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It is a great pleasure to introduce this publication,
published on the occasion of Anna Sofie Mathiasen’s
solo exhibition, Folly, at O—Overgaden.

The exhibition is the culmination of our INTRO
program, a one-year postgraduate program offered
to two artists. With the generous support of Aage
and Johanne Louis-Hansen’s Foundation, INTRO
creates a unique opportunity to develop and
expand our collaboration with the newest voices

in the Danish art scene through a major exhibition
and ambitious publication, through which we aim
to extend the conversations around the artistic
practice and open up space for new material to
emerge. In this case we have been lucky to include
contributions by artist Peter Wichtler, writer Sophie
Strand, alongside curator and director Milena
Hogsberg in conversation with Mathiasen herself,
and we are very grateful for all their contributions.
A big thank you to O—Overgaden’s editor, Anne
Kolbzk Iversen, and to the graphic designers

at fanfare for their consistently excellent work.
Last, but not least, we are grateful to the artist for
sharing her material—from concept to extended
conversations—with all of us, through the exhibition
and in this publication.

The quest to translate questions of mental and
environmental health into animation, drawing, and
sculpture sits at the core of the young Danish artist
Anna Sofie Mathiasen’s exhibition at O—Overgaden.
Loosely referencing Cirkeline or the Swiss animation
Pingu and the “pedagogical” narration of gardening TV
programs, Mathiasen has created a series of four new
stop-motion films. Each between one and four minutes
long, the shorts tell the story of a depressed penguin
who watches gardening shows on the couch, attempting
to work through the depression by, among other things,
seeking therapy, gardening, composting, and in the end
buying a piece of land with its tortoise friend. Just like
the animation’s main character, voiced by Kaya Wilkins
(also known as Okay Kaya), Mathiasen does the same
with this exhibition: she constructs a garden.

The show garden Mathiasen has created includes

a stone path through a utility garden at one end

of the exhibition, full of espaliers or trellises, drawn
sunchokes and elderflowers (said to repel evil spirits
when placed in corners) alongside an animation

of a compost heap (collecting, composting,
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and thus recycling quotations on gardening and mental
health). At the exhibition’s other end blossoms an
ornamental garden centered on a pavilion or folly—
lending its name to the show: Folly.

“Folly” means foolishness or wrongdoing, as well
as a decorative pavilion with no practical purpose.
In this case, the folly is based on a real-life pavilion
built by the artist’s grandfather for the Danish
gallerist couple, the Asbaks. For the exhibition,
it was redrawn by the artist’s mother and rebuilt
by her father. Mathiasen’s gardening thus returns
to the social ecosystems of friendships and family,
while recalling childhood memories and tropes

of the garden as a healing place for physical and
mental illness.

Alongside references to private and public gardens,
including Mathiasen’s own efforts through which

she managed her mental health—and (in folly) threw
sunchokes in the compost, only to have them take
over her whole garden—the exhibition is also a nod to
the gardens of the psychiatric ward Dikemark outside
Oslo, the artist’s current home city. As the story goes,
around 1930, a psychiatrist brought penguins to amuse
the patients, but the animals soon died. This motif—
both silly (a folly) and tragic—inspired the starring role
of Mathiasen’s animation. Moreover, it prompted the
artist to revisit a childhood pastime of building DIY
wooden penguins with her dad. The resulting figures
now populate the show’s garden alongside abandoned
birds” nests and decorative chicken garden stakes
based on childhood drawings. Collectively the plural
elements encapsulate the absurdist contradictions of
the garden where both the uncontrollable wilderness
and the well-groomed beds contain cyclical paths

of healing.

