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[slide - desk & typewriter]

My job is to ruminate on what the hell we are doing here. And by “we” I mean we humans. And by 
“here” I mean the earth. 

[slide - vineyard]

One of the original definitions of “earth” is “[t]he ground considered as a place for burying the dead.” 
So let’s talk about death, shall we? 

[slide - quote]

“You owe Nature a death.” This is one of my favorite quotes from one of my favorite writers, cranky 
philologist, moral philosopher, and eventual neurosyphilis patient Friedrich Nietzsche. (I think he nicked 
the quote from Goethe). What a curious thing, to imagine death as a debt owed. Then again, if “earth” 
originally meant where shall be buried … maybe we’re on to something?

Debt is not possible without separation. So if we owe Nature a death, we must first and foremost 
fantasize ourselves as separate from it. And believe you me, once you start fantasizing yourself as 
separate from anything, all sorts of hijinks ensue. 

[slide - debt = guilt]

You may be curious to know that, etymologically, “debt” is related to guilt---that gnawing feeling that 
we have done wrong to an other … and that punishment—well-deserved punishment—looms. 

[Our word “guilt” is derived from the Old English word that meant “crime, sin, or fault,” rendered in 
Latin as debitum in the Lord’s Prayer and in parts of the New Testament]

[slide - trash]

In a sense, Earth Day (as a symbol of the contemporary environmental movement) was born out of 
guilt, out of this sense that we are ruining the earth. 

So when we say “Earth Day, “ perhaps we really mean “Judgment Day.” 

[slide - “science” paper scrap]

And thusly we are quite angsty about “life on Earth.” Again, attend to the language! Not “life of 
Earth,” but life on earth! Of course if there’s life on earth, there must be life off earth. 

[slide - Battlestar Galactica fleet]

We can’t stop imagining ourselves leaving Earth. Think of all the science fiction scenarios we’ve 
conjured for why we would be forced to abandon it …
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[slide - alien invasion]

… from it’s becoming an uninhabitable nuclear wasteland to that an asteroid has destroyed it to that 
aliens have invaded with a hostile takeover. But all of these scenarios are us humans playacting at our 
own guilt. 

[slide - elephant]

After all, don’t we see ourselves as not only the worst threat but as the only threat to the earth?

[slide - Justin Martyr]

Professionally I’m trained as an historian and anthropologist. But I call myself an “anthro-apologist.” 
To be an apologist for something is to simultaneously explain it and defend it. [image is of Christian 
apologist Justin Martyr, 1st-c. AD] 

[slide - emoticon]

And so here’s the big question: Is the human defensible?  If humanity were on trial, what would our 
lawyer argue in our defense? In fact, if humanity were the defendant, exactly what crime would it stand 
accused of in the first place? Would it be attempted matricide? The involuntary manslaughter of Mother 
Earth? 

I will come back to that language—“Mother Earth” …

But don’t we carry the sense that, yikes, maybe we are not actually defensible? 

[slide - anxiety]

This is anxiety, folks. And the only anxiety is separation anxiety. (Remember? Owing Nature a death 
entails first and foremost that we fantasize ourselves as separate from It.) Humans are the only creatures 
that experience anxiety—up to the point of actual suicide.  Why? Of all the animals. I can think of a 
million other animals where it’d make more sense. Squirrels. Their whole life looks like one giant panic 
attack. Like if a candy wrapper blows up behind one of them, that could be the Big One. And, really, how 
many acorns can you eat before wanting to cash out altogether? Nope, it’s humans, the species at the top 
of the food chain, with all the art, architecture, science, technology, philosophy, going: “God we’re 
worthless pieces of shit.” 

