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ELSEWHERE

Impressions of Sense & Nonsense

← Images from Elsewheres series;
environments created with Unity.

Madeline Woods
Rhode Island School of Design 2021
Masters of Fine Arts in Graphic Design

“Imagination is at its best when it is incarnate, elemental,
opening out into time and space, even when that space is
elsewhere — before being, beneath being, beyond being,
more than being... Imaginative contact with the outer world
renews our inner being.”
— Gaston Bachelard, The Poetics of Space

ABSTRACT

I’m not going to give it all away up front, but here are a few things
you’ll find inside: a flower that tastes like peppermint, a book that
smells like sunscreen, a silver orb that purrs, a woman becoming a tree,
a shy rainbow, and a hat that is also a disguise. There are lists, letters,
dreams, and notes. I hope there aren’t typos, but I’m only human, after
all. There is sense, and there is also nonsense.
If you decide to join me here, we will wander elsewhere —
across different kinds of terrain, into sensory experiences,
between mediums, and towards collective imagination. I
will point out the ways we interact with these spaces &
places: how we use our bodies to access them, our senses
to interpret them, and our stories to give them meaning.
I’ll talk about how much I like videogames, colors, forests,
and friends. Occasionally, I’ll use big words, like “phenomenological,” to impress you. But you are smart, and I
might not teach you anything new!
I would like for you to think about this as the start
of a journey. Did you bring everything you need? You have
my permission to meander — drift in any order, direction,
or logic that suits you — but I hope you won’t leave without considering the urgent work of thinking about and
caring for our deep entanglement with a damaged world.
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WELCOME

Hello, come in, I’d like to show you around. Was your trip here
comfortable? Were the roads gentle? The paths winding? The trails
clear? Is this where you meant to end up, or did you get lost looking
for someplace else? No matter — you’ve arrived and I’m glad you
found your way.
If you’re anything like me, you probably didn’t take a direct
route to get here. If you’re like me, you too may not like to
put down roots in any one spot. You might even agree that the
most pleasant way to move is to wander — following whim and
intuition at your own pace, obliging leisurely immersion, and
valuing the experience of the journey over the destination.
Our current condition is one of collapsed space and
time, where we exist in many places, dimensions, and temporalities at once. Right now, you are situated inside a little introduction I wrote in Providence in April 2021, but you are also
sitting in front of a screen or a book, inside a room or under
the sky, at some date in the near or distant future. You might
get carried away by a thought, or swept up in a daydream, as
your mind wanders away from here. Bits of you float around
as data, pixels, molecules, and memories. Maybe we are
physically in one place, but conceptually, experientially, and
poetically, we are always elsewhere, too. The following chapters will transport you to other places that I think about, work
within, and yearn to visit, as if departing on a new adventure:
you will travel to all different kinds of spaces one can sense,
perceive, and experience. Some are grounded in terrestrial
encounters, some reside in digital planes, and some journey to
subconscious states. There are real and unreal worlds, tangible and intangible terrains, inner and outer realms — I’ll let
you decide which are which. Access to these places requires
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1 Hawhee, Debra. (2015).
“Rhetoric’s Sensorium.” Quarterly
Journal of Speech.
2 Merleau-Ponty, Maurice. (1962).
Phenomenology of Perception.
London: Routledge.
3 Abram, David. (1996). The Spell of
the Sensuous: Perception and Language in
a More-than-Human World. New York:
Pantheon Books.
4 Whitman, Walt. (1855). “Song of
Myself, 51.” Leaves of Grass. New York:
Penguin Books.
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are self-conscious. We can sense ourselves sensing, and
therefore gain perspective on our own point of view.” 2 The
senses collectively produce meaning and perception. They are
powerful reminders of our humanity and catalysts for empathy,
as we necessarily feel humbled that our perception of reality,
through our human sensory organs, is just one animal’s translation of the matter and light around us. I try to avoid reducing the senses to the familiar Eurocentric pentad model—sight,
taste, touch, sound, and smell are not five clean-cut, discrete
pathways, but interwoven channels that fold together into a
delicate, crinkled synthesis of reality.
With our senses, we hold the keys to perceiving and
processing spaces, but to go further — to interpret, to understand — sometimes we need a little extra help in the form of
imagination and story. “That which we call imagination is
an attribute of the senses themselves; imagination is not a
separate mental faculty (as we so often assume) but is rather
the way the senses themselves have of throwing themselves
beyond what is immediately given, in order to make tentative
contact with the other sides of things that we do not sense
directly, with the hidden or invisible aspects of the sensible,”
writes David Abram in The Spell of the Sensuous.3 With imagination, we craft stories, which allow us to weave together
the fragments of encounters, pieces of information, partial
knowledge, and bits of data into meaning, even when we only
tell them to ourselves in our own heads. Narratives needn’t be
linear or conclusive to be effective — they don’t even need to
be verbal. This thesis is in pursuit of a philosophy of storytelling through design that can’t be isolated as visual, linguistic,
or material. Poetic, absurd, and sensorial devices unfold as
means to evade singularity of interpretation.
Our senses themselves can be fallible and deceptive.
Sometimes, we perceive things that don't make any sense—
brains and bodies work in mysterious ways! The world presents us with strange phenomena that defy logic and violate
expectations. Cultivating an affinity for nonsense—in the form
of humor, play, irreverence, and surprise — can actually help
us contend with life’s absurd manifestations.
As a warning, my storytelling voice and format are inconsistent throughout this book. How could they not be, given
the site-specificity of sense? My tone fluctuates given different kinds of content and context. My writing style changes
depending on my mood. I’m serious and casual; sensible and
silly. I contradict myself — I am large, I contain multitudes.4
But don’t be confused! It’s still just me.
You’re here now, but you won’t be for much longer.
Turn the page and go on your way. ⁕

imaginative surrender, playful meandering, and the ability to
confront paradox. Poised here, you may find something of a
refuge — an opportunity for diversion, reflection, and contemplation: invitations to linger immersively.
In the proliferation of our existence between and
among spaces — realms of reverie and imagination, expansive
digital worlds and communities, and physical (built or natural)
environments — how do we stay connected to each other, our
humanity, our non-human kin, our bodies, and the earth in
positive ways?
Perhaps, we ought to reconnect with embodied life
and collective knowledge, with our senses awakened through
the habits of the body received in a responsive relationship to
the world. Through my work you are obliged to travel elsewhere, to travel away, to seek the luminous light of a gentle
scene at the edge of a lilac forest, for example. My interest in
sensation has to do with the way it complicates our relationship to the environment and the complexity of our physicality. The senses — that “bundle of constitutive, participatory
tendrils”¹ — are the mediating forces between the body and
the entirety of the outside world. They hold oppositional
forces within them, fusing the biological and cultural, the empirical and imaginative, the objective and intensely personal.
Sensation puts us in direct conversation with our external
surroundings, while lighting up a vast network of interior
emotions, memories, and associations. Surroundings are vital,
as the sensorium can never be unmoored from its location;
its moment matters a great deal. Our senses simultaneously
transport us (into memory, fantasy, feeling, etc.) and render
our immediate environment undeniable.
In having a body, we are spatial creatures: we must
always be located in some place, must always be facing a certain direction, and must always be near to or distant from any
given thing. Our eyes, ears, noses, and limbs give us the ability
to position ourselves in space, identify structural features, and
understand the location and characteristics of surrounding
objects, creatures, and materials. Our brains are flooded constantly with information from these sensory streams, where
they assemble into cognitive understanding of a three-dimensional environment. Each sense sublimates different
environmental cues in the construction of an accurate internal representation. The way we manage the space around us
necessarily informs how we think, plan, build, and behave — it
is not merely an afterthought.
In the Phenomenology of Perception, Maurice MerleauPonty raises the notion that “our bodies are both sensory
objects and objects to be sensed. Consequently our senses
INTRODUCTION
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“Late twentieth-century machines have made thoroughly ambiguous
the difference between natural and artificial, mind and body, self-developing and externally designed, and many other distinctions that used
to apply to organisms and machines. Our machines are disturbingly
lively, and we ourselves frighteningly inert.”
—Donna J. Haraway, A Cyborg Manifesto
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ACROSS
MEDIATED TERRAIN

A reciprocal relationship exists between senses and spaces: we use our
senses to gather information about the space we inhabit, but the space
we inhabit is also made up of substances through which our senses
operate. Without the “medium” of air, sound and smell could not
be received by our ears and nose.1 Wavelengths of light are absorbed
through layers of cellular mediums covering the retina. Temperature
and pressure are detected through the substrates of the skin. We don’t
exist in a void — the human sensorium has always been mediated.2
In recent decades, however, the degree to which our senses are
augmented, simulated, stimulated, detached, or obstructed
through various technological mediums has transformed our
relationship to our surroundings, both physical and digital.
The once atmospheric and ambient mediums — air, water,
light — through which sensory data was relayed to us have been
compounded by highly-localized machines and interfaces.
We have grown comfortable with the extension, enhancement, and mediation of our senses through our myriad
devices, but the body is truly the threshold between sense and
space. “We design our technologies to foster the fantasy that
bodies are separate from the minds that control them,” observes historian Caroline Jones.3 As mediation expands and
haptic tech improves, it is harder to find the edges — where
does embodied technology end, and the technologized body
begin? Boundaries between the biological and the mechanical
feel increasingly porous.
Media theorist Marshall McLuhan has asserted
that “our senses are not receptors so much as reactors and
makers of different modalities of space. Each of our senses
makes its own space, but no sense can function in isolation.”4
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1 Jones, C. A., & Arning, B. (2006).
Sensorium: Embodied Experience,
Technology, and Contemporary Art.
Cambridge, Mass: MIT Press.
2 Jones, Sensorium: Embodied Experience, Technology, and Contemporary Art.
3 Jones, Sensorium: Embodied Experience, Technology, and Contemporary Art.
4 Cavell, R. (2002). McLuhan in
Space: A Cultural Geography. United
Kingdom: University of Toronto Press.
5 “The Metaverse is a collective
virtual shared space, created by the
convergence of virtually enhanced
physical reality and physically persistent virtual space, including the
sum of all virtual worlds, augmented
reality, and the Internet. The word
‘metaverse’ is made up of the prefix
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stem ‘verse’ (a backformation from
‘universe’); the term is typically used
to describe the concept of a future
iteration of the internet, made up of
persistent, shared, 3D virtual spaces
linked into a perceived virtual universe.” —Wikipedia
6 Macfarlane, R. (2007). The Wild
Places. London: Granta.
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with the difficult, and put selfish pleasures above the greater
human condition. There is a dangerous romanticism found in
distance. Sometimes, we use these shadow realms and faraway lands to hide the realities of toxic systems. We relegate
the information that is hard to swallow to obscurity, to places
beyond ourselves where we’re not forced to care, or even to
look. These spaces can be so expansive, they feel like deep
time: a future beyond our own lifespan that tempts neglect
and even amnesia — a past to which we (ignorantly) no longer
feel accountable.
Though we need these spaces — they are part of what
makes us human — it is in our best interest to be aware of
how they can be exploitative. Who constructs your escape?
Is it somebody who wants to deceive you or manipulate
you? Somebody who profits from your time or attention?
Somebody who wants you to lose track of your priorities or
your identity? Do they recognize that human relations are
deeply enmeshed with a range of other materials, habitats,
species, and systems? The challenge becomes how to inhabit
spaces, sensations, and environments with an intuitive sense of
doubt, increased sensitivity, healthy skepticism, and reduced
speed. This section is preoccupied with finding ways to design
and nurture spaces that are healing without encouraging those
that are harmful. ⁕

Technologies usually contribute to the isolation or segmentation of the senses and to the separation between mind and
body, but I’m interested in the slippages and the seepings that
occur between them.
In metaverse 5 realms, it is not yet possible to access
the full spectrum of our human sensorium. We can’t smell the
flowers we grow in Animal Crossing, or taste the mushroom
skewers we cook in Breath of the Wild! But, we also don’t feel
the cold as Link shivers in the mountains, or the pain and
exhaustion of a battle in Skyrim. There are places we travel
to where we may temporarily escape the burden of embodiment — within our imaginations or in virtual worlds. These
spaces “urge our minds differently” 6, but they also present
new phenomenological conditions or limitations.
This chapter explores mediated spaces where all the
human senses can not be directly activated — the limited
sensorial range of the digital and the cerebral. It engages with
virtual space, memories, or dreams where touch, smell, and
taste are palpably absent. The works that follow are provocations of sensual perceptions and reflections on a mediated
sensorium. Poetic experiments with scent, sound, language,
and tactility amplify sensation in nonsensical ways. They look
for resonance between human and non-human experiences of
the world. They forge a poetic alliance between absence and
presence — a quiet absurdity lingers. Language here teeters
between nuance and nonsense, as it’s inability to fully convey physical feeling is tested. A heightened awareness of the
body and its sensing abilities plays with and probes the usual
restrictions of a given medium.
MEDIATED HEALING AND HARM
Here, you’ll enter the abstract, the digital, and the
ephemeral , where boundaries between subject and object,
human and non-human, and information and matter dissolve.
Considered are spaces of escapism, imagination, comfort, enchantment, wonder, and nostalgia—dreamscapes and virtual
worlds. These kinds of places can help us heal, grow, envision
new possibilities, remember our priorities, affirm our identities, and connect to our humanity in positive ways . They are
catalysts for empathy in the right hands.
However, we must contend with the fact that escapist instinct — the urge to flee physical reality for alternative
spaces — may offer possibilities for healing but also for harm.
These places can be anonymous, accommodating of our
cruelest words and our malevolent urges by design. Within
them, we are susceptible to manipulation, exploitation and
deceit; we have a tendency to forget, ignore, hide, disassociate
ACROSS MEDIATED TERRAIN
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Screenshot from Oasis. →

Elsewheres: A Series
Oasis, Flowerfield, Hallway

Elsewheres is a trio of experimentations in interactive environment design. My friend Ryan
Diaz described the series better then I could,
so in his words:
“Elsewheres are a collection of poetic experiments that orbit the beyond. Virtual worlds
transport players into other bodies navigating
multi-sensory experiences, reducing perception into pure sensation. Maddie Woods constructs arenas for unbounded play in digital
space developed in the Unity game engine.
There, the glowing islands are carpeted in
flowers and burst with color; the neon oasis
conjures surreal distortions of time and self;
the hallway of light shrouds the inevitable
in mystery. The player is transfixed through
embedded storytelling as the screen creates a
permeable barrier between the here and there.
These spaces simulate the natural
world, shimmering and powder-soft, the way
memory and daydreams might polish the
rough edges of experience. In its artificiality,
a crucial distinction is named: digital space
is not physical space. These game worlds are
36

not illusions. Sound and text are crucially
non-diagetic. They call not for representation
but amplification of sense and nonsense in
response to a present moment where daily
life isn't lived so much as endured. What else,
where else, can we be when our present environments do not suffice?
Elsewheres are sites for new and old
growth. Here, there are sense memories for
experiences that have no root in the world,
as if the player is transported into sensation
itself. What is familiar here are the emotions
of the sublime, the subliminal, the sublunary. Elsewheres conjure a world of dream
logic where narrative is always active, unfixed
within peripheral conditions. It doesn't matter
how you arrived as the lushness of the game
world holds your attention. It holds delicious
sway, persuasive as if you were never not here,
you have always been elsewhere.”
—Ryan Diaz
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↑ Menu screen concepts for all three games.
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Screenshot from Oasis of reflective surface covering
one of many geometric objects scattered throughout
the landscape. →

Oasis

In this procedurally generated landscape, the
environment is different on each playthrough:
the sky, colors, shapes, particles, and post-processing effects are randomized on load. What
remains consistent is the terrain — rolling,
sandy dunes and geometric monoliths always
make up the objects in the scene. There is no
objective beyond leisurely exploration. From
a distance, the geometric objects emit a soft
hum, calling the player closer. Strange, unfamiliar sounds emanate from inside each shape,
made from mashed up samples of audio from
both animals and machines. Object-oriented
ontology ¹ motivates the soundscape, giving
presence to non-human entities. Perhaps, the

player will come to recognize sentience in the
shapes. After all, an oasis is defined as a fertile
spot in a desert, where water—and therefore
life—is found. What does life look like in a
digital landscape anyway? As the player nears
the small body of water surrounding a singular large, reflective sphere, they will encounter
their own “reflection,” represented by yet
another sphere. Might they even recognize
themselves in the surrounding geometries?
The game ends and reloads when the player
submerges beneath the water.

1“Ontology is the philosophical study of existence. Objectoriented ontology (“OOO” for short) puts things at the
center of this study. Its proponents contend that nothing has
special status, but that everything exists equally—plumbers,
cotton, bonobos, sandstone, and Harry Potter, for example.
In particular, OOO rejects the claims that human experience
rests at the center of philosophy, and that things can be understood by how they appear to us. In place of science alone,
OOO uses speculation to characterize how objects exist and
interact.” —Ian Bogost, “What is Object-Oriented Ontology?”
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↑ Selection of views of the landscape a player might encounter when exploring the terrain in Oasis. The colors
and position of the geometric totems change each time
the game loads, along with the sounds they emit. The sky
and time of day shift as well.
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↑↗ Two potential combinations of color, shape, and sky
that a player might see when the game loads. This is the
position of the camera and character in the opening scene.
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↑↗ As a player approaches the mirrored objects, interesting formal relationships emerge — pixelated shapes and
jagged edges result from the low fidelity environmental
reflection capabilities of the Unity game engine. These
screenshots capture various views from the position of
the player looking into the reflections.
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↑↗ Two more potential combinations of color, shape, and
sky that a player might see when the game loads.
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↑↗ A player encountering their own reflection.
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View from the top of a rolling hill in the Flowerfield. →

Flowerfield

What if you could smell a flower in a video game?
What would it smell like — pixels or pollen?
In this highly exaggerated floral landscape, a
player has no goal but to explore an open field
and encounter oversize flora. Upon approaching each hyperbolic blossom, a button appears,
giving the player the opportunity to “inhale,”
“sniff,” or “breathe in.” Upon pressing the
button, the scenery fades as a description
appears, containing poetic, abstract, and
sometimes absurd characterizations of the
scent of the flower using personal narratives
or associative stream-of-consciousness writing.
This is meant to evoke the feeling we all know
of being transported by a familiar scent to a
very specific memory, place, or person. The
concept builds upon my interest in engaging
with the senses digitally and nonsensically.
Soft music, bird calls, and insect songs play
hauntingly in the background, though no
creatures ever appear. A player may not recognize it as such, but a creeping sense of species
loneliness may manifest the longer they linger
in this uncanny valley.
52
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↑↗ Views of the flowerfield. As a player approaches the
towering flora, they are given the option to "breathe in"
and a poetic description of the flower's scent appears.
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A List:
Scent descriptions
from the Flowerfield

You are peering into a misty saltwater puddle, and make eye
contact with an emerald-green newt, who smirks at you as
if to say, “you belong down here with me.” You leap into the
brine head first, and the intense salinity makes your skin
shrivel. A portal opens, and you come out the other side
wearing a wreath made of bubbles and a sea-foam crown.

You blink your eyes open, and find yourself in a chrome cavern, surrounded by crystalline webs. Metallic threads chime
together, tinkling into the abyss. A melody reverberates
across mineral; you reach out to grab it and it cracks open.
A shard of the song slices your finger, and the iron in your
blood plummets to the cave floor to rejoin the silvery stone it
was made from.

⁕

⁕

It’s the first date, and their mouth tastes like peppermint and
milk. You’re melting into the powder-soft couch, your skin
evaporates into a sweaty mist. Pixels drift out of the prismatic TV screen, mingling with you in the air. You collide with
a pixel—bursting into sparks and glitching as if you were
electrocuted—and then fade into wisps of pink smoke.

The bath is drawn, the lights are off. In the pitch black you
ease yourself into the tub—it’s so dark that you’re scared
you might slip into the night sky, sink right into space. But
you are buoyant, and the soapy water fizzles at your touch.
When you close your eyes, you see the Milky Way, but it’s
dripping, spilling over its edges, as soft, creamy star juice
trickles into your mouth.

