth
Sciences laboratory at Western University. In these samples, particles of varying sizes and elements
assemble into cohesive entities/minerals. The micro and macroscopic resemble each other. Jane Bennett
views such assemblages, occurring through chance, as underscoring the vitality present in their material
components. Bennett’s theory of “7Thing-Power: the curious ability of inanimate things to animate, to act,

to produce effects dramatic and subtle”®

recognizes the unique potential of materials to be active
participants in the systems kin inhabit, independent of human control. Further, Bennett highlights that
human bodies are themselves assemblages, composed of vital materials: thing-power beings, like the rocks
and materials I work with in my art practice. Through assemblage artworks, such as Sozled (fig. 37), 1
explore this complexity of human and nonhuman relationships. Incorporating objects — in this case the
cloth diapers from my son’s infancy, soiled with earth pigments (i.e. soil) and layered to replicate geological

sedimentation — such artworks allow these objects to resist being reduced to kin’s human-imposed

meanings (despite that I play with kin’s semiotics). Kin carry histories and agency that transcend and

16 Jane Bennett, Vibrant matter: A Political Ecology of Things (Duke University Press, 2020), 6.
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contribute to kin’s potential symbolic interpretations. Conceptually, I aim to highlight the layered
temporality of materials, revealing kin’s simultaneous embodiment of personal narratives and geological
histories.

My artistic practice, in dialogue with materials, joins a temporally and spatially unbound dialogue
with artists who inspire and influence me, contemporary and not. Touching on similar concerns, we
decenter the human perspective to focus instead on what the environment and nonhuman entities
communicate. Rebecca Belmore’s Wave Sound, for example, consists of site-specific installations of long
sound-amplifying tubes placed near water. They invite viewers to listen to the environment with minimal
intervention, revealing the natural soundscape already present.!” Similarly, Natasha Myers uses slowed-
shutter photography to attune to plant movement, capturing not what humans see, but how trees
move—what she calls “kinesthetic imaging” to explore land-body relations.’® Such artworks teach me
about how to be an effective agent of material agents.

The 2015 exhibition Rocks, Stones, and Dust, curated by John G. Hampton at the University of
Toronto Art Centre, brought together Indigenous and settler artists to explore rock, human, and
environmental relations.'” In the accompanying essay, “Contemporary Rock Art,” Hampton challenges
the idea of inanimate objects as lifeless, stating: “In devoting this exhibition to ‘rocks and their relations,’ I
am not only pointing towards stones, dust, boulders, pebbles, and cobbles, but also to the ways in which
»20

rock, human, and environment relate to and with each other in forms of affective communication.

Rock art is the most ancient of art forms; the coloured pigment of powdered rocks has been a medium for

17 “Wave Sound / 2017 / LandMarks2017,” Rebecca Belmore, accessed Nov 15, 2023, https://www.rebeccabelmore.com/wave-sound/
18 Natasha Myers, “Becoming Sensor in Sentient Worlds: A More-than-natural History of a Black Oak Savannah,” in Berween Matter and
Method: Encounters in Anthropology and Art, ed. Gretchen Anna Bakke and Marina Peterson, (Bloomsbury Academic, 2018), 73-96

12 The exhibition is accompanied by many writings and images which can be seen at http://www.rocksstonesdust.com/

2John G. Hampton, “Contemporary Rock Art,” Rocks, Stones, and Dust, 2015,
http://www.rocksstonesdust.com/essays/Contemporary_Rock_Art.pdf
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mark-making and documenting experiences since Homo sapiens emerged as a species.! In the past, rocks
have been engraved, scratched, and crushed for the purposes of communication. Millennia later, artists
continue to create art with rocks, reflecting on what the medium signifies as well as what the experience of
rocks kinselves might be. After all, if “it is indeed the task of philosophy to speculate about what it is like
to be other than human, then it would be the task of the artist to inspire such speculation.”” In this way,

art and artists can play a crucial role in redefining humanity’s relationship with the natural world.