[slide - Nietzsche]

Let me come back to Nietzsche. Surely he’ll cheer us up? (I’m pretty sure that’s what he’s known for?) 
In Thus Spoke Zarathustra he introduced the Übermensch, the over-human, the superman: 

[slide - quote]
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“The Übermensch shall be the meaning of the earth! I entreat you, my brethren, remain true to the 
earth, and do not believe those who speak to you of super-terrestrial hopes!” What are humans? We are 
the meaning of the earth. Sticking with our existential philology, “to mean” means “to intend.” That is to 
say, we are what the earth intends. (Think about that a second—because we’re talking about basic 
definitions here. No matter what you do, you are precisely what the earth intends.) And “to intend” comes from 
the Latin intendēre, which simply means to stretch out, to extend, to expand. We are nothing more than an 
extension of the earth. “Do not believe those who speak to you of super-terrestrial hopes!” 

We are the earth. Full stop. 

[slide - book titles]

But anxiety tells us otherwise, no? It’s one thing to worry about death as the debt that Nature will 
collect; it’s another thing all together to worry that life—human life—is unnatural. We see ourselves as 
great destroyers. 

[slide - time lapse of decaying corpse / changing seasons]

But if we look around, we see that Nature, that Earth doesn’t destroy; it only becomes. When 
animals die they are just continuing right along. 

But we humans with our STUPID LANGUAGE have just gone and ruined everything. We try to 
make Nature sit still with our stupid ideas, most of all our insistent denial that we are a part of 
… this … even if that denial comes in the form of abject self-judgment as potential matricides! 

[slide - Mother Earth house engraving]

Okay, back to this whole “Mother Earth” metaphor. What is our collective ideal of The Mother? The 
Mother is that which loves unconditionally. 

[slide - “all you need is love”]

But what does that mean? When you love somebody unconditionally, there is nothing that person can 
do to you to truly hurt you; you only see how they are hurting themselves; essentially you are always 
forgiving them. But, hey, to for-give literally means to remit a debt. (Right? We talk about “loan 
forgiveness” …) 

And here we are back to this notion of debt …

But here’s the thing. You know the expression “to forgive is to forget”? Because true forgiveness is 
erasing the record of debt—literally forgetting it. (And we use this language colloquially if someone 
apologizes to us for a perceived offense. We’ll say, “Nah, forget it.” So, not just that the creditor forgive 
the debt, but that the debtor forget it! Same difference, as it were.) 

[slide - #neverforget]
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But we are terrified of forgetting. 

And especially since the advent of the Internet and social media, we are engineering our lives so that 
it is impossible to forget. (You post one thing and it persists indefinitely …)

[slide - nate camera pic]

We are frantically, compulsively, obsessively documenting, archiving, and intervening in our own 
lives.

A huge part of this artists’ residency is the idea that we “unplug,” which today means resisting this 
relentless demand that we provide textual and pictorial evidence that something happened. 

[slide - “I like it here because I am no one …”]

But I like this sentiment (which I stumbled upon — I dare not say “randomly”) in a book on the 
second floor: “I like it here because I am no one, no background. I can disappear, less [sic] things 
prompting me to my ego …”

This is wonderful. Because isn’t this what we humans fear the most? That we can disappear, truly? 
That we will be forgotten, truly? That we will not matter? (And I mean “matter” in the literal sense of 
physical thingness, material reality …) 

[slide - breathing icecaps]

But it would seem that Mother Earth will indeed forget us. But to forget is to forgive! There is 
absolutely nothing we can do to truly hurt Her—despite our guilt to the contrary. Worst case scenario is 
that we annihilate ourselves, which accomplishes nothing more than returning ourselves to “[t]he ground 
considered as a place for burying the dead,” which, it turns out, is the home we’ve never actually left. 

=======================

The earth will forget us, no matter what we do; no matter what becomes of us. Because—and pay close 
attention to that language—what becomes of us is nothing other that earth itself. We are never not Earth, no 
matter what. We are nothing more than earth becoming itself. 

We owe Nature a death. But if Mother Earth has already forgiven this debt, what then? How about that it 
is the paramount of human folly to deign that we are special enough to be truly in possession of 
something that is not ours to begin with … that we are guilty. 


