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We’re predisposed to perk up when we glimpse a glimmer
in the Earth’s crust. That shimmer might signal a coin 

fallen from someone’s pocket into the dirt, a watering hole 
on a desert horizon, or gold or gemstones embedded in rock. 
We can even manufacture that geologic gleam by forming 
sidewalks from mica-infused concrete, or by spreading quartz-
inflected stones as ground cover.

We’ve long sought to capture, to domesticate, to colonize 
that sparkle. If we were to walk into one of the many natural 
history museums that arose around the world in the 19th 
century, we’d likely encounter hundreds, if not thousands, of 
rocks and minerals, fastidiously arranged and labeled behind 
or beneath gleaming sheets of glass – the “very best of glass 
in the largest possible sizes,” the Smithsonian’s George Brown 
Goode recommended.1 With such transparency, Brita Brenna 
explains, “the objects could be locked up, safe from dirt, dust 
and the touch of visitors, who could thus move around the 
museum without constant supervision.”2 Glass also allowed for 
maximum illumination. If a ray of sun caught a facet of feldspar 
just right, it might wink at us.

As museums later incorporated gas and electric lighting, 
curators sought to use these technologies to enhance their 
collections’ visual appeal. Yet excessive light tended to 
damage materials, especially in art and ethnographic 
collections. And not all forms of artificial illumination were 
capable of capturing the full chromatic 
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range of the objects on display. For instance, spectrally limited 
fluorescent lights, installed in some exhibition halls as early as 
the 1930s, tended to turn the mineral aquamarine, green – and 
to extinguish the star in star sapphires. The trend in the ’60s, at 
least for art museums, was to transform the gallery into a “dark, 
mysterious cavern pierced by dramatic pin spotlights.”3 Chicago’s 
Field Museum seemed to sustain this trend through the mid-
’80s; in its renovated Grainger Hall of Gems, “slender beams [of 
light] from seemingly invisible sources reflected from jewel facets 
with laser-like intensity. Some gemstones rotated permanently 
on miniature carousels. The entire effect was dazzling.”4 With a 
bit of geologic stage design, these gems “appear[ed] to glow or 
sparkle with inner light.”

Today, a curator might choose to use spotlighting, backlighting, 
neon, fiber-optic lighting, or LEDs. Anthropologist Corinne 
Kratz explains that exhibition lighting serves a range of 
functions: within the galleries, it defines paths and pacing, 
delineates zones, directs attention, and creates atmosphere; 
and when directed at exhibited objects, it focuses our 
gaze, highlights particular features and material properties, 
amplifies contrasts, and cultivates ambience or style.5 In so 
doing, light—its quantity, intensity, color, distribution, form, and 
movement—serves a rhetorical purpose, making arguments or 
telling stories about the objects in its rays, or even inventing 
characters for them. White and natural light, for instance, 
tend to connote truth, realism, authenticity, and authority.6 
Concentrated boutique lighting, which appears to emerge 
from within the object, animates what it illuminates; a well-lit 
stone becomes vibrant matter.7

Light thus serves ontological and epistemological functions, 
too. It transforms rocks and minerals into knowledge objects – 
objects about which we can sense and know certain things, and 
(as we’ll soon discover) objects that themselves know a great 
deal about us and our universe.8 As Roger Caillois—himself an 
aggregate of many disciplinary ways of knowing—acknowledges, 
rocks “date from the beginnings of the planet, and perhaps 
emerged from another star.”9 Stones are cosmological and 
ontological repositories. And perhaps they refract a vision for the 
future, too. I’ll propose that we can use experimental methods 
of illumination, particularly those that extend beyond our 
conventional humanly range of vision, to see stones as proxies 
for grappling with our long, craggy history of planetary disruption 
– and as mediators for our engagements with one another.

Even stones dull and mundane—those specimens Caillois 
describes as arousing no interest for the archaeologist, artist, 
collector, or diamond merchant; those that are “neither useful 
nor famous,” that “do not sparkle in any ring”—yield their secrets 
through illumination.10 With his own stone collection, some of 
which he cut into cross-sections and thin slices, illuminated, 
and photographed, Caillois looked not for “purity, brilliance, 
color, [and] structural rigor” – qualities a connoisseur would 
seek across all specimens of a type. Instead, Caillois sought the 
singularity of each object: the “curious alterations brought about 

1 On glass: George Brown Goode, assistant 
secretary of the Smithsonian, Annual Report, 
Board of Regents of the Smithsonian 
Institution, Showing the Operations, 
Expenditures, and Condition of the 
Institution for the Year Ending June 30, 
1893 (Government Printing Office, 1895), 
23. For more on the history of museums 
and the politics of display, particularly in 
natural history museums, see Tony Bennett, 
The Birth of the Museum: History, Theory, 
Politics (Routledge, 1995); Stephen T. Asma, 
Stuffed Animals and Pickled Heads: The 
Culture and Evolution of Natural History 
Museums (Oxford University Press, 2001); 
Carla Yanni, Nature’s Museums: Victorian 
Science and the Architecture of Display 
(Princeton Architectural Press, 2005). 