Rhea Dall
Director, December 2023

Anna Sofie Mathiasen (b. 1995, DK) graduated from the
Academy of Fine Arts in Oslo in 2020. She has previously
exhibited at venues including Galleri K, Kunstnernes Hus,

and Kunsthall Oslo, all in Oslo (NO); Sol in Nexo (DK); and
Valencian Institute of Modern Art (ES). Folly is the artist’s first
large-scale solo exhibition in Denmark. In 2024 the show travels
to Nitja Center for Contemporary Art in Lillestrom and the

artist-run exhibition space Pachinko in Oslo.
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A CONVERSATION BETWEEN
MILENA HOGSBERG AND ANNA SOFIE MATHIASEN

Milena Hogsberg
Perhaps we should start with these sunchokes, also
known as Jerusalem artichokes, that you’ve drawn.
They really catch your eye, here in your studio, lying
smiling in the ground, while their spindly stems stretch
above the ground. How did they enter into the picture?

Anna Sofie Mathiasen
My first impression of the sunchokes, apart from eating
them, was as a plant. It was only when I realized they
would fulfill many of my needs at once that I started
to work with them artistically. First, it is a perennial
plant, meaning that it comes back every year. I like to
bond. I like when you can have a longer relationship
with a plant than just one season. It is also a plant that
is both edible and really beautiful when it blooms. It
was only later that | found out they are also extremely
hardy. And they spread a lot. So, I also had a bit of a
problem with them when they took over the garden.

(MHD
And this happened in your utility garden?

(ASM)
Yes, mostly in the utility garden, but also in the garden
of my parents’ summer house. | ended up throwing
the sunchokes on the compost, so they started to grow
everywhere I spread the soil. Now there is a whole
forest of them. My boyfriend and I were quite affected
by them. He found their growth exciting but at the
same time walked around trying to pull them out of
the ground in an attempt to control them. Now our
relationship with them is “both-and”—neither good nor
bad. Sometimes they laugh at us and sometimes they
laugh with us, so that’s kind of where that character
came from.

(MHD
Could you perhaps say that this project is, in fact,
also about finding your grounding, and position in the
world, while at the same time letting go of control?

(ASM)
Yeah, that’s definitely part of it. [ kind of imagine the
sunchokes being garden gnome-like characters, who
can both tease and help. But also as living creatures that
have their own lives and challenge my need for control.
The garden is the opposite of an empty place; the
garden is a very full place, but there is still room. When
I'm in the garden, I'm checking into an ecosystem, and
time feels different. I often don’t wear a watch either.
The garden has probably been the most important
scenery for many in their childhood games and fantasy
worlds, which are also a kind of ecosystem. I think it
makes good sense that most of the characters in the
exhibition were created, or simply found, in the garden.

(MHD
Children certainly often have a different and more
intimate relationship with nature, and perceive it with
their imagination in a different way than adults. It seems
to me that your works try to sense the world in that
way. Here, next to the animated and teasing sunchokes,
the elderflowers appear. What role do they play?
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(ASM)
I think they are one of my favorite plants. I look
forward to them blooming every year. Both because
[ love elderflower cordial and because I love the tree
itself and the smell of it. We have several different
varieties growing in the summer house garden.
One of them is a giant and it gets filled with aphids
sometimes. But it doesn’t care. It blooms relentlessly
and is incredibly easy to make cuttings from. For me,
the elderflowers are protectors, and perhaps they take
the part in the exhibition of the garden’s parents and
protectors—its “elders.”

(MHD)
I sense that you are attracted to plants that have
a pronounced resilience. Plants that survive and insist
on being alive, even if their circumstances are difficult.

(ASM)
Yes, well, | also think that’s what you find out pretty
quickly when you do gardening: that it’s about creating
something that actually thrives where you plant it.
I can feel totally guilty if I plant something that doesn’t
do well at all—it’s like 'm breaking some kind of social
contract with the garden. I really notice if a plant wants
to be there and also if it doesn’t.