Panpsychism (as an ontological underpinning for creative practice)

Some humans may assume that nonhumans and objects lack agency or subjective experience—an
assumption shaped by anthropocentric thinking, influenced by our reliance on complex language,
introspective consciousness, and a limited ability to imagine subjectivity in other beings. Extending that
agency all the way down to the rocks proves to be even more difticult. “Due to differences in time-scale and
speed, we may find it hard to identify with a rock’s struggle to survive (although it, too, is bound to die, in
its own way), whereas the survival struggles of other mammals and even of plants often strike a chord in
us.”?3

As outlined by scholar of the Osage Nation, George E. Tinker, Osage peoples have long inferred
that the Land around them has consciousness.** The need to challenge Western anthropocentric
assumptions of consciousness becomes even more salient reading Tinker’s essay, “The Stones Shall Cry

Out,” in which he explains: “American Indian peoples understand that all life forms not only have

21 Tammy Hodgskiss, "Ochre Use in the Middle Stone Age at Sibudu, South Africa: Grinding, Rubbing, Scoring and Engraving," Journal of
African Archaeology 11, no. 1(2013): 75-95, doi: https://doi.org/10.3213/2191-5784-10232

22 Hampton, “Contemporary Rock Art,” Rocks, Stones, and Dust, 2015.

2 Eugene W. Holland, Deleuze and Guattari's "A Thousand Plateaus”: A4 Reader's Guide, (Bloomsbury Publishing Plc, 2013), 29.

24 George E. Tinker, “The Stones Shall Cry Out: Consciousness, Rocks, and Indians,” Wicazo Sa Review 19, no. 2 (2004): 106.
http://www.jstor.org/stable/1409501.
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consciousness, but also have qualities that are either poorly developed or entirely lacking in humans.”* In
the early 2000s, Western neuroscience and philosophy began to take what is referred to in the English
language as animism seriously.?® Panpsychism, though not identical, considers consciousness in the
nonhuman. In his book, Panpsychism in the West, David Skrbina defines panpsychism as a philosophical
ontology in which “All objects, or systems of objects, possess a singular inner experience of the world
around them.”” Panpsychism theorizes that consciousness is fundamental within the building blocks of
reality.

While my personal worldview is neither panpsychist, emergentist,”® or animist, and I do not go
through my daily activities considering that the grass I walk upon might have a conscious experience of my
footsteps, the research I have undertaken in my MFA has attuned me to that possibility. Philosopher Arne
Johan Vetlesen argues that panpsychism and animism offer particularly ethical frameworks for
understanding the world, while the ethical imperative to adopt a panpsychist or animist worldview is
especially poignant in light of mounting global environmental crises.*?*° According to Vetlesen, animism
embodies panpsychism in practice, offering a perspective potentially able to rectify the failures of dualism
and materialism.*' Tinker emphasizes the difficulty for individuals raised in Eurocentric cultures, which

prioritize Western scientific frameworks, to accept ideas such as rock consciousness.* For this reason, I

% George E. Tinker, “The Stones Shall Cry Out: Consciousness, Rocks, and Indians,” Wicazo Sa Review 19, no. 2 (2004): 106.
http://www.jstor.org/stable/1409501.

26 David Skrbina, Panpsychism in the West, (MIT Press, 2005), 198.

%7 Skrbina, Panpsychism in the West, 6.

28 Emergentism is the view that consciousness arises from the complexity of neural processes, meaning that mental states depend on physical
brain activity.

Timothy O’Connor and Hong Yu Wong, “The Metaphysics of Emergence,” Nozs 39, no. 4 (2005): 658-678. https://toconnor.org/wp-
content/uploads/2018/07/OConnor Wong Metaphysics-of-Emergence-2005.pdf.

%’ Johan Arne Vetlesen, Cosmologies of the Anthropocene, (Routledge, 2019), 150-208.