2 Brita Brenna, “Nature and Texts in Glass 
Cases,” Nordic Journal of Science and 
Technology Studies 2, no. 1 (2014): 48. 
Ethnographic collections, and perhaps other 
kinds of institutions, once invited touch and 
other forms of multisensory engagement, 
according to Constance Classen and David 
Howes, “The Museum as Sensescape: 
Western Sensibilities and Indigenous 
Artifacts” in Elizabeth Edwards, Chris Gosden, 
& Ruth B. Phillips (eds), Sensible Objects: 
Colonialism, Museums, and Material Culture 
(Berg, 2006), 199–222. See also Tony Bennett, 
“Speaking to the Eyes: Museums, Legibility 
and the Social Order” in Sharon Macdonald 
(ed.), The Politics of Display: Museums, 
Science, Culture (Routledge, 2010), 22–30; 
Christopher Cuttle, Light for Art’s Sake: 
Lighting for Artworks and Museum Displays 
(Routledge, 2013); and the work of ERCO, 
https://www.erco.com/en/. 

3 Carol Kino, “It’s Just Daylight, but It 
Has Endless Shades,” New York Times 
(October 24, 2004), https://www.nytimes.
com/2004/10/24/arts/design/its-just-
daylight-but-it-has-endless-shades.html. 

4 I changed all verbs to past tense. David M. 
Walsten & Edward Olsen, “A New Jewel in 
Field Museum’s Crown: Grainger Hall of Gems 
Opens November 5,” Field Museum of Natural 
History Bulletin 56, no. 10 (November 1985).

5 Corinne A. Kratz, “Rhetorics of Value: 
Constituting Worth and Meaning Through 
Cultural Display,” Visual Anthropology 
Review 27, no. 1 (2011): 30, 32–33. 

6 Ibid., 32.

Opposite (clockwise from top left): 
Photomicrographs of thin sections of 
andesite, bronzitite, gabbro, and gabbroic 
inclusions in andesite.
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by the stone itself by means of metallic or other deposits, or…changes in shape due to 
erosion or serendipitous breakage.”11 Caillois, who fraternized with the surrealists and 
studied with the anthropologist Marcel Mauss, found various likenesses to landscapes 
in his rock sections, just as one finds forms in the clouds. He discerned in one particular 
slice of limestone the approximation of a human face, and he “meditated upon its 
furtive, shimmering lights and shades; on the interplay of parallels and obliques.”12

Polarization

Archaeologist Christopher Tilley; anthropologists Penny Harvey, Tim Ingold, and Hugh 
Raffles; and medievalist Jeffrey Jerome Cohen likewise examine the idiosyncratic, 
dynamic qualities of rocks – how their “stoniness” varies in relation to their wetness 
or dryness, their position in light and shade.13 Meanwhile, landscape architect Elise 
Hunchuck studies how stones mark boundaries and tell geological histories.14 Geologists 
who study rocks, petrologists, also use light to extract information from geologic 
specimens.15 A 30μm slice of rock—a thin section, not unlike those slices Caillois held 
in his collection—could be mounted on a glass slide and placed under a petrographic 
microscope. When the rock is positioned between the machine’s two polarizing filters, 
light is transmitted through it, revealing particular properties—like crystal systems, 
cleavages, and color—that help to identify the rock’s component minerals.

Sometimes the light source is intrinsic. Some mineral grains have the ability to absorb 
and store energy from environmental and cosmic radiation; when these “luminescent” 
grains are stimulated, they release their stored energy in the form of light – and this 
light offers clues to the specimens’ geologic history. One luminescence dating method, 
optically-stimulated luminescence, measures the amount of radioactivity materials 
have accumulated “since the time they were buried.”16 Zircons, some of which are 
fluorescent, are formed through the crystallization of magma, are particularly durable, 
and are thus useful for dating rocks. As a rock weathers various geologic traumas, rings 
of zircon grow around the grain at its core; “like a tiny time capsule,” Edmond Mathez 
explains, “the zircon records these events, each one of which may last hundreds of 
millions of years.”17

