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A (Virtual)
Reality

By Deborah Cornell

I his Fifth Mirror Désplacement from Incidents of Mirror-Traved in the Yucatan, Robert Smithson writes
about the nine mimors he has seated in the landscape bafone him, “Who can divulge from what part of
the sky the bl color came? Who can sy how kng the color lasted

These questions reveal Smithson's awaneness of the shifting conundnm of reality, its transience and
its poser to bind the atbentlon. His waork preferenced nemote, far-reaching layers of meaning and congext
basedd on entropes irarmslormation and the relationship of myriad components. Srfthson re-focused the
soigroes of art to include a broad territony of irnpiil:.'ll:irln'-. rmnipul.b!l—nd i|1|.|3|~,1:un-:.|1:t. |..1|1_|_.;,u-.a|_£;|=. natural
phenomencn and cultural expression. | identify dosely with that terfritory, Within this landscape, the print
fearmrn — with its limks 1o the object, #s conceptual character and its societal history — finds an open fiekd,

Throuwgh technological research, reality is being revealed as far more comiplex than anything we can
invent or imagine, and it invites a new relationship o the human position, Human will, in forms such as
penetic manipulation, has become a new and powerful agent at environmental and molecular kevels, and
it is poised o change our fundamental assumptions about what we percéive as the real.

| arm drawn to the unfolding scherma of changing reality, is amazing energy and  transiormiations —
and the way its shimmering, refracted images are reflected in human culture. OF the diverse cultural
influences that condition our view, one widespread influence that interests me deeply is the vision of
sclence, It questtons the namure of thie real; s arswers are succinct, bot shaded by possible unknowne.
In astronomy, our observation of the movement of galaxies leads to frequent theoretical revisions.
Simultanecusly, in physics, the recent observation of unstable subatomic particles {gluons) points to the
theoretical existenor of “dark matter,” a dscovery that could change the concept of gravity itse, and
which may someday owerturn ouwr ideas about the workd within and about us.

| have ahways been intersely absorbed in natuse — throwgh landscape (especially the forces that
model it), natural higtory, physics and other researches. My early background suggested relationships
AMONE many areas of l:rum{-e:d!;r. In rmry 'r.l.l1'li|'|.'. h!eerg,-thihﬁw.'.u of inberest and somehow related — classical
mitsic connected to horticultine, ancient languages, jazz, electronics, geology, genealogy, rmedicine,
railroads, the study of tirse, comparative religions. The hosise was filled with baoks tand now comgasters),
and the garden with specimen plants. Faced with this absorbing complexity, | responded by working in
multiple forms: mulimedia installation, painted cast bydrocal relief, virwal reality erdronments and the
traditional print. Digital or tactile, time-based or still, the forms | use are generated by the sense of the
work itseli, | first encountered the pring af Rhaode 1dand School of Dhesign, through Lawrence Heyman, a
student of Krishna Reddy, | was fasrinaterd by its territary, halhasry bebwesn obgect and illusion, and by the
way its process influences invention, Many qualities of the print permeate the fabric of my work,
particularly the tangiblefintangible disconnect between the idea and it trace once removed,
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Photolmape: Prirtmaking tos to
Ol (Memewm o Fine Arts, Boston,
1998 surveyed the range of
photo-influenced comtemporary
pnnts, connecting the poles of

virtwal hstowical frace and tactile
abie; in this confest. my WeTITh

leaned heavily toward tactle object.

Deborah Cormell, The $leep of
Reason: A Cauttonary Tale, 2000
Instaltation. Sowiphure detail: wood,
h:.-ﬂ'rm.d.l_. roye, Drass ﬁ!.'llrlﬂ‘\-_.
piewipiass, printed dransfers, mane
chifps, shels. rubber casts, mibcro-
scoye and poinber, 48 x 120 % 407
Color transfer peint and plasdgias,
2d x 307, Teaxt: “Thesrs 15 an cxTus
present damger that our mental
nvaps will il isatch curment
readities. Dravid Haney.™

