Capturing a matter so precarious: an age of
making in the Anthropocene
Jess Holdengarde

Abstract 				
Introduction:
The presence of uncertainty

9

Natural uncertainty			

11

Systematic rejections of
the precarious			

16

Precarious times:
an opportunity for change		

18

The abscence of capital time:
temporal patterns of wildness

20

- a precarious archive		

22

Capturing something so		

38

precarious
Bibliography 				42
Index 					45
Acknowledgments		

2

47

3

“ Much has been made lately of hauntings. Some understand hauntings
as one or another form of subjective human experience - the epistemological
revivification of the past, a recollection through which past makes itself subjectively present. But according to QFT, hauntings are lively indeterminacies of
time-being, materially constitutive of matter itself - indeed, of everything and
nothing. Hauntings, then, are not mere remembering of a past (assumed to be)
left behind (in actuality) but rather the dynamism of ontological indeterminacy
of time-being/being-time in its materiality. And injustices need not await some
future remedy, because ‘now’ is already thick with possibilities disruptive of
mere presence. Each moment is thickly thread through with all other moments,
each a holographic condensation of specific diffraction patterns created by
plethora of virtual wonderings, alternative histories of what is/might yet/have
been. Re-membering, then, is not merely subjective, a fleeting flag of a past
event in the inner workings of an individual human brain; rather, it is a constitutive part of the field of spacetimemattering.” (Barad, 2017:113)
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Abstract
This paper was initially inspired by a text by Karan Barad in a collection
of essays titled, The Art of Living on a Damaged Planet: Ghosts of the
Anthropocene (Tsing et al, 2017: 103-120). The specific extract1 presents
an understanding of the oscillating opportunities of an alternative “what
is/might yet/have been” of the present (Barad, 2017:113). A time that is
thick with precarity and therefore presents multiple possibilities for alternative futures.
I have used Barad’s description of the “dynamism of ontological indeterminacy of time/being and being/time” as an influential starting point
in this paper. My research began to delve into an understanding of this
dynamism as the existential feeling of uncertainty that haunts the globe
collectively with the outbreak of Covid-19. This paper questions how this
feeling is in turn related to the natural instability of our current epoch:
the Anthropocene. When comparing the experience of present instability (socially, politically and economically) with the uncertainty of our
expanding ecological crisis, one can’t help but question if the occurrence
of precarity is an inherent presence in our human existence - especially
if we can accept our dependent relationship to the natural world. This
type of thinking requires a counter narrative to the natural world being
separate and opposed to humans. It demands surrendering to theories
of entanglement.
The enquiries throughout this paper further investigate the state of precarity as an opportunity to re-imagine our current epoch; examining
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1. see on page 5
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possibilities of what it means to grasp the experience of precarity as an

Introduction: The presence of uncertainty

act that considers the future and therefore challenges our perception of
constructed Western ideas of progression and time.

I’ve been contemplating the year 2020 and how it has been a year in

Finally, I look at my own practice as a type of noticing that records, preserves and archives the moments in which we can sense a change in
the order of things. This creates an engagement, in a curious way, with
the world that I am co-existing within. To practice a pattern of noticing
that considers the multilayered and dependent web of our ecology and in
turn prepares us for a future that embraces the precarious and possibly
even the wild.

which we are “haunted” by the very possibilities and determinacy that
are of the past; the perceived norm of social interactions, human contact
and physical space. This has all now changed because of the reality of
living in a global pandemic. The absence of life as we know it has left a
void in our understanding of our tenacious existence. It has left us in a
state of precarity and indeterminacy. Our notion of stability, structure and
determinate sense of being is constantly in flux and has possibly always
been.
This term “precarity” is best described by Anna Tsing (2015:20) in her
chapter on the arts of noticing in her recent book, The Mushroom at
the end of the world.2 This description of precarity not only resembles
an experience of the last year, but I also believe it represents an era
that we have been somewhat ignoring until now. It raises an important
realisation of our reliance on the world around us and in turn an inevitable occurrence of instability. Has the year 2020 only acted as a catalyst
for the state of precarity that is inherently linked to the Anthropocene? Is
this state of unpredictability a regular human experience and how do we
define a re-structuring in a space that is void of certainty?