In the lab, light transmitted through, reflected off, and emitting from materials serves 
as a means to date them, classify them, to piece together their biographies. Just as the 
light cast onto the museum’s display cases transformed their enclosed specimens into 
objects to be interpreted by museum visitors, here, these optical laboratory methods 
permit geoscientists to extract data from their subjects. As the instructors of an Open 
University “Introduction to Petrology” class tell their students, “Rocks are the history 
books of the planet. Meteorite impacts, collisions and rifting of ancient continents, 
erosion of long vanished mountain ranges, ice ages, and life itself have all left records in 
these books.” We just have to learn how to crack their “complex code.”18

Shine

It’s quite a cryptographic conundrum. Caillois was taken by those stones that defied 
decryption and classification. Art historian Donna Roberts describes how he delighted 
in casting light on stones’ ambiguities, their “seeming at once animate and inanimate, 
organic and inorganic, mineral and vegetal, useful and useless, the stuff of poetic 
reverie and cultural symbolism as well as raw material.”19 We are fascinated by stones, 
he claimed, because of their severity, their radiance, their impenetrability, and their 
intransigence.20 Caillois focused on those that mean nothing to architecture, sculpture, 
mosaic, jewelry; they shone for no one but themselves. His chosen rocks “only attest to 
their own presence.”

But this is true of hardly any stone – especially not those in a museum vitrine or a 
laboratory. We illuminate and irradiate them in order to extract and collect and classify 
them; and they, in turn, reflect light back on us. Their luminescence backlights our 

7 Jane Bennett, Vibrant Matter: A Political 
Ecology of Things (Duke University Press, 2010).

8 I am grateful to @AAPiccini, @
AlJavieera, @annelysegelman, @asfaltics, 
@bamendelsohn, @blprnt, @dietoff, @
figuralities, @GoldsmithLeo, @guykeulemans, 
@hulknet, @infopetal, @KeysWalletPh0ne, 
@lifewinning, @mfkomie, @schettinodesign, 
@sirosenbaum, @siteations, @tamars, @
ThandiLoewenson, @UbuLoca, @wileycount, 
and @yeslev for sharing relevant resources 
for this project via Twitter.

9 Roger Caillois, “Stones & Other Texts, an 
excerpt,” trans Válentine Umansky, Sensate 
1+2 (2018), http://sensatejournal.com/stones-
other-texts/.

10 Roger Caillois, “Extracts from Stones,” 
trans. Jean Burrell, Diogenes 207 (2005): 89.

11 Roger Caillois, The Writing of Stones, trans. 
Barbara Bray (University Press of Virginia, 
1970), 4, 6.

12 Ibid., 103.

13 Jeffrey Jerome Cohen, Stone: An Ecology 
of the Human (University of Minnesota 
Press, 2015); Penny Harvey, “Lithic Vitality: 
Human Entanglement with Nonorganic 
Matter,” in Penny Harvey, Christian Krohn-
Hansen, & Knut G. Nustad (eds), Anthropos 
and the Material (Duke University Press, 
2019), 143–60; Tim Ingold, “Materials Against 
Materiality,” Archaeological Dialogues 14, 
no. 1 (2007): 1–16; Hugh Raffles, “A Lapidary 
Itinerary,” Rocks Stones Dust (n.d.), http://
rocksstonesdust.com/essays/raffles.html; 
Hugh Raffles, “Twenty-Five Years is a Long 
Time,” Cultural Anthropology 27, no. 4 
(August 2012): 526–34; Christopher Tilley, 
The Materiality of Stone: Explorations in 
Landscape Phenomenology (Berg, 2004).

14 Elise Hunchuck, excerpts from Tsunami 
Stones (2017), https://cargocollective.com/
elisehunchuck/An-Incomplete-Atlas-of-
Stones-1.

15 Much of the following discussion is 
drawn from the following sources: Jing 
Niu, “Introduction to Optical Mineralogy” 
(October 21, 2012), https://www.youtube.
com/watch?v=_ooSuUHGiiw; “Optical 
Properties of Minerals,” GeologyScience, 
http://geologyscience.com/general-
geology/optical-properties-of-minerals/; 
“Other Dating Techniques,” Earth Science 
Australia, http://earthsci.org/space/
space/geotime/otherdatingtechniques/
otherdatingtechniques.html; Daniel J. Peppe, 
“Dating Rocks and Fossils Using Geologic 
Methods,” Nature (2013), https://www.
nature.com/scitable/knowledge/library/
dating-rocks-and-fossils-using-geologic-
methods-107924044; Peter W. Reiners, et 
al., Geochronology and Thermochemistry 
(Wiley, 2018); University of New England, 
Geology 209, “Properties of Minerals in 
Thin Section” (March 2, 2018), https://www.
youtube.com/watch?v=4WWAyYSVogU.

