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In the Anthropocene, processes of  
exploitation shape humanity’s relationship 
with nature. In the face of ecological  
crises, voices have emerged that  
question its legitimation. The exhibition 
Back to the Roots presents artistic  
positions that offer alternative views of 
ecological thinking, expanding the  
consciousness of earthly coexistence,  
thus overcoming the colonial past.  
In his seminal book Decolonizing Nature, 
the American art historian T. J. Demos  
calls for new ecological art that takes  
local, sociopolitical, and economic 
aspects into account. 

Ecological knowledge passed on from  
one generation to the next has become  
a new point of reference in today’s  
debate. It points to the know-how that 
local peoples have acquired over long 
periods through direct contact with the 
environment. This knowledge is site- 
specific and often includes relationships 
between plants, animals, natural  
phenomena, landscapes, and the  
rhythms of everyday life. 

BACK TO THE 
ROOTS

JUNE 8  –
SEPTEMBER 24, 2022

The exhibition Back to the Roots builds 
upon insights that come intuitively.  
These refer to non-empirical knowledge 
production systems, whose accuracy 
scientists often doubt. 
Artist Tomás Saraceno rightly demands 
that we find out where this division  
comes from. Furthermore, he calls on us  
to “decolonize our thinking” by analyzing 
the complex web of relationships that 
shapes us. 

Today, the destruction of the planet has
affected society at its core. A new un-
derstanding is called for, that overcomes 
the dichotomy of nature and culture.  
The American ecologist Timothy Morton 
radically asks for “ecology without  
nature". To have a properly ecological 
view, we must abandon the idea of  
nature once and for all. Morton develops 
a fresh vocabulary for reading “environ-
ment” in terms of both content and form, 
showing that representations of nature 
inevitably become metaphysical.
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Silent Roots, 2022
Installations with photographs, text, brass letters, 
video, cloth banners, found objects, etc.

The ecological crisis is upon us, and it is visible. To recover, 
we need to re-sense and re-inhabit lived and entangled 
connections with nature. For the 2,000-year-old traditional 
fishing communities of South India, using boats made of 
wood planks tied together, the sea is a living being, life, 
livelihood, language, friend, and foe, a space where they 
coexist with other fellow creatures. On the other hand, 
everywhere, in India as in Switzerland, landscapes of the 
seas, forests, and cities, are being greened, beatified,  
and anesthetized, even as glaciers are melting and water  
is under stress, as an abstract idea of sustainability.  
The lives of people like small-scale fishers or farmers,  
who still possess knowledge of deeper co-habitations  
and co-existences with nature in a non-dualistic way,  
are quietly being erased. Listening to them reveals the 
roots of alternate planetary futures.

The work presented here is a conversation between  
the Else All Will Be Still project (2013–2016) with  
Tamil fisherfolk in South India, and new landscape  
explorations in Switzerland (2022).

The Family … and the Zombie. 
A Tale Set in the Ancestral Future, 2021
Single-channel video installation, 29’23"

This work tells the story of the insatiable capitalist 
appetite for land, resources and souls: in this case, 
the souls of the indigenous peoples of Australia’s 
Northern Territory, Anson Bay region, whose natural 
environment and resource base are threatened by 
decades of colonial expansion and multinational 
corporations. The resulting profound erosion is 
multidimensional, affecting not only the people’s 
livelihoods, but also their identities and social bonds. 
Confronting a world in which nature serves as a 
mere profit base tests the family that stands at the 
center: while the elders try to maintain ties with their 
ancestors in the face of destruction, the children are 
haunted by a white monster whose presence impe-
rils indigenous life and its future ancestors.

The Karrabing Collective analyzes and develops 
research and artistic practices rooted in the indige-
nous imagination, using it as a method to decolonize, 
decode, and move beyond outdated narrative struc-
tures. In an anachronistic interplay between comedic 
fiction, whose persiflage often pushes the boun-
daries of satire, and documentary realism, whose 
brutality exhibits the cinematic traits of a bad trip, the 
film charts a path out of the collective powerless-
ness. Through the protection of forms of belonging 
across human and more than human kin, which rests 
on a cross-generational connection to the earth, the 
family ultimately manages to protect the worlds.

KARRABING FILM COLLECTIVE



AMBRA CASTAGNETTI

Honey, 2021
Resin, steel, plaster, pigment, wax, wheat, 
honeycomb, shellac (installation view at 
L’Armonia, group show at Manifattura Tabacchi, 
Florence, 2021) 

The works of Ambra Castagnetti depict an alternati-
ve world inhabited by multifaceted beings, in which 
the human presence does not lead to an anthro-
pocentric system, but to a horizontal co-presence 
in which the elements merge into each other. This 
fictional ecosystem does not assume a utopic, pea-
ceful world. It is inspired by the blind rage of nature 
and of human desire, but it simply embeds different 
relations of cause and effect. The tender matter 
and shape of natural, animal, and feminine universes 
are protected by metallic shields, revealing their 
both fragile and everlasting nature, which leads 
them to become strong but sensitive witnesses of 
their environment. This ecosystem is constellated 
of cognizant, ungendered yet nonactive presences, 
somehow crystallized in an endless contemplation, 
all connected by a higher consciousness. 