2. “The condition of being vulnerable to others. Unpredictable encounters transform
us: we are not in control, even of ourselves. Unable to rely on a stable structure of
community, we are thrown into shifting assemblages, which remake us as well as our
others. We can’t rely on the status quo: everything is in flux, including our ability to
survive” (Tsing, 2015:20)
see Tsing, A. (2015). The Mushroom at the End of the World. Princeton University
Press, UK.
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This essay will look at the current natural instability of the Athropocene,
our entanglement to the natural disorder of things. Because of this entanglement, it’ll look at how our very existence is both reliant on, and a
source of, continuous indeterminacy. Where will this dynamism of the
precarious take us and how do we hold onto it?
It’s important to note that the experience of precarity is not a new phenomenon but a reality for many of those living in more vulnerable circumstances and less privileged nations. So, when unpacking the notions of
precarity, instability and indeterminacy, we need to continue to investigate this ”we” in all our experiences of the current state of things. This
will take a certain type of reflective questioning of who this very skewed

Natural uncertainty
“It doesn’t stop: every morning it begins all over again. One day, it’s
rising water levels; the next, it’s soil erosion; by evening, it’s the glaciers melting
faster and faster; on the 8pm news, between two reports on war crimes, we
learn that thousands of species are about to disappear before they have even
been properly identified. Every month, the measurements of carbon dioxide in
the atmosphere are even worse than the unemployment statistics. Every year,
we are told that it is the hottest since the first weather recording stations were
set up; sea levels keep on rising; the coastline is increasingly threatened by
spring storms; as for the ocean, every new study finds it more acidic than before. This is what the press calls living in the era of an ecological crisis.”
(Latour, 2015:7)

This quote from Latour’s essays on climate change points towards the

order of things will really effect (Sledemere, 2019:15).

constant natural instability that is the reality of the Anthropocene. A nat-

These questions demand an investigation of the traces and lexicons of

us. A natural disaster is no longer an abstract occurrence that is only

ural world in flux that in turn reflects the instability of all beings, including

prevailing space and time. This essay acts as a nexus to alternative possibilities and glimpses of an archive of research, influences, recordings
and preserved moments of 2020. It is a result of a shift in my personal
practice as an artist, using time based mediums to record the environment around me - creating a collection of the present and adopting a curiosity for the wild. These entangled moments, that have been captured
and preserved, beg the viewer to consider the possibility of the precarious world that sits beyond, within and before this text. By noticing the
reality of the precarious, it hopefully will force a more practiced type of
looking that recognises the varied experience of uncertainty and in turn
offers an opportunity to stop and question the meaningful actions we can
take to contribute to alternative futures.

experienced in “developing” nations but rather part of a new eco-political
disaster that forces us - at a global level - to recognise the complexity
of our roles within this map of cataclysms. We are constantly haunted
by the living proof of a natural world that is shifting and not in the right
direction.
I grew up in South Africa and so my childhood was full of wildlife, sea
creatures and extensive birdlife. As I write this chapter, I am sitting in my
family home in the Western Cape. My time here has become a reminder
of the wild things that I no longer see or interact with. When I was growing up, our home was in a small coastal town called Kommetjie which
is situated in the Cape Peninsula. Our afternoons as children were filled
with diving for crayfish or hunting for mussels that clung to the kelp cov-
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ered rocks. Our activities were reliant on the seasons, the ocean swell

garden plants. You don’t often see a speckled tortoise in the Cape that

and most importantly how much extra pocket money we could earn from

frequently anymore, and if you do, it’s on a solo mission.

selling crayfish to our neighbours. We’ve been reliant on earth as a liveable planet since our existence; learning how to interact and utilise the

The regulations and the obvious change in our seasonal patterns in the

world around us in order to survive is part of our human instinct. This re-

Southern Hemisphere are constant reminders of the visible ecological

lationship to the environment negotiates a type of collaborative survival

change that is occurring on our planet. We are part of a generation of

(Tsing 2015, 19).

spectators that can “glance back” at our youth and notice the drastic
decline of the surroundings that have been affected by the new climate

This is tangible as I return home almost 20 years later from these memo-

regime (Halberstam, 2020:1). We have been forced to look at how our

ries of child’s play and natural sea foraging. I’m reminded that collecting

existence is indeed involved with the nihilistic acceleration of flooding

mussels and shellfish harvesting are now regulated by the department of

cities, expanding drought regions, burning forests, starving nations, van-

Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries.3 You need a permit to collect any type

ishing ecosystems, and diminishing species…soon to be us.