by early work centered on natural forms and felds of color in expanded-scale works on papeér and
|.'|.]||'I:ir||..p.. l:|i.".|-.-'i.'|H irhes the whar amd n-'.".:,-' of reduced E..HIIrIEi-:;‘II form. The space was fractured inbo |.=|':.u,~r~;,
ar it builk from the plane of thi surface visually, | often made studies in the extreme dimate of the
southwest, draing and obsendng, in areas where time was impossibly long and impossibly short. The
accidental leavings of culture — ancient paths, tash, footprints illumined in the sharp desert light — began
o demand aftention along with the geological transformations, This termporal and material complesity
cemanded a rich, compelling surface, | developed a technique of cast yrdocal reliefs, paintings that were
abko printed, carved, stamped — heavy, dense objects with intensely tactibe surfaces and deep color, Crux
Appslealis jo l!rFII-:'.Il aof this work, b combines the cobor of the Indian Ocean, remembered from a research
trip in Australia, with depth charts of the area, distinctive shell forms and a fipure {part votive-part boat}
from imagination. | bacame increasinghy interested in the diverse record of human experience, the cultural

. devices that overlay and alter the power of direct expenence.

The conceptual lag bebtween the experience and its evocation began to suggest a retum to using the
print, the impression being te reflection of an ideafobject that exists elewhere. In prints, | had o
condense both scale and surface, but kept the conceptual scale large by using series — an overarching
idea conmecting disparate parts. Blood and Water, a suite of four intaglho prints from the kte 19590s,
SLIgesty thi= roathsenee of homan idea and hin::ln::ﬁi:;,al hazirs. In Tr.;.".spn_:l'tl'nn_ a tossil bat faces off with a
Moqui crab deity: the bat as 3 relic of animal life, and the artifact as a trace of a human belief systam.
Theese irnages join with aguatic cells and a SeaSat image of the coean from space. Oither prints in the sries
UEE MICASCOIC Mikges al cheenosnrmes with i'r|:|E|~:".- -::-"ll'ru-u-:urin!l,in'\,'lnlmlwt'= and _:h'\-:_'lc'ralard'lc'nlngir:al
ramains, The kens-altered image permeates this work. | became a master of strange, fleeting, imperfect
phaotographic transfer techniques: aquafings with intentionally fawed transfers were allowed o degrade
in acid. This preserved the mement-based record of photography, But withouwt its specificity,

These Pwry reams — b trace and the objerct — are alko seen in my installation, The S]'eq} of
Buasemr: A Coutinnary Tabe, I s visoal, Leclibe and audicory: soulpluee, |.i|i|||_~. aned sornl el in @
enclosed interior space, The remote image is used in all these forms. A collaboration with Bichard Comaell,
cornposer, the waork grew out of a long seres of discussions abaut achances in genetic engineering
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wiotivated by a concern for the magnificent specificity of living forms, Sleep ... suggests the dangers
of the recent crossing into the unknown territory of genetics. The caution is meant not as a stand on the
virtues or ills of biotechnology, but simply to ask pertinent questions — o reflect on our potential for
changing the foundation of the natural word with genetic anomalies, in a way that spersedes even the
Burgess Shak:. The tithe refers to The Sleep of Reason Brgets Monsters froim Givya's Capeichas, in which a
sleeping figure conjures demons of the night as reason is suspended, In my work, elegant natural forms
likes hurman hands, plants and the fleeting, beawtiful shapes of jellfish connect to the intrusions of bio-
schence and to texts from cultural observers — artists, philosogphers, writers and international conporations.
These cross-references from disparate sources create new vosces, and condense cultural time.

The form of the central work is a vessel, a shape repeated at many levels, The central sculptise s
arraved with casts of organic fomms: human hands and feet, fish, shells, ears of comn, lizards, set intoa field
of white marble fragments, Suspended above & a plane of luminous orange plexiglas, engraved with a
gricd and printed with an encoded molecule of DNA, and supporting a microscope and a pointer, Special
lighting theows its uncanmy cabor onto the white forms benaath it, along with the shadow of the DINA

Seven printed wall images incomporate microscppic photography: forms of animals so deep in the
water column that they cannot be brodght to the surface intact, x-rays, false color images, The: imiyges are
litho-inked photocopies printed onto plexiglass, then suspended between two transparent sheets. Each
print is viewed through its own colored light-conducting plastic filker, A text is printed opaquedy onto each
filter. One quotes an article from The Mew York Times about growing eyes on the wings and antennae of
fruit flies. Another invokes Yeats, “All changed, changed utterly, a terrible beauty i bom.”