⁕
Ripening stone fruits slump on the windowsill. The glass is
foggy with sweet condensation. You should’ve eaten them
yesterday—soft brown patches spread across their flesh. You
pick up a velvety peach, and it crumbles apart in your palm.
The chalky residue assembles into a cloak, and drapes itself
over your shoulders. You cast a spell, and the peach surrenders.

⁕
The sun beams through the canopy—you are hovering inside
a glowing green orb. You swallow mouthfuls of chlorophyll
until you are so full you can barely stand. You slump to the
floor, thankful for the mossy padding below you. Fragile
tendrils reach up from the earth and draw you closer, into
slumber. A deer tiptoes up to your slouched body, takes a
bite of your arm, and prances away.

⁕
Your hands reach out to part a thick, velvet curtain: the
dust clears, and behind it, a dark forest sighs. A tree gulps
down one big breath, and exhales a purple cloud. From its
bark, a shimmery, saccharine liquid cascades and seeps into
the soil, pooling up around the roots and coagulating into
iridescent sludge. You poke it with an index finger, and your
body begins to morph into vegetation.
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↑ A player's view of a flower from below.
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↑ Close-up of some of the smaller flowers in the valley.
The character's height is not much different than the
height of the many flowers in the landscape, leading
them to wonder if all the flowers are big, or if they are
merely quite small.
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An early rendering of Hallway, made in Cinema4D. →

Hallway

the urges of nature. Humans (especially of
What do primal urges feel like in digital spaces?
How do animalistic needs reinforce our humanity? western capitalist origin) are destined to be
preoccupied with our own illusion of progress,
exceptionalism, free will, preservation of the
In this linear narrative, a player moves down
individual, linear structure, intellect, judga long, narrow hallway, reading their charment, but our gateway to the natural world
acter’s thoughts as they progress. When the
(which is collective, nurturing, unrestrained,
game begins, there is no explanation as to
free from oppressive introspection) is our lower
why they are walking down the corridor, but
faculties, feelings, sense of humor, and sensohints come through the written narrative.
rial perception.
They reflect on the interconnectedness of all
beings, the power of water, and the beauty
of the natural world. The observations are
richly sensorial — the temperature of the
floor against their feet, cool drafts, fluctuating humidity, and bodily urges. At the end of
their slow journey, the player finally realizes
the contemplative stroll was only a pee break
(a jaunt to the loo) in a dream-like state, just
awoken from a deep slumber. Perhaps to be
human is to be trapped on a synthetic, linear
path of our own making — or possibly, more
specifically, to be a feminist and queer thinker
brought up in a patriarchal culture is to be
trapped by rational thought while feeling
62
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↑ Cinama4D concept renderings.
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↑ Progression down the hallway, as the gradient morphs.
Renderings here made with Cinema4D.
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A Script:
Hallway, Elsewhere

(Player presses “Play,” Screen fades from menu to game
scene. Player is standing in a long and narrow hallway. They
can only move forward and look around. Ambient music
plays in the background. Each line of the story is revealed
as the Player advances down the hall)

(As player approaches a second window, they hear rain.)
A small stream is forming as the rainwater accumulates. You
listen to the calls of small creatures as they begin congregating at this small fountain to bathe or drink or mate. You
feel a sudden desire to protect them. You confess to yourself—with heartbreaking clarity—that you probably always
put your own needs before those of any other species. You
keep moving forward.

You blink your eyes open and realize you have begun walking
down a quiet hallway.
You recognize this path, but at the moment, its destination
eludes you. The answer is somewhere inside you, but the fog
is too thick.

You wonder how good it must feel to be water, caring for all
the creatures of the earth, big and little, plant and animal.

You feel something pulling you forward—it’s unidentifiable,
primal. Maybe this is how it feels to be a bird migrating
south for the winter. You feel a building sense of urgency, as
if a cold front is descending on your flock.

Are those tears streaming down your face? Are you weeping?
Up ahead, the window glows. You walk forward with a glimmer of hope.
(Player approaches another window, looks out.)

The floorboards are cool beneath your bare feet, sending
chills up your legs. You wish you had on socks.

A rainbow peeks out shyly from behind the watery mountains
You want to whisper: it’s safe, you can come out! But what
does a rainbow have to fear? Instead, you blow it a kiss, and
then turn away, a little embarrassed by your own joyful display.

There must be a draft coming from the window up ahead.
You exhale: it’s frigid enough that you imagine your breath
forming a mini cloud in front of you. It feels like your watery
insides are turning to slush.

A roar—growing louder as you inch forward—frightens you,
but you know you must continue.

(As player approaches a window, they hear birds. When
they arrive at the window, they look outside at the text.)

In this one small way, you let yourself be water: flowing
ceaselessly in one direction and not looking back.

A cool mist hangs above the grass as you see dew collecting
on the leaves.

(Player approaches one last window, looks out.)
A waterfall rushes down a little rocky cliff. You are amazed
by how many different sounds water can make. The gentle
stream you saw earlier has grown into a force more powerful,
more determined than you could ever dream of.

On the window, the dewdrops leave little trails as they
buckle under their own weight and stream back down to
the earth.
The condensation suggests that it must be dawn. You rub
your wet eyes and keep going.

For a moment, you think about what it would feel like to
drown, but you quickly push away the thought. You keep
walking forward.

Ahead, you hear a faint dripping sound, and make haste
to investigate.

At last, you see the end of the hallway nearing. It feels like
hours have passed. What did you come here for?

The air gets mustier, the hall starts to smell like a wet forest.
You can’t tell if your feet feel damp, or if they are still just a
bit chilly.

(Player approaches a glowing door, pushes it open, and a
bathroom is revealed)

You don’t see a leak, but you begin to wonder if it might
be raining.

Oh, right.
(Screen fades to white as the Player hears the sound of
unzipping pants and a steady stream. Credits roll. The End.)
⁕

You hear water droplets begin to fall from the sky all at once.
The rainclouds are giddy, sending bits of themselves to the
ground to start the cycle again.
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↑ Screenshots from a version of the game created in Unity.
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↑ A player approaches a window.
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I push forward on my joystick, and tumble clumsily forward.
First, I am a bear, but then, with the press of a button, I am a
bunny. Then a mushroom. A cloud. A galaxy.
←

  A Note on Process:
Videogames

Screenshots from Everything

I am standing in a green valley beneath a
bright blue sky. Large boulders and tall trees
surround me on all sides. To my left, a herd of
cattle grazes. To my right, a fox crouches low
in the grass. A little further away, a troop of
monkeys lounges idly in the shade. Past them,
a colony of penguins slides down a small hill. I
look down. I am a bear.

Screenshots from games I
actually used to play! From top
to bottom: Polly Pocket ‘Hair
Stylin’ Salon,’ Barbie ‘Manicure
Madness,’ and Disney Princess
‘Dress Up.’
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This is the basic premise of the videogame Everything by
David O’Reilly that I discovered last semester. In this world,
you can embody everything, from the smallest microscopic
particle to the largest cosmic entities. Here, objects — animate & inanimate; natural & man-made; microscopic & celestial — are both combined and separated, paradoxically of the
same substance yet with unfathomable gaps between them.
Dispersed throughout the landscapes are shimmering beacons that prompt audio narration from the philopsophy of
Alan Watts, who reminds you of the essential interconnectivity of all things as you morph from a cluster of lichen to
a dancing television set. It’s symbiosis on a mass scale, writ
across the innumerable beings that populate the universe.
There is no winning or losing; there is only existing within the
nested webs of this grand, luminescent universe.

A year ago, I had no idea that videogames like this existed. In
fact, I hadn’t played a proper videogame in over a decade. I
hadn’t even held controller since the family Wii broke in
2010. I don’t have much nostalgia or many childhood memories attached to videogames. My parents were resistant:
they never wanted me or my siblings to have handheld game
systems, even though we begged for GameBoys. I think I
stopped asking because I came to understand that I was a
“girl” and maybe videogames weren’t really made for me. At
least, not the kind of games I was interested in. All the ones
presented to me as options through advertising and early
← internet sites were branded in a sickly pink, shrouded in digital glitter, and blinking with shiny sexism. “Games for girls,”
as I am coining them, offered the following fun and gender
appropriate activities: Makeovers! Shopping sprees! Outfit
changes! Riding horses! Horse makeovers! Interior design,
Cooking, Baking, becoming Popular, Driving your Pink
Convertible to the Mall, Flirting with your Crush! Dating!
Dressing up your Puppy! Painting your Nails! Babysitting!
Don’t get me wrong: I loved playing these for a while. They
tapped into the part of me that was ready to grow up way to
early. My dad had to drag my sister and I off the PC, where
we pretended to spend money or talk to boys, to do our
actual homework and chores. But when I eventually stopped
logging on to Barbie.com, these “games” quickly came to
resemble parts of real my life — like they had trained me, and
all my friends, for the realities of being a girl in middle school.
ELSEWHERE
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Were these — clothes, makeup, hair, popularity — always
the central concerns of young girls, or were we groomed
into caring about them through the media we consumed? It
makes me sad for my younger self.
I feel unjustified envy for the kids who had experiences with
games that taught them about freedom, magic, mythology, storytelling, and strength — the things I have found in
games this last year. Obviously, I am glossing over potentially
negative side effects of videogame content and context in
general — the bad lessons one might glean about toxic masculinity and gender roles and representation and violence.
There are issues I’m not confronting here, but, god, the
games that were meant for “me” make me feel sick to think
about. Imagine how they shaped the personalities, the interests, and the priorities of so many people in my generation. I
wonder how much less I would care about appearance, social
status, and the opinion of men if it weren’t for the messages
I absorbed in those games at such a formative age.
The irony that I only sort of started playing video games this
year to impress a boy I liked is not lost on me (I have been
letting boys tell me what I should or should not like for far
too long, but that’s a deep dive we should get into another
time.) The escapism, the fantasy, and the exploration were
all extremely appealing, but a part of me was making calculations, still acting on the codes and cues I was taught to
excel at in those early internet games, and that I unknowingly
reinforced throughout young adulthood: to impress your
crush, do the unexpected. Become the “guy’s girl.” It just
might make you look cool.

Journey, Legend of Zelda: Breath
of the Wild and Skyrim. Aren’t
they beautiful? Don’t you want
to be there?
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Dialogue from Kentucky Route
Zero, which was one of the most
incredible narrative experiences
I’ve encountered in a long time.

In my return to gaming, however, I did not expect to become
hooked the way I did. To end up truly finding something for
myself: entire worlds to escape from the gaze of any man.
To feel powerful and clever when confronted by strangers.
To pick an outfit based on the strategic and specific advantages it possesses, not on how it makes me look. To allow
something to hold my attention utterly and completely for
long periods of time (a real feat for someone with ADHD).
To take my mind off the things that were hard to confront
(a short term solution, surely, but if “time heals all wounds,”
who says you can’t spend the time playing a video game?).
To become invested in the well-being of the characters I was
playing and interacting with; connect with their narratives in
deeply personal, emotional, and even spiritual ways; identify
and emphathize with their missions. To enter foreign landscapes, explore desolate spaces, and cross unknown terrain
VIDEOGAMES
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alone without having to glance over my shoulder and fear for
my safety.
Legend of Zelda: Breath of the Wild was the first to captivate me, but others followed. Big ones like Animal Crossing,
Skyrim, Uncharted, Spiderman, Red Dead Redemption, and
Bioshock Infinite. Indies like Everything, but also Journey,
A Night in the Woods, Kentucky Route Zero, A Short Hike,
The Unfinished Swan, and What Remains of Edith Finch.
Did you know there’s an entire genre of video game that is
literally: Walking Simulator?! Yes, you just... go for a walk. As
you wander, narrative unfolds, naturally, as it does when one
moves through any place. But there isn’t a way to win or lose.
No competition. No goal other than to move forwards, to
take in the scenery, to bear witness to the landscape as it
unfolds all around you. Every game I played was a revelation
in one way or another — the attention, care, and effort behind each one is unfathomable. I’m entirely infatuated.
In what I can only call fate, the RISD Graphic Design department offered it’s first game design course last Fall, and with
a little encouragment, I signed up. It’s thrilling and intimidating to be so new to something—so unfamiliar with a medium’s
properties, capabilites, and genres. I closed myself off to
this world for so long, and it felt liberating to fling open the
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door. But, (obviously) it’s one thing to play a video game, and
another one entirely to make one. I was learning how to do
both at the same time.
All along this journey, I felt pangs of desire to physically
enter the expansive virtual worlds I was interacting with.
Adjusting myself to the limitations of the medium, while
learning to appreciate its many novel affordances, drove my
own world-building efforts. “Developers render the visual
aspects of videogame worlds in excruciating detail: the
marbled, diffracted surfaces of water, the filthy grit of alleyways, the splintered grain of bombed-out church rafters.
They render the visual and aural aspects of these worlds in
startling vividness and at great expense. But those worlds
remain imprisoned behind the glass of our televisions and
our monitors,” says Ian Bogost in How to Do Things with
Videogames. To make up for this, many games are designed
to overstimulate us with the sensory outputs they do have
access to, in effort to increase engagement and immersion.
Our eyes, ears, and hands are barraged with booming sound
effects, brilliant visual displays, and vibrational haptic feedback, which create stunningly powerful and emotive experiences. Worlds rendered in such vivid abundance are hard to
pull away from. I had to get used to this. I encountered levels
of stress, fear, sorrow, and even exhaustion that I was not
often prepared for—and on the flip side, intense relief, pride,
delight, and pleasure. In my (limited) experience, videogames
induce stronger psychological and physiological responses
than more “passive” forms of media.

Two scenes from The Unfinished
Swan, in which each level has distinct aesthetics and mechanics.

In developing my own concepts and environments to create in Unity, my intuition was to consider senses and feelings outside of the medium’s reach. The ones videogames
can’t affect — for better or for worse. How could I work in
the gaps between virtual and physical; between body and
avatar? How could I be playful, perhaps even nonsensical,
in suggesting sensation and probing at perception? I am
drawn to reductive atmospheres, calm gestures, humorous
moments, and a quiet sense of wandering—constrained
environments in which the senses are skewed, abstracted,
and focused rather than escalated and expanded. I oscillate
between sensory overload and poetic restraint.

←

an act in progress.The exciting thing about where I’m at now
is that I have so much more to learn—so many games to play,
so many skills to develop, so much lore to uncover. Please,
send the recommendations my way! As soon as I finish this
book, you'll know where to find me. ⁕

Crafting narrative and ordering experience for a game requires an entirely different mindset than other mediums I’ve
worked within. “In film, time and space are linked; in games,
they are decoupled and subjectively moulded,” explains David
O’Reilly. Adjusting myself to a new model of space and time is
78
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Book made from felt, glue, and various smells.
Pictured here: Bonfire Smoke.→

and cognition) giving us a profound ability to
recall people, places, and moments through
olfactory pathways.
In Scent Story, each spread of a felt novel
is saturated with a different smell, ranging
from “natural” scents like lavender to “artificial” ones like sunscreen. This work explores
the book as an object, experimenting with
expectations of the content one might find
"I raised to my lips a spoonful of the cake . . .
within. The movement of turning pages is so
a shudder ran through my whole body and
deeply correlated with story that it is almost
I stopped, intent upon the extraordinary
impossible not to make connections — to
changes that were taking place."
think about narrative — in the act. The tactile
—Marcel Proust, Remembrance of Things Past
sensation of the page coupled with muscle
memory of the movement are ingrained in us
We are better at distinguishing minor difas devices of storytelling. Rather than preferences in smell than minute changes in
senting image or text, Scent Story presents
wavelengths of light: humans can recognize
only 10 million distinct colors, but can detect sensation itself, defamiliarizing a medium we
are all so familiar with. In reading this book,
1 trillion discrete scents. Scent is evasive: it’s
one may experience vivid recollections and
hard to describe, and it’s hard to name until
contemplate unexpected personal memories.
you’re inside of it. It’s the sense we have the
For each unique reader, the act of reading
least control over, but the one that puts us in
the most direct contact with our environment, transforms this book into autobiography. Each
spread is capable of inducing nostalgia, where
as molecular odor compounds enter and are
felt is a porous threshold between past and
processed inside our bodies. It also holds the
strongest connection to memories biologically. present. It leaves the narrative up to interpretation, allowing a reader the space to draw
The olfactory bulb is wired from the nose
directly to the amygdala (the part of the brain upon their own memories, biases, feelings,
and needs in the act of turning from one page
responsible for processing emotion) and to
to the next.
the hippocampus (an area linked to memory

Scent Story
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↑ A reading of Scent Story.
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↑ On this spread: Lavender.
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↑ On this spread: Sunscreen.
SCENT STORY

PROJECT

ALTERNATE REALITIES

ELSEWHERE

85

3:02; Still from Fragmented Encounters. ↘

Fragmented Encounters

“… all these things are linked somehow, but at
times the associations may be a bit loose.”
—Ryan Gander
A video series composed of micro-narratives
that suggest story through fragments and
formal resonance. There is no explicit connection or linearity to the pairs and trios that are
contained on screen, but they hold enough
similarity to conjure a feeling or point to a
relationship. Encounters between species,
spaces, sounds, and senses are strung together
in brief visual and auditory poems, two or
three short clips at a time. The archival footage was sourced from The Prelinger Archives
using sensorial search terms; the audio comes
from open source sound effects libraries. The
color of the background changes as each clip
appears, perhaps inducing a temporary synesthesia where a viewer conflates the sight of a
specific hue with another sense or feeling.
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↑ 0:59 – 1:10
In each trio, an initial image appears to establish a tone
that subsequent images harmonize or rhyme with.
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↑ 1:11 – 1:25
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↑ 2:37 – 2:51
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↑ 0:17 – 0:30
94

FRAGMENTED ENCOUNTERS

PROJECT

ALTERNATE REALITIES

ELSEWHERE

95

↑ 1:41 – 1:55
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↑ 1:55 – 2:08
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↑ 0:44 – 0:57
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Paper scroll placed along a walking trail in Corte Madera,
CA. Scroll represents distance traversed digitally
(on screen) in 1 day.→

Scroll Stroll

“I like walking because it is slow, and I suspect “Strolling” is a slow and leisurely movement; a
way of walking without direction. Synonyms
that the mind, like the feet, works at about
three miles an hour. If this is so, then modern include: meander, wander, amble, saunter.
life is moving faster than the speed of thought A stroll winds idly across a landscape, aimless and curious. It’s pace and purpose feel
or thoughtfulness.”
diametrically opposed to scrolling — that
—Rebecca Solnit,Wanderlust: A History
rapid, linear intake of compacted information.
of Walking
“Scroll” is the action we perform to move
through digital graphics and data, but a scroll
“My physical body no longer feels like the
center of gravity of my identity… my sense of is also a physical object with ancient origins.
I installed a plugin on my phone and
presence is forever fractured and distributed
all over the place. I close my eyes and imagine computer to track the number of pixels I
all the screens that are displaying my content scroll through, and began recording my daily
at this very moment, I wonder about the total movements. Converting pixels to inches and
number of pixels I currently occupy, I feel like then miles, I could map and compare the
different modes of “travel” I engaged in daily.
I am nowhere and also everywhere.”
I can sit still, or lie in bed, and traverse great
—Aaron Lewis, Inside the Digital Sensorium
lengths. In one day on my devices, I moved
almost a quarter of a mile in pixels. I materialized these recorded digital distances in the
form of paper scrolls: visual manifestations of
the action as the original object in a conflation of time and language. The blank scrolls I
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made are merely empty translations — derivatives of a kind of linguistic skeuomorphism
in reverse.
To complete the loop — bringing the
scroll into conversation with the stroll — I
film myself strolling along the distance of my
scrolls. I unrolled them in a field in a picturesque valley. It was a really lovely day for a
walk. I composed a three panel montage of
the footage, and layered in sounds recorded
from and with my phone. You hear the clicks
of my keyboard, the rustling of grass in the
wind, the ding of a notification, and the chirps
of songbirds.
The resulting video is a little simplistic.
Though on the surface it aims to heighten
consciousness about screen time through exaggerated scale, and brings nature into sharp
contrast with technology, it’s also aware of its
own delusional idealism. Fleeing to nature is
not the way out of tech-related anxiety, but it
can be a temporary balm or momentary relief,
as it was for me on this day.