of shellfish along the coastlines of South Africa. I’m of course in support
of these regulations in order to protect and sustain what small amount

It seems that recognising this natural instability has become more palpa-

of sea life we have left. I’m only saddened that such regulations are a

ble in 2020. I believe that this is because the Covid-19 global pandemic

reminder of our accelerated reality into a world of vanishing species. As

has had a universal detrimental impact on nations. This threat to our

I recall the memories of sea harvesting, and how the natural abundance

existence, with its natural “waves” and “peaks”, has created a relation

of shellfish is no longer in existence, I am also reminded of the speckled

of our interconnectedness to nature whilst also providing (in a forceful

tortoise population that used to override my mother’s garden. I saw one

kind of way) a moment of reflection to stop and notice the very damaged

just the other day and was shocked that I hadn’t seen a speckled tor-

ecological and social disorder of things. It forces us to recognise the in-

toise for almost six years. This species of tortoise in the Western Cape

evitability of our mortality that is in tune with the state of the environment.

has declined by 66% due to drought conditions and expanding urban
development (Loehr 2018, 4). When I was younger, speckled tortoises

I don’t think it’s surprising that there have been environmental benefits

- which were in abundance - would find their way down to the sea from

that have occurred across the globe earlier this year in response to the

the mountain behind our house. They were a nuisance and ate all our

modern paced world being forced to slow down.4 Our isolation and re-

3. This regulation has been in place in 2015 and can be downloaded online.
See Department of Agriculture, forestry, and fisheries: The Republic of South Africa.
Recreational Bait and Shellfish Collection.January2015 [Accessed on: 03/12/2020]
Available:http://www.nda.agric.za/doaDev/sideMenu/fisheries/09_recreational_fishing/recreational%20Bait%20Collection%20.pptx
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treat from capitalist progress (that Western expansion and urban devel4. See Milman, 0. 2020. “Pandemic side-effects offer glimpse of alternative futureon Earth Day 2020”, The Guardian. [Accessed on 12 May 2020] Available:https://
www.theguardian.com/environment/2020/apr/22/environment-pandemic-side-effects-earth-day-coronavirus
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opment is responsible for) has forced a type of sensibility that we have

with deadly stings.6

often - before now - shrugged under the climate change rug. I believe
that this type of awareness has been forced upon us due to our very

These descriptions point towards the relationship between humans and

entanglement with the world around us. As people across the globe

the natural world as something that isn’t binary but rather twisted, reliant

were urged to stay home, when businesses closed their doors and when

and in effect of one another. It’s the binary way of thinking - described by

modes of transport were halted, then finally people were forced to notice

Kathleen McAfee (2016:69) as a type of “dualist implication” - that lends

the impact that our accelerated lifestyles have had in the complex sys-

itself to a rather privileged disposition in which humans are seen as sep-

tem we are a part of.

arate and opposite to the environment. This binary logic has also allowed
a false and obscure narrative of the Anthropocene to exist as an argu-

Does it take the very threat of our own presence in our natural environ-

ment that benefits the reality of Western implications in the “nature-so-

ment to recognise our responsibility in what Latour (2015:7) describes as

ciety nexus” (McAfee, 2016:65). Whilst the natural world is shifting into

living in an age of an ecological crisis? Does it have to be something as

ecological ruin so are the politics of nature.7 It is critical that whilst we

extreme as a global pandemic for us to finally recognise our monstrous

look at our nuanced position in a perplexed eco-system we also need to

role in the entanglement of all things living and being?

question who is most affected in the climate change conversation. McAfee in her essay on “The Politics of Nature in the Anthropocene” further