Images are layered throughout the work — genetically transformed species like com, the snake with
iits specially re-evolved eye, One of the strongest motifs is the hand, a metaphor for human wolition and
for evolved natural form. In the prints, x-ray hands reveal the mysterdous inner shape of origins, exposed
in the light of research, while monotyped handprints suggest the immediate hueman action, with its
imglicativne fur affeting nalwe, Cag hands are strewn throughout the plane of the sculpture, The
instruments poised above impose the questions of science. Themes and images amplify each other,
creating an architecture of reference that simulates multi-level reality,

Trarsformations of hsman culture that are affecting natune profoundly
are also the source for a subsequent suite, Reguiern Canfickes, an elegy for
things passing and forms under threat from societal changes. Each print has a
pairing of irmages — half from actual objects and half irom cultwral references,
In Warrior, for exarnple, instruments of scientific anabysis are paired with a
large figure of an Aztec soldier; in Maelstrom, a duster of frogs, under threat
from global changes, ks justaposed with a map of a cimatic storm. Physiolog-
cal and ttcdr_:ﬁ'u;.]l r_'h.':n‘!.u'- wirk l|'||1.l:.ﬂh EVETY leve| of social context, and i
is this interde pendency that the suite imsokes, The images come from objects
that | find or awn or wwvent, that evoke a broad memory, or seem particulary
telling as relics of the real — familiar but symbolic. Images are scanned or
drawn, photooopied, re-drawn, made into prints, rescanned. | want the light
quality and sense of actual reportage of the photograph, but at a remosse,
actualized min an mmage with a rich swrace
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Cf, Stephen Jay Could's theory that
these extraordinans fossils Jpresand
a “road] pof taken” in the history of
life: Wonderful Life: The Burgess
Shale and the Nafwee of History
MWW Morton and Co,, TS

T way dmterested in creaning 0 sparim
fiedd in which images address éach
ader closety, The .I'I'I'H.ITJ]?Hl'.'.Il'ﬂ.II
eleciroric soumds, composed by
Richard Cornell for the wort,
acfivaie the pieysical sprce, The
sind derives from the images (bals,
crickels, my woice elecromicelly
gramulared, recaing the fear) ana it
comeditions tre EXAPEFIETCE af tfae
space gver fime, ai altedtion stifis |
frome oy fo ear ana baeck

See Thomas Pakmer, Landscape
With Reptile (Ticknor and Fields,
Mew York, 19920 p, 84,

Debwway Conell, Reguiem
Cantiches: Warrior, 2001, Color
Aquating and Irareder, T8 x 247,




Debaprab Cormell, I the SIHL'E' Left
Vacant: Leamardo, 2002, Cokor
agiatinl, I !:-."ruln:.l an
photoetching, TH x 36"

Deborah Comell, In e Space Left
Vacant: Bellind, 2002, Color

apenatind, TH x 247,

Reequuem Canticles allows symbolic ripples o intersect, like twe sones theown into a pond, It raised
thie issue of the spaces in betwesen. Inspired by a recent stay in Venice, the suite fnthe Space Left Vacant
uses the deep tonality of aguatint, alternating light and dark fields in sequence. Whils there, 1 connectacd
to ther poeertully condipured spaces among figures’ hands created in the works of Renaissance painters,
especialy Bellinl and Leonards — spaces that seemed somehow to encapsulate the tension of human
relationships. I used this humanistic, ordered Renaissance vision in the suite, cormbining it with the &
ground image of a hand, overprinted with a photo-etched monobype of my handpring, This last hand is a
shifting image, partially dissabsed into spece, The suite suggests a scale for the representation of matier,
with hurnan foem in the middle ground. At opposite ends, a cloning cell and & portion of the night sky
poeupy more distant magnitudes. fn the Space Left Vacant suggests the vacuum of space that forms a