(MHD)
How does this understanding of growth and well-being
(“trivsel”) in the garden reflect your own journey
toward mental and physical well-being and of being
in the world in a more balanced way, which is also
a theme in the exhibition? It seems to me that your
time in the garden offers a lot in return, and of course
the benefits of daily contact with nature on our mental
health are well documented. In the garden, we are in
contact with a lot of microbes, bacteria, scents and
spores, which we inhale and absorb through the skin,
and which send a stream of impulses to the nervous
system with messages to the body’s various cells.

(ASM)
I don’t know much about the science of microbes,
but I can tell that I'm far from alone when I'm in
the garden. For me, it’s about the fact that I feel that
I thrive in a completely different way. I get a completely
different kind of contact, including with my own work.

(MHD)
So gardening is in fact also changing the way you think
about the framework of your artistic practice?

(ASM)
Yes, it has become much easier for me to feel where
[ want to go artistically—what stories [ want to tell or
what I want to do. And then I also experience a different
kind of exhaustion in my body when I work outdoors:
not like the tiredness, which I feel when I'm sitting in
my studio with fluorescent lights, for example, but more
like a clear feeling that “now I'm done for today.” Before
[ began learning about the garden, I also perhaps felt
that my practice was growing into something unwieldy
making me feel | was in over my head.
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It had become my strict employer in a way. For me,
as an artist, it is a continuous process of trying to get
closer to my practice in a different way.

(MH)
I think that is definitely something we all have to
continuously practice. As | am walking around in the
garden with you, I think of the word “grounding,”
which is also a connection to the processual time that
unfolds in a garden. It is not only the time you give the
garden or “put into it,” but also the garden’s own cycle.

(ASM)
That reminds me of something my father said one day
when I was toying with ideas on changes | could make
in the garden: “Please don’t cut down any of the big
trees and bushes before I die, because | won’t get to
see the new ones grow big.” It was quite confronting,
[ felt, as unfortunately I am not good at dealing with
thoughts and conversations about death. It’s not
something I think I've learned to talk about. But I got
some really good images and tools for practicing that,
after you introduced me to Sophie Strand’s texts. They
also helped me this summer when [ was in the south
of England looking at gardens with my mother. On this
trip we visited, among other things, Derek Jarman’s
garden at Prospect Cottage in Dungeness. Dungeness
is on the coast in a corner of England and has a wild
climate where salt and wind limit what can grow
there. Still, it’s probably the most beautiful garden I've
ever seen. On a substrate of stones—which spread all
over Dungeness and make the whole place look like a
huge stone bed—grow dog roses, clder, beach cabbage
and cypress, along with sculptures made from old
garden tools. Jarman made the garden while dying of
AIDS and also losing loved ones to the disease. The
garden’s at once fragile and robust expression was truly
touching and confronting. I would really like to travel
back and see it in a different season sometime. The
thing about gardening is that you work in cycles and
experience things die and grow back or become soil.

(MH)
From the way you describe it I can really imagine
him tending caringly to his garden while feeling the
effects of illness on his own body. And it makes me
want to wander back to the compost that spread
the sunchokes all over your garden. In her text
“Confessions of a Compost Heap”, reprinted in this
publication, Sophie Strand describes imagining the
self and the body, breaking down due to illness,
as soil in a composting process, from which new
more-than-human stories can sprout. What in this
particular text resonated with you?

(ASM)
Strand’s words have opened a door in terms of
developing a kind of nascent understanding
of nature and also a critical understanding of the
concept of nature. “Confessions of a Compost
Heap”, in particular, made an impression on
me and also inspired the process of making
works for this exhibition. As I read her text,
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I could see that perhaps | had misunderstood the
compost pile both theoretically and practically, as was
evident in my mistake with the sunchokes. I think the
compost is a very confronting place: It heralds the end
of the season, when you go out and pile everything on
it. Decay and death. At the same time, it was a relief
to hear Strand’s thoughts about compost as the place
where everything ends—that all ideas can be thrown on
the compost and become good soil for something new.
These compost pile thoughts helped me in tackling
and breaking down the performance anxiety relating
to doing a solo exhibition. I am trying to rethink what
an exhibition should be. That has been my gardening.
And now my works are blooming for a short period of
time at O—Overgaden, and then they become compost
and good soil afterwards, from which something new
can grow. This thought has made it possible for me to
relax completely and work much more intuitively with
the exhibition.