30 Gerardo Ceballos et al., “Accelerated modern human-induced species losses: Entering the sixth mass extinction,” Sci.Adv. no. 1 (2015):
https://www.science.org/doi/10.1126/sciadv.1400253

31 Vetlesen, Cosmolagies of the Anthropocene, 150-208.

32 Tinker, “The Stones Shall Cry Out: Consciousness, Rocks, and Indians,” 106.
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conjecture that panpsychism offers a conceptual bridge to reconcile animistic and Western cultural
ontologies. As a settler, though not raised within animistic traditions, I understand such ontologies as
plausible, valuable, and, most relevant here, worthy of creative exploration. A rock can serve as a strong
symbol of fundamental consciousness; after all, it is the base matter from which soil, and, therefore, life
emerge.

My research engages scientific and philosophical discussions of consciousness as a primary area of
theoretical inquiry, beyond art and materials. It is exciting, to me, to witness contemporary Western
thought expanding to consider consciousness as fundamental. In her documentary podcast series, Lights
On, Annaka Harris asks: If consciousness is ubiquitous, what new scientific questions does this raise about
reality? What new areas of inquiry and study might emerge from this premise?®® As an artist, I extend these
questions in my research: If consciousness is everywhere, what does it mean to be an artist when every
material you perceive may also perceive you?

Knowing Through Being-With

One of the most ineffable yet essential aspects of my research is knowing through bezng-
with—spending intentional, attentive time in the presence of rocks.>* While it is surely impossible to
comprehend geological timescales, as a rock might, being-with kin offers the closest approximation.® My

art making is a process through which sensory interactions with materials become sources of valuable

3 Annaka Harris, host, “Lights On,” Macmillan Audio, March, 2025, 11 hrs., 9 min.,
https://us.macmillan.com/books/9781250396778/lightson/

3 Heidegger describes being-with (Mitsein in German) as the inherent relational nature of human existence, suggesting that all humans exist in
connection rather than isolation. I (re)interpret this relational ontology as emphasizing the interconnectedness of all beings, extending it to
rocks and other nonhuman entities.

Dermot Moran, “Being-with (Mitsein),” in The Cambridge Heidegger Lexicon, edited by Mark A. Wrathall (Cambridge University Press,
2021), 111-115.

3 While the artist statement does not explicitly address this, the aim of approximating what it is like to be a rock stems from my research into
consciousness. Much emotional distress, such as imposter syndrome, anxiety, and depression, can arise from the illusion of a bounded, isolated
self. Though difficult to internalize without sustained meditative practice, my art practice offers a parallel path. By being-with rocks (entities
that may possess consciousness without a self), I explore the possibility of dissolving the illusion of separation between self and Earth.
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knowledge gleaned through touch, sight, and experimentation. While this embodied approach suftices for
personal understanding, I also attempt to convey a rock’s presence and properties through visual form for
my audience, aiming to convey the felt knowledge of being-with through aesthetic means. In my ongoing
Ghost Rocks series (fig. 16), I extract both form and colour from rocks I have brought to my studio,
wrapping kin in wet cloth and allowing the material to dry onto kin’s form before removing the rock,
leaving behind a ghostly presence. Through this process, colour leeches faintly into the cloth and the rock’s
form is preserved. The resulting traces evoke the elusiveness of this mode of knowing, a reminder that
unless one spends time in relation to geological beings, understanding remains beyond reach.*

During my Master’s research, I have often found myself in the Department of Earth Sciences,
meeting with professors and graduate students who have facilitated analyses of rocks gathered for my art
practice. These interactions with equipment, geologists, and my materials have provided some of the most
significant moments of my studies. Here, I was able to be-wzth rocks in completely new ways. I spent time
marvelling at kin’s microscopic forms, works of art unto themselves, observing intricate details revealed by
digital microscopes. I was guided through the elemental mapping of claystone from the Queenston Shale
Formation using X-ray fluorescence (XRF) technology, which offered valuable insight into ki’s
composition. The story of this material is shaped by numerous factors, one of the most significant being
ki’s elemental makeup. The data is embraced in my work as expressions of hidden narratives held within
these rocks. By being-with kin in an Earth Science laboratory, I profoundly deepened my tacit knowledge

of, and connection to, these materials.

