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what compost16 is, then I am sure that the sunny 
side of heroism and cries of “lets save planet by 
using bamboo toothbrushes” could work as a 

temporary solution. “Have you heard about this 
thing called permaculture?” I hear whispered by 

students as I walk through the hallways, as if it is 
the newest hot trend. I think back to my herbal 
studies teacher, barefooted farmers, ceramics pro-

fessor turned biodynamic farmer, and to Hazel, 
the elderly lady with a cheery grin, who is always 
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at the Sunday’s farmers’ market selling the sheep’s 
wool. Back home, these are just a few of the “rad” 
people just doing “rad” things without self-pro-
claiming themselves as alternative or green. I 
too aspire to be the humble barefooted farmer 
wandering and meandering along with a clove of 
ginger in his pocket just for the sake of good luck. 
Yes, I idolize the life of living off the land just 
like our ancestors did. “Who here is a farmer?” 
the lecturer asked, as I sat at a conference about 
human beings’ connection to the natural world. 
One girl sitting next to me raised her hand. 
“Whose parents were farmers?” A couple of 

timid hands went up. “Whose grandparents were 
farmers?” More hands joined the chorus. “Whose 
grandparents’ grandparents were farmers?” Most 
of everyone’s hands in the room were held high. 

It’s as simple as learning to become a custodian, 
to dig deeper, to question, to engage with the 
animate world with playfulness and curiosity. 
Through moments of stillness to reconnect the 
right hemisphere of the brain, as we unweave 
resistance and relearn how to create connection 
to the earth. As Wendell Berry states, “Soil is a 
healer, restorer, and resurrector... Without proper 
care for it, we can have no community, because 
without proper care for it we can have no life” 
(Berry 38). 
“We enjoyed the feast generously laid out for us 
by Mother Earth, but now the plates are empty, 
and the dining room is a mess. It’s time we started 
doing the dishes in Mother Earth’s kitchen. 
Doing dishes has gotten a bad rap, but everyone 
who migrates to the kitchen after a meal knows 
that is where the laughter happens, the good 
conversations, the friendships. Doing dishes, like 
doing restoration, forms relationships” (Robin 
Wall Kimmerer Braiding 
Sweetgrass). Restoring 
land without restoring and 
creating a relationship of 
care towards the soil is an 

17   
https://www.

merriam-webster.
com/dictionary/grounded, 

Marrian Webster, Accessed 13 
December 2022.
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empty exercise. Acts of compassion and empathy 
support belonging “because the relationship 
between self and the world is reciprocal. As we 
work to heal the earth, the earth heals us” (Kim-
merer 173). Can we become more aware of the 
ground we stand on as a tactile experience but 
also in a metaphorical sense? What does it mean 
to feel “down to earth?” or” grounded”? According 
to Merriam-Webster, to be “grounded” means to 
be mentally and emotionally stable: admirably 
sensible, realistic, and unpretentious17.
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A NEW CYCLE  
OF A CIRCLE

I realize I cannot dig my own grave, crawl back 
into the safety of the womb, or hold onto the 
feeling of being cradled which my body craves. 
My experience of coming and going to and from 
the Hague to California, like the cyclical expe-
riences of gathering and giving, excavating, and 
burying, growth and decomposition, birth, and 
death, remind me of the hidden aspects of my 
connection to earth. The human body is not as far 
from soil as a body, as a language. Language, and 
the stories we craft, inform our beliefs, rituals, and 
values. Within my work, I aim to create narratives 
and influence beliefs. The cycle expresses itself 
thus: words, thoughts, stories, images, representa-
tion, rituals, beliefs, values. Can I fulfill my craving 
for not just singularity and individuality, but 
communal collectivity? Through active listening 
and collective care, we can start to reconcile and 
decolonize soil’s history delineated by the toxic 
bionomical systems of modernity. Looking at our 
past, present, and future relationship towards 
earth though image-based anthropology and 
etymology, we can begin to excavate the truth and 
heal. Not running away but sitting with the grit 
and grim,the discomfort of the accumulation of 