(MH)
I'm so happy to hear that you've been metabolizing
Strand’s thinking in this way, especially since the
mulch in her text, to me, represents a more humble
perspective on human existence and making. Strand
has a rare genetic disease that makes death a present
possibility, even though she is very young. Instead of
becoming resigned to the doctors’ gloomy prognoses,
she finds creative impetus in the process of letting
go of the focus on her medical diagnosis and history,
and instead surrenders to the idea of herself as deeply
connected to a larger ecology; as part of a compost
that, together with fungi, microbes and bacteria, can
become soil for future stories. I find this both a very
beautiful and radical thought, which opens up for other
growth stories than the ones we humans often want to
tell about ourselves. And it circles back to your father
insisting that the large trees are not to be removed
because he knows their life span is a mirror of his own.
Memento mori—remember you must die.

(ASM)
Yes, exactly. Everything passes.

(MH)
And then we are back again at the word “well-being,”
as it relates to mental and physical health, which I know
you feel ambivalent about, because it quickly directs and
even limits the reading of the artworks, and perhaps also
the penguins, who appear as another main figure in
your garden.

(ASM)
Yes, I don’t want the works to be seen only through
that word. I work very seriously with self-care and at
the same time there is a language around the process
that I feel ambivalent about. In the exhibition I have
chosen to include some drawings inspired by self-help
posters, which mirror the large commercial industry
around mental health and the healing power of nature,
which I feel sometimes operates at the expense of
nature. This is also where | think the compost pile is
again relevant. All the good advice gets thrown on the
pile, and maybe it only really becomes useful advice
when it has finished composting.

(MH)

Yes, when it’s been absorbed as nutrients.

(ASM)
Someone’s well-being can mean someone else’s
unhappiness. It is as if care and abuse can be on the
same line. The exhibition refers in several places
to a rather grotesque story from the abandoned
psychiatric hospital Dikemark outside Oslo, where
in 1930 a male psychiatrist brought penguins home
from the Arctic Ocean to the hospital garden to amuse
the patients. Even if it is somehow a well-intended
thought, as you can guess it ended up really badly.
It may well be that the patients enjoyed living with
the penguins, but the penguins certainly did not enjoy
living outside their natural habitat, and soon died.
There is only one photo of the one penguin
that survived the longest. That image has been the
starting point for the animation films I've made for
the exhibition.

(MH)
These films are really short stop-motion animations,
and you employ a narrator’s voice, which in a
pedagogical tone tells stories, about the penguin, who
watches gardening programs on T'V and then makes its
own garden as it finds that medication does not work.
Why is the penguin so important to you?

(ASM)
With the penguin, there are many coincidences that
are woven together. Penguins are fascinating, both
because they are strange birds that cannot fly, and
because they live in such a different ecosystem from
us, in a place where humans cannot live. This makes
them almost mythical, and I can understand that they
have almost universal appeal. For a long time, I've been
inspired by imagined universes from children’s TV
and animations from my childhood, like Pingu, a clay
animation from the 1980s, which humorously imagines
a penguin family’s life (as if human) with a charming
troublemaker of a child penguin.

My father built our house when I was a child, and
the first wooden penguins we made were constructed
from surplus building materials. After | came across
this grotesque story about the penguins at Dikemark
in Oslo last year, my father and I started building
penguins again. They quickly became part of the
home, and some of them moved back with us to the
city, and now for a while they live at O—Overgaden.
They have all been given nicknames, and I noticed
that my father has also moved them around when

[ was not at the summer house and even portrayed
them in small paintings.