3 In her writing about reciprocal foraging, Tilke Elkins emphasizes the importance of spending time with Land and material, stating, “Being
with the land in non-foraging contexts, to build intimacy and trust with the multi-species communities.”

“Reciprocal Foraging Guidelines,” Wild Pigment Project, October 2020, revised October 2023, Accessed May 6, 2025,
https://wildpigmentproject.org/reciprocal-foraging.
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Hands-on experimentation in the studio offers another form of knowing, one grounded in tactile
inquiry and material responsiveness. In recent studio explorations, I developed a clay-like material by
combining lime plaster (which absorbs CO,), paper pulp, and plant-based methyl cellulose. As it dries, the
mixture carbonizes into a rock-like form embedded with recycled fibres and traces of human presence,
such as microplastics. This poetic fusion of mineral, botanical, and human elements reflects my
commitment to sustainable material innovation. My painting, Erosion (fig. 17), is made with lime plaster,
pulp, and partially crushed rocks, capturing the transformation of stone into pigment through gestural
strokes. As pebbles erode under my hand, they merge with the substrate, preserving both the act of making
and the presence of the mother rock. The composition evokes an aerial view shaped by erosion and
sedimentation.

By physically interacting with materials in my art studio, observing the reactions and responding to
the properties that manifest, I engage with embodied insights that are enriched by the conceptual insights
of my scholarly and laboratory-based research. Kimmerer’s metaphor of braided sweetgrass speaks to this
interplay. In my studio research, I braid together knowledge from academic sources, inclusive of ancestral
knowledge shared by Indigenous scholars (which I strive to engage with respectfully, as a settler); scientific
understanding; and Earth as teacher. Together, these strands root my practice in inquiry and relation. ¥
Mulling over Colour

Naturally occurring colour tells a story of deep time and I do not choose colours in order to convey
a certain feeling. In my studio practice, mineral colour is collected and revered, its meaning is intrinsic «

priori to cultural connotations of the perceived colours. My colour palette emerges symbiotically, shaped

by the materials available in my environment as well as by my developed harvesting practices and intuition.

37 Kimmerer, "The Honorable Harvest: Indigenous Knowledge for Sustainability,” 2024.
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The earth pigments I collect—reds, yellows, browns, greens, greys—are artifacts, bearing the weight of
geological processes that have unfolded over millions of years. By becoming involved with these colours, I
am contributing to the stories of the minerals that produce them.

Loosely based on the Munsell model, I have been developing my own colour system.?® In it, value
is determined by particle size—large and fine particles clustered together create perceptible shifts in value;
chroma by the passage of time—colours fade quickly in botanical pigments like buckthorn and more
slowly in some minerals; and huxe by accessibility—the colours of my palette are largely limited to what I
forage locally, in Ontario, but expanded through travel and site-specific gathering pilgrimages. My
artwork, Deposition (fig. 18), created with pigment made from a single piece of shale, illustrates this
formulated colour theory. After breaking and sieving the rock by particle size, I used the smallest grains to
achieve the lightest values and larger fragments (nearly pebble-sized) for the darkest. Provided by a single
source, the hue remains constant, while methyl cellulose, used to bind the pigment to the surface,
maintains a chroma close to the shale’s initial tone. While the chroma may change through oxidation, such
changes will unfold on a geological timescale.

Accumulated earth pigments in my collection are each, to me, clearly distinct. Yet, to some, kin are
all simply “brown.” Have my eyes become so attuned to these pigments that their differences are obvious
to me while imperceptible to others? Perhaps, at a glance, kin are all brown but, when I work with this
spectrum, I perceive each pigment’s distinct personality, ki’s subtle shifts in warmth, depth, and
undertone. Earth pigments ask that we be attentive. While traveling, a flash of colour glimpsed from the

corner of my eye stirs an instinct in me—to stop, to touch, to engage, to play. The act of processing colour