Aviso (Sign), 2020
12 works on paper, each 100 x 70 cm 
Watercolor and pigment from coca plant seeds 
on Fabriano paper 

Aviso is a panopticon of previous works by the 
artist, referring to different aspects of the identity 
of the coca plant, its transfer, consumption, and po-
litical instrumentalization. The sentence “CORPO-
RACION SE APROPIA DE LA PLANTA QUE QUITA 
EL HAMBRE” (corporation appropriates the plant 
that removes hunger), painted with pigments from 
coca plants, is drawing a line from its indigenous 
use––chewing leaves to remove hunger––to its 
eradication by aerial fumigation led by US corpora-
tion Monsanto, the company that at the same time 
replaced indigenous seeds with GMO variants. 
The six drawings on the upper row cite historical 
Spanish chronicles, while the six ones below are 
from Díaz’s work, Movement of the Liberation of 
the Coca Plant in Three Movements (MLCP), mixing 
historical and fictional sources. By pretending that 
the Spaniards had discovered cocaine, according to 
historical tales, it builds a bridge between current 
imperialism and conquistadores, thus relating the 
plants to colonial culture. The use of watercolor 
further refers to historical illustrations made in that 
medium (brought from Europe), with found minerals 
and plant dyes (out of pure necessity). Díaz creates 
a parallel reality through the blurring of facts and fic-
tion, introducing several interconnecting histories. 
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URIEL ORLOW

What Plants Were Called Before They Had a Name, 
2015-2018
5-channel audio, shelf, books  
(installation view Tent, Rotterdam, 2019) 

Uriel Orlow presents an oral glossary of autochthonous 
vegetation of South Africa that lists their indigenous na-
mes in a dozen local languages countering the continuing 
epistemic violence of naming and classifying. European 
colonialism was both preceded and accompanied by 
expeditions that aimed at charting the territory and clas-
sifying its natural resources, in turn paving the way for oc-
cupation and exploitation. The supposed discovery and 
subsequent naming and cataloging of plants disregarded 
and obliterated existing indigenous plant names and 
botanical knowledge and imposed the Linnaean system 
of classification and its particular European rationality. 
As the artist remarked: “It struck me that in South Africa, 
where there are 11 official languages, and even more that 
are not official, what does it mean to have English and 
Latin as the names of the plants in the botanical gardens? 
It’s connected to the whole colonial history […].”  
The work title points to the irony of naming things  
already named, and its form points to the prevailing  
conditions that allowed this practice to thrive.



MONICA URSINA JÄGER

Forest Tales and Emerald Fictions, 2021
Single-channel video installation

This video installation is based on the artist’s  
research in Singapore. A narrator, introducing 
himself as “the Revenant,” leads the viewer from 
the dense skylines of a metropolis deep into the 
networks of the primeval forest and back into a 
hybrid world of urban and natural structures. He has 
experienced many conditions, times, and places, 
recounting the forest from the multiple perspecti-
ves of an anthropologist, biologist, and poet.  
This narrative is interwoven with the stories of a 
Singaporean Chinese woman recalling past times, 
her childhood memories of specific places, and 
animistic parallel worlds. The artist approaches the 
forest as a spatially complex structure, a place of 
multilayered contexts and interdependencies, and 
a place of imagination, narration, and memory.  
Centuries of colonization have shaped natural  
habitats: from imperialist territorial claims to 
scientific systematization and taxonomic classifi-
cation practices. The installation, however, shows 
the forest not only as a resource, infrastructure and 
service provider, but also as an ecosystem with a 
transtemporal and translocal character. H
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Her Ancient and Enduring Energies Rising, 2017
Graphite on thermo-sensitive polystyrene and smart 
chip on chrysocolla, 38 x 44 x 48 mm 

Hunter Longe has developed a series of interlinked 
sculptures made from copper, copper oxide and sulfate 
minerals. The combination of materials brings into light 
their reactive and animate qualities and evokes the 
notion of mineral evolution — an ancient interdependent 
relationship between plants and geological structures. 
Both the allure of these oxide stones as well as their uses 
in esoteric healing practices serve as inspiration. Their 
formation and their mythologies expose a form of cross- 
time communication or panpsychism that is further revea-
led in the language around them. To describe a deposit 
of copper as a "vein" conjures an subterranean circulatory 
system. The term "matrix" in geology designates the 
material in which a crystal, fossil or metal is embedded, 
yet matrice in Latin literally means womb. "Geo" comes 
from Gaia, Greek goddess of the Earth and even the word 
"human" stems from humus, the Latin word for soil.  
For the artist, these double meanings, like the stones, 
contain cracks through which the past grows into the 
future, fissures that undermine the hegemony of the mo-
dern western worldview. 





