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Square roots have always seemed mysterious to me.  

On the one hand square roots are really simple: The square root of a number is simply a value 
which multiplied by itself is equal to that number. The square root of four is thus two. And the 
square root of one is one. But on the other hand they are incredibly complicated! For as soon as we 
expand on the exercise to include other numbers problems arise. For instance the square root of two 
is not easily calculated in your head. The problem not only concerns the practice of arithmetic but 
also the underlying idea or question: What does it even mean that a square has a root? 

In the same way the question of what nature is seems to become difficult as soon as we move from 
the easier answers to a general approach. It would seem easy to just point and say that nature is that 
– the flower, the tree, the landscape – out there. But it becomes significantly harder when we try to 
generalize our definition. For as inaccurate as the pointing finger is, so is our very definition of the 
concept of nature. It can thus mean anything and refer to all that we call matter or all substance. 
This is what “nature” refers to in the term “natural sciences”.  

But nature can also mean the opposite of culture. That which we did not create, that which is alive, 
growing and green. This definition also falls short, however, when we try to verify it. Is a lawn 
nature? Well, the grass grows. It is not us who make it grow but on the other hand grass is so 
evidently a cultural plant driven forward by us and even with a very poor biodiversity surrounding 
it. Therefore you would usually classify grass as a cultural phenomenon. In a country like Denmark 
there really are not that many areas which are not controlled by humans, tended, sown, fertilized or 
otherwise altered by human hands.  

Post-nature 

The idea of a “wild” nature “out there” is further challenged by the climate crisis and all of the other 
major environmental disasters that are growing exponentially all around us. Local animal 
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populations are disappearing and animal species are going extinct at a pace that has never been seen 
before. All the time we are witnessing the extent of pollution with plastic and nuclear waste that 
seemingly we cannot stop. The Chernobyl area is thus still not clear of radioactive material that was 
released in the nuclear accident in 1986. And in 2011 we saw yet another nuclear accident, this time 
in Fukushima in Japan with similar long-term prospects for a return to a “normal” nature. 

When man so radically affects the physical systems of the planet, such as the circulation of CO2 or 
the climate as well as its biological systems, namely animals and plants, well, then there is no 
“wild” nature left as such in the sense where it is untouched by humans. Even at the bottom of the 
Mariana Trench, the nearly 12 km deep ocean grave between Asia and Australia, plastic has been 
found in the bellies of fish. Several scientists believe that we have entered a post-nature condition 
where we can talk about environment, but not about nature. 

It was this type of data which in 2000 made biologist Eugene Stoermer and Nobel Laureate and 
expert on the chemical composition of the atmosphere Paul Crutzen put forward the radical thesis 
that the planet has entered a new geological era. An era which geologists in the future will be able 
to see traces of if they dig deep down into Earth’s geological layers. They will find a sudden rise in 
CO2, a sudden appearance of unfamiliar compounds that weren’t there before, like plastic and 
radioactive debris from the nuclear weapons tests after World War II, and a radical change in animal 
life.1 

The two scientists suggested the name Anthropocene for the new era after the word Anthropos, 
human. Since then the geological world community founded The Anthropocene Working Group led 
by renowned geologist Jan Zalasiewicz, and in 2016 the group concluded that there is sufficient 
data to recognize this new way of classifying Earth’s history.2 

Anthropocene became a term that both artists, philosophers and humanistic researchers embraced as 
a name not only for a new era in the history of the planet, but also for the history of us; namely the 
era where the history of nature and man coincide.3 Usually there is a strong distinction between the 
two. Our history, the one in history books, begins with the history of civilizations. This is where we 
become social beings while the history of mankind is about us as a species and an animal, and this 
part of history began much earlier. The history of the planet is something completely different. It 
moves in what scientists call deep time. A temporality with such a long past that it is impossible to 
compare to our tiny cultural history or even the history of our species. Still we must realize, if we 
are to navigate through the vast climatic challenges we are facing, that as humans we now hold so 
much power that we are actually making changes on a huge temporal scale: Earth’s deep time. This 
is something we need to understand as a global community when we make policies in this field, but 
also as individuals because we need to change our behaviour. For one thing we have to remember, 
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when we fill the car with petrol and take it for a ride, that petrol releases energy from crude oil that 
was made millions of years ago, and this will change the Earth millions of years ahead in time, in a 
future where there may no longer be ice or even people. Our little everyday lives are events in 
Earth’s deep history because there are so many of us and because of our technological reality. 

Experiments With Coexistence 

The thesis of the Anthropocene was countered by a number of new theses that corrected the name: 
Capitalocene was the proper name according to American environmental historian and sociologist 
Jason Moore because it is not mankind as such who created all the major environmental problems.4 
It is rather capitalism with its ideals of growth and its urge to commodify and capitalize on 
everything. Planthropocene ought to be the name of our era according to Canadian anthropologist 
Natasha Myers because it has finally dawned on us to what extent we coexist with plants, whose 
breath is in perfect reversed synchronization to ours.5 Well, synchronized it was until we began 
expanding our energy conversion with machines that breathed steam and later burned fossil fuels or 
even split atoms.   

The coexistence with plants has pervaded contemporary culture a great deal: in suburban gardens 
middle class citizens allow the perfect lawn to blossom with dandelion as a hallmark that this is the 
home of an environmentally concerned citizen who makes room for wild plants and thereby wild 
bees, that are usually not left a lot of room in conventionally well-kept gardens. Wild plants have 
also been given a central role in the new wave that started as New Nordic Food which seems to 
have grown into a more common culture of gleaning. But the wild nature that we are referring to 
when talking of native plants is “wild” in a landscape that has been fundamentally changed by 
humans, as there are not many areas in a country like Denmark that have not been tended, fertilized 
or in other ways altered by human hands. 

