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FOUNDATIONS OF MODERN
LIFE—make that all life—
are often difficult to actually

S€€. They arc complex, ostcnsibly hidden
things like skek hi: al supports,
ccosystems, and comp frware. While
often the seemingly irrefutable products of
evolution, time-honored building techniques,
rescarch, and scientifically “proven” thearies,
thear inwisibilicy imbues them with a sense of

the mystical, of wonder. It relates 1o the kind
of awe that goes with considering a single
snowflake, close up, Bue you can't behold the
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geometric beauty of its form casually—it
requires a process of thoughr, an engagement
with the wordd, and perhaps most impor-
rantly, the fghr toals.

Cathierine Wagner has
consistently worked with the concept of
foundations. Her are reveals the basic stuc-
tures that support life in all its guiser—
physical, intellecnzal, technological, and
emotional. In the act of uncovering them,
she shows us the formal beauty inherent in
their function. Wagner investigates her sub-
ject marter to get to its core of meaning, as
well ax its visual properties. There is an
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insistence and authority to her wark, astributes that stem from
the purity of her practice of gotng in deep and then presenting
her findings. The process has a distinet parallel to saentific
procoss—an apt i somewhat problematic companson, since
seience is ofien equated with that which is ardess, cocl, and
chimcal. Wagner i very much an artist, and her Rndings, while
they make visible the systems, tools, and foundations that
suppart both nature and culture, gave equal weighe ro their rich
aesthetic qualines,

Orver the past cwenry years, Wagnee has
created distinct series of tmages that, while each beng dis
tinctly different in appearance, together form 3 cobesive and
cuntinuing nammative of investigation and dikcovery. In the
carly and mid-19Bas, she looked at structures of achitecrure,
1r=.anﬂ_.=_aw the rising rehar skeketons of San Francisco's

Center—a } archirecrural backbone thar
has many implicadons for urban life and its renewal.
Subsequently, she cor d on places ef learning and con-
structed paradigms of knowledge i her American Classroom
scrics, and the idea of domestic order wath sull-life & .:Bmﬂ Oﬁ
the home in Heme and Otber Steries. In two

In the 19908, Wagner eatered inta scien-
tific laborateries and photographed the sterilized beakers, petri
dishes, and microscope slides smeared with bone tissue housed
insicle them. The resulting photography, exhibited and pub-
lished a8 Are €8 Serence: Invesnigating Matter in 1995, offer
uncommen glimpses mto places where important ideas are
formed and qualified, but which bear the marks of ragged
humanness. Lab bordes are seribbled upon, and freezers full of
important cancer and human genome research specimens
resemble something from a neglected domestic fridge. Such
images demysiify the scientific realm, yer not completely.
Wapner's images show us places that are still rather foreign, and
the unexpected beauty of their preseatation gives us cause to
worder about them.

Be they compased studio “pertrains” of
equipment or depictions of acrual haba (some finingly pristine,
others humanly clurrered), the Are & Screare photographs, 3
scries staried in 1992 {preceding the fate-10908 fashion for art
ahout science}, show objects both mundane and foreign,
_.._..r...R_ with the aura of rescarch and knowledge. The scientific

projects, Reafism and lhaston: Catberine Hagner Photography the
Disney Theme Parks, at the Centre Canadien d'Architecrure,
and Museum Fieces, at the M. H. de Young Memonal Museum
in San Francisco, she explaced the support structures—the
wires and painted backdrops—behind the magic of Disncy
ilh and the inft ture cl o that hold together 2
museum display. These latter works ace images that fuse the
| forms and hard of entertai , history,

and culture.

are informed by proscribed practices, formulas, and
tools. Many arc things acrually used in the Human Genome
Project, which successfully cracked ona code, the backbone of
life. While the laboratory is informed by sets of rules, discovery
.‘-3._3&. _,u—_vnau .?d:mr 3 process of breaking rules, by
y or y. That kind of thinking has a

clear nu==nn=a= to "5-=B_E.ﬁ.
Conceptually, the Arr & Sencr series
paved the way to Cross Sertions, Wagners remarkable recent
pictures, made between 1998 and 2001, In these new works, the
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artist has moved closer to the core of life, not 1o mention sci-
entific rescarch, by literally and figuratively looking at cellular
replication. They are pictures realized with medical imaging
devices—the mMmi {Magnetic Resonance Imaging) and aEm
(Scanning Electron Mi py}—and hy recoofipuring visual
dara compiled by scientists in their research. M is a complex
oot thar can reveal cross- uung.._ vicws of living or inanimate
As objects, imaging devices are akin to the old-fash-

ioned tooks, the beakers and rubes, she had previouly pho-
tographed in laboratorics.

