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Plummeting towards the sun but
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missing it: planetary physics, ancient erv——

ruins & astronaut memoirs in the work

of Alice Wang Revien

Hannah Spears, 20 May 2019 Nows
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Los Angeles and Shanghai based artist Alice

Wang makes work that'’s often described as =her

alchemical. She's drawn to properties like
heat, scent, and the sensation of air being mewsierter
circulated around a room. Her Untitled

piece for a recent group show that at Tin

Flats, a former chromium-plating factory

turned gallery and studio space by the Los

Angeles River, was a white ceramic vessel

plugged into the wall that emitted thin

whisps of vapor. The show, called The

Angel’s Share in reference to an amount of

alcohol lost to evaporation in the process of

distilling a spirit, was about “the idea of

process,” and in particular, the process of

transformation.

For her latest solo exhibition at Los

Angeles’ Visitor Welcome Center that ran

Alice
March 16 to April 20, 2019, Wang Wang,
solo
focused her attention on what might have exhibitio
. . n
been a much headier subject: outer space. (2019)
But the exhibition wasn't so much a Installati
on view.
consideration of the stylized representations Image
) . ) courtesy
of outer space in science fiction or the the artist
e . . and
political implications of space travel, as one Visitor
Welcome

might expect. Wang's treatment of the

Center,



subject instead forefronted sensation,
something she regrets she can only
experience vicariously through things like
astronaut memoirs, which she reads
voraciously. Her research for the show
involved traveling to places where it's most
possible to perceive the Earth on a planetary
scale: the high desert in the middle of the
night; the arctic during the first sunrise of
the year; seven stories above a rainforest
canopy. Sites she describes as being “at the

edge.”

When we sit down to discuss her show and
accompanying publication, An Atlas of
Outer Space, published March 2019 on San

Francisco's Sming Sming Books, it becomes

apparent that these experiences informed
her choice of materials — in this case, black
mirrored glass (“the light play on it is
incredible”), an iron meteorite, and sheet
mirrors printed with images from NASA's
archive using a wet plate collodion process.
When asked about this process, the artist
talks about its materiality, and gestures as
she describes submerging the plate in a silver

nitrate bath.
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Similarly derived from an interest in
phenomenology, Wang's standout video
piece ‘Pyramids and Parabolas I' (2019) is
set to a score of radio transmissions from
celestial objects in outer space that she
sourced from NASA's archive of sound
recordings (a sampling of which can be found

on soundcloud). Visually, the work switches

between the Very Large Array, a radio
telescope observatory in New Mexico, and
Mayan archeological sites in the Yucatan.
Also included in the video is crowdsourced

amateur video footage of the 2013 meteor

over Siberia. One of the most striking
aspects of this footage is the banality of the
scenes that this massive projectile from
outer space interrupts in a literal flash.
Perhaps as a result, Wang's piece conveys
the sublime sense that, as she describes it,
“the Earth is plummeting towards the Sun

but missing it.”

" Betore we delve into your show, [
wanted to ask you how you arrived at

your subject matter. You studied Wang,

‘Untitled’

computer science and international (20718).
Installati
on view.
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Image

relations, but what compelled you to start
courtesy

working on outer space as a subject? thz artist
an

Visitor
Welcome
Center,
Los
Angeles.

Alice Wang: Well, like a lot of people, 'm a
space junkie and sci-fi nerd and just really
curious about the cosmos. When [ was in
undergrad [ took a few astronomy classes
that blew my mind and were tucked away in
there for probably ten years until [ started
thinking about astronomy again recently.
Now I'm really interested in the experience
of being on Earth. Starting from when [
finished graduate school six years ago, |
started thinking about this idea that the
Earth is plummeting toward the sun but
missing it. That reality didn't really sink in
for me until many years of working through
that sentence to the point where it's become
strange and uncanny. It describes gravity and
how we're constantly falling as we orbit

around the sun.