↑ Still from Scroll Stroll three-panel video.
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AI-generated composition derived from photographs and
drawings of many different flower species. Pictured here:
Rustic Oracle. →

Floriography

A flower is not a flower. It is made only of
non-flower elements — sunshine, clouds, time,
space, earth, minerals, gardeners, and so on.
A true flower contains the whole universe. If
we return any one of these non-flower elements to its source, there will be no flower
—Thich Nhat Hanh, No Death, No Fear
Flowers are highly symbolic entities in many
cultures across ages, and I’m interested in the
distinctly human meanings we assign to the
non-human natural world. One manifestation
of the desire to conflate flora with feeling and
language was the Victorian era practice of
Floriography. Meaning “language of flowers,”
this was historically a method of cryptological
communication through specific selections
of flowers and arrangements of bouquets.
Keys assigned discrete meanings to various
species. A red tulip was a declaration of love;
a hyacinth was a warning of forthcoming
revenge. Combinations of multiple types of
flowers could relay complex sentiments and
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coordinate covert encounters. Most blossoms
held romantic or sexual significance, though
infatuation and flirtation are represented as
abundantly as scorn and hatred. Dating back
to the Victorian era, this was an especially
useful way for women to secretly pass coded
messages to one another and express feelings
which otherwise could not be uttered aloud.
For this series, I trained a machine-learning
model to create synthetic, composite flowers
based on a dataset of my own photographs,
drawings, and paintings. The individual
components of these algorithmically arranged
“bouquets” are indecipherable, leaving interpretation up to the individual receiver’s own
emotions rather than an arbitrary key. I've
given the compositions pictured here a meaning selected from historical keys according
to my own interpretations. In another iteration of the project, an accompanying website
enabled a user to generate and send such
compositions based on keyword entries, which
could then be decoded by the recipient.
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↑ A serenade; ↗ I am your captive.
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↑ Vulgar Minds; → I wound to heal.
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↑ I change but in death; → Idleness.
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Maddie
I’m so glad to be speaking with you, almost exactly
2 years after your Visiting Designers workshop! It’s
funny how things come full circle.
Laurel
Thanks, I’m glad you reached out!
When we met, one of the first things we did was a
water tasting. So, first question: can you describe the
taste of the water you're drinking?
Super tasty and refreshing with some minerals. Kind of pastoral.
Mmm. Let’s see... Mine tastes a little soft, sort of
powder-y. Not fuzzy, but it’s got some texture. Just
unfiltered tap water today! I was just looking at your
Are.na channel called Motto Practice, and was also
wondering: What is your personal motto right now?

A Conversation:
with Laurel Schwulst

←

Screenshot from TikTok video
by user @exactlyliketheothergirls. A “hot girl walk” is an
hour-long walk where all you
think about is how hot you are,
things you’re grateful for, and
your goals, hopes and dreams.
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That’s a great segue, I was just going to ask you
about wind! Your workshop at RISD was centered
around the idea of “winds” as these invisible forces
that shape us slowly over time. I thought it was such
a cool and poetic structure around which to come up
with an idea for a project. So much of your work and
writing relates back to and demonstrates an appreciation for the natural world — winds, obviously, but also
wild animals and rivers and water and gardens. How
do you find balance between inside and outside, as
someone who's also so interested in digital spaces and
the internet?

Image taken by Laurel.

Laurel is an artist, educator, and writer from
Normal, Illinois recognized for her art, teaching, and writing on the internet and interactive
design. She attended RISD and graduated
with a BFA in Graphic Design in 2010. She is
investigating the poetic potential of the web
and the possible uses of “calm technology.” We
met for the first time at a workshop she led
at RISD in 2019. The following conversation
weaves together a chat we had over Zoom
with a written exchange on Google Docs.
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We cannot direct the wind, but we can adjust our sails

I've had to balance them more lately. Just because of the
pandemic I’ve tried to spend time away from the computer,
but as a young person a lot of my identity came through
exploring online spaces. So it was almost a necessary thing
for me. But then again, I also grew up in a forested area,
and I was really into animals, so I did a bit of both. But yeah,
I guess I just tried to be a balanced person and take a lot
of time outside, but my creative practice isn't really about
interfering with physical things as much.
When was the last time you felt a “wind”? What was it?

←

Good question! Hmmm… a wind I’ve been pretty obsessed
with is bird sounds. I last felt it recently… yesterday. I’ve
been taking these long walks lately (4 mile hot girl walks
ELSEWHERE
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lol) and sometimes I can’t believe how distracted (in a good
way) I can be if I just focus on the bird sounds and trying to
figure out which sound goes to which bird. But also, beyond
solving this puzzle, I start to ask questions like… are birds
always this loud? Or is it just the spring? Or just the time of
day? I think about that book “Silent Spring” and how crazy
it would be to not have the birds in the background in an
ecological sense. I also think about the sound of the mourning dove, which was always so calming to listen to and notice
in childhood, and how glad I am I can hear it where I live in
NYC. I remember noticing a lot more mourning doves when
the pandemic first started. I think it was just such a shift
in tempo that I began to notice everyday things with more
clarity and focus.

Image from Are.na Channel
“Sparrows talking about the
future of the Web” by Laurel
Schwulst. Quotation by Frank
Chimero from his article “The
Good Room” says: In the last
decade, technology has transformed from a tool that we use
to a place where we live. If we’re
setting out to change the character
of technology in our lives, we’d be
wise to learn from the character
of places.

ultimately ‘animal’. And the root spirare to ‘breathe’, from
which come ‘spirit’, ‘aspire’ and in the end, ‘inspiration’.
I feel it’s all so connected! This year I also starting working
with Austin Wade Smith, an artist who does work around
something they call “digital animism” … http://www.digitalanimism.club + https://www.are.na/blog/place-holder
For now in my work, animals to me provide endless curiosity
and inspiration. Quite similar to the wind. But different in
that you can care for an animal (pet), and the relationships
between people and animals are quite nuanced. Have you
read this writing I did a while ago? https://www.are.na/blog/
the-wildness-knows-the-score I talk about one of my Are.na
channels that involves animals… and come to think of it, it very
actively involves “gathering” (the collecting variety) too.

I love that, I totally got into bird-watching during the
pandemic, but for me, it was more about looking than
listening. I got some binoculars, and a bird book, and
figuring out exactly what kind of bird you’re seeing
is SO satisfying. I also downloaded an app that’s just
Shazam for bird songs, but I guess that takes the
mystery out of it. It is a good feeling to be present and
quiet and paying attention to small creatures we so
often ignore, or think of as background to our human
lives. Can you remember what “winds” felt like when
you were younger? Which were the strongest?

I loved the syllabus and writings from the class you
taught with Mindy Seu, On Gathering. Especially
because it brought me back to one of my favorite
essays of all time, "The Carrier Bag Theory of Fiction"
by Ursula K. Le Guin. Recently I was reading The
Summer Book by Tove Jansson, and I came across
this quote about gathering:
Gathering is peculiar, because you see nothing but
what you’re looking for. If you’re picking raspberries, you see only what’s red, and if you’re looking for
bones you see only the white. No matter where you go,
the only thing you see is bones.

I think nature was a big wind as a young person too. Nature
paired with nurture, I suppose, were my biggest winds. Like
love from my parents, which sometimes expressed itself as
letting me be free and explore outdoors by myself. I remember loving watching Animal Planet and learning about creatures and then going outside to explore them for myself.
←

What is something you've been gathering lately?
Oh wow, what a nice question.
In that class, we talked about gathering in two ways: 1) collecting, and 2) a meeting of two or more people for a specific
purpose. I do a lot of both types of gathering, and I like the
generative loop that exists between them.

What role do animals play in your work? So many of
your are.na channels — like Wild Animals vs Manmade
Materials and Sparrows talking about the future of
the web — and projects are inspired by animals so I’d
love to hear you speak to that, especially given that
animals and nature were so formative in your childhood.

Pragmatically speaking, lately I’ve been gathering advice and
tips on how to be financially independent. Working in the
creative field is exciting, but I feel there’s a lot of psychological issues to work through regarding money and value.
Maybe you noticed last year I co-founded my own school,
“Fruitful School,” …

Wow love how this question flows so well into what I just
said :0 ! I’ve been reading this book about the wind, actually
(“Heaven’s Breath: A Natural History of the Wind” by Lyall
Watson from 1984), and I found this quote:

Yes, I’ve been following along! Congratulations, by the
way. It’s really exciting to see all these talented individual creators launching their own educational platforms.

There is a wisdom that clamours to be heard in the Latin
root anima, meaning both ‘wind’ and ‘spirit’ — which
leads to animus the ‘soul’, animare to fill with ‘breath’, and
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It was in part to understand if I could do what I do (teach)
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without the help of an institution. Now it’s a lot easier to
see the pros and cons of both situations (I really believe
one isn’t necessarily “better” than the other -- it’s all about
priorities), but what I’ve gained is self empowerment and
a better understanding of all the different types of work
that are involved in running something from start to finish. I
want to continue being self empowered, and there are some
other ways I want to extend this line of thinking in a way that
still feel true to me. I think as a creative person, it’s good to
(within reason) experiment with money and value exchange.
Then you can really understand what’s valuable to your
audience and situate what you do in a more everyday, lived
context. One example is a few years ago I did one day workshops with people where we made their website in one day
for a set fee. It was a bit stressful sometimes, and the model
isn’t perfect, but most of the time it was a win-win.

where I can easily be impressed by my past self haha, or easily review what I’ve been thinking about before. I think that’s
crucial, and unfortunately so many digital systems aren’t
good at this, so I have to remind myself to review old ideas
and notes on regular frequencies.
←

Image from Scroll Stroll.

I feel some of this reminds me of something I first learned in
The Artists Way, which is the permission to experiment with
your life. Do you like a more structured job? Do you need
more space? As an artist, you are open to experiment to
see what works best for you, and to continue experimenting
throughout your life. Sometimes it’s hard to give yourself
that permission alone.

←

How is the act of gathering important to your practice?
When I’m working on something, often it starts as a slow
marinating process. Usually I have some sort of idea… maybe
it’s really specific or maybe it’s more of an area I want to
explore. I usually keep a running list of this somewhere and
gradually add to it… slowly, until I’m ready to review what
I’ve collected and start making decisions. This is usually how
the forming of my classes go. I know I have to teach a class
from a long way away (if I’m teaching at an institution), and
I just let ideas percolate and gradually add to a notes file.
Eventually it’s time to make a syllabus and presentation, and
that’s when I make decisions about what I’ve collected… how
to narrativize it, how to structure it in a way that makes
sense for the audience or group.
I’m also generally gathering even if I don’t have a specific
project in mind. That’s where Are.na is really useful. I often
save images or text simply if I’m drawn to them. But instead
of simply a mood board, I try to be specific about how I
present my material… it can be as simple as making the title
specific. I feel like it’s a good sign when I find some material,
go to save it or make a note about it, and my previous self
had already done something similar. I like working in systems
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Screenshot from Laurel's Flight
Simulator app.

The idea we workshopped when you came to
RISD — Scroll Stroll — sort of emerged in that way. It
started in one form, and as I kept thinking about it
and gathering new information, it kept morphing into
new things. That was the first of many projects where
I was interested in interrogating the body and physicality in relation to the digital. The paradox that one
can be moving (on screen/through pixels) without
moving (the body through space.) That also seems
like an idea you explore in Flight Simulator. That app,
along with being hugely helpful for focus and a joy to
use, taps into new ways to experience place, time, and
distance in virtual space or simulations. Is that something you were thinking about when you developed
that idea? And how has the idea of the app evolved
since you created it?

I like thinking about how Flight Simulator has changed since
I launched it. The thing I really like about that project is that
it's been an overall generative framework for me to come
back to think about new work. Even if I just think about
some of the themes in it, like wind and ambiance, I start
thinking about other things I want to create. I want to make
some wind chimes! I've been thinking about the relationship
between sound and place — what would it mean to make
little soundscapes for each airport, in addition to having the
little collectible pins. I've also been thinking about memory
and place, which is something I'm really interested in now.
And also, what are ambient symbols that can remind us of
where we are? That project, Flight Simulator, re-centers me
to remember what I like because it's so easy to forget these
days. It's interesting that you think about that app in terms
of motion and distance, because for me, Flight Simulator is
more about the feeling of time. The passage of time is what
I’m drawn to in that experience, even though distance is
obviously part of it.
If you could take a flight anywhere in the world
tomorrow, where would you go? What would you do
on the plane?

Photograph of Iceland by Iurie
Belegurschi from Instagram.

ALTERNATE REALITIES

←

Wow… great question. I would probably go to Iceland. It
would actually be a sort of reunion! I’ve never been to
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Iceland, and neither has my friend Elliott. The very special
people from Japan I met during summer 2019 from pe hu
agreed we’d all have a reunion in Iceland sometime, in the hot
springs. Pe hu was very special… they invited artists to do
residencies, and their main goal was to become friends with
the artists. It was very sweet and honestly a super great
mission that enabled creativity in a super natural way. I kept
a secret-ish journal while I was there, it’s here: https://laurel.
world/notebooks/pomera, so you can understand the spirit :

They really are so dream-like, and surreal! It's cool to
hear that you had that in mind in the process. What’s
your favorite smell? Can you describe it? Or show me
what it looks like?
←

Well, that’s amazing — need to get me some of that! I'm
working on a project in Unity that plays with the idea
of smell and virtual spaces. Basically, in this game, the
player enters a field of flowers and the only interaction besides wandering around is that they can smell
plants. (laughs) When you get close to one, you can
click a button, and a description of a scent appears.
Trying to write those descriptions has been fun but
also so hard! And I did keep coming back to your descriptions for inspiration.

That sounds amazing. Both Iceland and Japan are at
the top of the list of places I want to go to next...

←
Photograph of a Pomera E-Ink
Typewriter by Laurel.

Regarding what I do when I’m on the flight… I like to treat
this as an improvisational time. So it’s slightly hard to say.
However, I know what I’d pack: my Pomera, my iPod with
some podcasts & music loaded up, my Kindle with books, my
nice headphones. The flight to Iceland actually isn’t that long,
so I’m not going to bring a gaming console :)
←

Perfume Area book containing thirty-six prose poetry
fragrance reviews.
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Lily of the Valley, photograph
from Wikipedia Commons.

Oh, that sounds great.

Another project of yours that I'm really inspired by is
Perfume Area. I'm super fascinated by the senses and
smell, and loved your lyrical approach to writing about
them in that series. Scents are notoriously so hard
to describe — we often just fall back on descriptors
for our other senses when describing smell, but you
reach for emotion and memory and absurdity. I was
wondering if you could talk a little bit about how you
approached the writing in that series, and how you
came to be interested in writing reviews of perfume?

I was up late one night looking for a new signature scent
because my old one had run out. So, I stayed awake reading reviews of this one scent it because it promised to be
perfect for me for many different reasons. I ordered it, but
when I got it in the mail, it made me nauseous. That got me
interested in the difference between an experience and text
or marketing around a thing. That's why I got into perfume,
but my friend Sydney also happened to be into it. She had a
bunch of samples, and one day we were just smelling them at
her house, and she just asked me, "do you want to write perfume reviews" and I said "Okay." (Laughs). We approached
Perfume Area as a writing project, because we both wanted
to write more in general. So my process was to smell the fragrance and write down immediate reactions. I would also look
it up just to make sure I was getting the overall vibe right.
And then from there, it was kind of like describing a dream.

A CONVERSATION WITH LAUREL SCHWULST

I love Lily of the Valley. It’s a very delicate beautiful soft
smell. Apparently it also is scientifically proven to attract
mammalian sperm… ?!

Do you play video games at all? I re-discovered them
this year, and it’s been awesome. (Laughs)
←

Screenshot from
Animal Crossing.

A little bit, mostly just Animal Crossing. And I was a big Sims
player back in the day. Have you had favorites?
Well, the one that began my journey was Animal
Crossing, too! It was the first thing I started playing
when my brother and I got a (Nintendo) Switch. But
then, I got really, really obsessed with The Legend of
Zelda: Breath of the Wild. And then Skyrim. I have a
good friend, who’s in the Digital + Media Department
at RISD, that introduced me to a lot of games that
really defy what I thought video games were, or what
I thought they could be. There’s a whole world smaller,
indie games and game studios and independent creators that has been really wonderful to explore.
I'm curious which indie games you've explored! I actually
downloaded one game from Steam for $5 called “Kind Words
(lo fi chill beats to write to).” It's really simple, and all you do
is write letters to people and get advice from people on the
internet but through the guise of this little world.
I haven’t played this one! I’ll look into it. I think another
reason I wanted to talk with you is because your
approach to web design and to the internet mirrors
one that I’m interested in taking toward games and
game design. You talk about the calm, healing, poetic
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potential of computational technologies and ambient
forms of design. Can you talk a little bit about how
you understand the word “poetic”? And maybe what
you see as the value of poetics?
That’s a good question. I think dynamic mediums like the
web or game design are a perfect place to explore poetics
because they do have shifting properties and therefore you
can just have poetics engrained in the structure. But, hmm. I
can try to answer with an anecdote? Five or six years ago, I
did a project where I was making an index of poetic objects.
Asking the question of what makes something a poetic object, and I decided that it had to do with how many times it
comes up in poetry. (Laughs) Seems obvious, but why do the
same things come up in poetry so often? Do they make us
think about things outside of ourselves? Or help us connect
to something bigger than the individual? At a certain point,
I was asking this really messed up question which was: what
do you think is more poetic, wind or water? It's just messed
up because both are really poetic — it's kind of like yin yang,
you can't have one without the other in the natural world. I
actually just read a book all about the wind and learned that
in many creation myths water is feminine and wind is masculine. Anyway, I think there's just something about certain
objects or things in the world that have this kind of charge
and to me those seem poetic. And combining them in unlike
ways offers up even more charge. Maybe that's a possible
definition of poetry— a charge like takes us out of our every
day or connects us to something bigger.

←

According to Carl Jung, to see
or eat eggs in your dream symbolize fertility, birth and your
creative potential. Pictured
here is The Gradations of Fire by
René Magritte.
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How can you tell when something you’ve made or
written is poetic?
It has a “resonance” that is multivalent and open to multiple interpretations, but it’s not vague. It’s specific and
memorable. Idk, sometimes it’s really hard to tell. This piece
“Rejection of Closure” by poet Lyn Hejinian might be related
to my definition…
←

Website for Yale Interactive
Design designed by Laurel.

It’s funny because I have sometimes asked myself why I'm not
a game designer. When I played that game, I just thought oh
my god it's so good. It would work as a website but it's so
much more immersive as a game. I guess game design kind of
takes the interactivity to one next level up.
You should totally be a game designer.
Oh, thank you.
Can you tell me about a place (a fictional world, a
physical location, a digital community) that compels
your creativity?
I like https://gossips.cafe, created by my friend Elliott Cost.
The coffee is strong and the vibes are encouraging and
relaxed. I like posting a link there anonymously… and people
say things about it, they don’t have to know I posted it, and
it disappears after 8 hours.

I've read a lot of Carl Jung, the psychologist, the past couple of years. He's really interested in dreams and the unconscious. There's an archive that I've kind of gotten really
interested in called The Archive for Research in Archetypal
Symbolism. Basically it's an index of all of these symbols
throughout history that come up in dreams, and how they're
interpreted. Like, what does it mean if an egg appears
in your dream? They are also kinds of charged objects,
charged with layers of meaning throughout time periods. I'm
still very new to this world but I find it interesting.

Could you describe your ideal ambience?
Cozy and reflective at the same time … lots of paper lanterns
around, warm wood interior with comfortable rug to lay
horizontal on, a beautiful big window with tree slowly waving
in the wind, and lots of lounging surfaces, lots of areas to do
reading/introspection but also a separate area to hang out
with friends that has a kitchen…

Wow, such a cool coincidence that you bring that up
because I’ve also been reading some Jung, and have
been keeping a dream journal because I really want
to learn to lucid dream! (Laughs) I have this app that
tells me what certain objects or themes or characters
mean, and what they reflect about my state of mind. I
don’t necessarily buy into it, but I also find it fascinating.
A CONVERSATION WITH LAUREL SCHWULST

You talk about designing websites as a kind of
world-building, which isn’t something I would traditionally associate with that space. It’s a term that
could be borrowed from game design! But there is
architecture and story and mythology when you think
about the internet as a place...