The images Wagner has created with

those technologres show us a picture of contemporary science.
Almost all of what currently goes on in major rescarch labs
takes place on 2 molecular level. The findings are not visible to
tither the unaided human eye or a mind thae has not been
primed with intricate formulac. 1f you're not in the field, you're
just as mystificd by what to do with a pipette stand as how to
interpree 2 sem scan of 2 shask’s tooth. But both are inherently
mgaing.

For this scries, Wagner had o expand
her practice to work with new digiml tools—image capruring
and outputting=and widen her artistic foundation by reconsid-
eting the processes and mn._.._mﬂma:u of the traditionsl camera
tens. waﬂ.;n medical imaging deviccs are relatively rare and

e pieces of equi , Crour Sections requiced a groae
_unnan of na__u_.ca.:x. 5:. both art 2& scientific institutions.
Its inspi followed a trajectory of research
autud .Fﬁ_ov:_nuu In 997 Wagner received o Visual Arts
Fellowship from the San Jose Museum of Art 1o create a new

body of work, an award that enabled her to continue her inves-
tigations into the objects of scientific inquiry in the technology-
and rescarch-rich Silicon Valkey.

She began working with the s in labs
at Stanford University, where she ttarted her "experiments”
with pomegranates (and biter, other fruits and vegerables),
placing them in the Met and creating cross~sectiened interior
images that are complex and foemally striking. She worked
with the resulting data vo create pieces for this exhibition,
including the monumental Pestegranate Waif, an 8 by 40 foot
curved, illuminated wall compesed of backlic images of the
interior of a pomeg The ¢ of repeating images,

k|

which Wagner composed from mni-gathered data, emulates
the § of cell replication while acknowledging the fruit's
rich corporeal symbolism.

In 1998, soon after beginning her work
at Stanford, Wagner received another fellowship from The
American C for the Wei Instinare of Science,
supporters of the word-clas research facility in Rehovor,
Isracl. Weizmann is a rare multidisciplinary facility that exists
purely for the pussuit of knowledge—without corporats sup-
port—and has made many discoverics in the realms of medicine,
brain research, plant and environmental sciences, and mathe-
matics. Wagner eventually continued her mat research and image
making in the Weizmann Isboratories dusing two two-weck
residencies. During these visits to the campuslike serting, she
also looked at archives of scientific rescarch from which she
appropriated for artistic purpases,

In the process of working there, Wagner
became increasingly aware of the parallel practices of artists and
scientists. Like the scientists, she speat ded periods of time
working on a specific project. She used the same equipment and
dota as the scientists, bur amrived ar distinedy different, yer
equally valid results.

Like a long-term scientific project, the
Crots Seetiont images are 3 continuation of Wagner's ongeing
interest in foundations, With these new works, she has entered
a distinct new phase of her rescarch. Whereas ber easlier projects
are visibly identifiable depictions of buildings and objects, the
images here, by virtue of their up-close, internal perspective,
sppear dezzlingly abstracred, While these digintly prodoced
pictures may even seem fo be the product of something other
than photography, in fact, each cross section is a3 crisply ren-

dered 38 one of Wagner's earlicr golatin silver prints,

The Cross Sertions works are ing in

their beaury, yet they point to how unfamiliar we are with our
own omnipresent foundations. We find in those images an
energized tension between theic visual appeal and the challenge
to understand just what they reveal, Wagner manages to make
the process reassuring s she brings us inside, closer to our core
than we may ever have been before,
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BETWEEN

Science
AND

Wonder

CORNELIA BUTLER

Some

YEARS AGO, WHEN I under-
took the daunting task of
teaching the history of
American art, I was struck
by a defining impulse in the

Europe and must be memorized rather than

d—there fes 2 clear ob

i American creative psyche.