38 The Munsell colour system, developed by American artist and educator Albert H. Munsell in the early 20th century, is a standardized, three-
dimensional model for organizing colour based on human visual perception. It defines colour using three attributes: hue, chroma, and value.
Albert Henry Munsell, 4 Color Notation, (G. H. Ellis Company, 1905).
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is meditative; through it, I connect to a deeper sense of being. As I smooth my earthen paint with my
muller, I mull over my thoughts, reflecting on consciousness, energy loops, and expression.* Through
these aesthetic experiences, I have come to think of foraging as a form of pilgrimage. Framed as such, it
transforms into a journey imbued with intention, echoing the practices of early modern humans who also
traveled to specific sites to source the materials for their art.*°

“What is there for a human to do?”#

When clay erodes and stains a rock face, ki makes geological marks, a gesture early humans
mirrored in some of the oldest known artworks. Ochre, a naturally occurring iron oxide, has been used for
millennia in scoring, grinding, and painting—a 100,000-year-old incised ochre fragment from Blombos
Cave, South Africa, is even believed to offer evidence of deliberate pre-historic abstract expression.** For
me, scratching one rock across another carries ancient resonance and exists in parallel to the dispersal of
colour by erosion, rooting art making in Earth's expressive processes. The name for red ochre, hematite,
originates in the Greek baimatites (“blood-like”),** demonstrably connecting ki to our own iron-rich
blood, exemplifying the elemental entanglement of the biological and geological. The meditative processes
of finding and preparing pigments allow me to connect across time with early human ancestors, ancestors

who answered “what is there for a human to do?” with an embrace of, and contribution to, geological and

3 The paint muller has ancient origins, grinding stones have been used to process pigments as early as prehistoric times. The modern glass
muller developed during the Renaissance, refining pigment preparation techniques for oil and water-based paints.

0 Tammy Hodgskiss, “23.06.01 A History of Ochre,” YouTube video, June 1, 2023, 14 min., 30 sec.,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cWOASFLDcbs.

1 This question was posed by Patrick Mahon during a formal critique of my studio work in December 2024. I thought it fitting and
exemplative of questions art students ask themselves. The question lingered with me, prompting reflection on my role as artist and the poetic
possibilities of participating in the ongoing processes of Earth.

Patrick Mahon, Personal communication to author, December 2024.

42 Christopher S. Henshilwood et al., "Engraved Ochres from the Middle Stone Age Levels at Blombos Cave, South Africa," Journal of
Human Fvolution 57, no. 1 (2009): 27-47.

43 “Hematite,” Online Etymology Dictionary, Accessed July 16, 2025. https://www.etymonline.com/word/hematite.
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other nonhuman processes, opening pathways by which the human and nonhuman work in sync, enacting
transformation through artistic gesture.

Richard Long's artistic career, particularly his influential work, 4 Line Made by Walking*, has
been interpreted as engaging with and challenging formalist principles. The simplicity of this piece, in
which he walked back and forth in a straight line, in the countryside, to create a temporary mark in the
grass, suggests a relationship to formal minimalism. Additionally, its execution outside the traditional
gallery context and its emphasis on bodily action align it with a generation of artists who combined
organic, temporary, non-material, and performative elements to critique the established art system and its
conventional forms and values.®> Robert Rauschenberg's Dirt Painting (for Jobn Cage) consists of
unsterilized dirt contained within a wooden frame, intentionally allowing for the growth of mold and
other living beings over time. Long and Rauschenberg, I would argue, were resisting certain human-made

fictions. Long’s work pushed back against the fiction of what sculpture should be, while Rauschenberg
resisted the fiction that artwork should be sterile, unchanging, or atemporal. This resistance aligns with the
principles I have engaged with through connecting with the Centre for Sustainable Curating (CSC) at
Western University. The CSC responds to the overreliance that galleries, museums, and artworks have on
plastics, non-biodegradable materials, or toxic substances in order for a work to be exhibited, cared for, or
even valued.

