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BETWEEN HISTORY AND
MYTHMAKING: A LANDSLIDE
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In actual fact, the knowledge contained in a mythical
concept is confused, made of yielding, shapeless asso-
ciations. One must firmly stress this open character of
the concept: it is not at all an abstract, purified essence;
it is a formless, unstable, nebulous condensation,
whose unity and coherence are above all due to its

function

The Warren is metres from my former home in Folke-
stone;? in those years | would go there often. | watched
the moon rise, snow fall, waves break. From the lip of
the rise you can see a vast undercliff set against white
chalk. A tangle of paths lead on one side down to an
open beach and on the other into a forest. A train line
cuts across the centre. Facing the English Channel, the
Warren forms part of the coastal border - in the dis-
tance you can see France. It is one of the busiest and
most dangerous places to cross the Channel by boat.

Each year more of the land crumbles into the
sea. The landslides of the Warren start deep under-
ground, 40 metres beneath the surface. Under layers of
chalk, under clay and on beds of sand. Under the water-
line, under the concrete weight, under blackberries,
golden samphire, dancing crowds, and the waves.

Today | wear a fossil around my neck. As a geo-
logical guide it moves between times. | am far away,
and | still hear the insistent sounds of the landslide.
Driven by homesickness and somatic memories, | re-
search obsessively to know more. | learn about the 12
slips that have cccurred since recording began in
1765. Some so violent that entire lakes disappear, train
stations are upended, earth turns and forests grow. |
wonder what kind of knowledge people held of the
landslide before these records.

Time erupts from the surfaces of the earth. Viol-
ent temporal shifts. How many times it slid before its
first burst is unknowable. What | am trying to trace is
what might have been born alongside these ruptures
of the earth. | find the phrase ‘the geologic turn’ funny.
Here the earth moves in what is called rotational
shearing, a movement that turns layers of earth over
and causes massive changes in the land's shape.
There were once caves hidden in the cliffs, tunnels
leading to smugglers homes and hiding places along
the coast. There is buried treasure here; gold, tobacco
and rum perhaps trapped in the chalk.®

Is the landslide an event or an entity? A place or
an almost constant discontinuity in time? Is the land-
slide an ‘sarth being’ just as a river or a mountain
might be? Is the landslide’s endless turning not part of
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its nature? What would it mean for the landslide, a vol-
cano, or a fault line to have rights of legal persen-
hood? Is this destruction not a fundamental rupture in
the concept of the earth as a figure, with stories
shaped by western myths of geology?

The last major slide event, ‘the Great Fall,
happened in December 1915. Large rains fell and des-
cended through the porous chalk, leaked into the
place where chalk becomes clay and the clay started
to slide. Then the water froze, expanded and cracked
the chalk open. Huge chalk boulders slid off clay layers
in the cliff and parts of the land moved by over a
metre. The move pushed a train from its tracks and
crushed the Warren station. A succession of smaller
landslides through the 1930s and 1940s led to the rail
company performing extensive geoengineering
works in the cliffs to stop them from moving again.
They drilled horizontal tunnels into the ancient chalk
to lower the water table and reduce the slip between
the chalk and clay. A giant concrete weight was added
to the shoreline, millions of tonnes employed to hold
the landslide in place. So far, this intervention has held
off the inevitable and prevented the land from slipping
further out to sea.*

We walk from cliff top to sea edge. The ground
makes us move slowly across clay steps. We slide,
sometimes falling. Our feet become heavy with dark
grey clay. We move slowly so as not to wake her. Per-
haps on this landslide, where the earth is constantly
eroding, we are confronted with the task of finding
other ways of being human.

Artists feel their way along the concrete stage,
one holds a heavy mirror, reflecting back the porous
white chalk cliffs above. Anather crawls along a ridge in
the cracked clay scarp, balancing an impossible weight
out in front of them. Helen Davison holds an emer-
gency heat blanket in their mouth, producing a cry of
lament along the sea edge. Rubiane Maia performs a
tide-length ritual at the waterline. She waits, cpens her
body to the sea, moves, waits again, tracing the vibrant
matters of the Warrens waterline with her attention,
waiting for ‘the hole, the crack, the scission’.?

A group of us gather to chart the landslide
against the planets. We study the heavens. Among
other revelations, we find a spine-tingling conjunction
between Saturn and Pluto occurring at the time of the
recorded landsides. Pluto is the planet of the under-
ground, of trauma, of mineral and material wealth; and
Saturn the planet of time, restriction, agriculture and
institutions. The astrocartographers we asked to join
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Here we attend closely to the cracks in the
ground on which we stand. To show that the
story of modernity and its geological imaginary
is being told on a landslide and the ground is
always moving. | imagine rains will fall harder,
the waters will rise, and the earth will slide
once again, on the move towards the sea.

us believe these occurrences place the Warren and its
landslides as actors in & much larger generational
story.f One about the relationship between the know-
ledge born from the imaginaries of geology and the
institutional systems of colonial governance and con-
trol that have held the world in their grip ever since.

The Warren is one of a few places in England
where, because of the constantly changing land-
forms, it is possible to observe the stratification of be-
ing and time that emerged with the birth of modern
geology. The site has what is thought of as a complete
set of layers with which it is possible to date other
samples of earth from across the planet. Each layer of
earth makes myths of the earth's past. Relics of cocco-
liths in the chalk recall the frothy seas that swam with
early life. Fossils, bones and shark's teeth ooze out of
the gault clay and greensand of Copt Point, the west-
ern point of the Warren's Wear Bay. The list of fossils
that can be found in the Warren is so extensive that
collections are housed in natural history museums
across Europe. In Folkestone, children gather on the
shoreline to pocket fossils at low tide.

In Old English, landslides would have been
known as eordgebyrst: earth burst. The first recording
of the landslide in 1765 was concurrent with the ad-
vent of the discipline of geology. The event drew the
attention of many across Europe interested in extract-
ing knowledge of the underground and in new ways
to tell the story of the earth. A story that would shape
institutional narratives, fixing and imposing an under-
standing of earth time in the colonial imaginary. Di-
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derot’s Encyclopédie (1751-65), a manual on Enlighten-
ment thinking, lists Géologie under a branch of sci-
ences called Cosmologie. It sits alongside Aérologie
(study of the air) and Uranclogie (study of the planets).
Of these, geology persists as a means of reorganising
and structuring our separateness from the earth be-
low our feet.

Speculations on time are abundant here in the
Warren, but | wonder if it is also possible to read the
landslides as places in which times collapse and are
destroyed. | wonder whether the interplay between
the earth’s surface and its inner layers are the ground
on which the structures of temporality that govern the
myths of modernity are maintained.’ For Foucault, the
monster and the fossil, each representing difference
and identity, are figures that describe the inability of
natural science to write the history of the earth.? Here
the continuum appears as a destructive totality. The
fossil is a figure of the past, an index of 100 million
years of earth histories. Butitis also here, now, appear-
ing in the present, oozing out of the clay. This ordering
of knowledge can only ever trace contours of the ‘be-
ing of the earth, while accounts of living and non-liv-
ing entities are perceptible on the margins or as they
slip between the cracks or erupt out of time.

Perhaps the Warren and the landslides beneath
is an archive of different intensities. It has been stud-
ied, shaped, exploded, eroded. To be part of the story
of the Warren is to face this landscape’s place in mod-
ernity’s orderings and reorderings of knowledge. Here
we attend closely to the cracks in the ground on which
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