Untitled, 1982–2002
Map, note book, foreaged seeds

Maurice Maggi is a cook, gardener, and artist–activist.  
Since 1982 he has altered public space by planting flowers 
clandestinely. Following an exact plan, he wanders around 
town day and night to sow so-called pioneer plants, hardy 
species that are the first to colonize barren environments or 
previously biodiverse steady-state ecosystems that have 
been disrupted, for example by bituminization. In the artist's 
words: “From the niche outwards, to break up and change  
the compact whole, this is what the pioneer plants do.  
They are for me the avant-garde and subculture of nature, 
so I feel connected to these plant species as sociopolitical 
comrades-in-arms.” 

On display is a map of Zurich with colorful marks that repre-
sent the wild plantations founded by the artist. His small-scale 
biotopes transform the city, create new forage and nesting 
sites, and thus promote biodiversity. Furthermore, they delight 
our minds and encourage engagement with public space.

MAURICE MAGGI 



Films from the webpage NGGAMDU.org 
By the community of spider diviners in Somié, 
Cameroon. 2019-ongoing

NGGAMDU.org, a website that aims to recognize, 
support and share other forms of situated  
and embodied knowledge, was developed  
by Bollo Pierre Tadios and the spider diviners 
of Somié, Cameroon, in collaboration with  
Tomás Saraceno and Arachnophilia community 
member David Zeitlyn. The project emphasizes  
an awareness of and sensitivity to specific  
practices which reprioritise analogue modes of 
interspecies relation. During ŋgam dù, a set of  
binary questions are put forward to the spider  
oracle, whose response is interpreted via  
the spider's specific rearrangements of the arach-
nomancers divination cards. Featured here are 
questions from Emma Enderby, Hans Ulrich Obrist, 
Michael Marder, and Vinciane Despret that were 
answered by the spider and interpreted by  
Bollo Pierre Tadios in 2019. To support various  
community projects in Somié, pose your question 
to the spiders for a fee at NGGAMDU.org.

NGGAMDU.ORG

Scan this QR code for  
more information on how  
to participate through  
NGGAMDU.org

NGGAMDU.org is the intellectual property of the diviners and people of 
Somié, Cameroon. It was built with funds from Gropius Bau, Berlin. 

As such specific forms of situated knowledge and practices are increa-
singly threatened around the world, this project’s intention is not to 
appropriate images, objects, or ideas, but rather to call for a radical 
change in praxis and a collective approach that responds to the interests 
and artistic control of the spider diviners of Somié. 

All funds raised through NGGAMDU.org serve the community of 
Somié through a program of local projects and the remuneration for each 
diviner’s work.

Courtesy to the diviner, spider, and Nggàm dù.



Variación sobre hoja de anturio #3, 2021
Acrylic on carved wood panel
150 x 100 cm

Naufus Ramírez-Figueroa has carefully structured 
plant shapes into patterns and abstractions that 
reflect not only nature itself, but also its appropria-
tion by humankind across cultures and centuries, 
citing for example the shapes of art nouveau Tiffany 
lamps as an inspiration. The series of paintings on 
carved wood panels, recalling tropical leaves, are 
based on the shape of Anthurium plants, which 
have since the nineteenth century been the subject 
of much praise by collectors in Europe and North 
America, a situation which has sometimes led to 
over-collection in the wild and the extinction of 
species in their natural habitat in South and Central 
America. The paintings act as a meditation on the 
geometry of the leaves, and how in loving and 
collecting the plants, humans have caused many of 
them to disappear from nature.

NAUFUS RAMÍREZ-FIGUEROA



WHO WE ARE
AIA stands for Awareness in Art. We believe that 
art is a powerful tool to answer the questions that 
humanity is faced with today. As a platform, we  
produce outstanding exhibition projects that use 
the prism of art to generate awareness of topical 
issues and encourage people to think innovatively 
about the future. In order to achieve this goal, our 
nonprofit association enables dialogue between 
art, society, technology, and science.  
In cooperation with our partners, we develop 
special educational programs that make complex 
ideas accessible to a wide audience.

WHAT WE DO

CREATING KNOWLEDGE
AIA produces outstanding projects that raise awareness of 
social issues through the prism of art.

AIA aims to shed light on untenable conditions to initiate 
change rather than blame.