Environmental crisis has become an inescapable context of contemporary art, shaping the materials
and methods employed by many artists today—biodegradable, reclaimed, naturally derived, sustainably

sourced, and waste-stream materials among them. While similar choices in the past may have resulted in

“ Richard Long, A Line Made by Walking, 1967, England. See image:
http://www.richardlong.org/Sculptures/2011sculptures/linewalking. html
* Dieter Roelstraete, Richard Long: A Line Made by Walking, (Afterall Books, 2010), 43.
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artwork that would be classified as environmental art, they now reflect a broader shift in artistic practice.
In my art practice, the use of repurposed materials is not intended to be overt advocacy but, rather,
emerges from a deep emotional engagement with the realities of living and making in this ecological
moment. The material and formal qualities of my work develop through expressive and, often,
unconscious choices—sustainability is not the subject of the work, but a condition of its making. While
some of my material choices are long-lasting, others embrace an obvious ephemerality, differing only in
timescale.*® In my practice, I aim to challenge the assumption that humans are the sole Earthlings capable
of making art. Through my work, I seek to reveal that artistic creation is also found in natural processes:
leaching minerals from rocks, volcanic activity, melting icebergs, and stratified layers of soil with distinct
colourations. What is there for a human to do, if not to participate—to gather, stain, erode, and
place—joining in Earth’s own form of mark-making.
Time and Paper

Time is an artist. I use the self-authored term normative chronoception to describe the default,
human-centric perception of time, bounded by the approximate span of a human life and shaped by social
rhythms and expectations. Normative chronoception reinforces the illusion that things like stone are
permanent or fixed; as in “set in stone.” Philosopher Henri Bergson introduced /a durée: a notion of time
that is lived and qualitative. ¥’ Bergson distinguishes la durée, from le temps, or conventional, spatialized
time. On the passing of time, he writes, “We can thus conceive of succession without distinction, and

think of it as a mutual penetration, an interconnexion and organization of elements, each one of which

% Due to space limitations, I was unable to delve deeply into the work of Eva Hesse, the artist with whom I most resonate. Her embrace of
impermanence, instability, and modularity deeply informs my thinking, though our approaches diverge: while Hesse prioritized process over
personal or environmental risk, my practice remains attuned to questions of toxicity and sustainability.

Lucy Lippard R., Eva Hesse, (New York University Press, 1976).

47 Keith Ansell-Pearson, Bergson: Thinking Beyond the Human Condition, (Bloomsbury Academic, 2018), 74.
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represents the whole, and cannot be distinguished or isolated from it except by abstract thought.”® This
framing helps to reveal time’s inherent multiplicity which I use as a tool for reimagining temporal
experience, both human and nonhuman. I distinguish normative chronoception from geological time: a
deep, nonhuman temporality in which rocks are always in flux, weathering, shifting, and eroding. La durée
of rocks unfolds in a way that, while imperceptible to us, is no less real or experiential from the perspective
of the rocks.

The experiences of rocks are inscribed in kin’s very bodies and referred to as the rock record.
Geologist Marcia Bjornerud suggests geology enables us to perceive in four dimensions, is a way to see time,
“The rock record was not written as a collection of fables for our moral edification, but we would be
foolish not to heed its wisdom.”* Common visualizations of Earth’s vast history (such as the 24-hour clock
analogy, where humans appear only in the final minutes) are alienating and misleading. Our ancestors have
been part of the planet’s story since the early hours; we did not appear out of nowhere.>® I suggest that such
representations flatten our temporal imagination and reinforce normative chronoception, limiting our
capacity to perceive ourselves as entangled within geological time.

The temporal registers of rock and paper are vastly different. Paper pulp transforms within
minutes as fibers bond to form a surface almost instantly. Rock, by contrast, is formed over millennia
through the slow processes of sedimentation and compression (though certain igneous, i.e. volcanic basalt
rocks, may form rapidly). By placing these two materials into conversation, I bring disparate timescales into
conversation with one another. Papermaking, in this context, is a method for me to re-enact geological

time at my own timescale. A catalogue from Diex Donné, a New York-based non-profit studio and cultural

“8 Henri Bergson, Time and Free Will: An Essay on the Immediate Data of Consciousness, Translated by F. L. Pogson, (George Allen and
Unwin, 1910), 101.