What characterizes these commitments to plants is therefore not an attempt to find or create an 
untouched spot as a kind of nostalgic homecoming to a paradisiacal state. It is rather the 
commitment itself that is noteworthy: the meeting of humans and plants in a form that is 
fundamentally experimental, like a kind of laboratory where we rediscover the species that we 
coexist with in our gardens and in our country. Like meeting strangers that you do not know, but 
that you could become acquainted with if you invite them in and make room for them. 

A new “green” wave has also emerged in the world of contemporary art over the past ten years. The 
galleries are filled with branches, rocks, soil, often in laboratory-like setups, that are defined by 
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exactly this kind of experimental meeting of humans and plants and everything that can connect 
them: soil, water, light but also cables, digital technologies and other man-made contraptions. 

Nature’s Image 

Art has always been enchanted by nature because we have always been enchanted by nature. Many 
of the great myths about who we are or where we come from are full of plants, trees and gardens, 
that are entwined in our very existence. Ask and Embla, the first people in Norse mythology, were 
created from a tree while Adam and Eve, the first people in Christianity, were formed of dust from 
the ground, Adam first and then Eve from his ribs, created by God, in a garden. With this prehistory 
it is no surprise that images of landscapes, which became fashionable in Denmark in 19th century 
Romanticism, were not only meant to please the eye, but also a surging gesture that pointed back to 
Creation itself. No more than one generation ago a landscape painting like this was found in most 
Danish homes and still seems to be one of our favorite depictions of nature. Today we have other 
means of sharing images of nature but on Instagram we still share this exact type of landscape 
image, now shot spontaneously with a smartphone, a proof that this way of “seeing” nature has 
become embedded in our eyes as a cultural way of looking at nature.  

It is not just art that taught us to think of nature as something to grasp from a distance, from one 
position, as one homogenous thing. Postwar space travel not only treated us to a (re)discovery of 
the Moon, but also of Earth. In 1972 the Apollo spacecraft sent us the iconic image of a blue planet, 
the blue marble, as a reconfirmation of the globe we had used to navigate by since the first globes 
were created at the end of the 15th century. With this blue marble we could see an image of nature 
as a totality that emcompasses all of the physical world.  

In 2017 art historian and environmental anthropologist Line Marie Thorsen and I interviewed 
French historian of sciences Bruno Latour, a leading figure in the debate about the environmental 
challenges we are faced with, to ask him how art can contribute to our understanding of our current 
climate-disturbed world. His answer was that artists can relate to these issues with their means and 
methods. They can create a better and more contemporary representation than both the blue marble 
or the idea of a homogenous green nature, among other things. A representation where we are not 
given the illusion of one central perspective from where nature or the planet can be comprehended. 
We have no idea, was Latour’s point, where we will land yet because we are still at the center of 
these challenges.6  

The nature that we see in contemporary art is fundamentally different from previous 
representations. Rather than search for that perfect position where the landscape coheres before 
your eyes today’s artists seem to be driven by a desire to move closer: To put themselves in a 
position where nothing is given and nothing becomes a whole, but where questions become clearer. 
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In an age where everything is changing it is difficult to know what to present to the eye if you want 
to create a representation of nature. How can we even depict nature in a post-nature condition? 

One way to go is to give up nature entirely. To trust that engineers with the aid of Silicon Valley will 
invent some kind of technology that will save us. This idea is sympathetic in many ways and 
especially the free markets will welcome this type of technology. But the problem is that all the 
environmental disasters we see around us occurred precisely because of our idea that nature is 
something we can assert control over: A resource to be used, calculated, systemized and harvested. 
It is this very idea that has failed, which German philosopher T.W. Adorno, among others, already 
argued in the 1960s.7 For this reason, and more, many people believe it to be a dangerous path to 
follow, just to look for solutions. Instead we must stay with the trouble, as American thinker Donna 
Haraway says. From a background in biology, philosophy and history of sciences she argues that 
the interspecific relations between humans, plants and animals are essential to our survival.8 
Actually, according to Haraway, the very idea of humans as self-reliant individuals is part of the 
problem. 

If our task is to understand what nature is when we can no longer see it from a distance, then that 
may also imply that we rethink ourselves, and what an individual or subject actually is. Maybe 
nature is something that only emerges when we move close to it, hold it in our hands or touch it, or 
observe it with the technologies and methods available to us presently? Because, admittedly, our 
contemporary relation to nature is inseparable from technology. Today the old gardener’s rake is 
supplemented by NASA’s satellites where he can see the coming of spring as a traceable dive in 
CO2 levels, and microscopic magnifying technologies whereby scientists can manipulate plants 
genetically or in other ways obtain knowledge about them.  

 

Contemporary art invites us to wonder together with the artists. To zoom in on what we used to call 
nature to get reacquainted with it. Not by giving us a new and easy answer but by putting us in the 
exact position where answers become questions. And that appears to be art’s biggest and most 
important task right now: To train our courage to stay standing in a position where we cannot 
immediately solve the crises around us, but instead have to move with curiosity together with 
plants, soil, technology, images, trees, in a discovery of both ourselves and what we may find. In 
this way art can help us find nature in a post-nature condition: By daring to reveal it, give us images 
of it but without reducing it to the pictures of the past, that we would get lost in today because they 
no longer resemble our world.  

nat ure
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And herein lies exactly the complexity that art has in common with mathematics. To shortly return 

to my initial math predicament: The square root of two is not that hard. It is just . We have the 

square root symbol precisely because it designates an irrational number that does not easily lend 
itself to the ten-finger logic that most people’s math abilities rely on. Similarly contemporary art is 
able to create images of nature without wrongly reducing it to something it is not; neither a 
romantic landscape painting, a blue planet, or something that can be accounted for by statistical 
models and budgets.  
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