Amidst that four hundred oc 5o year span,
which encompasses the simple logic of early
Native American architecture and the
triumphant chaos of Abstracy Exprossionism
as well a¢ scads of colonial porraiture early
on—flar, clamsy repr voms thar imil

with science or, rather, 3 strugple o empirical-
ly undenzand and mprescar human indusiry.
More broadly;, this can be scen a3 2 struggle
with mortality and & kind of maive and often
violent tug of war with time that has chame-
terized American culture since its eolonial

beginnings. There is, for example, the beauriful

Caherine Wagnes, Ared Construerism 1, Gevrge Moscone Site, San Francives, California (deail), vopy
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portrait By with a Squirerl, by John Singleron Copley, in which
a boy daydreams while the exquisite pet squirre] and glass of
:Eﬂ .saan_ﬁ the painting in the clarity and lovelincss of their
g Copley r dly executed pictures in which he
exercised his -......En.__‘ Sncnu:w in crystalline representations
of ial objects, 2 i y of daily existence. 11 1
this restrained need o tactilely embody a kind of national self-
discavery, to picrure the every day of the self-made American
citizen thriving in the land of apportunity, a proud combination
of what Benjamin Franklin nnunm industry and frugality, that
listinguishes Copley's paintings from those of his contempo-
raries in the mid-cighteenth R:EQ
In ._..n _.E..n.nn.:r century; this wadition
i § by the ret le Peale family of artists. Working
in the creative conter of Phitadelphia, Charles Wilion Peale
had an easly career as a portrait painter and, in sfiz3, rendered
his famous The Artist in His Musesm, 3 kind of history painting
as sclf-portrair, which invites the viewer to expericnce the
artist’s menagerie n_.uz _ESQ u.n_ the EEE world. In the
scene depicted, imals Al che sk , the artist’s
palerre and brushes rest between commissions, and visitoss
mingle with artifacts assembled in his constructed world. Alsa
a practitioner of troempe I'ocil, Peale was onc of the founders of
the Pennsyhvania Academy of Fine Arts, ene of the nation’s
first institutions devoted to the fostering of art practice asa dis-
creet cultural discipline. Thomas Eakins would later show his
controversial The Grosr Clinie here as well as his cxperimental
photographs, which recorded the cffects of light and mood he

described her own lofiy poal of charting, as she says, who weare
and who we will become—of locating a culture under construc-
tion.t In fact, the artise's carcer suggests a restless trajectory thar
itself attempts to map our cfforts to make meaning theough the
rather Protestant, American ethics of industry and frugality.
The buili-in failure of this project, the impessibility of repre-

ing this cultural tension, is what propels Wagner forward to
cach new body of work. Her interest in documenting some-
thing 24 infungible a3 the desire to annotte our existence is
complicated fsetker by her simul belief in photogray
a8 cvidentec and her embrace of quite subjective means of con-
structing an ma.uwn and a body of work. Like her predecessor,
Lee Fricdlandes, in his conerptually based photographs of the
B&. 19708, Wagner fundsmentally adheres to the nosion of

tried (o achieve in his paintings.

—-Juﬁ-- 4 tory E‘gﬂl h
Wagner's photographic serics Home and Other u&ln. _#in._
writer Anne Lamott describes the h need, evidenced in

h as document, while self- 3:59::. including
rna«__. as observer i in the pictures. In her series Ameriean

Wagner's poignanc black and white portraits of the interiors of
people’s homes, to prove our own exstence. In Wagner's pic-
tures we do this through the tarion and careful g
ment of things, the clutter and sruffof dailly life ot display. The
:...:—E:.. ?sn:ﬂ: n—ﬁ.ﬂuﬂ. af the information preseated is
z, 38 T d jn Wagner's miprychs: 3 kind of
..unw-._n.:a. ident in the furishings and fux-every-
thitg décor, the national obsession with sports, and the display
of religious piety. In the contest of other work, Wagner has

for le, Wagner journeyed across the country,
n_.._&_uﬂ& like Robert Frank with & Guggenheim grant and very
Littke in the way of an itinerary, 1o photograph spaces of learn-
ing. Capturing these institutional sites without imposing any
_.._a-n_.nEq in terms of the 38 of school Hmzuon.&. S_.um:nn s