I want to be there right now. I love your practice as a
model for making work with friends. You always seem
to be working on a new collaboration! How are friends
and collaborators important to your growth as an
artist and designer?
Yes, so many! Everyone who is listed on my fake wikipedia
ALTERNATE REALITIES
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style website, which I believe are (in ABC order): Aarati
Akkapeddi, Mark Beasley, Dan Brewster, Laura Coombs,
Elliott Cost, Min Guhong, Meg Miller, John Provencher,
Mindy Seu, Sydney Shen, Harm van den Dorpel, and Taichi
Wi. I am sure I am forgetting some people. Also… Linked by
Air (Tamara Maletic & Dan Michaelson) was my first creative home. I feel like I owe them everything! I try to do my
best to credit people but feel I’m learning nuances of this all
the time, and CSS (Mindy & Laura & me) are trying to work
on a piece of writing right now about “multidimensional citation.” Most recently, I’m proud of the source code comments
& citations on my friend Meg Miller’s website that I made for
her two years ago.
I aspire to have a network of friends and collaborators
that looks a bit like yours—it seems like a lot of fun.
What was the last thing you learned from a friend?
Elliott continues to inspire me. I learned that a creative
project can be so simple. It doesn’t have to be complicated.
Sometimes I tend to overwork things, to try to do a better
job than my previous self did, which I think can be tiring and
unfun for people close with me to observe. It’s a relief to
remember things don’t have to be complex, both in their final
form and their process. Like this: https://elliott.computer/
pages/one-minute-park
←

Thank god for friends, and for reminders like that.
Last question for you: What is the core idea you spiral
around, that you keep coming back to?

I’m really interested in the relationship between mystery and
boredom and curiosity.

Laurel's pixelated spiral logo
for The Creative Independent.
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That's really lovely. Thank you so much Laurel, this
conversation has been really fun and encouraging. :)
Let’s catch up again soon!
Yes, good luck with everything! ⁕
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CHROMATIC
DIMENSIONS

←→ Making gradients for fun.
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“Color exists at the edge of true understanding. There’s an extent to
which one can measure it, reason about it, and communicate about
it, but color is so visceral and slippery that it always seems to outstrip
logic and language.”
—Tauba Auerbach, Experience: Culture, Cognition, & Common Sense
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INTO
COLOR SPACE

In the fifth grade, I devised a system for my friends and I to talk about
our crushes in public without revealing their identities. Each boy in
our class was assigned a color codename, and therefore, seemingly
innocuous phrases like “purple is my favorite color” carried secret
messages. I don’t know why I remember this so well, but to this day I
can still tell you which color I picked for each boy. I was in love with
Green, but thought Blue was pretty cute, too. Purple was the best at
sports, and Red was really good at math.
This secret language caught on quickly in our female population of fifth graders, as we distributed handwritten ciphers in
class and whispers on the playground. For a couple days, the
boys were probably confused by our sudden obsession with
colors. As it turns out, screaming “orange is the cutest color,”
and giggling uncontrollably made it obvious that we weren’t
actually just talking about the color orange. And so, the code
was cracked pretty quickly. Despite the flaws in the system
and its rapid unraveling, I think the experience sparked a
life-long obsession with the potential of using color to encode
information and carry meaning.
Funnily enough, I did not fully outgrow my fifth grade
instincts and continue to color-code the people in my life. For
as long as I’ve had an iPhone, I’ve maintained the practice of
assigning a swatch of solid color to each contact. It’s tedious
and totally unnecessary, but it brings me joy. I’m often asked
about how I choose a color for each person. The reasoning
behind each selection fluctuates. Sometimes the color comes
from a piece of clothing the person wears often (Kit’s neon
orange coat or Everett’s mustard fleece), and sometimes
it's based on their favorite color (Spencer’s love for Red.)
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←

Screenshots from my iPhone.

Sometimes it even reflects how much I like the person (but
I won’t disclose my chromatic preferences here), and other
times, it’s deduced from my interpretation or understanding
of their personality. I operate between two modes of selection: choosing a color on a whim based on my own mood, or
searching more intentionally, on a mission to find a match.
Either I have an idea in my head already, or I enter with no
preconceived notions, letting the colors work their magic. To
be confronted with unexpected, spontaneous color palettes
when I open up my messages is a treat. It feels like confetti—
it's almost celebratory each time. I have a whole archive of
screenshots documenting serendipitous combinations that
aggregate on screen; incidental palettes of my social life.
RAINBOW ORDER
I find further chromatic satisfaction through the arrangement
of objects in rainbow order. It began with the apps on my
home-screen, and spread to my bookshelf, my computer dock,
my toiletries. Some say this is a terribly inefficient system for
actual organization (and they’re not wrong) but somehow it
works for me. I’m not sure if I always had a good memory for
the color of things, or if I’ve just trained my brain to remember the exact shade of apps or book covers by necessity.
I am (regrettably) not a synesthete, but I’ve developed
a whole host of pseudo-synesthetic behaviors that are willed
rather than involuntary. I’ve trained my mind to experience
a kind of synesthesia in that when I think of a person, I see a
color. Certain colors have been ruined for me in break-ups,
fights and goodbyes. I choose to order my life in this way,
defying much more rational organizational structures — color-coded books and apps only works if you can remember a
cover by its color rather than its author or name. Color coded
contacts allow for zero facial recognition assistance. It’s not really about building a system that “works,” but rather one that
brings me a little bit of delight daily.
COLOR VISION
On a sunny winter day in 2013, my mom and I drove three
hours up to Los Angeles to see the James Turrell retrospective at LACMA. Turrell’s installations in cavernous rooms play
only with immersive light and color. The exhibition stands
out in my memory as one that awoke me to the strangeness of
human visual perception. There was something so mesmerizing, so awesome, about blinking my way out of a glowing pink
room, neon and ambient, only to be bathed in a phantasmic
green of my own making. These hallucinations of color, the
after-images created by our own brains, thrilled me. The way
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↑ A publication I designed called FormWork, cataloging various
visual references in color order.
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My mom and I sneaking a selfie
inside of the Turrell retrospective at LACMA in 2013.
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the light was calibrated to flatten any sense of perspective and
expand space at the same time delighted me. I couldn’t find
the walls! Such a strange sensation. I beamed through the
whole experience, amused by how easily my squishy lil’ brain
could be confused.
Immersed in a kind of induced sensory deprivation,
we consider the limits (and wonder!) of our perceptive faculties. This defamiliarization is what I appreciate most about
Turrell’s work. He does not set out to recreate sensorial
conditions one would encounter spontaneously (“naturally”)
in this world, but sets up experiences that make us doubt,
question, and contemplate the abilities of our own sensorium. In curated absence and thoughtful disorientation, we
find space and time to pay close attention to our bodies and
recognize what is actually happening all the time: our brains
are interpreting wavelengths, and particles, and temperatures,
and odors, and building what we perceive as reality (but is not
inherently “truth.”)
Human color perception relies on stores of specialized
receptor cells: the rods and cones in the retina. The job of the
cone cells is to absorb light of different wavelengths and pass
it on to the brain’s visual cortex, where it can be interpreted.
The visible light spectrum — the rainbow of colors — is broad,
so an array of cone cells, each specialized in the absorption of
INTO COLOR SPACE

Flamingos get their pink-ish color
from pigments in the food they
eat; Male Mandrills’ faces change
color as they reach sexual maturity. Images from Wikipedia.

←

If you stare at this image for
10–60 seconds and then look at
a white object, a negative afterimage will appear.
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certain wavelengths, is required to see the full range. One excels at detecting red and associated wavelengths, one for blue,
and the last one optimally perceives purple and yellow.
When certain wavelengths of light enter our visual
cortex, we perceive a color and cannot help but ascribe meaning to it. An already bafflingly complex biological process
is compounded by emotional, psychological, and historical
associations, allowing both individual and universal meanings to coexist. It’s symbol, it’s signage, it’s an indicator for
danger, safety, fertility, and health. Color is simultaneously
a biological force and a cultural construct. “The word Red
means something known to everyone, and in addition for
each person it means something known only to (her),” mused
Wittgenstein in his penultimate written work, Remarks on Color.
Colors’ importance in the natural world as a tool for
communication within and between species cannot be underestimated. The natural world of the past was not as colorful as
it is today, but as animals and plants both found evolutionary
advantages for it, color and color vision proliferated together.
Perhaps, at first, color was used simply, to indicate differences
between ripe and unripe fruits, but its significance for more
and more complex meanings and rituals became common
over time.
In a study, botanist and author Robin Wall Kimmerer
found that flowers whose colors are complementary, like aster
and goldenrod, almost always grow side by side in nature
because they attract far more pollinators together than if they
were apart from one another. Complementary color pairings,
and the beauty we find in them, derives from more than mere
aesthetics. “Our eyes are so sensitive to these pairs of wavelengths that the cones can get over-saturated and the stimulus
pours over onto the other cells. A printmaker I know showed
me that if you stare for a long time at a block of yellow and
then shift your gaze to a white sheet of paper, you will see it,
for a moment, as violet. This phenomenon —  the colored
afterimage — occurs because there is energetic reciprocity
between purple and yellow pigments, which goldenrod and
asters knew well before we did,” explains Kimmerer in her
book, Braiding Sweetgrass. “The question of goldenrod and
asters was of course just emblematic of what I really wanted
to know. It was an architecture of relationships that I yearned
to understand. I wanted to see the shimmering threads that
hold it all together why the most ordinary scrap of meadow
can rock us back on our heels in awe. And I wanted to know
why we love the world.”
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A few representations of color
space, from top to bottom: Atlas
of the Munsell Color System
(1915); Edmund Hunt, Color
Vision (1892).

↙

ENTERING COLOR SPACE
You’ve seen color visualized as a wheel, a line, a plane, a circle,
a grid of swatches, or a three-dimensional shape, but none
offer entirely complete representations. Attempts to map or
model the full visible spectrum tend to fall short, despite
countless attempts throughout history. In an essay, artist
Tauba Auerbach writes that “color exists at the edge of true
understanding. There’s an extent to which one can measure
it, reason about it, and communicate about it, but color is so
visceral and slippery and slippery that it always seems to outstrip logic and language.” There are many variables to account
for — shade, hue, saturation, value, and tone — not to mention
neurological as well as retinal properties. Plus, lots of people
experience color vision outside of the “standard” trichromat
configuration of the eyes, which none of our models account
for. There are no tools or devices or instruments that can
“measure” color. As Maggie Nelson asks in Bluets, “how could
there be, as color knowledge always remains contingent on an
individual perceiver?”
I cannot give you a map to color space; nor can I ever
be sure that it looks the same to you as it does to me. To work
with color lovingly is to embrace its slippery, mutable, and
personal mysteries. In the following pages, you’ll see the ways
I have engaged with color through systemic, personal, psychological, and historical lenses — chasing an understanding or
consensus I might never reach. Let’s have a little trust, and at
least for a moment, try to believe that my blue and your blue
are the same. ⁕

Tauba Auerbach’s RGB Colorspace
Atlas is a printed manifestation of
digital colorspace: a paradox. In this
atlas, Auerbach catalogs a translation from RGB to CMYK; from
screen to print; from scrolling/
clicking to turning/flipping; from
digital to physical; from virtual to
material. This massive, hardcover
atlas contains nothing but color.
From one successive spread to the
next, it can be difficult (often impossible) to discern how the colors
are changing. It is only in longer
leaps, jumping ahead in chunks
rather than a page at a time, that
the human eye can perceive the
differences. In this way, it is a story
told at an impossibly slow pace;
one that’s beyond the limits of
human perception.
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A Note on Process:
Gradations
When I visualize the way I move
through my own curiosity, I imagine
myself inside an edgeless gradient. I
see a shifting field that's blurry and
mutable — characterized by fluidity
rather than constancy.
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An incomplete list of things I
“quit:” Basketball, Piano, French
Braiding My Own Hair, Tap
Dancing, Roller Skating (but
not Roller Blading), Calculus,
Pretending to like Music Anything
for a Boy, Surfing, Ballet, RockCollecting, Gymnastics, Tennis,
Softball, Soccer, Badminton,
Karate, Girl Scouts, Believing
in Magic, Ceramics, Painting,
Reading Non-Fiction for Fun,
Guitar,Volleyball, Lacrosse,
Watching Horror Movies Alone,
Track & Field, Growing Up to
Be a Marine Biologist or Fashion
Designer or Veterinarian or Zoo
Keeper or Dermatologist, Hating
My Body Everday, Putting on
Eyeliner, Photography, Acting,
Singing, Archery, Sewing,
Instagram,Writing Poetry Sincerely, Songwriting, Trying to Stay
Blond, Going to Therapy, Knitting.

←

I came to school knowing very
little about graphic design,
but have since dipped my toe
into many different facets of
it. Turns out, it’s a pretty good
way to explore new things. It
allows me to create spaces that
contain my findings and enables
me to wander with a set of tools.
In my current understanding, graphic design is an act
of translation: of meaning or
feeling from one form (inside
my brain) to another (endless
possibility!). It’s an evolving manifestation of an idea
from internal to external. It is
thought made tangible, sensible.
Graphic design can take on
various (any!) forms, mediums, or methods, and aims to
convey a message, narrative, or
emotion to one or many human
beings (other animals don’t
really care about graphic design,
I’ve found.) The impression it
leaves may be direct or abstract;
ephemeral or lasting; literal or
poetic; important or irrelevant;
personal or universal. I try to
embrace sound, taste, touch and
smell as pathways of deepening
connection, heightening experience, and creating atmosphere
for receptivity.

←
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I really like to try new things, but I also—almost as much—like
to drop them. Most of the time, I stop doing something because I don't like it or I don't think that I am good at it. Other
times, I stop doing things I actually like out of embarrassment, fear, shame, or laziness. I am trying to frame this as a
neutral and matter-of-fact personality trait. While there are
certainly pros and cons to this behavioral pattern, it's just
part of who I am. Is it part of who you are too?
Another positive way to spin it: I am curious by nature. As
scary as it is to try new things, it feels good once you take
the leap and dive in. I love to learn enough about something
to understand it; to immerse myself enough to feel like I
could even get good at it. But once I have a tenuous grasp
on the activity or topic or skill, I get a little bored and want
to try the next thing. There are so many things out there; I
have trouble understanding how anyone picks something and
sticks with it. I admire you if you can! Also, maybe I have a fear
that if I really put my all into something, I'll just end up disappointing myself. Anyway, before we delve too far into psychoanalysis, what I'm trying to say is that I am constantly starting
and stopping things, and continued to do so even at RISD.
In the moment that I'm invested in something, I am all in: it's
a deep saturation, a singular hue. As my interest in any given
thing begins to fade, I phase into the next shade. I often
find myself in the murky between zones, at the perimeters
where the shade is hard to define; where strange mixes of
things come together. Each sliver of a gradient is simultaneously it's own color, and a transition between colors; somehow both fleeting and lasting. When you're surrounded by
it—when you're inside the gradient—it's hard to notice the
subtle changes. Rather than operating on sudden, intentional breaks, my movements look like gradual shifts. I morph
between mediums, topics, and tools. I absorb and reflect different wavelengths at different times as I gradate between
these ephemeral realms of my own creation.
(Other metaphors for my process and practice because it's hard to choose just one: I am a gatherer, taking bit by bit from different plants and different places.
I glean, I drift, I wander; I carry little, I am a nomad. I
arrive here or there, but then quickly want to go elsewhere. I am not rooted in any one place. I am a rootlet,
I explore the earth with slender, creeping tendrils that
branch out, coil, and recede just as quickly.)
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Glacial erosion is one kind of
gradational force. As glaciers
spread out over the surface of
the land, they can it’s shape.
They scrape away, erode rock
and sediment, carry it from one
place to another, and leave it
somewhere else. Thus, glaciers
cause both erosional and depositional landforms. Images from
Wikipedia Commons.
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GRADATIONS

A NOTE ON PROCESS

CHROMATIC DIMENSIONS

←

My practice is one of sequential immersion into medium and
subject—a gradient in flux—but because I am the same
human trying out different things, there is tonal, visual, and
emotional resonance to the various works I produce. As an
eternal amatuer, there is a gentleness to my approach. As
a cyclical rookie, I don't tend to take myself too seriously.
But I'm okay with that! There is surface level polish, but undercurrents of irreverence and a dark sense of humor cut
through to the core.
While one definition of "gradation" is “a scale or a series of
successive changes, stages, or degrees” (as in a gradient), it
is also defined as a kind of erosion. Gradational forces shape
landscapes slowly—they are weather away at geological
surfaces at nearly imperceptible rates. Water, ice, waves,
and wind toil away at a pace barely appreciable to the human
eye. They form valleys, basins, and caves in deep time. I try
to remind myself that powerful shifts in self happen slowly. I
am transforming in ways I cannot yet name; I am ever evolving, and you are too. Our interior landscapes are subject to
gradational forces, just like the earth—there are changes
happening within us that we aren't yet aware of. Be patient
with yourself, and one day, you might wake up and find a
mountain where there was once a canyon.
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Diaries for Monday through Friday. Each hand-bound
booklet in the series uses only one color of ink, paper
and thread. →
Sophie Calle, The Chromatic Diet, 1997. ↘

Chromatic Diaries

In December of 1997, artist Sophie Calle
completed a project called The Chromatic Diet,
which consisted of a regimen wherein — over the
course of one week — Calle restricted herself to
foods of a single color for 6 consecutive days. To
be like Sophie, during the week of January 26–
31, 2020, I completed daily monochromatic
catalogs of my personal associations with,
memories of, and biases toward a single color.
Written in the stream-of-consciousness narrative mode, each essay winds from one topic
to the next through networks of loose associations and fumbling connections. The tone and
formality of each writing varies, reflecting my
own state of mind on each day and instinctual
reaction to each color. This self-prescribed
daily ritual became quite cathartic, and brought up emotional responses to color that I
didn’t realize I had. I also find that sometimes
the most specific and personal narratives are
the most relatable and universal, and hope the
exploration of my own relationships to color
reminds others to consider their own.
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↑ Monday, Purple.
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A Story:
A Color for Stones

It’s rare to see the color purple in most parts of the natural
world, but it appears with surprising frequency in the realm
of geology. Many rocks and minerals come in hues of purple, from the common amethyst quartz to the rarest purple
diamond. I got pretty obsessed with semi-precious stones
when I was ten. It all started at those gift shops that sold
smooth, polished rocks in huge bins, with little velvet baggies
for you to collect your favorites and take them home. This
was pretty common to find in tourist-y in Southwestern mining towns that I happened to visit often. Pyrite, Malachite,
Hematite and every other cold, reflective stone never
ceased to amaze me. My parents never let me buy any, and
though the temptation to slip a rock or two into my pocket
overcame me once or twice, it turns out that it’s even more
fun to find them yourself.

the impression that the rocks I collected possessed powers
beyond their beauty, but I probably could have been persuaded.
That’s the thing about crystals: they have always existed,
since humans began to chip shiny spikes out of bedrock, in
the nebulous plane between faith and science, between fact
and fiction. They are mineral materials that have accrued
geological mythology and lore. It seems that, for as long as
there have been people, they’ve been projecting their hopes
and fears onto glassy, colorful stones. Crystals, in all their
wild forms — shards of jet-black obsidian, smooth ovals of
creamy-pink rose quartz, jagged cubes of periwinkle amethyst swimming inside egg-shaped geodes like iridescent
yolks — have never stopped inspiring constructive imagination. And, in the past decade, as “self-care” and “wellness”
have become inescapable Goop-ian buzzwords, crystals
have again surged in popularity. In an age when people with
brains burned out on digital devices crave physical talismans,
crystals seem to promise wisdom from the core of the earth.
Also: they’re pretty.