Natural threats are part of our era (Latour, 2015:7). Despite this, 2020

explains that “the gulf will deepen between the climate-protected and the

has posed an opportunity for our environment to heal in some way and in

far greater number of people whose already-precarious lives are threat-

turn allowed us to embrace a “wildness” that we have almost lost touch

ened by the consequences of climate change” (2016: 71). If we can

with (Halberstam, 2020:1). I wonder, are we moving toward a time when

remove ourselves from the binary logic that separates the human from

we can actually accept Lovelock’s (1979) understanding of the Gaia The-

the non-human as well as recognise our varied social, cultural and eco-

ory?5 By recognising our intertwined relationship with the world around
us, we recognise our role in the disorder of things. This sort of reliant relationship is described again in the introduction “Haunted Landscapes of
the Anthropocene” (Tsing et al, 2017) in relation to jellyfish and why they
have become so dangerous, sending numbers of patients to hospitals
5. His theory states that “ for those who like to walk or simply stand and stare, to wonder about the Earth and the life it bears, and to speculate about the consequences of
our own presence here.” (1979:11)
See Lovelock, J. (1979) The Ages of Gaia, Oxford University Press, London.
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6. “Jellyfish are monsters, it is because of their entanglements - with us. Jellies
become bullies through modern human shipping, overfishing, pollution and global
warming. In all our heedless entanglements with more-than-human life, we humans
too are monstrous” (2017:2)
See Tsing, A, Swanson, H. Gan, E. Bubandt, N. (Eds.) (2017) Arts of Living on a
Damaged Planet: Ghosts and Monsters of the Anthropocene. University of Minnesota
Press: USA.
7. “The politics of nature cannot be neutral. Like all politics, ecopolitics is ultimately
about who is entitled to what, who owes what to whom, how such rights and entitlements are to be enforced and who gets to decide” (2016: 65)
See McAfee, K. (2016) The Politics of Nature in the Anthropocene, RCC Perspective,
No. 2, Whose Anthropocene? Revisiting Dipesh Chakrabaerty’s “Four These” pp. 6572, Rachel Carson Centre
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nomic positions in our current anthropic catastrophe, then maybe we can

tides are bigger, larger, scarier and often we don’t even notice the tides

start to stop and notice what possibly can exist for all probable futures?

changing. This is all part of the natural order of chaos and the symbiotic tangling of being and not being.

***
Our state of uncertainty isn’t only recognisable in the natural world By taking a moment to look at our destructive behaviour, I don’t believe

especially if we accept that we are beings that are part of a “tangling”

that we should look back in some type of poetic nostalgia for a want of a

with everything around us. The effect of natural uncertainty in a time of

world we have lost. That type of looking offers a treacherous longing for

disorder is also resembled in our sociological environment. Butler in her

a world associated with colonial and imperial expansion, racism, slavery,

introduction to Isabel Lorey’s “state of insecurity: government of the pre-

excessive urban development and a progression to our now neo-liberal

carious” describes it as “not a passing or episodic condition, but a new

political nightmare. Instead, we should look at what we have left ecolog-

form of regulation that distinguishes this historical time” (2015, i). Precar-

ically, be aware of the politics associated with the Anthropocene, and

ity isn’t only something that is intertwined within our relationship to the

look at how possibilities of entanglement may operate within an opportu-

natural world, but also a state in which we can find ourselves financially,

nity of natural uncertainty and then embrace the precarious and possibly

economically, emotionally and governmentally.

even the wild.
Lorey continues to describe governing of precarization as something
greater than economic and social insecurity but rather through fear and

***

danger it embraces our full existence.9 This is resembled in the systemic
ignorance to deliberately deny the link between the environmental crisis

Systematic rejections of the precarious

of climate change and its relationship to the conditions of our lifestyles
“Beings - human and not - become with each other, compose and
decompose each other, in every scale and register of time and stuff in
sympoietic tangling, in earthly worlding and unworlding” (Haraway, 2016: 45)

When the natural order of things enters an ecological crisis so does the
state of our existence as human beings. We too are becoming a precarious species. It’s as simple as the change in the tides as the water
moves in and out of the bay.8 Natural change occurs, and sometimes the
8. Sounds of the Anthropocene, a collection of soundscapes. Listen to the sounds of
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(Latour, 2018: 1-2). We can thank former US president Donald Trump for
pulling out of the Paris Climate Agreement in 2017 for this surely contributed to a proportional growth in a denial of the environmental state of
things (Latour, 2018: 3).
the tide here. Available: https://soundcloud.com/jess-holdengarde/tides-davies-poolonrus-south-africa
9.“Precarization means more than insecure jobs, more than the lack of security given
by waged employment. By way of insecurity and danger it embraces the whole of
existence, the body, modes of subjectivation. It is a threat and coercion, even while it
opens up new possibilities of living and working. Precarization means living with the
unforeseeable, with contingency” (2015:1)
See Lorey, I. (2015) State of insecurity: Government of the precarious. Verso: London
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a moment in which we see the opportunity of shifting precarity and use
Ignoring this very reality means that there is a common rejection to rec-

this shifting energy to create a meaningful discourse.