" Elsewhere you've called this sentence a
mantra. I'm interested in how it entails a
modern understanding of planetary physics
that, like the images you've compiled in your
latest volume, An Atlas of Outer Space,
fundamentally transformed the way people
conceive of the universe. But in your video,
‘Pyramids and Parabolas I' (2019), you
alternate between footage of the Very Large
Array, a radio telescope facility in New
Mexico, and footage of ancient ruins. Could
you talk about the site visits you conducted
and your decision to bridge these disparate

temporal registers in the video?

AW: The video is episode one of a series |

just started. And to give you some
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background on it, I'd been thinking about
the relationship between geometry and

both monolithic architecture and
technological structures as ways to
commune with the cosmos. A parabola,
which is basically the shape of a bowl, is a
basic geometric shape. But we use that to
create satellite dishes that receive and
transmit signals. There's also some footage
[in the video] from the movie Contact with
Jodie Foster at an actual scientific research
site where they're listening for quasars and
pulsars in outer space. So that, on the one
hand, is very current, modern technology.
On the other hand, a pyramid is also a
geometric shape even though we have these
cultural associations with the pyramids in
Egypt or Mexico or Mesoamerica. And [ was
thinking about how pyramids are also these
transmission devices that sort of
communicate with the cosmos. When [
began this series, [ was following a hunch
that there was a relationship between
geometry and a kind of outward urge toward
space. What affirmed this hunch was my
experience actually climbing the pyramids.
We landed in a small airport, drove for hours
until we reached a kind of entrance to the
rain forest, drove another hour and a half to
two hours, and then hiked for another thirty
minutes. So it was really deep in the jungle.
And when we climbed up, we climbed maybe
five stories above the canopy of the forest. It
became very clear to me that these
structures were built by people seeking to

get to the heavens, to the cosmos, physically.

" Before going to this site were thinking

about these two technologies in tandem? Or

Alice

Wang,
solo
exhibitio

n
(2019).
Installati
on view.
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did you make the connection later?

AW: When [ make anything, [ usually don't
start with a solid idea, but with curiosities or
inklings. Almost like searching in the dark.
The research [ do usually leads me in a
certain direction and I find that openness to
be productive and necessary. Ten years ago |
was working in the Canadian government
regulating traditional Chinese medicine and
acupuncture and [ found that this very
rationalistic, analytical thinking was stifling.
In society in general, rational thinking can be
a bit overdetermining. So I allowed an
intuitive process to guide me to explore
other ways of knowing and just trust the

process.

" Let's talk about your book, An Atlas of
Outer Space, which is a compilation of
images from NASA's image archive. It's

by no means comprehensive, yet you

chose to call it an atlas, which also happens
to have been one of the primary tools of
empire and colonialism. Tell me more about
your use of this term. Is it meant to be
tongue in cheek because of the literal
impossibility of mapping outer space in its

entirety?

AW: It's definitely not meant to be taken too
seriously — it's an impossible task as you
mentioned. It was kind of a pet project that I
realized after it was printed is actually an
important part of my practice. Because,
going back to that statement or mantra, what
it does for me is take me out of the social,
out of this human centric way of thinking,

and catapults me into outer space and to this

Alice

Wang's
An Atlas
of Outer
Space
publishe
d March
2019 on
Sming
Sming
Books.
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realization that we are part of this solar
system, the Milky Way galaxy, and whatever
larger mapping that exists. So [ wanted to
concretize and make tangible that existence.
It's hard when you're in a city but I feel
closer to it when I'm in Twentynine Palms—
kind of at the edge in a way because there
are so many stars. Another time [ felt this
proximity to outer space was when [ decided
to go see the first sun rise of the year in the
Arctic. For me it's really important to have
an embodied experience to get the
phenomenological sense of that space and
the light and so [ went to the Arctic. It was a

life-changing experience to be at the edge

like that.

" Included in the atlas is the iconic pale blue
dot photograph, which I understand has been
something of a touchstone for you. What
about this image interests you? Does it have
to do with taking you out of a human centric

way of thinking?