dirty dishes in “Mother Earth’s Kitchen.” With 
humble curiosity and acknowledging the wisdom 
of our ancestral beings, we can retrieve our ecolog-
ical identity and dig our toes a bit deeper into the 
soil. 
I am not Vandana Shiva, or a hermit living alone 
in the woods. By touching with my eyes and 
seeing with my hands I gather experience, for 
example through the reciprocal relationship that 
arises when climbing outdoors, fingers clinging 
onto rock face and in turn the rock cradling the 
body. In so doing, the body cultivates a sensitivity, 
a sacred choreography. From gathering clay and 
creating a dialogue while throwing on the wheel, 
or physically lying engulfed by the earth, my 
practice as a visual storyteller allows me to explore 
the desire to be submerged in layers of percep-
tion. Manipulating a camera, or curating my rock 
collections facilitates a way of honoring the earth, 
beautifying it, and recognizing it. It is both repa-
ration and blessing. It is an expression of gratitude 
towards the land I took shape from. Capturing an 
image in photography is a stamp in time, a means 
of imprinting connection. Living in the Nether-
lands, in a manicured and manipulated city, or in 
the wild, rolling hills of the California Coast I find 
my way to belonging.
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ADDITIONS
Perhaps the sense of belonging has no shape or set 
definition and yet I wonder, have I embarked on a 
never-ending search for something I cannot hold 
fast, that is fluid and does not want to be found? 
Am I just another archeologist with a colonial 
mindset who extracts from a place, labelling and 
possessing? Am I a miner set on finding happiness 
in wealth, only to be left with the glimmer of fool’s 
gold in clasped hands? Am I just another hunter 
stalking my prey? Reinforcing the hunter-gath-
er mindset rather than basket like thinking of a 
gathering hunter. 

The Capitalism society, which I am also very 
much so part of,  is a place where effectiveness, 
speed, and productivity are drilled into your core 
and pondering is seen as a waste of time. I had a 
realization; it became obvious that I was looking 
for something external rather than digging within 
the substrates of my own being. Why in my 
body, is it a good place to be? Thinking about the 
physical body as a home, as a shelter that we carry 
around every moment until one day the shell of 
the physical will also disintegrate. I began probing 

the deeper layers: existence, belonging, and what 
it really means to be human. Narratives, values, 
purpose, beliefs, spirituality, the packages we 
carry around. Is there a collective higher entity? 
Something divine? What if the divinity we seek 
does not sit on a throne in the heavens masked 
by centralized power structures but resides right 
beneath our feet? Could it be the entity that 
tickles our toes when we stroll around barefoot; is 
it the sturdiness and the foundation on which we 
build our dwellings, is it that to which we bend 
and stoop to harvest our food? Can we learn to 
overcome our individualness to stoop and bend to 
tend and mend our relationality with the soil? 

A photograph is a representation of something. Do 
separation and representation go hand in hand? 
To what degree is separation and distance seen in 
my images? It seems a little odd to show apprecia-
tion for that far-off place called California, yet my 
project is not specifically about the popular idea of 
California and all the trite assumptions that come 
with it, but more about the tactile experiences that 
the California earth has fostered within me. 
The California desert is a place that many are 
drawn to for its scenic views and stunning sunsets, 
says Trip Advisor, however, I was not there to take 
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images for social media but to learn how to appro-
priately uncover the hidden layers of its tactile im-
pressions. How could I, as an artist, decolonize the 
sublime and overly photographed landscape? I am 
no Anselm Adams or William Eggleston and I do 
not wish to be part of the tribe of great American 
photographers capturing the Wild West.
Does honoring, revealing, and giving space mean 
a clean white cube? By treating my images and 
objects as something external and putting them on 
a podium in an exhibition space, while placing them 
under a telescope, am I not just reinforcing the idea 
of extracting and probing a specimen? Caring for 
something, does it have to be clean and laid bare? 
Why am I trying to fit and mold myself into a box 
of tidy, structured, efficiency? My work is about the 
process rather than the specific outcome. I would 
prefer to collect, carry, and hold without show-
casing and monumentalizing. A mound of earth 
should be allowed to be a humble mound without 
a fancy engraved talisman or placard. 
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