d in the ph ! Functioning as purc infc

ﬂ.n.u.u:ﬂo_ca blankncss o these pictures, an effort 10 lex
the rosidual human presence speak for el Wagner's view is
cpistemological rather than moral. Traces of the mundane—
globes and maps, labels, charts, tags, or a child’s °1 dont know®
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goal of chasung, as she says, who we are
e—of locating a culture under construc-
1 caseer supgests a festhens mmajectory that
wr cfforts to make meaning through che
=rican ethics of industry and frugalicy.
this projeet, the impossibility of repre-
130, 15 what propels Wagner forward 1o
. Her interest in documenting some-
the desire to annotate our existence it

1

CATHERIME WACNEE
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Catbering Ilspuer Azt
sad Sorme nenhyalizg
ALawr, by Carnchis
Hasburg, with eruays by
AWilkam 1. Cave snd
Thelen E. | spginn [ S1.

her simultaneous beficf in photographs
{brace of quite subjective means of con-
1 2 body of work. Like her predeeessor,
: conceptually based photographs of the
undamentally adheres o the notion of
nent, while self-consciomly including
1 the pictures, In her sencs American
e, Wagner journcyed across the country,
‘rank with 2 Guggenheim grant and very
itinerasy, to photograph spaces of learn-
intitational sites withous imposing any
he type of schoo! H_._Hana.n&. S..um:nq is
graphs’ functioming 23 pure information
nkness to these pictures, an effort ta let
esence speak for itself. Wagner's view is

than moral. Traces of the mundane—
3, tharts, tags, or a child's “I don't know™
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scrawled in leners that Al an empiy chalkboard—operate as
cultusal detzitus, providing clues abour the cmnstruction of

1 ledoe 3
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+
Th Puarytand phose
Erapivia thilad Catbrting
Haguee Piaingrepls the
Disney Theme furd. were
conemn ool 0 part o
thet reyeeiling cuhidbusion

The Avdwtttvent of
Reasarsmcr, organaint by
she Candrzn Cirtrs for
Art snd Anhrecrore.
Made a wmond 1w

o
‘Wagner has always been seduced by sices

af construction and, while never ovestly politiczl, there is in
her wark 2 consistent, sesidual sacial inseription embedded in
the imagery. In her Califernia Landraper (1g76=1979) and
photographs of the Moscone Center in San Frzncisco under
construction (19791981}, she juxtaposes 2 strong archirectonic
formal sensibility with 2 sort of micro vicw of 1extuee in the
utban landscape. Borrowing from Friedlander’s collapsed
abstraction of city intersections and wrban space in his
American Meanuments, and Aaron Siskind's reductive black
and white abstracnions of the cityscape, Wagner's views are
somehow less formal exercises than the one and gritticr than
the other. The San Franciwo she pictums s on the brink
between the romantic turn of the cearury of its past and the
high-tcch, dot-com infrastructure that threatens ta overtake
it future. The Moscone site is parttcutarly ionic in this regard,
the ciry's Mission District now completely transformed and,
same would say, compromised by the new economy. Like
Lonisiana Werld Exposition T@na American Q.E.Ena:
{igBa-1986), and a2 igol ¢ ion to ph

which no longer makes sense. That she could somchow cpture
this juncture in pictures made in the carly 1980 is what i
remarkable and presciene sbour this seriss, and, in pars, she
accomplishes this hovering ambiguity by disallowing a political
cntique and by photographing often from within the site. Her
viewpoint and ours float midhorizon, getting us into the body
and guts of the monstrous building under construetion, whar
Sheryl Conkelton has called “the “history panting” of signifi-
cant monuments huilt by some consensual agreement.”: The
_ﬂ:_n_ arch, the waffolding, ._ﬁ strange scalelessness of a

ion of land exposed are all formal wopes thar ger
..nio-rnn in n....E Sections, the cument Mri (Magneric
R < | inspired work, By locating her pictures
Titerally ac na.:i zero of the construction zone, Wagner is
interested in recording the anxiety at the heare of the culure
that creates this consensus,