16 Peppe, “Dating Rocks and Fossils Using 
Geologic Methods,” ibid.

17 Edmond A. Mathez, “Zircon Chronology: 
Dating the Oldest Material on Earth,” 
American Museum of Natural History, https://
www.amnh.org/learn-teach/curriculum-
collections/earth-inside-and-out/.

histories of colonialism, which as countless historians have noted, constitute the bedrock 
of the natural sciences, cultures of collection, and the institutions we created to study 
and store their spoils. Geographer Kathryn Yusoff argues that “geologic classification 
enabled the transformation of territory into a readable map of resources and organized 
the apprehension of extraction and the designation of extractable territories…The 
motivation of colonialism was an extraction project.”21 And it then transformed those 
extracted materials into radiant cathedrals in the new colonial cities, and opulent 
palaces and crown jewels back at home.

Even the gleam of today’s mica-inflected landscaping stones, granite countertops, 
tombstones, and marble tiles is refracted through expansive geopolitics.22 More than 
half of all of the United States’ “dimension stone”—natural rock or stone that has been 
selected and cut to specific dimensions—is likely imported, primarily from China, India, 
and Brazil, or it is harvested in the US and processed abroad. Poor information about 
stone’s supply chain, and the labor conditions and environmental impacts along it, 
make it very difficult to reckon with the costs and consequences of all that lithic gleam.23

We might think, too, about the oppressively visceral shine at many sites of extraction, 
where miners toil in unregulated pits under a relentless glare, struggling to discern 
the glimmer of gold or gem through sun-blinded eyes. Eco-literacy scholar Rebecca 
Griggs tells of iridescent indices on the Australian landscape – portents for prospectors, 
lighting the way to a lode:

Folklore has it that fossickers and small-claims prospectors once believed the Pilbara’s 
buried metals could be read upside down in the sky. They’d scan incoming storms for 
‘lightning nests’ – electrical clusters towed around the low-hanging cloud cover by 
the polarity of minerals below ground. Where lightning lingered, or struck the ground 
repetitively, a lode was thought to lie folded between sedimentary layers.24

 
In order to acknowledge the cultural and political-economic histories of stone, rather 
than reading upside down, maybe we need to illuminate from below, to find the 
elemental sources of superficial shine, to light with the dark. Black feminist and critical 
race theorists, attuned to the politics of light(ness) and (in)visibility, offer us several 
productively unsettling and ultimately reparative ways of seeing. Art historian Krista 
Thompson, in her study of African diasporic aesthetic practice, focuses on the visual 
economy of “shine”: the prominence of mirrors and starbursts in street photographs, 
the glitz of dancehalls, the radiant pageantry of proms, the bling of hip-hop videos. 
Rather than signaling superficial materialism, she proposes, these cultural forms and 
modes of illumination represent “everyday aspirational practices of black communities, 
who make and do more with what they have, creating prestige through the resources 
at hand.”25 What’s radical and critical about these consumptive practices is that they 
“disrupt notions of value” by elevating shine, which emanates from the commodity 
object, over the object itself.

Perhaps rather than regarding shine as a superficial external effect of a more corporeally 
integral radiance, we need to learn to read shine itself as meaningful – and especially so to 
particular communities that have historically been excluded from capitalist commodity 
networks, or have borne the injustices of capitalism’s and colonialism’s extractive 
demands. This re-reading constitutes a new methodology, one that’s more attentive to 
the racialized (and classed and gendered) cultural politics of visuality. Thompson offers 
bling as a “black popular and scholarly approach that is attentive to diasporic people’s 
intrinsic place within, estrangement from, or relationship to modern capitalism.”26

Blacklight

How do we recalibrate our eyes to bring shine itself into relief – to transform glimmer 
into a figure on a white supremacist and colonialist ground? Critical race scholar 
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18 “An Introduction to Minerals and Rocks 
under the Microscope,” “Introduction to 
Petrology,” Geological Sciences, Open 
University (Spring 1999),  https://www.open.
edu/openlearn/ocw/mod/oucontent/view.
php?id=9265&printable=1.

19 Donna Roberts, “An Introduction to 
Caillois’ Stones & Other Texts,” Flint 1/2 
(2018); reprinted, http://sensatejournal.com/
an-introduction-to-caillois-stones-other-
texts/. For more on unclassifiable rocks, 
see Sophia Roosth, “Come and Forget the 
Organism,” Canadian Centre for Architecture 
(January 24, 2019), https://www.cca.qc.ca/en/
events/63037/.

