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Introduction 

 

At its core, my work explores our shifting perception of time and space, 

reality and mortality. By highlighting our often hidden or overlooked relationships 

with the astronomical and the microscopic, I cause the viewer to contemplate 

their own scale, and their place in time and space. In my work, the human figure 

is compared to the infinitesimal and the cosmic, creating the simultaneous 

sensations of immensity and insignificance. The scientific intersects with the 

mystical, revealing the foreignness of the body, and the familiarity of the cosmos. 

The works become mirrors, allowing us to recognize ourselves equally in 

celestial entities, and in the dust left over from their making.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



2 
 

Familiarity & Foreignness 

 

“The world which is revealed to us by our senses and in everyday life, 

seems at first sight to be the one we know best of all. One of the great 

achievements of modern art and philosophy has been to allow us to 

rediscover the world in which we live, yet which we are always prone to 

forget.” – Maurice Merleau-Pontyi  

 

The cyclical process of feeling alienated from and reconnected to my body 

is one that I am intimately familiar with. The body does not develop and 

deteriorate in a simple, linear progression from birth until death. “Throughout our 

lives, our bodies are continually recycled and rebuilt. We are quite literally not 

who we were years, weeks, or even days ago: our cells die and are replaced by 

new ones at an astonishing pace.”ii Proper care even allows us to grow 

biologically younger cells and healthier bodies, defying the number that we 

consider to be our “age.” Yet with insufficient care the body becomes all too 

easily riddled with disease and succumbs to injury and deterioration. At these 

times we become entrapped in the enclosure of the body, wanting to escape its 

intense gravity much as we look to the skies wishing to escape the gravity of our 

other habitat – Earth. To alleviate some of the anxieties of being, or having such 

a transient body, I highlight the often hidden or overlooked relationships that we 

have with the astronomical and the atomic. 
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In Self-Portrait I, two photographed topographies are displayed side by 

side. Both surfaces are etched with networks of intricate channels. They weave 

together and apart, creating rich patterns resembling branching neuron paths or 

deltas carved out by ancient rivers. The channels flow from one image to the 

other, connecting the two through gesture and sinuous, meandering pattern. 

Despite their intimate connection, the surfaces differ. The banks in the right 

image are more angular, ending abruptly and in contrast to the softer terrain of 

the left image, whose slopes descend more gradually into a central valley. The 

right surface, a deep red-orange color, appears drier, as though covered in 

sandy, layered sediment, while the left surface, a lighter pink color with subtle 

modulations of blueish-white, seems younger and more alive, as if the future and 

past of a similar entity are juxtaposed side by side. The image on the right 

depicts the surface of Mars. The image on the left is the palm of my hand. 

 

 

Figure 1: Self-Portrait I (Palm and Mars), 2018. Digital print. 8” x 30” 

 

The similarities between the surface of Mars and the landscape of my own 

palm recall the Fibonacci Sequence and Golden Ratio, which “appear to be 

strikingly prevalent across all levels of physical existence, from the innermost 
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structures to the colossal galaxies of the universe, potentially labeling these 

concepts as the measures of divine aesthetics.”iii As I worked on this piece, 

perhaps it was a similar measure of divine aesthetics that made me feel as 

though the mystical order that had constructed the celestial realm may not be 

entirely separate from me; that the stars may be my very distant cousins. In 

comparing the two images, the surface of Mars began to seem less foreign than I 

previously perceived it to be. Simultaneously, a sense of wonder arose as I 

began to question – how familiar was I with my own surface? What did I know of 

the assembly of individual cells making up my body, which outnumber the human 

population of Earth by a factor of close to 10,000?iv The surface of my own hand 

was revealed to be just as undiscovered as the surface of Mars.  

Desiring to approach a celestial body and wondering if scrupulously 

examining the surface of Mars would enlighten me about my own, I was 

compelled to meticulously render the planet in a drawing. At seven feet tall and 

wide, it just begins to loom over human height, recalling the dimensions of the 

sphere encircling the Vitruvian Man.  

  Drawing the planet in charcoal and carbon stripped it not only of its color 

but of its identity. Typically known for its distinctly rusty red/orange hue, this 

grayscale Mars became entirely unrecognizable to most, yet increasingly more 

intimate and familiar to me. As I rendered the planet, its jagged Mariner Valley 

became the scabbed scar across my leg, its craters – birthmarks. Recognizing 

myself in this astronomical entity, my own body began to take on some of its 

wonder and mystery, relieving the anxiety of inhabiting my form and allowing me 
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to feel more peacefully in my skin once again. The planet became a mirror – one 

that did not reflect my own image, but showed where, as a species, we may have 

come from, and what our future may hold.  