AW: Definitely, and [ feel like images when
they become tangible do something. I think
that's what's interesting about art is that it

enters you and kind of does something.

"I have to ask, any strong reactions to
the black hole photograph that just came

out?

AW: [Laughs] Yes! And actually my
publisher Vivian Sming sent me an article a
few months ago while we were working on
this project describing how scientists were
trying to look at the black hole but the image

wasn't out yet so [ also experienced some
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Los

anticipation around when it would finally Angeles

come out. But I'm still grappling with the
idea and some of the scary and exciting
possibilities it opens up around things like

Features

time travel.
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AW: Because these pieces were made
recently, they're difficult to talk about. But
maybe [ can try to connect them to my
thinking about my past work. One of the
pieces heats up and heat has been a material
['ve wanted to work with for a while. I'm
interested in more immaterial materials or
ones that you don't see. Before this I've
worked with water vapor, which I like
because as soon as it touches a surface, it
condenses into water, undergoing its own
metamorphic process. Another piece [ did
was with a bladeless Dyson fan and a
monolithic beeswax sculpture. Beeswax has a
scent and with the wind, the scent is
circulated throughout the space. The iron
meteorite piece in this show can also be
activated. [ feel these works exist somewhere
between the real and the imaginary —
imagining the beeswax scent circulating, for
instance, or the iron meteorite’s activation

into something else.



* Ak . . .
Your obsession with astronaut memoirs

— tell me more about that.

AW: [Laughs] [ would've loved to have

been an astronaut before, but it's a bit too
late now. Not really sure I have many skills
to offer them. It really started when [ went to
the Arctic. As I mentioned before I wanted
to get close to the extremes. [ looked up
when the sun would rise and I went about
three days before the first sunrise thinking
that it would be completely dark and then
the fourth day [ would start to see the sun.
That's what [ was imagining. But what ended
up happening was that I landed in the
evening so it was obviously completely dark
but then the next day around 10:30-11, you
could start to see the sky turning grayish
blue and sense that light was coming
through. At about noon the sky was this
bluish pinkish hue like during the magic hour
at dusk and dawn and it was like that for four
hours. So it maintained this dusk. The light
of this dusk was arrested and we were
enveloped by this hue. It made me realize the
sun is obviously not a light that you turn on
and off'and it allowed me to really observe
the effects of Earth’s curvature. This
experience pushed me to explore outer
space as a subject and that's when I began
reading the memoirs of astronauts. [ can't go
to outer space so the next best thing is to
hear what their experiences were. And there

are some really crazy stories.
" Anything stand out in particular?

AW: The idea of orientation is something

['ve explored a bit in my work. When you're
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in space there's no up and down or left and
right. The astronauts describe how
disorienting it is to do EVA or Extra
Vehicular Activity outside of the spaceship.
Because at least when you're inside you have

an up and down and objects to orient you.
" Whose memoir was that in?

AW: Scott Kelly’s. And what's crazy is he
was doing a twin study with his brother.
They're both astronauts and they're twins.
He was sent to space for about a year, which
was the longest anyone has stayed in space,
and they studied his brother on Earth. Just
last week there was a press conference to
reveal the study. It's really to study what
would begin to happen to humans if we
stayed in space for a long time. So to me it
indicates we're really getting ready for that.
Which is kind of frightening. Seems like it's

no longer if but when.

" What's next for you? Any plans at the

moment?

AW: Still definitely interested in space.
Thinking about trying to focus more on a
planet now. I'd definitely like to go back to
the Arctic, maybe when the sun is up for 24

hours so I can experience this disorienting

feeling of being exhausted when it's light out.

[ think that'll be what's next.””