Recent writing abour are and 1echnology
or ast and science ofien lingers on strategics of critique, which
arc specifically not part of Wagner's project. Concurrent with
her more neurral Califernia Landieapes, photographers such as
Lewis Baltz and Robert Adams made deeply pessimistic pictures
of the relationship of subutban eulrure and ion to the
vanishing kindscape of the Wese. Many anisns cumrently working
with digital 1echnology make imagery thar esther embraces the
wow factor of technology's feats or is critical of irs stranglehald
on twenty-first-century life. There is a confusion around cven
the languzge thar encompasics the various so-called e
teehnologics, particulardy in relationship to ph
Antists such as the German photographer Andreas O_.a_a..

who diginlly alter theic images, now the most H_::::co form

of technok n. ! inter are sall | I; ..umn-?n-. with
cmerging u:.-.‘_n—.ng.__. Blake, for E:ﬂ—n whose _.ﬁ_..i D.w.un._
screen nre izable as

L.d B =F

or video-based art works. Like Gunskys m_o_._aE .__onaam a_n
tures of the architecrure of urban, commediry culrure, Wagner's
usz of digital procesees 1o build her most recent pictures need
nat be mentioned cxcept as 2 means to 3 cosulbag image—
ges of excerding clarivy and dazeling finish whose contents

Dusncyland, iminated by the Canadian Center for Archi ecture
and noted by certain critics as quietly subversive,s Moscone
Center is a refic from the preglobal culture, a site of idcalism

reflect the moment in which they were made.
In many ways the onigin of Wagner’s
cursent work with science and new technology lics in her

%
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revisioning nf the American classroom. Just as she refused o _ and its tools of discovery liberating and fecls fiee to cogage in
distinguish berween kinds of educational facilities—a military the abstraction of the act of looking and the chasing down of
tlassroom recciving the same formal treatment a3 a religious or end Deploying scientific imaging devices s she would o
technical school—she also readily admits fo0 2 peculiarly camerz, Wagner's method is to seek the simulaneous morment
bival lationship ro scieace and irs practinonens. Eler of the owtside and inside. Conkelton describes this aspeet of
awe for the processes of science itelf and respect for the pur- wonder in Wagner's work:
suit of knowledge lead her to appeeciate the paraliel nature of
ﬁﬂgzﬁﬁun%gsaign&n.gg | [Hez) method s distinctly hewitarian and red Y
Contrary 1 nther technologically based artwork, theee is an | polemical if not political in its disregard for the autharicy of
optimism within Wagner's widc-cycd interest in the beaury, for systerw and their cvahaating methads, , . . She debberarcly
example, of an man scan, Rather than being enslaved by the disegants theotics that exist only a1 philesophical paradigms; hen
technology, she finds working with both the subject of science ++ v admits pot to the intrusion of voyruism but ro the prionacy of

Catherine \Wagues, dified Lmiserney, Sruonce Clasirvem, dified, New Vark [desaid), sty
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loaking. Her entire construet is focused on encoursging the investigations, which teach children 1o be inquisitive about :
| viewer 1o look bepand ceeplicard theoretical notions and con- both.? There is also a sense of indulgent visual pleasure in how Cowreriation mith tbe
Wbops | sider the pomibility of looking in ender o pererive $ these pictures are artanged. The fogs are photographed from IJH.._una._l.r
_ above, creating a flirened panemning of spotted skin, which |
| The tast pictures in American Clasreom coincide with the time formally anticipaces the sbewaction that overrakes the relentess |
when Wagner got inrerested in science, which anticipated her abseraction of works like the monumental Pomegranare Hall
later investigation of the Human Genome Project and the from the reeent Cross Sections body of work.
| philosophical boundaries transgressed within its wake. Several In these recent digitally conserucred
| pictures made in 1987, Notre dame det Victoirs Sebool, Sixth Grade images, which include such disparate materials as a pumpkan, a
Claursom, “Observing Skiny Protertive Role,” San Francisca, pomkgmnate, an onion, and the cross section of a beart, the
| Cafifirmis, 198y, Calistoga Elementary School, Fourth Grade Seed natural patterns are serialized in dizzying ad infininum, Instead
Germination Experiment, Calistega, Calfornia, and Alfred of the subjectivity exg d in the houszhold objects in Home
[ ty, Sevence Cll Aifred, New Yerk, are close-up and Otber Stories, the marerials of science~—a heart— are juxta-
images of apples, seeds, and frogs, poignantly amanged in the posed with the mundane beauty of a2 fruit or vegetable. While
service of the most basic scientific exploration. What cap sleek and digstally produced, these pi engage in a “sacnce”
Wagner's imagil are the parallels with the solitary, labeled scerningly as primitive 23 that of the American classmom's
canisters and beakers containing the life Ruids of the Human science fair aesthetic. This is Wagner mking liberties with tech-
Genome Project. The slippage berween what she calls wesprass- nology’s seriousness and mucking with the process of discovery.
ing and timacy is beautifully expressed in these elementary The satic insubarity of the Art and Stiemce pictures, the cold
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trach children to be inquisitive about
sense of indulgent visual pleasure in how
anged. The frogs are photographed from
tencd parterning of spotted skin, which
1c abstraction that overtakes the relentless
like the monumental Pomesgranate Wl
Sections bady of wark