A really cool thing to do in elementary school was hunt for
geodes. My campus was near a rocky canyon, and sometimes
after school, I ventured down into the dirt with a couple
boys from my class. John and Steven fancied themselves
rock collectors, and I proudly became their understudy. San
Diego isn’t known for being a hotbed of hidden gemstones,
but if you know what to look for, geodes are more common than you might expect. They’re more spherical than
most rocks and feel lighter since they are partially hollow.
Sometimes, if you give one a good shake, you can hear pieces
of crystal rattle around inside. On the outside, they’re
bumpy and matte. We got pretty good at spotting them.
Most often, the ones we found were purple, in hues ranging
from lightest lavender to the deepest violet. Geodes come in
many varieties, but tend to be the same color in each location. I’m a sucker for a Cinderella story, and that transformation from ordinary to extraordinary felt like the closest thing
to real magic I had experienced.

Shiny stones may be having a new moment, but they’ve
been here for millions of years, and they will outlive us all. It
doesn’t matter that humans imbue them with magical powers — that’s just what humans do. If the millennial fascination
with plants is about starting to take care of something, the
obsession with crystals is the exact opposite — it’s about
something that will be here long after we are gone. It’s about
something alive that doesn’t need us. The crystals are indifferent to our kind. And yet we still stare deeply into them
and see exactly what we want to see.

The color purple has long been associated with magic, spells,
witches, and sorcery. Ever seen a Disney movie? Almost every villain — especially the women — dresses in purple clothing, has purple-tinged skin, or lives in a cold, rocky purple lair.
When I was younger, I was always inclined to believe in magic.
I wished for fairy dust one Christmas, desperate for the
power to fly. My sister and I frequently made magical potions
in the backyard, combining miscellaneous household products with scavenged ephemera from the yard. I have a whole
journal full of “recipes” for our attempted spells. I built fairy
houses from moss and sticks and acorns, convinced that
when I walked away, the fairies flew back and populated the
small rooms and gardens I made for them. I was never under
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↑ Tuesday, Green.
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A Story:
A Color Named
After a Fruit

My grandparents grew oranges. It began as a hobby
post-retirement, when they moved from Central to Southern
California to a remote property on an orange grove. Neither
had any experience in cultivating or harvesting fruit crops,
but despite the risk, something drew them to that land of
300 Valencia orange trees. They were spellbound by the
views, the sunsets, the warmth and the smell of the orange
blossoms in the springtime. My grandma, Neeny, told me she
once read, “If you love your home, name it,” so they called
their new venture The Orange Woods. Their property in
Pauma Valley sat atop a hillside overlooking a canyon. Citrus
trees can grow in incredibly sloped, arid and hot climates,
making them one of the only fruits able to thrive in the region. My family and I drove past acres and acres of orange,
lemon, and grapefruit groves on the hour-long drive to their
house from San Diego. The fruits hung in clumps from the
branches and littered the ground, and there always seemed
to be more than anyone could keep up with. There were so
many that most went bad, turning from orange to white to
light green in patches on the dirt before anyone bothered to
pick them up.

so clouded with ash that almost no light could shine through.
I have a vivid memory of walking outside in the middle of the
day and being taken aback by how dark and smoky the sky
was. I also remember feeling simultaneously happy to stay
home from school, sad for those more affected by the fires
than me, and guilty about my conflicting emotions. I wouldn’t
have known to call this inner conflict “cognitive dissonance”
then, but I’ve certainly experienced it many times since.
Many wildfires came close to my grandparent’s orange grove
in the time they lived there, but none ever burned it down.
They spent twenty, blissful, fruit-filled years there, and
would’ve stayed longer had my grandfather not passed away
suddenly in 2016. Without Pa, Neeny couldn’t keep up with
all the maintenance involved in running the orchard. After
much painful deliberation, she sold off the house on the hill
and moved to a new one closer to her son and grandkids.
Last year, we planted an orange tree in her new backyard
to make her feel just a little more at home. Orange isn’t a
color ordinarily associated with romance. That honor goes
to reds and pinks — think hearts, roses, velvety petals on
silky sheets. No, orange is the color of surprise and warning:
a hazard sign, a smoggy sunset, a field of California poppies
waving their heavy heads on the beach. Our eyes are sensitive to it, pulled to it even on the periphery, but for me,
orange reminds me of the love-story of my grandparents and
of all the rewards that can be reaped when you take a risk.

Neeny often greeted us in the driveway with a pitcher of OJ.
She found many creative ways to use all the excess oranges,
but for me, nothing surpassed the fresh-squeezed juice.
Along with consuming the oranges, Neeny also made them
the subject of much of her art. She was an avid crafter, illustrator, painter, collager, knitter, and mosaic-maker who studied her oranges almost obsessively. When I was lucky enough
to get special private “tours” of her garage-turned-studio,
she showed me the richness and variety of color necessary
to paint what I thought of as a one-color object. Despite the
singularity implied by its name, an orange needs the other
colors — purples, greens, yellows and reds — to look like itself.
In these early lessons in color theory, Neeny and her oranges
taught me how light, shadow, and depth affect the appearance of the colors they surround.
The same warm, arid climate that is so friendly to citrus
trees also accommodates a less welcome guest — wildfire. I
was used to hearing about wildfires, as a kid growing up in
Southern California during a 10-year drought but wasn’t
personally affected until October 2007. This one got so bad,
and the air quality got so poor, that school was cancelled
for at least a week. Many classmates had to evacuate their
homes, and one of my closest friends, Molly, lost hers. The
whole sky that week glowed a deep, eerie orange. My neighborhood was miles from the blaze, but the atmosphere was
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↑ Wednesday, Red.
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Swatches for every variation of ink I tried, labeled with
their main plant-based ingredient →

DIY CMYK

There is something odd and endearing about
how much humans love to put meaningless
color on stuff. In the room I’m sitting in
now, you’ll find a bright red spatula, a pair of
purple socks, a royal blue mug, and a yellow
bottle opener. Last night, I painted my nails,
and must admit that there is a special kind of
delight in glancing down at your hands and
seeing bright Kelly green where skin color
should be. We are such weird creatures. What
do we gain from putting bits of color on parts
of ourselves or our belongings? Like on the
flaps covering our eyeballs and the very tips
of our toes? What is it about seeing extra lines
and blobs and dots of colors that makes me
feel alive?
Color is a strangely superimposed
sense — it took thousands of years of evolution before human eyes could discriminate
between different wavelengths of light. Our
retinal circuitry originally relied on only contrast, form, depth and motion, which depend
on brightness alone. It is hypothesized that
trichromacy¹ was successful in early human
166

evolution because it allowed foragers to easily
distinguish between red fruits and green
leaves among the trees.2 Once just an advantageous optical trait for survival, the wonderment of color has grown to impact us on
emotional, psychological, and symbolic planes
of existence.
Color has even become a commodity of
capitalism. Humans invented ways to make
almost every item come in almost every color.
This is a relatively new phenomenon. Access
to color outside of the natural world exploded
in the last 100 years. Before the 20th century,
you would probably die of arsenic poisoning if
you owned something green.³ To wear yellow
or purple clothing, hundreds of thousands
of insects or shellfish had to be killed.⁴ And
to get anything blue, you had to have a LOT
of money.⁵ Plants and minerals provided the
most plentiful sources of natural pigments,
but they couldn’t consistently generate the
kinds of hue and saturation we are accustomed to today.
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The invention of synthetic pigments in
the 1900’s quickly led to entire industries devoted to the creation of color. As these scaled,
consumer demand for more goods in more
colors rose. You no longer have to be wealthy
to afford to dress yourself colorfully, to buy
brightly colored items, or to print in full color.
Unfortunately, all this color is derived from
fossil fuels, coal tars, and other petrochemicals. The pigment and dye industries are
major contributors to climate change, along
with widespread pollution and toxicity, habitat
and biodiversity loss, resource exhaustion and
humanity’s increasingly complex moral and
material relations with nature.
A subset of this industry (which my
classmates and I jokingly came to refer to
as “Big Ink”) is devoted to four color process
printing. The requisite inks — cyan, magenta,
yellow, and black — combine to create over
16,000 hues, but it takes almost a gallon of
oil to make a single laser ink cartridge.⁶ The
materials that make CMYK printing possible
are mainly derived from fossil fuels, meaning
the dyes and pigments that give us abundant
color choices in our work as designers come
at a huge environmental cost. Additionally,
the printing industry heavily regulates the
kinds of inks that are printer-compatible,
enabling global standardization, but prohibiting small-scale or independent production.
I engaged with color printing thoughtlessly
and ubiquitously up to this point. It’s a big
part of graphic design! It’s a free perk in
CIT! I initially decided to task myself with
the challenge of abstaining from laser printing, but when I serendipitously came across a
free, used printer, I decided to hack it with my

own DIY printer inks, in an rebellious effort
to replace the chemical with the natural; the
industrial with the domestic; the obscure with
the accessible.
What followed was a laborious and
essentially useless process of developing inks
from plants, injecting them into cartridges,
and testing them in an old ink-jet printer. I
was guided by a legitimate inquiry, but knew
even before I started that the odds of failure
were high. But I found the process useless in
a deliberate way, “poking at prevailing notions of usefulness and productivity.” ⁷ After
thorough research on ink-making processes,
I spent many hours at the stove — reducing
beets, turmeric root, purple cabbage, and
other burnt vegetables — to a concentrated
form and then filtering them through increasingly fine filters. I toiled over my potions until
I had Cyan, Magenta, Yellow, and Black formulas that were saturated and viscous. I felt
like I was playing a role somewhere between
a chef and a mad scientist. Despite my best
witchy efforts, I couldn’t get anywhere close
to the consistency and color of the industrial grade stuff. I forged ahead anyway, and
I did manage to get a few prints out before
the machinery clogged. The resulting book
of copies — subdued, striated, and irregular — doesn’t have the consistency or sharpness you would expect from a printer. The
colors stream out unpredictably, fading and
disappearing at their own accord. Beautiful
in its own way, the collection of forms forced
me to consider the disconnect between natural pigments and the chemical pigments we
take for granted despite the toll they take on
the environment.

1 Vision based on three classes of cone photoreceptors; the
ability to discern reds, greens, and blues.
2 Though color is not an inherent property of an object
but a property of the visual system of the organism that
perceives it. In other words, the exact same wavelength
spectra reflecting off an object will be perceived as different
colors depending on the absorption spectra of an animal’s
photoreceptors. ScienceDaily, “A clear, molecular view of
how human color vision evolved.”
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3 – 5 St, C. K. (2016). The Secret Lives of Colour.
6 Gorman, B. “Ink Waste: The Environmental Impact of
Printer Cartridges,” Energy Central. 2016.
7 Odell, Jenny. “Can We Slow Down Time in the Age of
TikTok?” The New York Times, Aug. 31, 2019.
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↑ Four color separation of the ink ingredients themselves.
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↑ Scan of the resulting book of prints, printed on seed paper.
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↑ Formal experimentation with the home-made ink.
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↑↗ Front and back cover of the printed booklet.
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↑ The ink making process involved chopping and boiling
the primary ingredient until concentrated, then straining
through increasingly fine mesh strainers until clear. On
the left is red cabbage and on the right is turmeric root.
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↑ After the ink is strained and cooled, I injected it into
empty ink cartridges using a syringe before loading them
into the printer.
DIY CMYK
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Six final prints installed in the Commons →
Plate from Chromatic Polarisation of Light (German,
unknown,) 1895. ↘

Plotting Interference

Formal experiments using a pen plotter, inspired by scans of lithographs on optics, crystallography, and mineralogy from the 1800’s.
These record the passage of light through
crystal lattices to reveal a corresponding
geometric figure. Visualizing the interference
and chromatic polarization of light allowed
mineralogists to decrypt the chemical constitution and locate the geological origin of each
sample; photons moving at light speed were
coaxed into perusing time-spans of billions of
years. I became especially interested in recreating moire patterns in new configurations.
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↑ Pen plotter experiments.
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PLOTTING INTERFERENCE
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↑ Pen plotter experiments.
184

PLOTTING INTERFERENCE
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Aura screening, inspired by Aura photography, created
by blurring a screenshot of the user’s homescreen →

Aura Screenings

A series of digital aura readings derived from
friends’ smartphone homescreens made
during a weekend workshop with Richard The.
The compositions derive their aesthetics from
aura photography, but rather than sourcing
color from electromagnetic fields and temperature, it comes from apps and screensavers. Is
it absurd to assume personality is reflected in
the choices we make in designing our personal
digital environments? “Reading” these “auras”
relies on the recognition of tropes and brands
(logo color) of common apps and companies.
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↑ Spencer’s aura.
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↑ Charlie; ↗ Elena.
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TERRESTRIAL
ENTANGLEMENTS

←→ Photographs taken in Cape Cod, MA and Kent, CT in the spring of 2021.
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“We cannot navigate and place ourselves only with maps that make
the landscape dream-proof, impervious to the imagination. Such maps
encourage the elimination of wonder from our relationship with the
world. And once wonder has been chased from our thinking about the
land, then we are lost… When woods are felled, when they are suppressed by tarmac and concrete and asphalt, it is not only unique species and habitats that disappear, but also unique memories, unique
forms of thought. Woods, like other wild places, can kindle new ways
of being or cognition in people, can urge their minds differently.”

206
228
240  
264
276

Disenchanted Forest
Clean Break
Contrary Seeds
Carlsbad Caverns
Time Travel A Note on Process

—Robert Macfarlane, The Wild Places
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BETWEEN
HUMANS & NON-HUMANS

Now we take off our shoes and our socks and dig our feet into the soil.
Wiggle our toes, feel the grit between them and the cool expanse of
the earth beneath us. The following works are grounded in terrestrial
planes; in earthly interconnections; in rhizomatic encounters.
Nature is easily the setting in which I feel the most wonder — where my awe of and passion for the world takes root.
Yes, indeed, the sublime in all its fearsome cliché is a feeling I
have felt! Mock me, I don’t mind! I’ll be lost among the fungi
and the moss and the spiderwebs and the clouds. Let me languish in verdant delusion.
“Nature” is often conceived as this distant, independent entity — one that can be separated from “us.” But the
reality of the so-called binaries — human vs. animal, wild vs.
domestic, natural vs. artificial, inside vs. outside — is messy,
tangled, and interwoven. Human and nature are mutually
constitutive. As artist Mark Dion wrote: “just as humanity
cannot be separated from nature, so our conception of nature cannot be said to stand outside of culture and society.
We construct and are constructed by nature.” It’s within you,
around you, and without you. Actually, when you get right
down to it, the concept of “you” is even a questionable fallacy.
You are a billion microscopic organisms and more! To put it
in Scott Gilbert’s words: “For animals, as well as plants, there
have never been individuals. This new paradigm for biology
asks new questions and seeks new relationships among the
different living entities on Earth. We are all lichens.” We are all
lichens! There is carbon inside you that could have ended up
in a million different creatures, geological features, or natural
disasters. The atoms that call you home (the ones that make
up your flesh, the ones of your physical body) could have been
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in the world, and here in my home, is tactilely monotonous.
Floors, walls, surfaces—all tyrannies of uniform texture. It
turns out that our mental health demands forests, mountains,
valleys, flowers, animals, waterfalls, and crashing waves! We
need a mess, a storm, a cacophony.” (I see the irony in this
coming from someone who loves organization and order so much…
I’m okay with being covered in dirt, but I must learn to thrive
in chaos!)
How can we translate these needs into the spaces we
design? How can our digital worlds fulfill our sensory needs?
How can we learn to become more sensitive to the more-thanhuman? I certainly don’t have all the answers, but I’m interested in the pursuit. ⁕

peeling bark, river sediment, or the smooth exoskeleton of a
crustacean. I repeat Alan Watts’ refrain to myself like a motto:
“You didn't come into this world. You came out of it, like a
wave from the ocean. You are not a stranger here.”
Human bodies evolved through sensitive exchanges
with the manifold odors, colors, textures, and sounds of nature and the non-human. We are soft tangles of cells and matter—tender fragments of the earth. Our being formed in delicate reciprocity with all the other beings we depend on and
the spaces we inhabit. “Caught up in a mass of abstractions,
our attention hypnotized by a host of human-made technologies that only reflect us back to ourselves, it is all too easy
for us to forget our carnal inherence in a more-than-human
matrix of sensations and sensibilities, says David Abram in his
book, The Spell of the Sensuous. “Our eyes have developed in
subtle interaction with other eyes, as our ears are attuned by
their very structure to the howling of wolves and the honking
of geese. To shut ourselves off from these other voices, to continue by our lifestyles to condemn these other sensibilities to
the oblivion of extinction, is to rob our own senses of their integrity, and to rob our minds of their coherence. We are human
only in contact, and conviviality, with what is not human.”
In the name of modernization, capitalism, and globalization, the earth is increasingly homogenized—culturally
and ecologically. This change can be traced across all aspects
of our consumption—the goods we wear, the crops we grow,
the animals we raise, the foods we eat, and the homes we
construct. This mass-homogenization can destroy any unique
sense of place. And connected to this is the rapid degradation
of biodiversity caused by the destruction of habitats supportive of thousand of threatened species (usually in the name of
commerce and industry.)
While our DNA—the biological code that builds our
bodies and our senses—hasn’t changed in 30,000 years, our
environment certainly has. Certain spaces are under threat—
wildfires burn forests, rising seas threaten coasts—while others
are expanding—urban sprawl grows into the countryside and
internet infrastructure weaves through landscapes. The spaces
we build for ourselves—digitally and physically— isolate us
from other species and substances, and “purify” our sensescapes. Unwanted sounds, smells, tastes and sights are systematically eliminated and carefully curated. Temperature and
light are regulated and manipulated at the flick of a switch or
the press of a button. The materials around us are flattened,
leveled, manicured, and sanitized. We create environments
that are increasingly flat, smooth, and lifeless. In an article for
The Paris Review, John Lee Clark writes, “So much out there
204
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Detail, Gustave Courbet, The Bathers, 1853 →

Disenchanted Forest

“To go ‘into the woods’ is to enter both nightmare and wonderment, chaos and serenity.
The woods are the threatening realm of
wolves and witches, yet also a space of peace
and introspection. They confound and illuminate, disorient and clarify, endanger and
protect. The woods are where we ‘come to
our senses,’ and where we embrace our wilder
selves. They are a space of complex life forms
and ecological destruction; of growth and
decay; of fantasy and ritual; of secrets and
control; of hiding and the hidden.”
— Jennifer Sigler, Harvard Design Magazine:
Into the Woods

206

PROJECT

SECTION TITLE

ELSEWHERE

207

This story of this project begins inside the
Special Collections at the Providence Public
Library, where I was drawn to an unusual
book made from slices of trees. Published in
the 1890’s, The American Woods is a collection
of nearly-paper-thin samples from various
trees found in the United States, both native
and non-native. They are sliced so thin that
when held up to the light, the translucent
specimens glow. From each tree, a transverse,
radial, and tangential cross-section is cut and
mounted in a cardstock frame. The wood
grain, color, and detail in each sample is exquisite — but I wondered who such a strange
book existed for. Framed as a “champion
of American Forests,” the creator Richard
Hough touted his endeavor as an important
reference work in American dendrology and
ecology.1 He envisioned the project as a memorial to American forests, an exhibition of
nature, and an act of preservation. But, cost,
rarity, accessibility, and fragility all keep this
object in the hands of very few people. As a
collapsed representation of a disembodied
forest into a series of fragments, the series
values trees only for their commercial use, and
aesthetic qualities.
FRAMING NATURE
Historically, comprehensive forest surveys
and the exchange of wood samples began in
order to allow imperial powers to grasp the
ecological diversity of their colonial territories.2 Surveys and samples turned into maps,
and maps into plans, models, charts, diagrams, lists, and a range of other data visualization techniques, which all serve to enrich
bureaucratic knowledge and give humans
infrastructure & information to exert control
over the natural environment. Wood powered

1 “The American Woods.” https://
publicdomainreview.org/collection/
the-american-woods
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rapid colonization through the construction of
ships, and became an economical reinforcement to colonial power. And dating back even
further, systems designed to assign hierarchy,
classify, and organize the natural world under
the guise of science have been perceived as
objective, though in reality they are subjective
methods that influence our relationship to the
environment in profound ways. Such tools
have been used for the objectification and
conquest of terrain in the Western world.
The samples in this book are decontextualized from their environments, and ignore
the vital role trees play in their own ecosystems, the vast underground system powering the forests, and the interaction between
trees, plants, animals, & microorganisms. The
American Woods is presented as one generic
place, no regional specificity. The natural is
isolated, reframed and placed within a new
artificial context. The book contributes to the
legacy of exerting control over natural environments, equipping foresters with knowledge
to control “ideal” forests — maximize growth,
resistance to disease, output, and beauty. Is
this tome a memorial to American trees, or
is this another example of a tool for humans’
practice of controlling nature?
As I zoomed out in my research, I looked
for instances of this happening on a larger
scale. All across the US, woods are divided
into gridded parcels forming checkerboard
patterns of industrialized timber factories and
tree farms pretending to be “nature.” The
rectangular grid, as seen clearly in satellite
imagery of the northwestern United States,
has an oppressive history as a tool of the
European surveyors who broke up Native settlements in the 19th century.3 In these spaces
today, humans operating as foresters maintain

2 Thüs, Holger. The Wood Book. Köln:
Taschen, 2002.
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↑ Samples from Richard Hough's American Woods,
Image from The Public Domain Review.
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total control over every factor contributing to
growth, fitting nature into artificial boundaries and contexts. The checkerboard forests are
striking examples of the way humans impose
design, pattern, and structure on nature, and
how visual patterns can have ecological impact, affecting plants and animals.
As such, “Far from the assumed inertia
of passive and objective representations, the
paper surfaces and computer screens of design imaging are highly efficacious operational
fields on which the theories and practices
of landscape are produced.”4 I found other
graphics that reflected this practice — diagrams for turning trees into lumber, charts for
standardization of size that helped advance
the lumber industry in mass at scale, keys

for landscape design, tree canopy maps for
surveys, forestry patterns, back-country trail
and road maps — all gesturing back to this artificial frame from my source object, American
Woods. Graphic design is deeply entangled
with the biosphere and the living landscape.
Manifestations of design control most experiences between humans and nature. Maps
dictate our experience of an environment, and
cartography can be thought of as a masculine
project for making nature legible — once a
system is devised to make something legible,
it becomes conquerable. This systemic mediation and mapping of the natural world affects
how we think, act, and behave within it, and
with one another.