# Marcia Bjornerud, Reading the Rocks: The Autobiography of the Earth, (Basic Books, 2005).

59 Bjornerud, “Timefulness: How Thinking Like a Geologist Can Help Save the World,” 2024.
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institution founded in 1976, historically significant for pioneering the use of handmade paper as a primary
medium in contemporary art, describes paper as a medium shaped by both material understanding and
openness to the unexpected. It is capable of forming images within its very structure (much like records in
rocks).>! When I embed crushed rock into pulp, the surface becomes both image and record; these
materials from different temporal scales meet. This tactile process allows me to resist Normative
Chronoception and engage with time as multi-faceted.

In my work, 4 Line Made by Walking, 2025 (fig. 30), I reference Richard Long’s ephemeral trace
left in the grass by adopting its title and exploring what it might mean to inhabit the temporality of a rock.
Each rock in this modular, expanding collection—both foraged and gifted—is partially encased in recycled
paper pulp, allowing the colour and character of each stone to remain visible. My fingerprints evidenced in
the pulp record my physical interaction with each rock being. When installed, the rocks form a line,
reminiscent of how pebbles arrange kinselves along the edge of a riverbed under the influence of flowing
water. Drawing on Thomas Nail’s Theory of the Earth, which frames the planet as a system in constant
motion, this work emphasizes the fluidity of matter.* The aim is for my /ine to be perceived as equally
ephemeral as Long’s, shaped by human gesture and geological time.

Matter/Mater

La durée is salient through motherhood. Being a mother shapes my identity as an artist. Far from
being in the background, motherhood weaves itself through my practice in both material and conceptual
ways. When my son brings home rocks from the school playground and asks me to "make art with them,”

the gesture becomes a powerful form of collaboration.>® This action acknowledges my maternal care, his

51 Bridget Donlon, ed., Pure Pulp: Contemporary Artists Working in Paper at Dien Donné, (DelMonico Books, 2016).

52 Thomas Nail, “The Flow of Matter,” in Theory of the Earth, (Stanford University Press, 2021).

53 Conversations like this with my son, sometimes unfolding while I work in my home studio, are both endearing and generative—prompting
deeper reflection on material relationships.
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curiosity, and shared engagement with Earth. These moments echo concepts of Mother Earth, the
pigments I use carry my and kin’s stories of origin, sustenance, and protection. Yet, as a parent working
within the context of ecological precarity, I am increasingly aware of the fragile trust this metaphor
invokes: the belief that Earth will continue to sustain us, even as that care is jeopardized by the failures of
those who have not been able to consider reciprocal energy loops around them.

In my practice, I invite my children and others to enter into relationship with Earth and with me,
through creating mud pies, which then become a symbolic gesture of this connection. Forming mud with
one’s hands reflects a seemingly universal impulse to engage with matter and create form, a gesture that
transcends age, culture, and epoch. What begins in childhood as instinctual play becomes a deliberate and
reflective visual language. A growing collection of mud pies accumulates in my studio, composed of
recycled paper pulp bases filled with mud and natural pigments. Some are made by me, others by my
children, and still others by participants in workshops. During these sessions, I provide pre-formed paper
bases, and children fill them with various muds, rocks, and earthen pigments—joyfully mixing materials
and embellishing with seeds, flowers, and twigs. This act of pretend play becomes a fully present
engagement with Earth. These Mud Pies (fig. 38), collaboratively crafted, often take the form of circles and
concentric rings, echoing patterns found in pooling water, sedimentary layers, and embryonic growth.

The modular nature of the mud pies reflects a use of modularity that occurs throughout my
practice. Creating repeated, yet distinct, components that build into a larger whole emerged, perhaps
subconsciously, as a way I could accommodate fragmented studio time. In the rhythms of early
motherhood, with frequent interruptions and shifting attention, modularity became a method of

continuity. Each small component of an artwork or thematic set of explorations functions as a completed