20 Roger Caillois, “Stones & Other Texts, an 
excerpt,” ibid.

21 Kathryn Yusoff, A Billion Black 
Anthropocenes or None (University of 
Minnesota Press, 2018), 83. See also Maria 
Margaret Lopes & Irina Podgorny, “The Shaping 
of Latin American Museums of Natural History, 
1850–1990,” Osiris 15 (2000): 110.

22 Although it is possible to conceive of 
stone construction that is embedded in its 
particular place of origin. Harvey describes 
contemporary Andean inhabitants who are 
“still very attentive to the vitality of stone 
in ways that demonstrate continuities with 
Inka understandings of material vitality. 
Many large rocks are thought to channel 
the energetic life-giving forces of the earth.” 
Harvey, 153.

23 Meg Calkins, “Solid as a Rock,” Landscape 
Architecture Magazine (February 27, 2018).

24 Rebecca Giggs, “Open Ground,” Griffith 
Review 47 (2015).

25 Krista Thompson, Shine: The Visual 
Economy of Light in African Diasporic 
Aesthetic Practice (Duke University Press, 
2015): 25. E-flux has also taken up “shine” in 
two issues: e-flux 61 (January 2015), https://
www.e-flux.com/journal/61/; and “Politics of 
Shine,” e-flux Supercommunity (2015), http://
supercommunity.e-flux.com/topics/politics-
of-shine/.

26 Thompson, Shine, 26.

27 Denise Ferreira da Silva, “Blacklight” in 
Clare Molloy & Philippe Pirotte (eds), Otobong 
Nkanga: Luster and Lucre (Sternberg Press, 
2017), 245.

28 Denise Ferreira da Silva, “In the Raw,” 
e-flux 93 (September 2018), https://www.e-
flux.com/journal/93/.

Opposite: Installation views of “In Pursuit of 
Bling” (2014) by Otobong Nkanga.

Denise Ferreira da Silva proposes that blacklight, or ultraviolet 
radiation—which is what irradiates many dance floors and 
makes fluorescent rocks glow in the dark—can “turn opaque 
things into luminous ones.”27 It then “works through that which 
makes it shine,” and transforms its medium in the process.28 
UV light, in working through the body, prompts it to produce 
vitamin D, and it’s been used to treat skin conditions like 
psoriasis, eczema, and scleroderma. But it can also cause 
sunburn and skin cancer, accelerate skin aging, and damage 
DNA. While UV is beyond the spectrum of human vision, it can 
harm the eyes by damaging the retina, burning the cornea, and 
causing cataracts and macular degeneration. What we can’t 
see can hurt us – and potentially exacerbate our blindness.

This is an all-too-convenient metaphor for whiteness, colonialism, 
and other systems of oppression that undergirded the rise of the 
natural history museum and, as Yusoff notes, geology itself. All 
those deleterious and carcinogenic properties of UV, Silva argues, 
ultimately serve to productively decompose, to “break the code” 
of, our malignantly colonialist and racist systems of classification 
and valuation.

Recalibrating our eyes for shine and blacklight—repositioning 
figure and ground; looking beyond our naturalized spectrum of 
vision, beyond the “color line,” as W.E.B. Du Bois conceived it—
requires accepting both the constructive and deconstructive, 
the comfortable and uncomfortable aspects of prying open sore 
eyes. It compels us to recognize that colonial and racial violence 
structure the very “analytical tools” we use to think about 
global capital, and that “colonial violence remains active in the 
global present.”29 Blacklight, “a black feminist reading device,” 
Silva says, “focuses on the elusive, the unclear, the uncertain,” 
perhaps not unlike Caillois’s illumination of “paradoxes of 
classification, ontological slippages and confusions that reveal 
the limitations for knowledge in strictly separating the poetic 
from the scientific.”30 Even the geochemistry of fluorescence 
itself is somewhat of a mystery to petrologists.31

But there is more at stake for Silva, because she’s not merely 
drawing playfully “inadmissible similarities,” as Caillois was, 
between rock sections and landscapes and human portraits.32 
She’s blacklighting colonialist legacies of classification wherein 
a black body is coded differently, lesser, than a white one; 
where an enslaved or incarcerated black body extracts the 
bling that then adorns and enriches the white body. Silva’s 
blacklight aims to work through the typical occlusion of racial 
and colonial violence—a craggy, opaque, long-buried rock that 
would really rather reflect than transmit those revelatory rays—
and makes it fluoresce. Her blacklight “prepares the ground,” 
she says, “for an imaging of the world and its existents in which 
reflection gives into the imagination.”33

Perhaps that imaging requires that we look beyond the vitrines 
and microscopes, the specimen labels and thin sections, to the 
colonial context of geology and the settler-colonial provenance 
of its objects. Combining Thompson’s and Silva’s methods, 
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29 Silva, “Blacklight,” 245; “1 (life) ÷ 0 
(blackness) = ∞ − ∞ or ∞ / ∞: On Matter 
Beyond the Equation of Value,” e-flux 79 
(February 2017),  https://www.e-flux.com/
journal/79/.