↑ Richard Forman and Jerry Franklin’s ‘Ecological Forest
Patterns Model,’ from Landscape Ecology, issue 1, 1987,
↗ Tree canopy projection for carrying out surveys of
forest ecology. From Ishigami, Jun’ya, ‘Another scale of
architecture’. (Kyōto : Seigensha, 2010), page 59.
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STRANGE STRANGERS
From this investigation into the relationship
between design and forestry, my research
meandered. First, I dove deep into the Wood
Wide Web, the vast underground mycorrhizal networks through which fungi, trees and
other microscopic organisms share resources
and communicate with one another.5 I read
novels about trees: The Word for World is Forest
by Ursula Le Guin, The Baron in the Trees by
Italo Calvino, and The Overstory by Richard
Powers. I studied anthropological literature on
the relationship between indigenous peoples
and trees, in How Forests Think by Eduardo
Kohn and Braiding Sweetgrass by Robin Wall
Kimmerer. I learned about the most common

trees in Rhode Island. I got overwhelmed by
the many branches of research that I wanted
to continue on. The more familiar I became
with trees and the more I uncovered about the
complexity of their networks and their ability
to communicate, the more uncanny they became — a phenomenon described by Timothy
Morton in terms of the “strange stranger.” 6
There is a discomfort in the recognition of
the self in the other: familiarity amplifies
the uncanny. Deep entanglements and infinitely complex networks between organisms
challenge our notions of individuality, but
heighten our sense of the sublime.

3 Curtis, Oliver. “Nominal Versus Actual: A History of the
2x4.” Harvard Design Magazine, Issue 45: Into the Woods.
2018.

↑ Plate XVI from Duhamel du Monceau, M. Des semis et
plantations des arbres, et de leur culture. (Paris : H.F.
Guerin & L.F. Delatour, 1760.

5 Macfarlane, R., ‘The Secrets of the Wood Wide Web.’ The
New Yorker. https://www.newyorker.com/tech/annals-of-technology/the-secrets-of-the-wood-wide-web.

4 Corner, James. Recovering Landscape: Essays in
Contemporary Landscape Architecture. Princeton Architectural
Press, 2006. p.153

↗ Relationship between conditions above and below for- 6 Morton, Timothy. The Ecological Thought. Harvard
est ground, from Die Reichsautobahn im Wald. (Berlin : University Press, 2012. p. 53
Volk und Reich Verlag, 1938).
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↑ Satellite image of the checkerboard forests around
Belmont, Idaho.
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↑ Satellite image of the checkerboard forests around
Seeley Lake, Montana.
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DRAWING PARALLELS
As I came to understand how the Western
landscape was objectified and dominated by
epistemological powers, I began noticing parallel systems of control regulating the female
body. Women and nature alike have been
historically subject to the design, desires, and
standardization of patriarchy, consumerism,
and capitalism. Just as the standardization
of size helped advance the lumber and construction industries scale in mass, women’s
bodies are standardized to sell more products.
All trees — no matter the species, wood type,
shape, or age — are processed and cut in the
same ways into the same sizes. I felt like this

↑ Section of the “Mark Twain Tree,” a sequoia sempervirens from the
Redwood Forest in CA. It was felled and marked with historical notations
from year 550 to 1891. A slice of its trunk was sent to the American
Museum of Natural History in New York, and another slice to the British
Museum of Natural History in Kensington, London.
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was related to the way women’s clothing is
mass-produced in regulated sizes for specific
body proportions that conform to fashionable ideals. Mass-market goods don’t cater
to the individual, the local, the sustainable,
or the specific. Industries are designed to
help women fit — physically, psychologically,
emotionally — into a relationship with nature
as one of revulsion. And it’s the revulsion of
nature, rejection of it, that is embedded in our
performance of gender.
The patterns of domination and paradigms of control to which humans have
subjected the environment run in parallel
with those suffered by human and nonhuman

↑ Different cutting methods for turning wood into
boards, from Faces 44, page 14. W.F323
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creatures labeled as other: women, ethnic
minorities, children, nonhuman animals,
and nature, among others. For ecofeminists,
patriarchy and the domination of nature, as
well as other forms of oppression, are deeply
intertwined, with both women and nature
having been perceived as the other to men.
There’s a kinship between women and nature,
as we share the dominant cultures’ attempts
at control.
Trees, much like the female body, are
imbued with myth, desire, and capital. They
are “muse, mother, deity, provider, and goddess; never genius, generator, or maker.” ⁷ The
woods is the source of female mysticism: a
realm wherein witches, fairy tales, magic, and
transformation reign. The presumed wildness
and mystery of both woman and forest has
historically operated as a source of fear, and
seen as an opponent to be tamed.

make up landscape art.
Drawing on my past studies in art
history, I collected examples of how women
and men are differently represented in natural spaces and landscapes. Where women are
nude, inactive, intimate, languid, vulnerable
objects to be gazed upon, men are clothed,
observant, active, distant, and powerful agents.

WALKING IN THE WOODS
At Lincoln Woods, a paved road circles a
small lake, just 2.5 miles around. It’s a popular respite from urban Providence, and is
fairly busy with joggers, fishers, high schoolers
smoking weed, and climbers most days of
the year. One day, while feeling stuck, I went
looking for something to help me move this
project forward, where I could be surrounded
by my subjects — the trees.
While walking around the pond, exploring side trails and stopping at picnic tables,
GENDER AND LANDSCAPE IN ART
I noticed myself looking over my shoulder
The persistent dichotomy of woman–nature– frequently. It hadn’t occurred to me that
feeling < man–culture–reason shapes gender
being alone in the “woods” just 15 minutes
stereotypes in the western world, and can be
outside of downtown Providence would make
seen expressed visually in European traditions me feel so vulnerable. To my surprise, I was
of painting. Western art depicts a world view
scared. Not scared enough to leave, but in
in which humans act upon nature to conthe back of my mind, headlines about women
trol it, and men act upon women to control
being attacked and left for dead on trails, at
them. Female geographers Gillian Rose and
parks, and in the forest cycled like a newsreel.
Catherine Nash said that “when men gaze at
Having gone halfway around the loop, it made
a landscape with assumed feminine qualities, just as much sense to keep going forward than
it is reminiscent of the experience of gazing
it did to turn back, so I trudged ahead.
at a female nude.” ⁸ Landscape painting is the
I began to count the others I passed on
visual representation of spaces that gendered
the path — 7 single men, 2 pairs of women, 2
bodies move within or are excluded from, but pairs of men, and 1 couple. Was I the only
women and men are given different and unwoman naive enough to come out here by
equal access to imaginary and real spaces that myself? My heart quickened and my breath

7

↑ From top to bottom: Example of ‘crown shyness,’ from
Wikipedia; photograph of roots taking on shape of concrete grid; Philippe Jarrigeon, Untitled. 2016. Jardin du
Marqueyssac. Château de Marqueyssac. Vézac, France.

Paraphrased from notes written to me by Nora Khan.

8 Robins, Anna Gruetzner. Gendering Landscape Art. New
Brunswick, N.J. : Rutgers University Press, 2001.
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↑ Left: Jean-Baptiste-Camille Corot, Diana Bathing,
1873. Pushkin Museum; Right: Caspar David Friedrich,
Two Men Contemplating the Moon, 1825
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shortened when I passed lone men on the
road, when cars slowed as they drove by, or
when I reached a spot where I could be
targeted and no one would see. I tried to
read the expressions on the faces of those I
encountered — was it pity? sympathy? Why
did it feel like the extra-friendly-man with
a big dog was overcompensating to make
sure I didn’t think he was dangerous? I’m
supposed to love being here — I always have.
Nervousness turned to resentment, as my
ability to relax, take in the natural surroundings, and think about my project was hindered
by my body, my womanhood, and my gender.
It quickly became impossible to have any kind
of intellectual relationship with my surroundings when I was occupied by a requisite sense
of vigilance. It was only 3:30, but suddenly it
seemed like the sun was setting fast. Thoreau,
Emerson, Whitman, and Muir championed
the pursuit of solitude in the wilderness, but
they have never felt the hungry eyes of a man
follow them as they march further away from
civilization. “The intellectual tradition of the
romantic wanderer in the woods is a very elite,
niche, specific fantasy.”
I hated that I didn’t feel safe. I wanted
armor, or camouflage. I wanted to be disguised. I wanted to turn into a tree. Feelings
of fear seeped through me — where could I go
to feel in control?
A final series of life-size cyanotypes
— made from photographs of my own body
parts and gathered tree branches — brings together woman and wood, where entanglement and symbiosis build structural support

and strength. I selected the cyanotype as a
medium because of its relationship to botany, female photographers, and its likeness
to plants in being made with the light of the
sun. Cyanotypes relate back to the original
object (American Woods) in their historic use
to catalog, archive, and organize the natural
world, which I subvert through an unnatural
construction of form. I imagine that these botanical chimeras, fusion of person and plant,
might provide protection to both species.
Might restoration to both women and trees
be possible through mutual acts of care and
collaboration?
Her strength was gone, worn out by the long effort
Of the long flight; she was deathly pale, and seeing
The river of her father, cried ‘O help me,
If there is any power in the rivers,
Change and destroy the body which has given
Too much delight!’ And hardly had she finished,
When her limbs grew numb and heavy, her soft breasts
Were closed with delicate bark, her hair was leaves,
Her arms were branches, and her speedy feet
Rooted and held, and her head became a tree top,
Everything gone except her grace, her shining.
—Ovid, “Apollo and Daphne,”
from Metamorphoses

↑ Cover of booklet containing reproductions of cyanotype works titled Entanglements.
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An E-mail:

Notes from Nora Khan,
December 2019

“The narrative of feminine vulnerability in Western art
historical canon—as stand-in for nature; nature as feminine
and extractable, to be used, rather than autonomous and
with its own intelligence—is another space for paradigms
of control. I really enjoy the clear critical breakdown—men
as explorer, actors, agents, and femininity as passivity.
Rendering the landscape in anthropomorphic and gendered
terms engenders the justification for conquering and subjugation, if the male’s relationship to the feminine is one of
possession and subjugation. I’m struck by the intellectual
tradition here, too—where the feminine is exteriorized, and
interiority is null, mystical. I don’t think you are arguing for
a ‘return to nature’ but instead to present a different way
of seeing the abstracted female form within landscape as
textural, as biological material, as substrate on which culture wages its wars. And there’s a different kind of seeing of
that body against the landscape in which they mirror each
other in form, in which they are one and the same, and in
which our thinking must be more ecological as a species to
revert and resist patriarchy, misogynistic violence, cultures
of oppression.
What would a woman in nature free of these paradigms be
posed as? What other figurations are there outside provider, goddess, giver, muse; never genius, generator, maker?
Just as trees have their own logic and networks outside of
capitalism, extraction, simulation and modeling, what networks do women have outside the position of being seen—
and there are many, yes, between women, between women
and nature, in traditions of indigenous knowledge where
matriarchal lines are directly connected to natural medicine,
knowledge of the ecological cycle. How can you pull some of
that reflection on what trees actually do? How they communicate in ways capital does not understand—subvert or resist
through being, growth, networks, language of their own—
relates to how women subvert dominant attempts at control?”

← Booklet containing reproductions of cyanotype
works titled Entanglements.
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↑↗ Cyanotypes from Entanglement created from photographs of my body and of branches found in Lincoln Woods
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Introductory spread of Clean Break. →

Clean Break

At the end of a 4-year relationship, I couldn’t
avoid confronting my own emotions as I
moved around Providence and revisited
places loaded with memories. Rather than
burying them, I found control by treating
them like data: impersonal fragments to
record, measure, and map. Tracking my
feelings in this way gave me a fleeting sense of
objective distance from myself. Tears, mood
swings, and urges became statistics on a graph
or pinpoints on a map. That sounds like a
healthy form of processing, right? The resulting documentation — which I titled Clean
Break — attempts to make sense of emotional
turmoil and heartbreak through tropes of information design and data visualization. I became interested in the way sterile data graphics contrast with touchy-feely subject matter. I
compared this period to a kind of mitosis: the
process of gradual division that splits one cell
into two. Thinking about a breakup as a scientific process or biological occurrence, with
known stages and a finite ending, was somehow soothing. Across the spreads, I visually
228

reference the seven stages of mitosis, giving
a cellular arc to the narrative. I also thought
about the shortcomings of language and information in the expression of emotion. Often,
we can say more with body language than we
can with numbers and words. Humans communicated with gesture long before the invention of language — it’s a deeply primal form of
expressing emotion. Scans of my hands posed
in gestural positions punctuate the narrative,
heightening the tension between human and
data. The title refers to the visual language I
adopted — restrained, minimal — as well as my
own inclination to organize, categorize, and
sort in order to regain a sense of control.
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↑ Impatience (n.) — hand placed on surface and all five
fingers drumming an object rapidly and repetitively.
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↑ 2nd-5th phases of mitosis: Prophase, Metaphase, Anaphase and Cytokinesis.
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↑ Acceptance (n.) — Hands folded, often in one’s lap.
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↑ 6th phase of mitosis: Interphase.
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↑ Promise (n.) — Pinky fingers interlocked, one person with another.
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Detail from Contrary Seeds, photograph by Jan Groover. ↘

Contrary Seeds

“Although nature has proven season in and season out that if the thing that is planted bears
at all, it will yield more of itself, there are those
who seem certain that if they plant tomato
seeds, at harvest time they can reap onions.
Too many times for comfort I have expected to
reap good when I know I have sown evil. Now,
after years of observation and enough courage
to admit what I have observed, I try to plant
peace if I do not want discord; to plant loyalty
and honesty if I want to avoid betrayal and lies.
Of course, there is no absolute assurance
that those things I plant will always fall upon
arable land and will take root and grow, nor
can I know if another cultivator did not leave
contrary seeds before I arrived. I do know,
however, that if I leave little to chance, if I am
careful about the kinds of seeds I plant, about
their potency and nature, I can, within reason,
trust my expectations.”
—Maya Angelou, Wouldn't Take Nothing for My
Journey Now

240

Contrary Seeds is a publication & body of
research that highlights the work of pioneering women writers, scientists, and artists
investigating food, foodways, and the future
of food. They propose methods and speculate
on strategies contrary to current practices in
agriculture, conservation, production, and
distribution of resources. Each of the six
chapters pairs a writer and artist together by
loose association. The two juxtaposed bodies
of work — writing and art — may not align
exactly in approach, but resonate poetically. I
differentiate between chapters using unique
color and image treatment for each. I approached this book as an act of gathering itself, where collecting voices from across fields
and decades, and placing them side by side
acts as a kind of authorship.
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↑ Table of contents.
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↑ Opening spread of first chapter.
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↑ Photographs in this chapter by Jan Groover; writing by Louise O. Fresco.
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↑ Opening spread of second chapter.
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↑ Photographs in this chapter by Laila Gohar; Writing by Jane Black.
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↑ Photographs in this chapter by Laila Gohar; Writing by Jane Black.
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↑ Opening spread of third chapter.
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↑ Photographs in this chapter by Claudia Hart; Writing by Alexandra Daisy Ginsberg.
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↑ Photographs in this chapter by Claudia Hart; Writing by Alexandra Daisy Ginsberg.
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← ↑ Paintings by Clara Peeters.
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Detail, shapes and textures created for publication
from images of the Caverns. →

Carlsbad Caverns

“We tend to imagine stone as inert matter, obdurate in its fixity. But here in the rift it feels
instead like a liquid briefly paused in its flow.
Seen in deep time, stone folds as strata, gouts
as lava, floats as plates, shifts as shingle. Over
aeons, rock absorbs, transforms, levitates from
seabed to summit.”
— Robert Macfarlane, Underland: A Deep
Time Journey
“We are part mineral beings too — our teeth
are reefs, our bones are stones — and there is
a geology of the body as well as of the land.
It is mineralization — the ability to convert
calcium into bone— that allows us to walk
upright, to be vertebrate, to fashion the skulls
that shield our brains.”
— Robert Macfarlane, Underland: A Deep
Time Journey

264

Carlsbad Caverns is a national park in the
Guadalupe mountains in New Mexico that
formed over 250 million years ago. It was
once a reef underwater. Today, it’s home to
thousands of bats, and a major tourist attraction in the Southwest. I became transfixed
by its geological history, calcite formations
and crystalline structures. It’s drooping
stalactites and towering stalagmites pose
ominously in surreal, uncanny shapes in the
dark. Underground lakes are home to glowing mineral blooms. It’s otherworldly. The
given names of the chambers and formations — Halloween Hall, Lake of the Clouds,
Spirit World, Mystery Ballroom — reflect the
mystical and eerie feeling of the place. To
enter is to pass into a realm unlike any on
the surface world. This book is a guide to the
space complete with maps, timelines, species
charts, and stories from deep within the caves.
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↑ Images of Carlsbad Caverns reproduced with
permission from photographer Peter Jones.
Edits by me.

266

CARLSBAD CAVERNS
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↑ Cover and inside spreads.
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Fig. 9
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Fig. 9
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You know how some people have a gnawing feeling that they
were born in the wrong decade? I’ve started to believe that
I was born in the wrong millennium. I think I would’ve really
thrived as an early homo sapien, living the life of a hunter-gatherer (with the emphasis on gatherer). Of course, I
don’t mean that I—Maddie Woods, millennial, of San Diego,
California—would flourish if I time-traveled back 200,000
years. I am far too adjusted to the myriad comforts of modern life. But, had I been born at the start of the Paleolithic
period, I feel pretty confident that I would’ve kicked ass for
the following reasons:

A Note on Process:
Time Travel
“The real problem of humanity is the following:
we have Paleolithic emotions; medieval institutions; and god-like technology.”
— E. O. Wilson

•

No fatal allergies

•

Good eyesight and above average hearing

•

Lightning fast reflexes

•

Decent sense of direction (that i can only assume would
be better without my dependence on google maps)

•

High pain tolerance

•

Satisfactory memory, especially for visual things like
deadly berries and poison ivy

•

Not a picky eater even a little bit (bring on the bugs!)