(MH)
[ find it very endearing, all the familial connections that
extend to the plants, animals, and trees that exist in
the garden universe you've created. You've also made
a so-called folly: a gazebo that your father built, which
will be placed in the middle of the exhibition—which,
of course, is also titled Folly.

@)

(ASM)
Yes, the folly in the exhibition refers to a pavilion
which my late maternal grandfather, a master mason,
built for the gallery owners Jacob and Patricia Asbak.
He showed me photographs of it several years ago
when [ was doing a project on the history of the
Danish masons’ union. For this exhibition, my mother
redesigned the pavilion and my father built it on the
grounds of our summer house. It has been a huge job,
which I am very touched and grateful that they’ve
taken on. I like how my mother has reinterpreted a
pavilion, which her father built, and how my father
has built it for me. It is a very personal work for me,
and also a kind of passage from which my grandfather
might be able to see the exhibition. At least, | hung
his old binoculars in there. In the exhibition, my
family, people, creatures, stories, and references that
I hold dear are brought together in a small ecosystem—
after all, my family and friends have also been a large
part of the actual production of the exhibition by
building, drawing, doing voiceovers, sound, music,
film editing, laying a gravel path, etc. Ozkos—which
is a term that means “house” and “household,” and
is a building block for the concepts of “ecology” and
“ecosystems”—functions as something around which
the stories in the exhibition can gather. It goes back
to something [ heard Sophie Strand say on a YouTube
video this summer, that we must remember to nurture
our own local ecosystem, be it one’s garden, family,
friends, or local environment.



FOLLY

Peter Wichtler

This text is a continuation of a conversation between
the author and the artist that has taken place over

the past months, as well as between the author and the
works shown in the exhibition, unfolding its characters,
motifs, and themes—its follies.

O O

And on the third sign it says: There are the things
you want to learn, those you should learn, and those
you dont want to learn.

Let’s say you want to learn how to communicate

with people so that you can express yourself in a way
that makes them understand you, follow your lines

of thought, and not hurt you or run away screaming,
laughing, or crying. Or, for example, you want to learn
about how things were done before “your time” in
order to understand how things are done now. This
would help you gain a better feel for that ongoing
timeline of ours (the history of humanity), that cultural
learning curve, in times when reassessing your current
position is deeply needed.

After that “want to learn” section, there then comes

the “should learn” section. Basically, it’s the same as the
“want to learn” section, but aged, profoundly aged, like
something dangling from a smoky ceiling or buried in
the ground like a grinning sunchoke, and we all have to
eat it, day in, day out, by the slice. It’s neither gone, nor
fully there. It can be out of style, manipulated, altered,
or pop up again as a system of moral standards, values, or
beliefs. It is served with dark ale and other mind-numbing
sides, like dealing with universities, dressing yourself
modestly, loneliness, leadership, and the lack of it.

The third section, the “don 't want to learn” section, is
regarded as immature, regressive, and deviant. You
refuse to accept cutlery, rights of way, marriage, therapy,
and other options of personal conduct in favor of a
childish, Forrest Gump-ish way of life that does not
keep up with any cultural timeline and adds little-to-
nothing to it. Characters of that segment are dreamers
and the (un)spoiled, all of them sparring partners to
fools, visionaries, and the big nothingness. The currency
in that section consists of (very) rare moments of naive
joy and immediacy—like a soup shared with a tortoise.

Massive contradiction: On the other hand, it is totally
OK, if you do not want to learn how to fix your own
bread or catalytic converter or do brain surgery,
because it is regarded as mature to accept the limits

of your skills, your focus in life, and the organization of
labor and class in your society. DIY comes into this as

a sentimentally charged, official grey zone in which a
dentist can feel good about repairing the storm damage
on his carport. But, as a rule, not wanting to learn either
means operating close to stupidity or its opposite: being
daccord with fragmentation and the order of things, the
breakdown of the whole into many, many sections.