30 Silva, “Blacklight,” 250; Roberts, “An 
Introduction to Caillois’ Stones.”

31 “Essentially, ultraviolet light shining on 
these minerals is absorbed into the rock, 
where it reacts with chemicals in the material 
and excites the electrons in the mineral, thus 
emitting that energy as an outwardly glow. 
Different types of ultraviolet light—longwave 
and shortwave—can produce different colors 
from the same rock, and some rocks that 
have other materials inside them (called 
activators) may glow multiple colors.” Jennifer 
Billock, “Follow This Rainbow Tunnel to the 
World’s Largest Collection of Fluorescent 
Rocks,” Smithsonian (March 28, 2017), https://
www.smithsonianmag.com/travel/largest-
collection-fluorescent-rocks-180962572/.

32 Caillois, “Diagonal Science” in Claudine Frank 
(ed.), The Edge of Surrealism: A Roger Caillois 
Reader (Duke University Press, 2003), 355.

33 Silva, “Blacklight,” 252.

34 Silva, “1 (life)…”

35 Philippe Pirotte, “Foreword” in Clare Molloy 
& Philippe Pirotte (eds), Otobong Nkanga: 
Luster and Lucre (Sternberg Press, 2017), 9.

36 Otobong, Nkanga, Clare Molloy & Fabian 
Schöneich, “Intricate Connections” in ibid., 174.

37 Silva, “1 (life)…”

38 Kathryn Yusoff, “Epochal Aesthetics: 
Affectual Infrastructures of the 
Anthropocene,” e-flux (March 29, 2017), 
https://www.e-flux.com/architecture/
accumulation/121847/.

39 Heather Davis & Zoe Todd, “On the 
Importance of a Data, or Decolonizing the 
Anthropocene,” ACME: An International Journal 
for Critical Geographies 16, no. 4 (2017): 763.

40 Consider the indigenous museology of 
The Natural History Museum, a traveling 
exhibit advised by a team of indigenous 
representatives; or the feminist-indigenous 
science advocated for and practiced by Kim 
Tall Bear and Max Liboiron see Indigenous 
STS (http://indigenoussts.com/) and the 
Civic Laboratory for Environmental Action 
Research (https://civiclaboratory.nl/).

41 Katherine McKittrick, “Rift,” in Antipode 
Editorial Collective (ed), Keywords in Radical 
Geography: Antipode at 50 (Hoboken, NJ: 
Wiley Blackwell, 2019): 246. McKittrick does 
not explicitly mention the life sciences, but 
I think it’s important to entangle them, too, 
since our geologic pasts and futures do not 
belong solely to the human. See also Lauret 
Savoy: Trace: Memory, History, Race, and the 
American Landscape (Counterpoint, 2016).

Nigerian-born, Belgium-based artist Otobong Nkanga, in her 
In Pursuit of Bling installation-performance, deconstructs the 
traditional vitrine to display mica and other materials that, as 
Silva says, “glitter-image colonial violence.”34 On an assemblage 
of low-lying tables of variable heights, Nkanga arranges “raw” 
ore and mineral samples; examples of the products and artifacts, 
like cosmetics and ornaments, that these minerals generate; 
diagrams of their crystalline structure; and archival materials 
documenting their excavation.35 Nkanga explains that “by 
examining what mica looks like in its chemical structure, looking 
at the component elements that are in it”—thus adopting the 
optical methods of the lab—“I thought that maybe it’s interesting 
to put all these ideas together within a structure connected by 
magnetic rods, with which you can change the display or let’s 
say the molecular structure of the exhibition, adjusting each 
table to different exhibitions.”36 The overhead lighting casts a 
gridded shadow on the floor, transforming the entire installation 
into a topographic terrain.