•

Very comfortable going to the bathroom outside

I ache to roam the old-growth forest—scantily clad in a
loincloth—gathering blackberries and walnuts, tossing them
into the reed pouch slung across my back, and sneaking
them into my mouth as I go. My bare feet are calloused and
tough as leather; the idea of “shoes” would be laughable
to me. I wander for hours with no fear of getting lost. I am
intimately familiar with this place, this terrain. I may not be
linguistically literate but I know how to read these woods, to
pay attention to the slightest changes in flora and fauna, to
sense my way home guided by only the mosses and the sun
and the wind. I do this for about fifteen hours a week, and
then spend the rest of my time attending to my many hobbies: cooking, dancing, flirting with other hairy cave people,
swimming, and weaving.

“Hello, I am a woman here on this ancient ball
that rotates with a collection of other balls
around a bigger ball made up of lights and
gasses that are science gasses, not farts.
Don’t be immature.”
— Jenny Slate, Little Weirds

The more time I spend penned up inside, the further this
fantasy intensifies.
An obvious fact, but one that I find baffling when I say it outloud: the human genome has not changed for at least 30,000
years. And for some perspective (though it is nearly impossible for us to grasp scales of time beyond those of our own
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lifetime) Saber tooth tigers prowled our valleys until 10,000
years ago. I think often about how every part of our lifestyle
goes against the metaphorical threads of our existence,
and how it’s no wonder that we are plagued by such a slew
of mental and physical ailments. Don’t worry, I am not here
to preach the tenets of the Paleo diet, but I absolutely do
yearn for (fantasize about) a life that is more aligned with
the very core of my psychological and corporeal well-being.
While I realize that I may have an entirely romanticized (even
cartoon-ified) vision of life in paleolithic times, I am still fascinated that humans then and humans now experience the
world with the very same DNA—we are biologically identical.
We perceive and process the spaces we inhabit, the worlds
we encounter, through the very same neurological pathways. Even if we didn’t have the words to describe them the
way we would today, we felt pain, hunger, and pleasure. We
smelled smoke, shit, and sap. We tasted leaves, mushrooms,
and sometimes blood. Our thoughts are different, our consciousness is different, our interpretation of our experience
is different, but those actual sensations connect us, transcending time and space. In a way, through them, we sort of
can time travel.
Cave-like spaces were probably the earliest forms of
human shelter. We find comfort in partially enclosed
spaces—there’s a safety in a room with a singular entryway.
Prehistoric cave paintings are also the earliest recorded
examples of visual art created by humans, but recent
studies have found that our centuries-long focus on the
pictorial markings distracted us from the larger picture.
New technologies in archeology, focused on space, sound,
and acoustics, discovered that the images on the cave’s
surface are actually carefully positioned for optimal aural
accompaniment. Only in the last decade did we realize these
were composed as immersive, multi-sensory environments
designed for gathering, observing, listening, and sheltering,
not just pictures on a wall. This powerful combination of
sensory input—color, light, and sound—set in safe (relatively
speaking) and cozy spaces created the ambiance for storytelling, even before we had words. These are the makings
of non-verbal narrative: our senses, spaces, and stories are
enduring pillars of humanity.
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←→ A series of floral & fungal compositions.
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“We relate, know, think, world, and tell stories through and with other
stories, worlds, knowledges, thinkings, yearnings. So do all the other
critters of Terra, in all our bumptious diversity and category-breaking
speciations and knottings. Critters — human and not — become
with each other, compose and decompose each other, in every scale
and register of time and stuff in sympoietic tangling, in ecological
evolutionary developmental earthly worlding and unworlding.”
—Donna J. Haraway, Staying with the Trouble
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TOWARDS
COLLABORATIVELY
IMAGINED WORLDS

There was a time in my life where I shuddered at the notion of
“collaborative projects.” Prior to grad school, years of enforced
group assignments, awkward pairings, unbalanced workloads, and
joint presentations set me on a course of solo endeavors. I’m shy in
contrived social settings (especially about my own work and ideas),
a bit of a pushover, and simultaneously sort of a control freak. With
all that going on, it just felt easier to do things on my own. I love
dancing—they say it takes two to tango, but I can get down and
groove alone in my bedroom just fine, thank you!
The meaning of collaboration in my own practice evolved
immensely over the past couple of years, as I entered into it
unenthusiastically, at first, then willingly, and then eagerly. In
the right space and with the right partners, it opens possibilities one could never imagine alone. As the image of myself
becomes sharper in my brain, I hone in on the role I want
to play in collaborative efforts. Simply applying the things I
already love to do (cooking, home-making, hosting, banter!)
and the things I am good at (support, generosity, organization,
production) makes me a valuable part of a team and a space.
Creating a nourishing environment, providing sustenance,
and fostering comfort within a group are hugely rewarding
pursuits for me.
Collaborative efforts brings out new facets of each
participant. In collaborations, I become bolder, sillier, and
braver. Nonsense becomes methodology. Taking risks is much
less scary when you have others to lean on and learn from. In
the following chapter, you’ll find the projects that redefined
collaboration in my work, and exposed me to the benefits of
embracing symbiosis.
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Maddie
Hi there, it’s so good to see you. Where do we start?
Should we try talking about the first time we collaborated? Start at the beginning?
Georgie
Hi, yeah, that's fun. Hmm. What was the start?
I think the first official time we collaborated was for
the Visiting Designers workshops in our second
semester. I mean, obviously we had brainstormed for
assignments before that, and had thought through
tons of ideas together, but those were the first projects we actually did as full on collaborations.
←

A Conversation:
with Georgie Nolan

Hmm. Yeah. I think that the Chris Lee workshop about documents was the first one we collaborated on, right?
Yeah, I think it was, and it's kind of cute that our very
first collaboration was about friendship. (Giggles)

Georgie is a designer, writer and researcher
from Melbourne, Australia interested in critical
design, design pedagogy, and the future, among
other things. She is a woman of many talents,
a dear friend, and a member of my cohort in
Graphic Design. We worked on multiple projects together throughout our three years in
the RISD MFA program, and the following conversation describes our collaborative practice:
how it started, why it works, and where we envision ourselves taking it in the future.

Document we created during
Chris Lee's workshop at RISD
in 2019 for project titled The
Bureau of Friendship.

(Smiles) Well I think that collaboration really came together
because we'd already spent six months really getting to
know the ways that we worked, and developing trust and
respect and friendship with one another. And so when it
came to that brief, it was easy for us to create something
using worldbuilding and systems because we were already so
familiar with each other's worlds.
Totally, we knew each other's strengths and interests. We have this really open, judgment-free way
of speaking to one another that fosters ridiculous
ideas because we get each other. Worldbuilding was
already just part of our rapport.
Ya, there was mutual understanding, and it was easy to
delegate what we were each going to bring to the table
and decide which parts of a project we would each take on.
Maybe we should talk about what those were?
Yes, the work always split up with no real tension.
There’s a lot of back and forth in the early phases of
a project — roles aren’t really defined at first as we
brainstorm. That part is probably the most fun, especially with you. But then, as we narrow in on a concept, and begin building the world or constructing
objects, we divvy up the tasks. I'm good at organizing
how to actually execute a project.
You're kind of like the production manager in a way. I would
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Whenever there was initial hesitation, it was because it
felt like we had to ask for permission, or have a specific
reason to work together. We had to approach professors like, “Oh, do you mind if we do this together?”
Because I feel like there was always push back against
joint projects.

come in like “I know I want to make this world, I know I want it
like this...I think this is how we should do it”. And then you're
like, “Okay, so what are the what are the actual, diegetic
prototypes gonna be? How are we going to make it convincing? What are the tropes we are going to pull on? What are
the stylistic and aesthetic decisions that we need to make?”
And most importantly, “how do we make the idea realistic?”
(Laughs)

Which is insane because in the real world, if you're given a
week to do a project, and you don't ask anyone for help, you'd
be crazy.

Yes, well it’s good to dream big, and then reign things
in. (More laughter!) Our projects were really my first
attempts at engaging in speculative design processes,
which you taught me so much about! Probably not
even intentionally, but you opened up world-building as
a design methodology for me. Once you get me in that
kind of headspace, the imagining of worlds comes really
naturally for us because we share similar references
and experiences and a friendship. There's not any fear
in sharing thoughts and ideas. You pull that side out of
me, which I love and appreciate.

And also just insane in that we had been collaborating
already. There were projects I was doing that you were
involved in, and projects you were doing that I was
involved in, but we couldn't call them collaborations
because there's this expectation to show up with your
own work to every class.
It's a more matter of authorship that seems to be the issue.
Though, almost all works are collaborations in a sense, because we don't exist in a vacuum, and we're always influenced
by one another (even just sitting next to one another in the
studio). It's important that we're influenced by each other's
experiences, and what we've each been exposed to.

I was just reading about collaboration at the Sandberg
Institute, because it's something that's really fostered within
their programs. At RISD, even though we wanted to collaborate again and again, we felt push back at times to work on
our own individual practices rather than exploring a practice
together. I'll read a passage:

I've learned so much from you!
Aw (blushes). I've learned so much from you too! ... Anyway
(laughs), I think these collaborations have been a great way
for us to get out of our own heads and our repeat tendencies.
It's a way to experiment with other ways of working, and had
we not done these collaborations, I don't think either of us
would have realized interests that are now big parts of our
individual practices.

This text aims to problematize the notion of collaboration — in
the context of design education. Specifically, it looks at the
ways in which the Sandburg Design Department contributes
to undoing of the fetish of collaboration”...”This is not to abolish the notion of collaborative design practice — but to acknowledge that collaboration is not a choice. Collaboration
as a condition acting and reacting at all times, and inhabiting
power relations. The question is: what constitutes collaboration? What are the implications of collaborating, and how
can design education reflect and negotiate the dynamics
inherent in collaboration in (self)conscious ways?

Agreed. The other thing that differentiates our collaborative work from our independent work is the emphasis on playfulness and irreverence. And absurdity, and
humor! I think we both hint at those things in our individual work — they exist under the surface — but they
take on a larger role and a bigger importance when we
make stuff together. I find humor is difficult to use in
design projects, especially as an individual creator, because you're just constantly doubting your own sense
of humor and wondering if it's valid.

I think it's interesting, because within our program, it seems
like collaboration is seen as a “way out” of dealing with your
own practice. It even has kind of a negative connotation.
Ya, I know what you mean. It feels like it's not seen as a way
of working that's as valid or important as individual work.

I get what you mean. Yeah, I think it's because when we are
working on something together, I'm not making it for a vast
audience of people that I don't know, which is maybe how it is
when we're doing the rest of our work. But instead —

Exactly. Collaboration between us has been a really natural
way of working, but I feel like at times, we've actually had to
push against a system that mostly wants us to work individually.
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each other — then when we brought other people into that,
they could feel the spirit and the excitement behind the
project. Play is contagious, and it gets people's attention. I
think we both use humor as a way to invite people into our
world in kind of a low risk way. It's an invitation to come in
and play with us, but you might also come away with thinking
about something a bit differently. We're not asking you to
be yourself or to be overly critical; we're just asking you to
experiment and hopefully enjoy it.

Still from Quarantine TV.

Yeah, it's never just humor for humor's sake. Humor is
used with a purpose or as commentary; as defamiliarization, or as a way to challenge existing conditions.
It's just another tool in our tool belt that happens
really naturally. But the way we use it also has a wide
range, where sometimes it just bubbles under the
surface. “Gone by 2050” for example was performed
really seriously and had an urgent message, but was
also driven by elements of dark comedy; a morbid sense
of humor. But others are much more overtly silly.

I know what you're about to say and I'm already feeling
emotional...
— I'm making it for you! We become one another's audience,
and maybe that's what makes it so easy.
Yeah, you know, I didn't think about it that way before.
Especially for our “Quarantine TV” project, like that
literally was us individually performing for one another.
Yeah! It gave us a sense of purpose. And maybe we wouldn't
enter that realm of play on our own because there's just no
reason to, but together there is. At least I can make you
laugh!
(Laughs) that's true. I would think to myself, first and
foremost, “Georgie is gonna see this, and Georgie's reaction is kind of the most important thing. And as long
as Georgie thinks it's funny, that's all that matters.”

Documentation from Gone by
2050, a speculative eulogy for
Chocolate and Cherries.
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Fork, Knife, and Spoon from
Intelligent Cutlery.

When we're working with each other in mind, the projects
end up being more successful because they are created
specifically for an intended audience and reaction. Even
if the audience is only ourselves. When I think about the
“Gone by 2050” project — we did that because we essentially
← wanted to host some kind of dinner party (for ourselves).
We knew that we wanted it to communicate something in
some way, but that we also wanted it to be an experience.
And we wanted to have fun. That was a big part of it. And
ultimately, if we designed it for each other — the audience of
A CONVERSATION WITH GEORGIE NOLAN

The "object" is also important in bringing some of our
worlds — or skits, maybe you would call them — to life. There
are often props involved that we use to activate an experience. With "Intelligent Cutlery," we just started out by
← asking what can we do with cutlery? How can we make
the use of it an enjoyable, fun experience? What would we
want? What could we do with it? And then later on asking
"Oh, actually, the fact that we find this fun and like the fact
that we wanted to create this is actually interesting, but
why?" If this sensorial experience is funny and interesting to
us, how can we use it in a different way? How can we apply
what we've learned through this design process and use
that for something else. We can post-rationalize the process to come up with a meaningful purpose. But that project
wouldn't exist if we weren't able to freely experiment and
make for each other; without the initial play and instinct to
have fun.
Yeah, I never really thought about how important the
object is — every single one of our collaborations
includes props or tools that prompt an activity or a
process. That feels like sort of a unique approach:
coming up with the objects first that then create the
performance. And you're obviously the performer in
the relationship. And along with objects, a physical
space is important. I think that, sadly, just because
of the distance, it's been harder for us to collaborate
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the beginning of an idea. That one — a world where
friendship is currency and law and status — is one I've
love to go back to. And I love that we just used our
concept to make an object we really liked (laughs.)
Spray painting that document rainbow did not need
to happen, but it was awesome.
←

Responses to prompt from
Quarantine TV: “Build a Pillow
Fort in Space,” featuring
Georgie’s mum and Maddie’s
brother. Apparently, all astronauts wear colanders!

How about you? What was your favorite?

this year because we don't have the ability to just build
objects together and be in a space together. Being
in a space and making things to activate the space
is kind of the crux of our collaboration, and we just
didn't have access to that this year.
The space really does matter. It's the backdrop for the props.
We build a lot of physical things. Moving forward, I think it
would be interesting to see how we can transform entire
spaces or full rooms into sets. I think now both of our practices are moving more towards world building.
I can imagine us creating embodied spaces as more
immersive experiences for design. I think it would
be interesting to see where some of the ideas go in
that space.

Process shot from the making
of The Bureau of Friendship in
Co-Works.

I think it would really open these worlds up more to people
that want to come and explore them with us. I've been thinking about how we continue to do this in a way that's accessible beyond grad school.

I have very fond memories of “The Friendship Bureau”
project because it was so weird. I don't think either of
us understood it while it was happening. And I don't
think I understand it now. But it was so fun. And I
think that's a project that really has legs. You know?
I think that a lot of our projects for now are just
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It's hard for me to choose. I think “The Friendship Bureau”
has a place in my heart. And “Gone by 2050” was a real turning point in my practice, just in terms of how to talk about issues that I find important and relevant in a way that felt true
to me, and the way that I want to work. I wouldn't have been
able to do that project by myself. It kind of took me on the
path that led me to where my thesis is now. Also, “Intelligent
Cutlery” was so fun for me as well, just because it was really
interesting to witness how people came into our world using
those objects.

←

Yeah, both of those provided us with opportunities to
see how other people reacted and I think they were
both super rewarding experiences. We actually got to
enact the performance for both of those. Both were
also very sensory experiences — both involved a cake!

Oh, yeah, sitting around the table eating something with a
bunch of people is something that I think we both enjoy and
see value in, and it kind of subconsciously snuck in there.

Space has a two-fold importance for us, as it becomes
the backdrop for a project, but also I think being
together in a place is really important. Not that we haven't been able to maintain the friendship or a relationship, obviously, that's still there. But it is a lot about
being able to touch things and play and dress up and
create a little miniature world for ourselves. And then
that's what prompts ideas. (Laughs)
(Laughs) Yeah. Okay, what is your favorite project that
we've done?

I loved the moment that we were both so sure — we decided
this is the way it needs to look very late in the night. But I
mean, it looked great.

Cherry Chocolate cake from
Gone by 2050 and Birthday
Cake from Intelligent Cutlery.
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“Gone by 2050” was a turning point for both of us.
Food is really important to me, as you know, but I
never really understood how that could possibly play
into like a design practice or design experience until
that project. So they cracked open that door for me,
where I saw food as something that can be emotional,
profound, and evocative, and it can create meaningful
connections and experiences between people that
you can't really create with other things. It just fostered a lot of ideas for me.
When we revisit our collaborative practice, I think we'll want
to prioritize things that are participatory in nature, things
that involve more sensory activities like eating because
it makes for a richer experience. This really is a practice
developing where there's terminology that we use and clear
ELSEWHERE
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That's true. It's also about the energy that she gave us. She
was a reminder that the design process can and should be
fun. But fun also doesn't mean easy. Humor requires a lot of
work to get it right. It requires nuance, and sensitivity, and
empathy. A bit of intelligence too! To be funny in a way that
makes sense, and seems original is quite a task. And when it's
used the right way, it also can make an experience less uncomfortable for the people that we're asking to participate.
As soon as people realize they're allowed to laugh, it breaks
the ice instantly.

modes of making. Which...I actually didn't realize until just now?
Lovely! For me, working collaboratively with you also
eliminates the fear of working with more people. I
struggle to create participatory or experiential works
when I'm by myself because I am a bit shy and find
it quite intimidating, but working together with you,
allows me to bring things to a greater public. It's a natural confidence booster in that I'm like, okay, Georgie is
in this with me, so I'm happy to present this to a group
of strangers.

All this laughing is making me really have to pee. Can I
go pee?

Yeah, and it relieves my worry that I get caught up in my own
worlds, where they make so much sense to me, but I fear that
they won't communicate. So to have you involved to say, “ya
this totally makes sense”. If you get it, other people will. That
helps me; it gives me confidence too.
←

Yeah, of course.
Peeing is definitely a major source of connection for us
because we have equally tiny bladders.

So who inspires us? I know we have a shared lexicon
of references, we are immersed in these very similar
realms of artists and readings and issues. We have similar tastes, so even if you show me something I haven't
seen before I usually love it.

Yeah, it's good. We always need to take a break at the same
time because we always need to pee.
We recognize the urgency of human needs in a very
similar way. We really have similar understandings
of the human body and it's primal, biological needs.
Between the two of us, there was always someone in
the studio bathroom.

You've never shown me anything that I didn't like, so it makes
it easy. When we work together, it can feel like the conscious
mind takes a backseat and the subconscious takes over. We
work pretty instinctively. But as far as inspiration, Keetra
has also been really important to us in thinking about collaboration more practically. In her classes, she really encouraged us to imagine ourselves having a professional practice.
Up until that point, we were just doing it for fun, but she
helped us imagine how a collaboration could work outside of
grad school.