Alice Wang's exhibition was presented at

Los Angeles’ Visitor Welcome Center from
March 16 to April 20, 2019. Her book An
Atlas of Outer Space was released in March

2019 on San Francisco’s Sming Sming

Books.
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Alice Wang, Capsule, Shanghai

Capsule Shanghai

Todd Meyers (/web/20171205023113/http://esse.ca/en/auteurs/todd-meyers)

Exhibition view, Alice Wang, Capsule Shanghai, 2017. Photo: courtesy of the artist and Capsule Shanghai

Alice Wang
CAPSULE, Shanghai, China
September 2—October 18, 2017

The first thing one notices about Alice Wang’s exhibition at CAPSULE is the way her work subtly incorporates the space.
The gallery—a combination exhibition space and art laboratory—occupies a lush 1930s garden house brilliantly
redesigned by the architect Nunzia Carbone. Quietly hidden at the end of a winding alley, the gallery is filled with light
and connects the outdoor green space to the interior through large leaded windows. Just as the gallery has a porous
relationship with the environs that surround it, Wang’s work seems to mold to the features of the space.

The first piece that greets viewers is a large raised white flowerpot filled with mimosa pudica, a plant sensitive to
movement that recoils and folds its leaves protectively inward when touched. The work does not announce itself
immediately and could be as easily an extension of the garden outside as it is part of the exhibition. But it is the plant’s
awareness of us rather than our awareness of it that is so uncanny—its slight movements as we unwittingly brush against
it in passing, oblivious to its reaction. The exhibition includes a video installation (with Ben Tong) entitled Oracle (2017),
a moody array of landscapes and organisms, but otherwise all the works are untitled, which gives them an additional
sense of interiority; they are not here for us but for themselves, acting on their own.

There are works that are less delicate but no less potent as the mimosa pudica planter. A sliver of moss seemingly forced
up through the floor like a tiny mountain edges towards the window, an escape measured on a tectonic clock. It is a work
that plays off the stark white interior of the gallery and the dense sylvan world outside. In another piece, a large copper
plate leaning against a wall transforms more rapidly, its colours altered by long streaks of condensation that form images
like gas clouds or otherworldly topographies, patterns of bright, satisfying greens held on a deep earthen surface of the
copper. The plate reacts to the mixture of late summer humidity, the rush of cool, conditioned air, and the presence of
viewers in the space. The work shares visual echoes with Andy Warhol’s Oxidation Paintings (1977-78), his playful
commentary on abstract expressionism spoken in splatters of urine, but Wang’s work is not tongue-in-cheek. The copper
is an organism adapting and reinventing itself in this ever-changing milieu. It is safe to say that change in these works is
key. In another visually striking piece, a cluster of fossilized clamshells gilded in silver is arranged in an amoeba-like
pattern on the floor. It is impossible not to notice the lustre of the silver fading, untouched but unprotected and thus
subject to tarnish and decay. Over time, the fossils will eventually turn black. While each has a fierce presence, each is
also a chrysalis waiting to reveal some new form.

There are two pieces that assert themselves more than others: the first, a triangular wedge of beeswax and water vapour,
and the second, a towering slab of beeswax with a hole lined in silver. The triangular wedge, connected to the wall by an
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electrical cord, has dozens of perforations laid out in a symmetrical pattern from which a fog of vapour emerges. For a
moment, the vapour is suspended, and then falls over the sides and disappears. The wedge is small but is just as
imposing as the tall slab of beeswax, also tethered to the wall by an electrical cord, which emanates a mechanical whirling
sound but seems to do nothing in particular, either cooling or melting the piece, or perhaps concealing some secret
labour. The beeswax constructions feel meditative but refuse the spiritualism of aesthetically similar works by artists like
Wolfgang Laib, which are not about the substances themselves but the way substances are taken up as a symbol by both
artist and viewer. Wang instead exposes the ontology of substance brought forth through the techne of form. The wedge
exhales vapours and the slab hums with inner life. Alice Wang produces works that are animated by their own
chemistries and that enfold their surroundings. These are works that transform and mutate; metamorphic works that
respond to the worlds they encounter to become something new.

Artistes: Alice Wang (/web/20171205023113/http://esse.ca/en/artistes/alice-wang)
Lieu: Capsule Shanghai (/web/20171205023113/http://esse.ca/en/taxonomy/term/2878)
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