cnnlimeiiEn fnr mmathar

In Brath content and form, there & a diakectic in my prints between the tangible

and the intargible, In cenbining traditional forms with digital means, neither &
autonomes and cach influences the gther. The intangibde file is data — there,
yet not there — transient but unchanging. At the same time, equipment and
software may eventually render it inaccessible. The tangible arbwork itself
s mone permanent, bt in actuality it has a material half-life. My work in
virtual reality reflects the same dialogue. | find it a despdy immersive anc

affecting form, an imaginary illusive space that can alao be felt physicalby

Tracer 5 a rec -:'I'|I|:.' |_|,:-|'|'||:|I|_f_|_-:J mwio-year progect, a wirtual interactve environment created in 30
|'|'-ch-:1:'|.|"_:;. It wizes the rich sarfaces from real-workd works (3 painted relief and a four foot pestursl weodost)
with r:'jl:im":.-' generater] images to creabe an insaginary, emeloping space that evokes a luminous,
drearlike, aerial experience, Lising a special headset and wand, fhe viewer navigates through the
sesmingly 30 space, choosing a trajectony and activating sound and image with changes in pasition. The
motion results in a neuropsychological experience of flving through a real space, In transit, the viewer

encounters archaic figures, a Greek archer, shapes evoking the Great Serpent Mound in Ohlo, and
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trarsparent planes bearing pages of ancient but indecipherable forms of language, such as Mayan codés
and cuneiform, bn this kind of space, the present and the: absent can exist equally & pictorial space, which,
for thes first tire, Can actually be penetrated. The viewer and the pictorial space collaborate.

This Speing, commissiontd by Boston Mugica Viva, Tracer was revised and premierned as a 20-o0d
video image in a concert space, with lve performance of 4 new score by Richard Comell, Chair of Music
Compasition and Theony at Beston University. In this version, Tracer's ermveloping surfaces ane enhanced
with further iterations of the gestural woodcut, which read a5 a sowly rotating, lighted stellar doud,
evocative of wind patterns. Though trarisiucent and unclrsifiable 25 woodaut, the strenggh and interest of
the averlay come from the direct path of the: tool theough the resisting wood. This pattem is impessible to
create digitally, 5o subtle and variable are woodcut marks, but it is superbly effective in the cligital space.
Tracer ako owes a debt to the print in its linguage of the Liyer, its uses of imagistic duplication, and its
ability 10 be recast through saved information. The concert version increases the work's acocssibility to
Large number of preophe, a5 do prnt multiphes.) The imaging condenses time — eons of human Linguagr,
nonspeciiic but insensely familiar shapes of nature, and the smplified foems of ankmation.

This architecture of immense space, with its thomughly integrated light, color, sound and move
men, is 4 powerful form, Different from — but surprisingly related to — prints, the virtwal image has thi
ability to present a multilevel reality existing in time and to connect physically separate sphores that are
canctptually related. Like Smithson's mimoes, both forms reflect the experience of a divergent reality,
seated within the real, and leading to an understanding of its provisional nature. With these expanded
mweans of exploration, the representations of an become a powerful vehicle for reassessing the real. %

"Arists® theories are like scientific theories in thar they are both rooted in the spme process of

Emaginary elaboration. Bul artiste” theories do nol prove aaything: af most they prochece reard

effects, which in transforming the wo | also have the furction of helping s o know i~
Gilles Tiberghien, Land At (Princeton Architectural Press, 1995), p. 18.
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Dehoral Conmedl, Teacer, J003,
Viriual reality cormpater image,
gervaes, wnd detail of sl frame
from 20-foot Kigh video profection
{11.5 minutes). Sound by Richard
Ciornell.



	Cornell Contemporary Impressions compressed.pdf
	Contemporary Impressions A Virtual Reality-1.pdf
	Contemporary Impressions A Virtual Reality-2
	Contemporary Impressions A Virtual Reality-3
	Contemporary Impressions A Virtual Reality-4
	Contemporary Impressions A Virtual Reality-5

	Contemporary Impressions Virtual page 6