Some of our inspirations,
from top to bottom: Max
Siedentopf’s How to Survive
a Deadly Global Virus, Lygia
Pape’s Divisor, Erwin Wurm’s
One Minute Sculptures, Keetra
Dean Dixon’s Anonymous
Hugging Wall.
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Like one of us was never not peeing. I'm way less well hydrated now. That's one bad thing about not being in the studio.
Never not peeing! (Laughs) Okay, I'm gonna stop recording and pee. Love ya!
Bye! Love you! ⁕

Yeah, she totally introduced this entirely new paradigm
of someone who's a serious designer, but is also very
playful, experimental, and experiential. I don't think
another person like her exists in the faculty (or in the
world!). And I think she shaped the way we thought
about design in a really profound way. A huge influence
for us, really. Shout out, Keetra.
Keetra, if you're reading this, we love you.
It was in her class our first year where we learned how
to implement participatory and conditional design. A lot
of the building blocks came from Keetra, even though
we applied them to assignments in other classes.
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Our responses to the prompt “make a landscape
indoors.” The videos are unveiled one at the time, and
the desktop environment recreates the Zoom setting in
which we first showed one another our videos. ↘

Quarantine TV
with Georgie Nolan

Quarantine TV was a collaborative daily
project that stemmed out of boredom during
the 2020 Coronavirus Pandemic. Through
small, nonsensical daily prompts, we began to
build a library of isolation activities. Involving
the interpretation and completion of silly
and irreverent playtime while in quarantine
across our different time zones (Maddie in
Providence, Rhode Island, and Georgie in
Melbourne, Australia). This project asked us
to reimagine the objects and spaces we now
found ourselves in at all times. We embraced
the act of finding joy in new modes of making
and unfussy materials.
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↑ Hats, that are also disguises! Can you find Georgie and Calvin?
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↑ In quarantine, we had to make our own crowds.
Georgie surrounds herself with toys, while I fill the yard
with empty shoes, positioned to look like they are at a
party or in conversation. I think we were lonely...
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↑ Two ways to make a still life underwater.
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A List:
An Idea For a
Video Game
With Ryan Diaz

A video game where you are a poet and you win by writing
poems, even if they are bad
A video game that changes color based on how you feel
(video game as mood ring?)
A video game where all the animals and plants can talk and
all the humans can only make strange noises
A video game that makes you feel less lonely

A Hole: This is a spot in the earth to put some stuff—no
presh! Things get dirty underground anyway. You could plant
one seed, and see what grows. You could bury some treasure—protect the things that are valuable and precious to
you.
You could inearth a time capsule, filled with snapshots
Inspired by Laurel Schwulst’s
of
this
moment. The things you put here will be nurtured
essay, “My website is a shifting
by
the
soil
and the water, but remember that everything
house next to a river of knowldecomposes
over time. Impermanence can be a relief.
edge. What could yours be?”

A List:
7 Less Intimidating
Metaphors for a Thesis

A Cabinet of Curiosities: A chance to show off the weirdest
things you found since you started your program. Arrange
some of your favorite, strange objects and discoveries
behind the glass. Make labels for them. What do you want to
look at? Bring them all together, and see how placing things
side by side is in itself a kind of authorship.

A video game where the controller / joystick gets turned on
when you touch it
A video game that gives you compliments
A video game about being a grandmother
A video game where you try your best to make your character die

A Chapter: This is a small part of a much larger story that is
you and your practice, but don’t think you have to write the
whole thing now. You’ve got the rest of your life to figure
out how it ends. (I’ll take this chance to reiterate: your thesis does not define you!)

A video game that works like a game of telephone
A video game where you win by going to bed early in real life
A video game that self destructs if not played every day

A Show: For all the extroverts out there—you are the star!
Here’s your chance to say anything you want. Perform with
all your might. Don’t shy away from the drama. (This one is
not helpful for me, but I hope someone might embrace it.)

A video game you can only play once a year
A video game where you are a cloud and you make weather
or sunsets by finding other cloud friends in the sky

A Jig Saw Puzzle: You already have ALL the pieces! The
answer is in front of you! It’s just a little scrambled and
misshapen. Aren’t we all? Move things around, flip them over,
stare for a while. You will find the solution.

A video game where you play as a regular cat with nothing
special about it
A video game where you go through puberty (or, a video
game where you ARE puberty)

A Level: Are you competitive? Just imagine this process as
another level to defeat. You’ve been playing this game for a
while now, getting to know the world and the rules. You’re
only entering a new phase, not starting over. You are familiar
with the map, the tools, and your own powers. Play to your
strengths, and it can be fun, and you WILL win.

A video game where you score points by laughing
A video game where everything is cake
A video game where you find out if people have a crush on
you
A video game where you win by reading the books you want
to read in real life in virtual reality

A Meal: Make something big and tasty to enjoy with friends
and family. As the chef, you get to decide what to eat. But as
they say, a dinner party is not the best place to experiment
with a brand new dish. Gather ingredients you know well, flavors you crave, and lean on the recipes you’ve made over and
over again. A simple, casual meal can be even more delicious
than a complex and intricate one. Don’t be too fussy about
the garnishes.

A video game where you are a customer service representative dealing with terrible customers and some nice ones
A video game where you are a piece of food being digested
A video game where you break up with someone who loves
you
A video game where you fall in love with yourself
A video game where you fall out of love with someone
308
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A Letter:
Inspired by Jenny Slate

Hello, Who are You?
In one of my fantasy dimensions, you are a small creature, like
a baby deer or a soft bunny, who stumbled upon these pages
in a forest as you were prancing through the underbrush
looking for a meal. But whoever you might be, welcome! I’m
glad you found your way.
You and me have a lot in common, even if you are just a small
woodland creature. We have both lived on planet earth for
our whole life. In our time on this cosmic sphere, we have
done lots of stuff. Been places, even. We both breathe—in
and out—all the time. Practically every day, we have to eat
or else we might die. And eventually, neither one of us will
be alive. But while we are, we feel, hear, smell, and see all
kinds of different things. Hundreds (thousands?!) a day.
Sometimes they make us laugh, or cry, or sneeze, or yell. We
both have a way to move around. My way is pretty boring,
but maybe you flit or fly or hop or swing. After doing things
and going places, we get tired and snooze. If we are lucky, in
our slumber, we visit entirely new worlds of our own creation.
Aren’t we amazing?

A Journal Entry:
Dream Diary

January 29: In an unfamiliar house, I explore different
rooms and in each room I find a single figure. The figures
aren’t dead, but they are entirely unlit and they also
At the start of the semester,
aren’t moving. They just look like dark and shadowy, black
I devised a scheme: learn to
blobs. I can just make out the shapes of some of them, and
lucid dream so that I can ask
they slowly become recognizable as well-known cartoon
a dream version of myself
characters. They grow and grow, expanding like balloons
(my subconscious) what my
until the blobs are so big that they fill the rooms, and I am
thesis is! The most crucial step stuck inside, squished in-between Homer and Morty. They
in training yourself to lucid
pop like bubbles, but disperse into soft powder that blows
dream is keeping a dream
away in the wind, and suddenly the house is empty.
journal. Wake up every morning, and write down as much
as you remember. If you don’t
remember, make it up! This
trains your brain to pay more
attention and recall in better
detail the worlds you travel
to in your slumber. I’m still
working on this, but here are
a few dreams I wrote down
this semester:

We both have insides that help us navigate the outsides.
Really, we are just porous membranes full of magical parts
that let us figure out what is going on beyond our own walls.
Mine include (but are not limited to): a squiggly pink control
center, a thumper in my chest, lots of holes of varying sizes,
and a tight, smooth-ish blanket holding in the whole, messy
jumble. Your parts might be different, small creature, but you
are welcome here just the same.

February 16: I am riding a horse. On a freeway? It’s a
beautiful, glossy black steed. We leave the road and enter
into a landscape that is both sandy and forested. We get
to a tricky part with some big rocks and a small cliff, when
my horse falls down! I dismount (but we are both ok!!). The
horse changed colors after he fell down, but popped right
back up gracefully. All the reins and harnesses turn rainbow and sparkly. We ride to a little party outside where
there are finger foods and paper plates with scalloped
blue edges.
February 21: I am running through a canyon that looks
like the one behind the house I grew up in, but I feel
panicked, like I’m looking for something. I reach a circular
clearing in this magical forest with tall trees and mirrors
and stones all around me. I don’t know why the forest
is magical but I’m sure it had to be. Two large pieces of
colorful, semi-circular stone curve around the border of
this round clearing. The colors gleam like they are painted
with varnish, and they form some kind of pattern that I’m
supposed to figure out. Reality itself was disintegrating.
Squares of myself began to float around me in the air. It
was beautiful but felt scary because it meant the world
would be over if I didn’t figure out the meaning of the
stones. Fortunately I did, and all the pieces of myself and
the object around me snapped back into place.
March 22: I’m making cinnamon buns, and I spend most of
the dream just playing with raw dough—stretching it out,
using it as a jump rope, then a trampoline, wearing it like a
hat, then just shoving it into my mouth. I call Georgie, and
show off my buns to her on Facetime. I guess it’s been so
long since I’ve seen her that even in my dreams we don’t
hang out in person. When I wake up the next morning, I
still kind of have the taste of raw dough in my mouth.
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Image of waxy “gleans,” bits and pieces of happy accidents that happen in the crayon making process. →

Retoolings

with Keetra Dean Dixon

“Retoolings are a fledgling collection of our favorite creative tools reimagined.We’ve begun with
hand-cast crayons that raise the question: To color
or to keep? The tiny sculptures are excerpts of
processes Keetra developed while fabricating larger
scale wax works. Future Retoolings will likely
include Retooling Pencils, Retooling Ballpoint Pens,
Retooling Erasers, and Retooling Markers.”
My time as the Retoolings production assistant
was a waxy, rainbow dream. I can smell the
melted parafin bubbling away on the electric
burner, I want to swim in viscous bright pink
soup. To support Keetra’s vision was a delight,
and even the most monotonous tasks (peeling labels off of hundreds of existing crayons
to melt them down for pigment; smoothing
down each face of every crayon to make them
gleamingly pristine) were joyful. The pillars of
Keetra’s practice align with many of my goals
and priorities, and in support of her mission, I
deepened my understanding of my own.
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↑ Color magic in the studio. On the left are tins for
melting wax, and on the right are rainbow shards and
scrapings from the crayon fabrication process.
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↑ Helping Keetra come up with color schemes for the various sets of crayons was one of my favorite assignments.
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Image from the final installation in the WaterFire Arts
Center in Providence, RI. →

Bound Together

with Matthew Bejtlich, Laura de
Baldeon, Ryan Diaz, Everett Epstein,
Daphne Hsu,Will Mianecki, Romik
Bose Mitra, Georgie Nolan, Kit Son
Lee, Lai Xu and Sophia Brinkgerd

“Dear Visitor,
When we couldn’t be together, we shared what
we could.What you’re seeing are readings, films,
websites, games, performances — bits of inspiration
we shared to say, ‘Hey, I thought of you.’ The references inspired the work, which you’ll see on the
flipside. Take a folder. Collect some references.We
hope they inspire you the way they inspired us, the
way we inspired each other.”
Bound Together is the graphic design department’s contribution to the 2021 graduate
exhibition. The show came together from start
to finish in just over 24 hours — from design
to installation. It was a monumental group
effort, and a fun one at that. Each member
of the cohort is represented by a single color
sheet, on which they curated work and references from their time at RISD.
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↑ Details of the wall display.
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↑ From the installation process. Teamwork!
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Still from 16mm footage, filmed in Kent, CT. →

Cloak Wood
with Thomas Brett

In this collaborative project, Thomas and I
are developing cinematic works that bridge
the gaps between film, animation and video
games. Research into hybrid processes that
combine elements of these three mediums
craft a narrative of New England that innovates the representation of story and space.
With methods developed in a previous collaboration, we utilize new methods of performance-capture to portray intimate character
expression in an imaginary re-construction of
Providence called Cloak Wood.
The film in its entirety will be shot on 16mm
Kodak stock. The physicality of this analogue
technique confers the modified virtual space
and its inhabitants with the aesthetic integrity
of the actual. The virtual space, constructed
from real objects and people, will thus be
received back into the physical realm through
the process of film exposure, granting it a
reality ontologically indiscernible from the
accompanying live-action footage.
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Since the animated scenes will be constituted
by the same subjects as the live-action scenes,
and because both kinds of footage will be
captured in the same manner, it becomes
impossible for an audience to perceive difference between either kind of shot. Therefore, if
ever uncanniness is sensed— if there is some
notion that what one is witnessing cannot be
wholly real— the reality of both forms of footage are called into question and, by extension,
the integrity of the real image is challenged.
By blurring the lines between the physical and
digital in these ways, our work interrogates the
notion of a real landscape versus a dreamed
one. After all, both live-action and digital
animation are merely representations of space,
not space itself, and so both relate to architecture and landscape through an inherent
virtuality and myth. We therefore consider this
process-driven project a compelling procedure by which one might come to view a city.
For through this film, if one begins to see the
real image of a place as fiction, an audience
is well positioned to perceive the place itself
as fiction too. This grants our film’s narrative
the unique opportunity to examine a real city
as one would a mythology, allowing the work
to visually explore the desires, ideologies and
stories upon which the actual—and yet at one
point imagined—metropolis was built.
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whole years. I know you will be annoyed with me for this
To Mom & Dad, for supporting me at every step along
(and I know it’s highly unlikely), but I hope you start
the way, and for loving me even when I don’t call for a
couple weeks. Thank you for believing in me, none of this sleeping more and eating solid foods after grad school.
would have been possible without you.
To Tom, you have been a lifeline, but also a true weirdo, a
To Sophie, my sissy, sista, my other half, my “older,”
dreamy singer, a profuse noise-maker, a hungry guest, a
wiser twin. You are my role model, and I want to be you
decisive movie picker, a dependable neighbor, and a real
when I grow up. Thank you for taking every teary phone
life superhero in ways you aren’t even aware of. I will
call from across the country, and cheering me up whenforever treasure the endless laughter, lengthy walks, and
ever I need it with a funny face and a giggle fit. You are
constant misunderstandings. If you hadn’t encouraged
the best sis a gal could ask for. Get the guest room ready my lofty dream of becoming a gamer, this thesis would
for me! Can’t wait to start stealing all your clothes again. not be the same! Your recommendations guided me
into entirely new worlds, and empowered me to explore
To Calvin, for gaming, rock-climbing, cooking, goofy
dancing, hiking, and lifting with me all last year—I think places, feelings, and possibilities I didn’t know existed.
Thank you for trusting me as your producer—it’s been
we made me a whole new person? You kept me sane
the highlight of my year.
during quarantine, and I’m so happy I got to spend so
much time with you (despite the circumstances.) Thank
To Nick, for putting up with my poor mentorship abilities
you for being part of some of my ridicuous projects, and
long enough to become a close friend. Things were rocky
for humoring me whenever I asked for a favor. And con- at the start, but look how far we have come! I can always
grats on graduation, you are brilliant!
count on you for a laugh, a meme, a drink, a compliment,

Gratitude & Thanks

To all the people who encouraged me, listened to me,
supported me, fed me, loved me, reasoned with me, and
put up with me for the past three years.
To my beloved cohort and class of 2021, for being teachers, mentors, friends, and family. You shaped my work
and writing in profound ways. I have so much respect
and appreciation for each of you: Matthew Bejtlich,
Laura de Baldeon, Ryan Diaz, Everett Epstein, Daphne
Hsu, Will Mianecki, Romik Bose Mitra, Georgie Nolan,
Kit Son Lee, Lai Xu (and Sophia Brinkgerd!)
To all of my professors at RISD, for their passion, insight,
and dedication: John Caserta, Suzi Cozzens, Kelsey
Elder, Cyrus Highsmith, Lucinda Hitchcock, Nora Khan,
Anther Kiley, Minkyoung Kim, Aki Nurosi, Doug Scott,
Nancy Skolos, Ryan Waller, Tom Wedell.
To Bethany Johns, Paul Soulellis, James Goggin, and
Alicia Cheng, for guiding me through the complexities
of this entire process and offering kind words when I was
low. You were such a superstar team!
To Ed Brown, for teaching me how to use Unity, make
“video games,” and bring new spaces to life.
To Eva Laporte, for giving us all so much of your time,
for listening to each and every concern, and for your
sense of humor throughout the roughest times. We must
be exhausting! None of us could do this without you!
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To Neeny, for giving me all the best advice about writing
a book, and for being the all-around coolest grandma
ever. Thanks for all the quarantine walks and the pep
talks, and for making me talk about myself even though
I hate it! Are you happy now? Can’t wait to be your
neighbor again!

To Anne West and Adam Fein, for helping me find the
right words.
To Laurel Schwulst, for the generous, thoughtful, and
enriching conversations. You are such a compassionate
and curious artist, writer, and educator—I’m grateful we
met and hope we stay in touch!
To those who came before me and those who I leave
behind, for fostering a caring community and for making
the studio feel like home:
Class of 2019 Amy Auman, Christopher Cote, Joel F.
Kern, Eury Kim, Jieun Kim, Elaine Lopez, Robert
McConnell, Mohammed Nassem, Annaka Olsen,
Marcus Peabody, Oliva de Salve Villedieu, Angela
Torchio, Wei-Hao Wang, & June Yoon.
Class of 2020 Seyong Ahn, Lizzie Baur, Mukul Chakravarthi, Aleks Dawson, Hilary duPont, Carl-Gustaf
Ewerbring, Fabian Fohrer, Elena Foraker, Emily Guez,
Yoonsu Kim, Sophie Loloi, Vaishnavi Mahendran,
Caroline Robinson Smith, Bobby Joe Smith III, &
Weixi Zeng
Class of 2022 Forough Abadian, Katie Burwick, Adam
Fein, Zengqi Guo, Sabrina Ji, Qiwen Ju, Nick Larson,
Ilhee Park, Louis Rakovich, Ingrid Schmaedecke, & Asta
Thrastardottir.
Class of 2023 Mina Kim, Sun Ho Lee, Moritz Lónyay,
Jenni Oughton, Zoë Pulley, Zach Scheinfeld & Jack Tufts.

To Amy, for being my east coast mom, and for always
welcoming me into your home with red wine and home
cooked meals! Kent has been a heavenly escape.
To Maisie and Kashi, for being the best pups and the
sweetest of friends. You were COVID miracles.
To Georgie, for your fierce support, joyful collaborations,
and once-in-a-lifetime friendship. Though I might have
been intimidated by your cool accent, blunt bob, Doc
Martens, Carhartt overalls, and formidable confidence
the first day we met, it quickly became clear that we were
destined to be forever friends. The uncontrollable giggle
fits, studio dance parties, late-night snacking, excessive
coffee breaks, and shared love for costumes were just the
beginning. When we are together, work feels like play! You
made the hardest days feel manageable, and the best days
even better. Being across the world from you for the last
year was heart-breaking, but gives us all the more reason
to move to Europe and start our own studio as soon as
we can! Thank you for being the extrovert to my introvert,
the performer to my observer, the Maya to my Anna!
To Kit, for your astonishing intelligence and profound
loyalty. You are one of the most brilliant living minds, a
force with words, and an endless fountain of knowledge
& insight. I am constantly in awe when I listen to you
speak. It thrills me to make you laugh—sometimes I
can’t believe that a human with your intellect could ever
find me funny! It’s been so cool to see you morph from
a non-coder to a fearsome developer in just a little over
a year. I truly believe there is nothing you can’t do. It’s
been an honor to have been in your presence for three

or a hug. You are the best local Rhode Island tour guide.
Thanks for always being up for anything— including
Mario Kart, bacon pizza, and iced coffee—as long as it’s
not past my 9pm bedtime. You are going to do such great
things next year!
To Ryan, for your endless enthusiasm and infectious
energy. You are the glue that holds us all together! Your
empathy, thoughtfulness, and talent are unparalleled.
To Keetra, for being so much more than an advisor, for
hiring me as your studio assistant two years ago, for
letting me into your home and heart! You are a creative
genius, a dog whisperer, a magical wax and clay sculptress, and one of the kindest people I know. Alaska, here
I come!
To Doug Scott, for teaching me everything I know about
book design! I’m so lucky I got to work with you two
summers ago. You are the most wise, passionate, hard
working and honest educator. How did I do?
To Sunny, for becoming the best roommate, baking
buddy, and taste-tester a girl could ask for! So thankful
you moved in—you are literal sunshine, and you filled
our home with endless cheer and positivity, despite all
the tough shit the world threw our way this year. Thank
you for putting up with my messes, noises, and smells. I
can’t wait to see all the amazing things you do in your
next two years at RISD!
To Emily, for being my Retoolings buddy. I loved our
summers in Coventry playing with wax, trying not to
mess up Keetra’s crayons! Your playful positivity in life
and design is an inspiration.
To Elena, for being my mentor, birthday twin, and a
kindred spirit. It’s fun to have a friend who loves glitter,
parties, and cooking as much as I do! Grad school would
not have been as fun without you.
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