ognising not only our role in an opportunity to re-imagine the corrupt
systems of the present, but also an avoidance of our reliant relationship

These moments that I am referring to may sound abstract, but I imagine

to our existence with the natural world. It’s that sticky dualistic thinking

them as glimmers amidst many moments that are occurring during a

we just can’t seem to remove ourselves from. If we continue to remain

fractured experience - like a natural or global disaster. Within the cha-

ignorant of the natural disorder of our environment it suggests a want to

os and dissolution of it all, we can situate ourselves beyond and within

continue creating a world of “binary logic” (Halberstam 2020, 2) which

these fractured moments and notice a glimpse of the very possibility for

presents a very dangerous assumption of the natural world as something

an alternative future. If we don’t slow down and notice these moments,

separate, opposite and against the modern ideal of progression. These

then we are faced with a very soon “end of the world” scenario.

ignorant rejections all lead to the inevitability of our movements towards
a rather dystopia-like post-capitalist future. Let’s hope that someone like

Jack Halberstam in their recent publication describes the choice of these

Trump isn’t the US president when we get there.

significant points in time as a “wildness” that creates an “experiences of
time and place, past and present and beckons us to a future we know
will never come” (2020,12). Maybe if we are faced with this “non” future

Precarious times: an opportunity for change

and the reality of our existence, then we have the opportunity to create
As the Anthropocene is described as a physical shift in time (Fox, 2018,

a discourse that challenges the now and encounters a more collectively

01:14), I believe there is an actual palpable and possible shift in the world

conscious future. This wildness is an active choice to continue ques-

order of things. The current epoch is dealing with the inevitable loss of

tioning ourselves throughout our ecological time on earth and notice the

our ecological system whilst also encountering a change in sociological

potential of everything that could exist in between (Halberstam 2020,

order.10 We are living in a time of kinetic alternatives; a society reckoning

12-18). Maybe it does take something as drastic as a global pandemic

with the reality of instability. However, rather than thinking that climate

for us to stop and notice the very chaos around us.

change and political instability are our major monsters, I believe that the
actual issue we are facing is whether we are brave enough to grasp onto
10. Nika Bubrovsky and Davide Graeber, make an interesting insight into the state of
things prior to 2020: “Before the global pandemic, much of the world was already in a
state of revolt. ”(2020. 1)
See Dubrovsky, N and Graeber, D. (2020) Another Art World, Part 3: Policing and
Symbolic Order. e-flux journal 113. [online] [Accessed on 1 December 2020]
Available:https://www.e-flux.com/journal/113/360192/another-art-world-part-3-policing-and-symbolic-order/
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The abscence of capital time: temporal patterns of wildness
“Progress is a forward march, drawing other kinds of time into its
rhythms. Without that driving beat, we might notice other temporal patterns”
(Tsing, 2015; 21)

time, I believe, adopts a type of noticing that accepts the “sympoetic tangling” of our environments (Haraway 2016: 45). It represents an understanding that temporality in a moment of instability is diffracted, broken,
shattered and floating amongst the debris of the present. It breathes life
into a moment and situates it as something that disrupts our fixed under-

When thinking about this notion of wildness, we have to continue un-

standing of time. This is the very rhythm and temporal pattern that Anna

derstanding it as a type of entanglement rather than what “wild” versus

Lowenhaupt Tsing urges us to become conscious of. How do we grasp

“civilised” is. To become wild is to submit ourselves to a force of nature

this time? How do we take the time to stop and notice?

outside the definitions of colonial authority (Halberstam 2020, 19). So,
***

when we submit ourselves to the complex mesh of the natural, the wild,
the precarious and maybe even the intuitive, then we reach a rich world
of emerging futures and possibilities that sits beyond and outside of our

This submission of wildness, for me, is through the act of making and

current ecological crisis of now. But, we have to think outside the con-

recognising my role as an artist in the Anthropocene. I have attempted

structs of linear thought, colonial progression and capitalist time in order

to use methods and mediums that capture the very vulnerable position

to get there. It is capital time and our embedded understanding of human

of our era - an age of loss.

advancement that enables us to assume linear progression as something that is ”naturally” part of our existence (Tsing 2015, 21).