The penguin in Anne Sofic Mathiasen’s animation seems
to be busy with future projects, secking wholeness

that would leave this fragmentation behind. Initiated
by depression, lack of vitamins and probiotics, and

an overdose of soothing TV gardening shows with
charming Monty Don—who makes rubber boots
spiritually attractive to anyone just slightly weary and
lost—the penguin sets out to find himself a garden instead
of a therapist. Like the exploited farmhands George and
Lennie in Steinbeck’s novella Of Mice and Men (1937),
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the penguin, descended from a long line of alienated
creatures, and the tortoise, once pet to the rich and the
eccentric forge plans to “live offa the fatta the lan™ and
build a cozy stone house with a humble garden and a
pot for making soup.

Unfortunately, the soil is contaminated by evil sunchokes
of the past, undermining the project, confusing the
tortoise, and pushing the penguin into depressive, fearful
fits. In the end, everything in the ground has to rot and
dissolve in order to fertilize a future in which they find
de-conditioned peace of mind. Until then, the choir

of sunchokes makes every thought of improvement
laughable and foolish; their sneer is filled with advice,
judgment, and peer pressure from other gardeners. Even
if, eventually, they are boiled to silence, the animation’s
happy ending of dissolving, rotting, and decomposing
moral standards formally opposes every element of
Mathiasen’s show. Here, personal expression comes in a
diagram or via graphical decor and Mathiasen’s drawings
present themselves as decluttered, freshly sorted from
what might have been pre-symbolic and overwhelming
heaps of chaos. The cleaned-up garden with emoji fruits
reorganizing a stiffly hung family tree, the penguins
that symmetrically position themselves between
designed plants and layers of a strictly structured sea,
the hydrangea bush as a pattern of petals—all this flat
as a tablecloth. The only slightly expressive element is
the metallic cutout of a chicken on a steel stick: a kid’s
drawing, turned into weatherproof outdoor decoration.

The rotting, dissolving element—that “not wanting to
learn” element—seems entirely absent in this graphical
line-up that is closer to signage than drawing. Depth

is also subtracted from the animated characters who
move their paper joints and mouths without any
dimension or illusion of depth. The (cute) mascots

of education often used in museums, schools, and
cartoons find themselves flattened out, speaking in a
monotone voice bare of the shrill tones of edutainment.

Like the emojis on the tree, the show presents itself

as a system, in a current, yet strangely frozen, state.

At its middle, there is a remake of something that never
has been real, the folly, in its “original” version built
by Mathiasen’s mason grandfather, commissioned by
rich gallerists. What to do with this prop? Does the
folly bring us back to the illusion of historical, cultural
value—the fake connections to the thoughts and things
that went before? Is this illusion carried out by the
mason, who had no say in shaping these expressive
visions, but stands ready to execute them, whenever
enough capital accumulates? What is split up here and
why? How are the sections and fragments defined:
socially, artistically, culturally? Are some meant to feel
and give in to their longings and fantasies, while others
are meant to carry out the craziness and visions—

like the penguins who were meant to distract the
psychiatric patients (my empathy is definitely with the
penguins) who, in turn, threw stones at them? Or like
Grandfather Mason who had to learn how to lay bricks
on top of each other to build a useless fantasy hut?

Is cultural surplus and heritage a trick, a folly?

What does this mean for art and its self-positioning?
Or is the folly a safe space of some sorts: a refuge for
Penguin and Tortoise?

Mathiasen uses her allotment in the cultural sphere to
insert these questions via her many characters, cute
as the motto on a “hang in there” poster or a quote of
someone famous about life, that one turns to in hours
of doubt and despair. Monty Don, for example: “If
you can dream every square inch of a garden, every
day of its year and every flavour of its season, then
you can make it”, or: “Absorbing a healthy amount of
dirt builds your immune system.” Really? Is this, in
an exhibition, rendered in this refined way, actually
transgressive material, in the way that rolling around
in broken glass, all blood smeared, used to be a few
drastic generations earlier? With the integration of
this feel-good stuff, Mathiasen denies (through her
profoundly educational practice) the fragmented vision
of art and its designated place outside society, where
unreachable ideals and their follies hang around.