Having long been a source of speculation, Mars has become a symbol 

both of humanity’s future and its past. Some theorize that we may have once 

inhabited Mars, or that we are descended from Martian life that contaminated our 

planet. It is even more often assumed to be the next planet that humanity will 

colonize. The potential role of Mars in our future, and the mystical aura 

surrounding the planet’s past is alluded to in Self-Portrait through the reference 

of palmistry. The palm is read and reveals our future on Mars. Though the work 

may be interpreted as having an element of science fiction, sci-fi is often a 

precursor to science fact. At the time of writing this, SpaceX successfully 

launched a Tesla Roadster towards Mars, potentially ushering in a new age of 

space exploration and bringing closer the possibility of visiting the red planet: of 

making the foreign – familiar.  
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Figure 2: Mars, in progress photo, 2018, charcoal on paper, 7’8” x 7” 
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Shifts in Scale 

 

“To dig deeper into the self, to go underground, is sometimes necessary, 

but so is the other route of getting out of yourself, into the larger world, into 

the openness in which you need not clutch your story and your troubles so 

tightly to your chest.” -Rebecca Solnitv 

 

I create situations that cause the audience to question their own scale. 

They move from near to far, away from and towards, from micro to macro. They 

'zoom in' on themselves, and move out into the grander world, navigating through 

a sense of tremendous importance and fleeting insignificance – of being 

miniscule and magnificent, everything and nothing. Throughout my work, viewers 

peer omnisciently at the Earth, delve into the vast microscopic landscapes of the 

body, and are dwarfed by the depth and darkness of space. 

We spend every day of our lives on the Earth, on this planet that we 

inhabit. Part of our daily existence, “[Earth’s] consequences are continually 

flowing through our bodies”vi, which rebuild constantly using elements from our 

surroundings. Our home is simultaneously inescapable, yet unreachable – it is 

unfathomable that it is a celestial body upon which we live. It is even more 

impossible, for most, to experience the Earth as a whole; to experience a kind of 

overview.  
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Any overview begins with distinguishing the forest from the trees. It 

involves stepping back or “zooming out” to discover an entirety that remains 

hidden up close, a new pattern that can elicit a sense of wonder of the whole.vii In 

1948, astronomer Fred Hoyle hypothesized that “once a photograph of the Earth, 

taken from the outside, is available … a new idea as powerful as any history will 

be let loose.”viii On December 7, 1972, one such photograph was taken by the 

crew of Apollo 17 as they headed to the Moon. Though the ‘space race’ that had 

prompted the Apollo missions had been driven by political and military 

motivations, the effect that this omniscient view of Earth had was the opposite. 

As Hoyle predicted, several powerful, interrelated ideas or awarenesses were 

unleashed: the incredible beauty and vulnerability of the planet, a difference-

dissolving unity and responsibility for its well-being, and a new sense of 

humanity’s place in the world. “[Some] scientists have wondered whether the 

most important achievement of reaching the Moon was actually discovering 

Earth.”ix The accompanying profound awe and deep cognitive shift from viewing 

the world as separate, disconnected parts, to seeing it as an interconnected 

whole, was called the “Overview Effect” by Frank White. 
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Figure 3: Overview, 2018, charcoal on paper, 14’ x 7’11” 

 

This omniscient view of Earth is presented in my drawing installation titled 

Overview. The small, marbled planet is situated below eye level, at the bottom 

left of a 14 foot void, so that the viewer must crouch down to examine it. At the 

top right of the void, a tiny Moon orbits the Earth, recalling the familiar illusion of 

a human face etched onto the lunar surface. Enveloping the celestial bodies is a 

light-absorbing darkness that curves from the wall onto the floor, referencing the 

deep gravity well that the Earth occupies, and allowing the viewer to feel as 

though they could step into the void. This view of the Earth conflates the past, 

present, and future. It speaks of humanity’s first glimpses of our planet, and the 

enduring questions of how it began and what it has experienced. It further 

references what is to come – perhaps a time when we colonize other planets, 
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when viewing Earth from space becomes as seemingly mundane as looking up 

into the sky. Finally, the image allows the viewer to picture themselves as a 

speck of dust orbiting the Earth, having long decomposed back into life’s creative 

metamorphosis, in “a kaleidoscope of atoms and molecules tumbling into new 

formations over and over.”x 

My interest in the Overview Effect stems from having had an experience 

uncannily similar to the peak experiences described by Edgar Mitchell and other 

astronauts who observed Earth from space. I remember my body feeling 

suddenly weightless, every cell vibrating with life, as though I were made of pure 

energy. In the days to follow, I would sometimes be shocked to look in the mirror 

and see that I was the solid body staring back at me. My previously gravity-

stricken body, and the stark separation between it and my mind that I was usually 

conflicted by, seemed to melt away and mend – balanced, harmonious.   