In these cecenc digically 9:....:9&
eruch d Is a1 u pumg
on, Eminﬂua:on:!.a:_.ﬂ: ._s
sristized in dizzying ad infinitum. Inutead
pressed in the houschold objects in Fome
matenals of science—a heart— are juxra-
lane beauty of a fruit or vegetable. While
sduced, these pictures engage in a “science”
we as that of the American classroom’s
‘This is Wagncr taking liberties with tech-
ind mucking with the process of discovery.
of the Art and Sience pictures, the cold

¥
Converutan with the
artiat, December 1.

James Welling, Scdipbel, 1906
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“ furitity of vials of "buany serum” occupying the same freezer

cubicle with “tumior tssue” or “colon samples,” is neutralized in

| the recent work. Equally intrigued by a heart or an onion,

Wagner embraces the anarchic amtihierrchy of digical rech-

| nology and indulges in the beauty of the wodd beyond vision.
| The tsbortory is the arist's cabinet of curiosities, filled with
| objects of wonder and the results of human activiry.

Wagner has described this work and hee

| process as physically reversing the way we see by beginning with
i the cellular or most intimate or incidental views and backing

into the wider picturet In a recent commission for the exhibie
tion Micsewm Pieces at the M. H. de Young Memorial Muscum,

| a group of arists including Wagner were commissioned to

_.E_BE_ to the 9:5_9._ in its soon-to-be renovared home.
invited 1o more formally cmbark on a kind of institutional
n:..a:n::rni-ws__na:ﬂ lected the ! at
the subject of her work. The resulting photograph vn._.os_w
embodics an institution on __.n brink of a twenty-frst-century

| from the ni h-century model of the
cabinet of curiesities to the new high-tech mausoleum in which
the tracking of objects occurs with the click of a mouse. The
gotgeous, monumental color picture is a somchow touching

it of an which supports the of small

for housing sculp Replete with muscum tags,
strings, and wires, relics from the predigital Rn_.:.n. the m.-m.._n
S:H::unu..ﬁn.-___ngnnaq der on irs own. Fi
this poignant metaphor—the support structure for the Enr
culrural institution—Wagner's picture falls into a decades-long
wradition which begins with Conceptual Art and artists such as
Sol LeWirt, with whom the artist feels an affinity greater,
perhapa, than with her pred in phorographic history.
Her costemporuries E:ﬁ _.._E_nn....mrwl._sﬂ Welling,
Cheistopher Williams, o¢ Gursky, among other German pho-
tographers, such 23 Candida Hofer—are all engaged in a kind of
viszl archiving of culture with a keen eye for visual pleasure.
Like the realms of scicnce with which Wagner has gingedty
engaged, the economies of knowledge in which the muscum
participates can also seem primitive and fragile when exposed at
their most elemental keveh, From brain scan science to museol-
ogy, anything begins to look like a conage industry when you
look closcly enough.

For now, Wagner looks forvard to get
ting back, as she says, to boaking at the world, Her next !.e._on-
still germinating, will focus on land of tect
detrinus, >§a¢n§ﬁ? she wants to know what _ﬂ_%na.
to all the equipment that enables this global culrure. What does
a computer graveyard Jook like, and what does it mean? After

isolating an insulir world with jts own logie, a micoscopic world
aot in the world but tomehow beyond it, she looks forward 1o
aguin locking through the back of the camena.