Despite the motif of the compost heap, the garden,

the flowers, and the cute creatures, the show’s main
theme seems to be about keeping things apart—partly
through immense effort. This, 4hm, inverts the motif
of disintegration and decay, aka death; it is no longer
found in the rotting of things but in their systemic
order and in the effort to maintain it. The compost,
that lonely rotter, becomes in response a symbol of
organic renewal, possibly beyond control or will. It is
thanks to the sparse but effective poetry in Mathiasen’s
writing that the structural layout of the show does

not become the dominant factor, but that instead

what takes center stage are the moments of empathy,
simplicity, and honesty, shaped and specified in a
seemingly naive or analytical mode of professional DIY.

In Of Mice and Men the protagonist, unable to learn
anything, is shot by his best friend in order to spare
him maltreatment by the mob on their heels. The
dream to own a piece of land and grow their own food
failed, and a heartbreaking, protective act of friendship
ends that vision. The folly here was the idea that two
exchangeable losers would own their own land, with
carrots and rabbits and a windmill, where they would
have worked for themselves and would take a break
whenever they felt like it. A folly too humble to

be real.
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1. This essay will be published in Sophie Strand, The Body is a
Doorway: Healing Beyond Hope, Healing Beyond the Human, forth-
coming from Running Press in 2025, and has been reprinted here

with the author’s permission.
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“And so from hour to hour we ripe and ripe, and then
from hour to hour we rot and rot; and thereby hangs a
tale,” laments the melancholy Jaques in Shakespeare’s
comedy As You Like Iz, hinting at something the
playwright understood intimately: disorder and decay are
just as crucial to a narrative as order and fecundity. The
story does not exist in a single pole of experience, but
is articulated between ripeness and rot. The tragic play
flows from fertility into rot, while the comedy reverses
the causality, sprouting ripeness from initial decay.

This question was looping in my head in the

doctor’s office. She was the main expert of my

genetic condition, and without much grace she was
explaining to me the predictable course of my body’s
disintegration. “Okay, you need a surgeon to look at
your neck because your skull is essentially collapsing
into your spine. Not that the surgeries are very
effective. And with your lung function being what it is,
we can expect your heart to begin to feel the effects so
we need to get you back to the cardiologist.”

I could feel myself start to disassociate. My hands
were tingling. [ felt my being condense into a nucleus
of intensity between my eyes. The doctor’s voice was
glitching, moving up in pitch until it was too high for
me to even hear. “And then from hour to hour we rot
and rot,” | thought, staring down at the pronounced
veins in my hands that the doctor had informed

me were a “typical expression of connective tissue
disease”. My skin was too soft. My bones didn’t want
to stay in a solid shape. My heart was growing lazy.

[ was melting. | was breaking down.

[ imagined myself amorphous as a compost heap. And
instead of talking, the doctor was circling me, pouring
in water, tossing in a handful of lemon rinds, pulling
out a worm and inspecting it with pleasure, every
once in a while taking a trowel and flipping some of
my moist soil. “You're moving along well,” I imagined
her congratulating me. “You're past the thermophilic
phase and now fully maturing. I'm seeing a lot of
earthworms, a lot of millipedes. This is really

good news.”

Evidence of intentional composting goes back as far
as 12,000 years ago in Scotland, when fields filled with
manure and human excrement were used to grow
crops. There are examples of recycled organic waste
being used for agricultural purposes in ancient India,
China, and across the Middle East. The first written
tract about composting can be found in a set of clay
tablets dating back to King Sargon’s reign during the
Akkadian Empire (c. 2320 BCE). In Egypt, composting
was so esteemed that Cleopatra declared the compost
heap’s hero, the worm, sacred. In 160 BCE, the retired
Roman General Cato the Elder wrote instructions on
best practices for composting in his agricultural tract

De Agri Cultura.