In reading Mitchell's description of “an explosion of awareness”, “a 

profound sense of bliss and timelessness”, and “an interconnected euphoria” 

accompanied by the realization that every atom in the Universe was connected in 

some way, I recognized my own experience.xi Just as he described the "divisions 

among nations disappearing and becoming unimportant from orbit"xii, so 

dissolved my own mind/body dichotomy, the tenuous relationship momentarily 

healed. I can only speculate that my experience was triggered by the 

combination of yoga, meditation, and the reading of certain texts over a period of 

time. This would be in line with the theory that the Overview Effect is a 
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psychological state similar to that achieved by meditating Buddhist monks.  

 

 

 

Figure 4: Overview (detail), 2018, charcoal on paper, 14’ x 7’11” 

 

Just as it is impossible for most of us to view Earth in its entirety, it is 

equally improbable for us to experience our other habitat – our own bodies – in a 

singular viewing. We must imagine what the Earth looks like even though we 

stand upon it, just as we must imagine our bodies that we inhabit. The rare view 

of Earth from space can be likened to an out of body experience.  

 Considering this, I began to wonder how we could achieve a similar kind 

of Overview Effect that brings us back into our own bodies, creating a similarly 

strong realization about their transience and interconnectedness with our planet 
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and the cosmos. Perhaps it is the opposite of an overview, a closer scrutiny of 

the body, that would provide us the kind of rare vantage point that tends to put 

everything else into sharp perspective. 

My pursuit of this theory led me to explore tissues from my own body 

under an electron microscope. At 20,000 times magnification, the surface of my 

baby tooth was revealed to be covered in circular, porous voids resembling black 

holes. In Self-Portrait II, the labyrinthine structure of my fingernail visible at 200 

times magnification is presented next to a wide-field optical photograph of the 

Jellyfish Nebula (officially named ‘IC 443’). The sliver of bodily residue, upon 

magnification, was as mesmerizing as the remnants of a supernova 5,000 light 

years from Earth. It revealed the intricate intelligence of the body weaving its 

sinewy strands into the fabric of our existence. In looking through a lens at my 

own microscopic landscapes, the trace of body became an unsuspected 

universe, its space as equally immeasurable and unknowable as the cosmos. 

The more I “zoomed in” on the body, the vaster the expanses that were revealed.  

 

 

Figure 5: Self-Portrait II (Nail and Nebula), 2018, digital print, 8” x 24” 
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  In the Self-Portrait series of prints, the left image begins with the hand and 

zooms into a microscopic view of a fingernail, while the right image begins with 

the surface of a planet and zooms out to an even larger cosmic entity – a nebula. 

By showcasing how equally complex our cellular composition is in comparison to 

a sublime cosmic entity, the work communicates that every cell of our bodies is 

“an unsuspected universe where so much happens that [affects] the visible 

human-scale world.”xiii The series offers an exploration of two similar visual 

images, followed by a ‘reveal’ upon learning the identity of the images, evoking a 

feeling of grandness similar to what one experiences upon learning that their 

body is composed of 37.2 trillion cells, or an unfathomable seven billion billion 

billion (or 7*10 to the 27th power) atoms. 

Where Self-Portrait II offers the viewer a feeling of grandness, the 

installation Omniscient Body offers a shift in perspective from grand to miniscule. 

The work spans across three walls, immersing the viewer in deep space. Along 

their path, the audience meets Mars at their own scale, towers over a distant 

Earth, and is loomed over by an arcing ring of Saturn. A sense of the 

imperceptible movement of orbiting planets fills the room, the viewers themselves 

becoming cosmic entities circling through space – a juxtaposition of movement 

and stillness. In the epicenter of the room, the viewer is given a central 

importance, becoming a sun around which the planets orbit. Within the same 

space, the experience shifts to that of smallness or insignificance often 

experienced in a primordial landscape, upon being reminded of our momentary 

nature and fleeting scale of time.  
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Materiality and Illusion 

 

“The real world is not this world of light and color; it is not the fleshy 

spectacle which passes before my eyes. It consists, rather, of the waves 

and particles which science tells us lie behind these sensory illusions.”  

-Maurice Merleau-Pontyxiv 

 

Day after day for a lifetime, we observe a version of ourselves in the mirror 

that we accept as our true image. It is all too easy to forget that our reflected self 

is a distorted image, that the only person whose true face we never see is our 

own. In the TED talk The Art of Being Yourself, Caroline McHugh speaks of her 

experience of gazing into a ‘true mirror,’ one that reveals an individual’s ‘true 

image’ as seen by the outside world. When gazing into a regular mirror, she 

describes, one looks at themselves, while in a true mirror one looks for 

themselves. 