UNDERSTANDING
AIA dedicates itself to five topics and reveals their intercon-
nectivity: human rights, environment, social responsibility, 
equality, and challenges of digitalization.

AIA creates unique educational programs with its partners to 
reach and sensitize a broader audience.

COLLABORATION
AIA encourages innovative ways of thinking about the future 
and enables dialogue between outstanding minds from 
art, society, technology, science and traditional ecological 
knowledge.

AIA collaborates with partners that live up to the highest  
ethical standards.
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with Robert F. Kennedy Human Rights Switzerland and
ZHAW Research Group for Sustainability Education 
and Communication is part of Back to the Roots. 

This new exhibition literaly takes you back to our 
earth's roots. It will open up newfound perspectives 
in understanding nature as a living being and draw 
knowledge from traditional sources. 
The educational program sensitizes young people to 
the socio-political issue of environmental protection, 
focusing on the way of living of indigenous peoples. 
The aim is to make these alternative world views 
accessible to audiences of different ages.

The educational program comprises of an introductory and 
interactive, human rights based lesson plan on indigenous 
rights, an interactive tour of the exhibition followed by one of 
two possible creative workshops with follow-up material to 
recapture what was learned back in class.
During the workshop, students will be able to deconstruct 
patterns of thought that date back to colonial times that no 
longer do justice to our current ecological issues. *

Empathy for the "non-living": experiments with  
Hunter Longe
The creative workshop is based on the concept by artist 
Hunter Longe who draws attention to the living quality of the 
processes of fossilization and crystal growth. Based on 
research into his sculptures featured in the exhibition, pupils 
will create their own crystals and witness the transformation  
of materials.
They will develop empathy for the "non-living" and for 
elements of our environment that are unanimously exploited, 
as are the peoples who protect the environment.

City Walk with Maurice Maggi
We will take the pupils on a journey through Zurich into the 
universe of plants that cohabit the city with human beings.  
This workshop is based on Maurice Maggi's approach: 
supposed weeds turn out to be medicinal plants, herbs, as 
well as leaves, that can be used in the kitchen. The students 
will learn how to shape urban landscapes to foster biodiversity. 
Finally, the fresh lime blossoms from the Josefwiese are  
eaten together as a sorbet.

* This program was developed in line with Lehrplan 21. 
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	 The installation of Uriel Orlow is
	 generously  supported by Dexion
Thanks to
Ravi Agarwal, Ambra Castagnetti, Wilson Diaz, Bernadette 
Frei, Monica Ursina Jäger, Karrabing Film Collective, 
Elizabeth Povinelli, Hunter Longe, Maurice Maggi, 
Uriel Orlow, Naufus Ramirez-Figueroa, Tomàs Saraceno, 
Bollo Pierre Tadios, the spider, Arsim Aliu, 
Alexander Sies und Nina Hoeke, Elisabeth Vollert, 
Beatriz Lopez, Laura Sanchez, Stephanie Eger, 
Urs Mueller, Stef van Wieringen, Caroline Minar

All copyrights for texts and images remain with the authors.
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Ambra Castagnetti, Honey, 2021,  
Courtesy the artist 
Photo: installation view at L’Armonia, group show at 
Manifattura Tabacchi, Florence, 2021

Hunter Longe, Her Ancient and Enduring Energies Rising, 2017, 
Courtesy the artist

Karrabing Film Collective,  
Cover: The Family … and the Zombie.  
A Tale Set in the Ancestral Future, film still, 2021,  
Courtesy of the Karrabing Film Collective

Maurice Maggi, Untitled, 1982–2002,
Courtesy the artist

Monica Ursina Jäger, Forest Tales & Emerald Fictions, 2021, 
Courtesy the artist

Naufus Ramírez-Figueroa,  
Variación sobre hoja de anturio #3, 2021,  
Courtesy the artist & Sies+Höke, Düsseldorf  
Photo: Simon Vogel

Ravi Agarwal, Silent Roots, 2022,  
Courtesy the artist

NGGAMDU.org, By the community of spider diviners in Somié, 
Cameroon, 2019-ongoing
Courtesy the diviner, spider, and Nggàm dù
Photo by Studio Tomás Saraceno; 
NGGAMDU.org is the intellectual property of the diviners 
and people of Somié, Cameroon.

Uriel Orlow,  
What Plants Were Called Before They Had A Name, 
2015–2018,  
Courtesy the artist   
Photo: installation view Tent, Rotterdam, 2019

Wilson Diaz, Aviso (Sign), 2020,  
Courtesy the artist & instituto de visión New York/Bogotá
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Wednesday - Friday
12 p.m. - 6 p.m.

Saturday
11 a.m. - 5 p.m.

And by appointment

Sunday - Tuesday 
Closed
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