Composting is the process whereby plant and
food waste decompose into a rich, nutritious soil
filled with fungi, bacteria, and organisms.

®

O

The soil produced from composting creates a nutritious
and vibrant matrix for agricultural planting with the
added benefit of producing compounds that kill off and
suppress pathogens that could harm crops. “Greens”
and “browns” are the main ingredients of a good
compost heap. Greens are characterized as being rich

in nitrogen: moldy leaves, mown grass, table scraps.
Browns are richer in carbon: stalks, woody material,
paper. The process is easy enough: add water; put
outside; let the heat, the moisture, the spores and
pollen diffused through the air do their jobs. Of course,
you can be more precise about it: shred matter to
increase surface area and “aerate” the pile. But decay is
a process that winks playfully at human control. Even
the attempt to create an “ingredient” list is a modern
innovation as demonstrated by the anarchic “shit fields”
of the ancient Scots. Human and animal excrement
combined with discarded food and plant waste provided
an alchemical mix that needed little organization.

The most important work is done by a decidedly
inhuman force, or perhaps it’s very human given

that our bodies are composed of more bacterial cells
than human cells: bacteria, fungi, and insects. These
decomposers turn a compost heap into a web of
appetites, chewing through waste, excreting nutrients
and soil, producing heat that further encourages the
decay process. A heap of inert matter is soon a pulsing,
humming, sweating community of creation.

What then is decay? Watching a compost heap
transform into fertile soil it can seem like decay is
genesis. Decay is the first scene in a comedy of mycelial
threads and millipedes and sprouting wildflowers,
seeds invisibly deposited by a bird flying overhead.
Sometimes I think about death as being the transition
from a solitary aliveness to an anarchic polyphony of
aliveness. Years ago, a deer, hit by a car, managed to
struggle into the woods at the periphery of my parents’
property, where it died. It was high summer, frying-
pan hot, the peeling birch bark almost crisping into
cinders under unrelenting sunshine. Day after day

[ would visit the carcass and watch as one life melted
into a riot of lives. Worms. Ants. Maggots. Beetles.
Mushrooms. Death was almost the moment when life
overflowed its cup. Death wasn’t an end of life. It was
the end of the singular. The deer decayed out of its
shape into explosive, generative plurality. One narrative
diverged into 400 narratives.

Somedays I ask myself, tenderly, curiously: What is
happening to me? What is happening to this self?
This body? I never returned to that doctor, despite her
prestige. | felt her prognosis was a bad story; a story

[ didn’t want to hear and didn’t want to tell. | know
that words are spells. And every day I wake up and
tell a different story about what health and vitality

and miracles are available to me.

But it is also important to honor what often,
bodily, intimately, feels like a slow decay.

When old diets, herbs, physical therapy routines
no longer work, it can feel like I'm melting.

When a holiday passes and I'm reminded to look back
at myself, I can suddenly see, for a moment, how much
has changed physically.

Am I decaying? Well, yes. But decay is always a day,

a microbe, a rootlet away from sprouting. Maybe I'm

losing touch with a self and melting into a more-than-
human mind.

[ look at Shakespeare’s catalogue of plays. Every
comedy begins with strife and breakdown.

Every tragedy begins with health and well-being.

If you played any narrative out longer, it would tip
into its opposite. As Shakespeare’s Jaques notes, it is
between the ripe and the rot that “thereby hangs a
tale”. If [ feel myself, like the compost heap, beginning
to melt, it means that I am also melting into another
story. A bigger story. A wider cast of characters.

Let me dance between ripe and rot.

[ don’t know which act in the play comes next.
But I know what my prayer is. Make me bigger than
an “I”. Make me good soil. O
O O O
O O
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