In a similar way, my works ask viewers to look for themselves. They act as 

mirrors offering alternative perspectives on what we are; lenses with which to 

observe and question the facades that form our reality. The perceptions that our 

bodies are solid and continuous, that our skin completely separates us from our 

environment, and that the space surrounding us is empty, are all perfect illusions 

that we are immersed in and accept as we do our mirror images. 
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From afar, my trompe l’oeil style drawings appear convincingly three-

dimensional. Upon approaching them, however, one perceives the thousands of 

pencil marks that make up the image, just as the Self-Portrait series of 

photographs reveals the weaved together sinews that we perceive as our 

continuous body. Upon close examination, from the seemingly smooth, empty 

space enveloping the drawn planet emerge gestural marks, scratches, and 

inconsistencies that make up the texture of the drawn void. The hand becomes 

evident in its making, revealing a record of movements and actions of the body, 

and allowing the viewer to imagine their own hand taking part in its creation. 

What was previously perceived to be stillness becomes animated. Absence 

becomes presence. The void becomes full, transformed from a non-space into a 

productive, primordial scene of emergence, as though preceding the beginnings 

of the universe. 

  The void and celestial bodies are drawn with carbon, the basic building 

block of all life that connects us to nature on our planet as well as the stars. 

According to astrophysicist Karel Schrijver, “Our bodies are comprised of the 

burned-out embers of stars released into the Galaxy in massive explosions long 

before gravity pulled them together to form the Earth.”xv The remnants of carbon 

powder that fell to the floor during the drawing process extend the tactility of the 

void and reference our emergence from and return to dust. 
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Figure 6: Omniscient Body, 2018, immersive drawing installation, charcoal on paper, 75’ x 14’ 
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Figure 7: Omniscient Body, detail of Mars, 2018, charcoal on paper, 75’ x 14’  
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 The theme of materiality and illusion is continued in the work Self-

Similarity, a construction resembling scaffolding supporting layers of cascading, 

organic layers within it. Scaffolding implies something in process or in progress. 

To look through scaffolding is to look at something in a state of pure potential, at 

a moment of renewal frozen in time. This simultaneous contrast of movement 

and stillness is heightened by the layers growing among and out of the pipe 

system. Stacked at approximately 3 inch intervals, each successive layer’s shape 

is a slight variation of the previous, creating a strong gestural movement within 

the orderly grid, as though slices of time were unfolding moment by moment. 

Upon stepping back, the layers become distinctly flat, separate sections, and as 

the viewer approaches, the layers merge into a larger whole, revealing a 

geological yet fleshy topography. 

The work is meant to be situated between the geological and the bodily, 

its effect and elicited associations depending on what it is viewed in relation to. 

Viewed in front of the drawing of Mars, the cratered and fissured plaster layers 

echo the hollows and crevices of the planet. In relation to the hand in Self-Portrait 

I, the surfaces speak to the way that the passage of time leaves its trace on the 

body, beginning to resemble softly wrinkled skin. The work becomes a kind of 

mirror that two entities could look into and see the same, shared image. 

 The fragility of the work becomes apparent at close proximity. The layers 

are creased and furrowed, with intricate ridges and linear marks. Small 

crevasses split into larger apertures through which one can view the next layer. 

Their edges are the unlikely thinness of paper, and end in jagged breaks and 
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impossible loops, as though a concentrated look could cause them to crumble or 

crack like the sheets of frozen water that they resemble. Their topographical 

terrain heightens the sense of growth and change within the undulating form, 

suggesting the expansion and formation of geological time, or time compressing 

into the layers of a mountain or glacier. Their thinness gives them a light, airy 

nature, and a sense of impermanence, as though they could be the transitional 

cross-sections of a cumulus cloud. The fragility of the surfaces makes them more 

relatable and allows the viewer to relate to them as one body to another. 

    

 

Figure 6: Self-Similarity, 2017, plaster and PVC pipes, 7’ x 6’ x 5’4” 
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Conclusion 

 

In exploring our perception of time and space, reality and mortality, a 

constantly shifting, cyclical reconsideration of our own scale and significance is 

revealed. The intimate connection shown to exist between the body and 

astronomical entities that seem far too large and far away to be related to us, 

imbue us with a sense of expansiveness and divinity. The microscopic 

landscapes of the body reflect the intricacies of the celestial realm, transferring 

the sublime awe of the cosmic to one's own form. Yet, we are easily dwarfed by 

the foreignness and transience of the vessels that we inhabit, and by the 

imminently enclosing depth of space. By navigating from one extreme to the 

other, from our sublimity to our triviality, we can gain a humble, renewed 

appreciation for our place in time and space. 
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