At the center of each array is a tapestry. One features a 
gemstone abstracted as a diagram with exaggeratedly denoted 
“bling.” The stone floats atop a relief map that alludes to the 
geographic terrain from which the material is extracted, but 
which is labeled not with landforms, but with the minerals’ 
chemical elements and compounds – from Barium to Zinc. The 
other tapestry features two bodies, a man and a woman, whose 
upper halves are replaced with tiered platforms that allude 
simultaneously to the lab table, the exhibition vitrine, and the 
landscape of extraction. These figures’ tiered torsos and heads 
mirror the architecture of the installation itself – or perhaps 
they refract it, bringing all the molecular modeling, mining, and 
manufacturing to bear, both physically and metaphorically, on 
the bodies that perform the precarious labor of “turning opaque 
things into luminous ones.” And by situating those bodies within 
larger topologies and topographies, Nkanga traces the supply 
chain connecting “spaces of shine” to “places of obscurity” – and 
thereby “illuminat[es] that which must remain obscure for the 
fantasy of freedom and equality to remain intact.”37

This de-obfuscation ultimately allows for a “[re-]imaging of the 
world.” What we might also see refracted in Nkanga’s multi-
scalar diagram of “bling” is what Yusoff describes as “the 
imagination of a hundred million Anthropocenes that adequately 
map the differentiated power geometries of geology and its 
uneven mobilization through different geosocial formations.”38 
By blacklighting the Anthropocene—that geological age 
distinguished by the dominance of human influence, effected 
by mining and industrial manufacturing—we painfully “draw 
attention to the violence [and racism] at its core,” but we also 
open ourselves up to the validation and adoption of other 
more liberatory, reparative ways of seeing and knowing, and, 
ideally, more responsible ways of being.39 Heather Davis and 
Zoe Todd call for “the consideration of Indigenous philosophies 
and processes of Indigenous self-governance as a necessary 
political corrective, alongside the self-determination of other 
communities and societies violently impacted by the white 

supremacist, colonial, and capitalist logics instantiated in the 
origins of the Anthropocene.” How might we refract Indigenous, 
black, and feminist Anthropocenes—and a hundred million 
more—through the rocks in our labs and landscapes and vitrines, 
through the ways we do science, shape the earth, and construct 
“natural” history?40

We have cast light upon rocks in order to crack their geochemical 
code – to read them as cosmological repositories, time capsules, 
history books, material missives from distant stars. Yet rocks 
don’t only record the past; if lit just right, their glow can illuminate 
a pathway toward the future. Cultural geographer Katherine 
McKittrick reminds us that the natural sciences, life sciences, 
cultural history, and affect are “knotted knowledge systems 
that can read our planetary futures outside market time.”41 
Rocks, among the most prosaic of objects, lend themselves to 
observation through these various lenses largely because of 
their seeming simplicity and resilience. Perhaps they’re the ideal 
prisms, or lithic lanterns, through which we can backlight an 
overdetermined past and shine forward into a hundred million 
possible futures.
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The Rocks Must Be Strange

p. 94–95: “Artificial volcano eruption on the man-made rock island Stein” (2011) 
by H.U. Küenle, used under CC BY SA 3.0 license. 

p. 96: “The Stone of Wörlitz” (1979) aquatint by Wilhelm Friedrich Schlotterbeck 
after Carl Kuntz, used with permission via Kulturstiftung Dessau-Wörlitz.

p. 98: “A View of the Wilderness at Kew” aquatint (1763) by William Marlow, public 
domain via The Metropolitan Museum of Art, by Harris Brisbane Dick Fund, 1925.

In Conversation with Janine Randerson

p. 100–101: Image by Yutong Zhan, incorporating “Cloud Study (Distant Storm)” 
(c. 1786–1806) by Simon Denis, public domain via The Whitney Collection, Gift of 
Wheelock Whitney III, and Purchase, Gift of Mr. and Mrs. Charles S. McVeigh, by 
exchange, 2003.

p. 103: “Neighbourhood Air” (2011) by Janine Randerson, used with permission.

Glimmer: Refracting Rock

p. 106: “Gold” (2007) by Simon Law, used under CC BY SA 2.0 license.

p. 108: “Rock Thin Section Andesite” (2009) by Cheryl Cameron, public domain 
via US Geological Survey; “Bronzitite” (2005) by Kevin Walsh, used under CC BY 
2.0 license; “Gabbro from Rum in Scotland” (2012) by Julien Leuthold, used under 
CC BY 3.0 license; “Photomicrograph of Rock Thin Section Gabbroic Inclusion” 
(2018) by public domain via US Geological Survey.

p. 113: “In Pursuit of Bling – The Discovery” and “In Pursuit of Bling – The 
Transformation” (2014) by Otobong Nkanga, installation photographs by Anders 
Sune Berg, used with permission. These works by Otobong Nkanga were 
exhibited at the 8th Berlin Biennale for Contemporary Art, KW Institute for 
Contemporary Art, May 29–August 3, 2014.

Of Pits and Pads

p. 42–43: “The Soyuz TMA-10M Spacecraft on its Launch Pad” (2013) by NASA & 
Carla Cioffi, public domain via NASA (altered). 

p. 44–49: Image by Sara Harmon, used with permission.