By taking action, through art, we may find ourselves with a multitude of
possible directions toward the future. We won’t really know what those

When we reject the contructs of what time is - assumed to be - then we
can look for possible patterns and rythms that allow us to capture the
glimmers of possible shifts that challenge current social costructs.

are until the course is set.
***

I am reminded of Karan Barad’s discussion of the aftermath of Hiroshima in 1945, in which she describes time as “taffy.”11 This description of
11. “Time is/had been crossed out. Time drawn out like taffy, twisted like hot metal, cooled, hardened, and splintered. In the twentieth century, time is given a finite
lifetime, a decay time. Moments live and die. Time, like space, is subject to diffraction,
splitting, dispersal, entanglement. Each moment is a multiplicity within a given singularity. Time will never be the same - at least for the time being” (Barad, 2017:106)
See Barad, K. (2007) Meeting the universe halfway : quantum physics and the entan20
glement of matter and meaning. Duke University Press: USA
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Time seems to be different these days, I don’t often leave home in
order to be somewhere. I recall memories of when I used to have to
commute into the city centre to get to my studio; racing to catch the
train or running after the 8:55am bus. This experience of structured
time has fallen away - is this the absence of time itself?

Fig.1
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Fig. 2

Fig. 3
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This is not nostalgia for a past time - because the landscapes are
currently fading. I return to multiple places where I recall the salt on my
skin, we walk throught the heather and I imagine what will come
Sand will fall through our hands and the trees will float on water.The
past landscapes will haunt us with the wind + ghosts of our progression.

Fig. 4
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Fig. 5

Fig. 6
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I keep thinking about that undeveloped roll of film that is sitting in your
fridge. In the ice cold fridge in that empty flat that is still standing desolate. 110 Elderslie Street. It’s been that way since the 16th of March
2020. That’s when you left.
We stayed up until 2am, packing away all your belongings into old
suitcases and plastic containers. I remember saying goodbye in the
midst of the world going into a global lockdown.
I watched the bus drive away from Buchanan street. In tears, knowing
we might not see one another again - for years. As it pulled away, I
stood on the empty street, waiting for an uber home - it was deadly
silent .

Fig. 7
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Fig. 8

Fig. 9
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I walked down to the rock pools that are sprawled along the coastline
of where I am now and where I grew up. I hopped across the rocks and
felt my childlike curiosity heighten as I knelt down and peered into the
salty water that washes into the rock formations. The pools weren’t as
wild as I remembered; where are the sea anemones, the crabs, the
starfish, the sea urchins, the tiny fish and shellfish? All I could see was
a few snails and some lonesome seaweed. Our creatures are
disappearing and it seems we’re too busy to even take the time to
notice. I couldn’t recall when last I adopted a childlike curiosity for all
the creatures and sympoetic beings around me. I had brought my
camera with me and peered down into the deserted water; looking
through the lens I captured what was left behind.

Fig. 10
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Fig. 12

Fig. 11
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Capturing something so precarious

archiving our current epoch by photographing or recording the sounds

“Photographing in the Anthropocene, then, can serve to intervene in
perception: to represent the scalar discrepancies of political response to climate
crisis, to slow us down and notice” (Sledmere, 2019:26)

of a changing environment?12 What does it mean to preserve things in
this way? How do we present them and does it have any significance?
This raises the question of my personal role as an artist using time-based

I believe that this last year will be recorded - in some way or another -

mediums in the Anthropocene. I don’t believe there is a simple one-off

as a moment in history in which there was a global shift in the order of

solution to these questions as our actions and ways of being are just as

things. Collectively, the world experienced (and still is experiencing) the

complex and entangled as the natural world we are co-existing within.

fracture and disturbance in life as we knew it. My personal want to grasp

But, I do believe that collecting moments - like an active archiving - is a

the muddled opportunities of alternative “what if’s” and “maybes” is to

practice that engages with an awareness that slows down and notices

force myself to engage, in a curious way, with the world that I am co-ex-

the state of our environment and preserves it as a significant moment

isting within. This has developed as a practice of noticing the multilay-

in time when things are shifting. Capturing the Anthropocene is in some

ered and dependent web of our ecology. The photograph - and the cam-

ways, creating an active archive of the present. I believe that the art of

era which records it - are objects that can capture the very ontological

making - that considers our epoch - can be an “action” which validates a

indeterminacy of this time. As described by Maria Sledmere in her essay,

position against the ignorance of a rejection to the current state of things.

Estranging Natures, photography is “ an agential force - a technology

Photographing the Anthropocene can stimulate a discourse about the

of time, space and light - within our ecologies of perception” (2019:26).

reality of our precarious nature - before it’s too late.

The photograph can be the tool that accepts theories of entanglement
and encourages a type of noticing that sheds light on the dark and murky

For Susan Sontag (1979), to photograph and preserve a moment, is an

age of the Anthropocene.

act that participates in recognising another’s mortality, and realises the
inevitable loss of life… and time.13 The issue with Sontag’s perceptions

As I return to a type of wildness - a curious way of being - I’m left won-

of time, is that she refers to temporality as having a beginning and end:

dering if one can really re-imagine a practiced way of seeing? If we are

“time’s relentless melt” (1979:15). If we are to re-establish a wild way

recording and presenting a precarious time - in its dynamic possibili-

of being, we must reject linear perceptions of capital time and rather

ties - then are we presenting the very nature of instability that we have
experienced? Can a photograph abandon the understanding of linear
time and just accept the instability of the present? I think about this as
I’ve wandered the landscapes and urban environments of 2020. Am I

38

12.Sounds of the Anthropocene, a collection of soundscapes. Available online: https://
soundcloud.com/jess-holdengarde/sets/sounds-of-the-anthropocene
13. “All photographs are memento mori. To take a photograph is to participate in
another person’s (or thing’s) mortality, vulnerability, mutability. Precisely by slicing out
this moment and freezing it, all photographs testify to time’s relentless melt.”(1971:15)
see Sontag, S. (1979) On Photography .Penguin Books: London
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believe in the ability for time to be entangled with the chaos of natural

to reflect and consciously recognise our positions in our role within the

precarity and shifting assemblages of opportunity.

art of making in the Anthropocene, then we must recognise that not
everyone has the access, time, space and opportunity to pause and

To photograph the oscillating debris of a matter, time and space that

take note of the world around them. But, my hope is that those who can

makes up our environment is in some way an acceptance for a loss of

will actively participate in contributing to engaging with a discourse that

the present and sets an active motion for all possible futures. To imagine

challenges the current linear progression of our capitalist ruin. Imagin-

the future is not a linear act (at least until a direction is chosen). The act

ing our future is very much like capturing a fractured second of light - it

of making in the Anthropocene has the ability to adopt an epistemolo-

is not impossible.

gy of the curious, it can suggest an acceptance of the precarious, the
wild, the entangled and all its possibilities for a future that challenges the
present. It embraces a type of “seeing” that notices the lexicon of possible pathways to a future that is less linearly defined; It is a space and
time that can exist beyond binary definitions and structured ideologies

***
There was something about the way we stood, in complete darkness
- engulfed in it. Quietly, we counted down the seconds until an image
would emerge. Meditative in the counting. Present in the creation of an

of progress.

image or non-image.

The act of slowing down, and looking through the lens, is a timely and

The world stood - the image is still. We use time to co-create some-

active participation in wanting to challenge our human existence as opposed and separate to all things non-human. The lens forces a type
of noticing that grasps an understanding of our presence in a complex
system of all living things. The photograph provides a positioning, in both
the active photographer and viewer, which in turn can provide a sense
of distance and longing for what could be. To archive the environment
of the present is - in many ways - a position that notices the inevitable
mortality of our precarious time left on this planet and begs one to consider an alternative future.

thing that doesn’t resemble anything in particular, but instead presents
us with the conflict of time itself. It moulds the matter into a form.
She whispers, “How many seconds was that?”
Light seeps through the cracks of the window frames. I can’t see anything, I can only hear the alchemy of the tray moving back and forth.
We wait to see a glimpse of something...possibly nothing.
She flicks the switch and the soft presence of an image is shimmering.

Finally, this demand for a type of noticing can be a bit troubling as it
alludes to a privileged way of engaging with the environment. If we are
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Ghost like. Permanently engraved - 				
							frozen in time.
***
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