Planetary Voyeurism

p. 50: “Compound eye of Antarctic krill” (c. 2018) by Gerd Alberti and Uwe Kils, 
used under CC BY NC 2.0 license.

Uncommon Planet: Geostories of the Global Commons

p. 56: “Cosmorama” (2018) by DESIGN EARTH, used with permission.

p. 58–62: Images by DESIGN EARTH, used with permission.

Unconventional Resources

p. 64–67: Images by Matthew Ransom, used with permission.

p. 69: Sentinel-2 multispectral aerial of Susquehanna County, Pennsylvania, 
public domain via US Geological Survey. 

p. 70: Images by Matthew Ransom, used with permission.

In Conversation with Jennifer Gabrys

p. 72: Dustbox + Airshift Data Toolkit (2016) by Jennifer Gabrys, used with 
permission (altered).

p. 77: Dustbox particulate matter (PM 2.5) sensor prototype (2016) by Jennifer 
Gabrys, used with permission (altered).

What on Earth?

p. 78: Images from “The Jefferson Grid” by @jefferson.grid via Instagram, used 
with permission. Images incorporate data from Google Earth, © Google (2019). 

Making the Rough Ground Plane

p. 80–83: “Airport Runway” (undated) by Andrew Norris, used under Adobe 
Stock Standard License via stock.adobe.com.

p. 84–85: “Kunsan Runway Renovation” (undated), public domain via US Air Force.

Reconstructing the Dent du Requin

p. 86–87: “Mont Blanc Seen from the Massif, Les Aiguilles Rouges” (1874) by 
Eugène-Emmanuel Viollet-le-Duc, public domain via The Metropolitan Museum 
of Art, purchased by Isaacson-Draper Foundation Gift, 2005.

p. 89: “Crystalline System of the Remnant Peaks Separating the Glacier Towards 
Blaitière from the Vallée Blanche” (undated) by Eugène-Emmanuel Viollet-
le-Duc, public domain via ©Ministère de la Culture (France), Médiathèque de 
l’architecture et du patrimoine, diffusion RMN-GP.

p. 90: “Drawing Alignment Study” (2019) by Aisling O’Carroll, used with permission.

p. 92: “Reprojection of Dent du Requin” (2019) by Aisling O’Carroll, used with permission.

Endpapers

“Astronomer Copernicus, or Conversations with God,” by Jan Matejko (1872). 
Photographed by Janusz Kozina and Grzegorz Zygier via The Jagiellonian 
University Museum, used with permission.

Editorial

p. 4: Image location of every photo of Earth taken from the International Space 
Station (2013). The public domain NASA data used in this image was compiled by 
Nathan Bergey, used under CC BY SA 3.0 license.

Down to Earth

p. 6: “Shortwave Infrared (SWIR) Index of North America” by Keith VanDerSys, 
using public domain multiband satellite imagery via Copernicus Sentinel, data 
processed by Sentinel Hub.

p. 10–11: “Normalized Vegetation Index (NDVI) Index of New Jersey Wetlands” by 
Keith VanDerSys, used with permission.

Ground Cover

p. 12–13: “North American surrogate test sites” (2020) by Robert Gerard 
Pietrusko, used with permission.

p. 14: “Cold War Polar Projection” (2020) by Robert Gerard Pietrusko, used  
with permission.

p. 17: “Nahanni Valley 1952 expedition” from US Navy, Office of Naval Research, 
Hugh O'Neill, Investigation of Methods for Determining Terrain Conditions by 
Interpretation of Vegetation from Aerial Photography: Report (1953), public 
domain.

p. 18: “Nahanni Valley vegetation indicating terrain conditions on sloped land” 
and “Nahanni Valley vegetation as depicted in high altitude aerial photography” 
from ibid, public domain.

Criticality as Interpretation, Deception, Distortion?

p. 20: Image from The Nuclear War Atlas by William Bunge (Victoriaville,  
Québec: Society for Human Exploration, 1982), used with permission via Wiley 
Global Permissions.

p. 23: “Latino/a America - Route Guides” (2003–ongoing) by Pedro Lasch, used 
with permission.

In Conversation with William Rankin

p. 26, 31: “The Wandering 48” (2010) by William Rankin, used with permission (cropped).

Vertical Mediation at Standing Rock

p. 32–33: Image by Sara Harmon, used with permission.

p. 34–35: “Protectors Not Protestors” (2016) by Joe Brusky, used under CC BY 2.0 
license via Flickr. 

p. 36: Image of Myron Dewey, used with permission.

p. 36: Image of Dean Dedman Jr, used with permission.

p. 40: Stills from “Front Lines #StandWithStandRock” (2016) by Myron Dewey, 
used with permission.
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