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Losing Ground 

The sky moves, it is still unstable. Its center remains solid, but its edges are 

already heavily damaged and become fragile. It warps and sways with terrifying 

cracking sounds. 

- Davi Kopenawa 1 

Imagine you are falling. But there is no ground. Many contemporary philoso

phers have pointed out that the present moment is distinguished by a prevailing 

condition of groundlessness. [ ... ] This disorientation is partly due to the loss of a 

stable horizon. And with the loss of horizon also comes the departure of a stable 

paradigm of orientation, which has situated concepts of subject and object, 

of time and space, throughout modernity. In falling, the lines of the horizon 

shatter, twirl around, and superimpose. 

- Hito Steyer! 2 

Many of us might feel like we are in free fall, as Steyerl describes, when 
trying to grasp the circumstances of our present world(s). We sense that 
we are headed downwards but we are not sure towards what- Revolution? 
Extinction? Transformation? Those of us on the ground might find that the 
sky has grown increasingly heavy. For ages we have been working hard to 
hold it up, but it has already collapsed in some areas and its overall integrity 
has been compromised. Whether looking from above or below, it seems ever 
more important to comprehend the sky on a material level and as an agent 
in our material world(s). While aerial images and metaphors now make up 
so much of our visual culture - the cloud, Google maps, drone warfare - the 
sky seems cloudier than ever; in some cases it has become obscured by 
territorial mark-ups and toxic smog. When in the midst of the aerial image, 
we do not only lose our horizon, we also lose our spectator's view of the sky. 
Instead, we are in it - immersed in and entangled with it. If we have become 
so enmeshed with the sky, it might do us good to know what it is, what it is 
made up of, but also what it looks, tastes, feels, and thinks like. If we want to 
make the sky legible in a sensory capacity, perhaps we can utilize artworks 

that offer material modes of translation. 
Karolina Sobecka, Pinar Yoldas, and the Center for Genomic 

Gastronomy translate the sky in efforts to transform 
our perceptions of the atmosphere, especially in relation 
to air pollution and climate change. Acting at the inter
section of art and citizen science, these works assert 
the sky's materiality and approach the atmosphere as an 

agent for dialogue. 
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Why Translate the Sky? 

When I use the phrase 'material modes of translation', I am thinking of 
several things: first, Walter Benjamin's notion of 'thing languages' and second, 
Rada Ivekovic's theory of 'permanent translation', which is a process of bodily 
encounter and self-decentering in the pursuit of opening-up meaning. 3 

In Walter Benjamin's 1916 essay 'On Language as Such and on the 
Language of Man', he suggests that much of art practice is founded on 
"languages issuing from matter". 4 According to Benjamin's proposition, 
art-making involves the translation of these thing languages into a shared 
dialect between people and things. Revisiting Benjamin's essay ninety years 
later, filmmaker and media theorist Hito Steyerl elucidates Benjamin's 
claim as a political, and ultimately timely one. 5 By applying the theory of 
translation to that which occurs between humans and non-humans, rather 
than solely between cultures and nations, we can acknowledge the effects 
of material forces and non-human agents on human politics and power 
dynamics. 

Benjamin references a "material community of things" as a site of 
constant communication and suggests one might engage in material-based 
practices (his examples in 1916 are sculpture and painting, but I would extend 
it to current material-based art practices) in order to translate these thing 
languages into an "infinitely higher language". 6 Artists are certainly not the 
only practitioners who work with material, but many artistic practices, espe
cially those of the artists I will discuss here, do necessitate a certain spirit of 
open-endedness when it comes to how a material is worked, as the agency of 
the material itself plays a key role in what is produced. 

I find this akin to Ivekovic's concept of translation 
as a process that ultimately involves bodies; for two 
bodies to be in translation with one another, they must 
intrude upon and into each other, they must couple and 
transform. "What is to be translated is not texts, but 
contexts." 7 I believe that art does this type of translation 
relatively well because it does not strive for exhaustive
ness or singularity, but multiplicity and an "opening-up 
of meaning". 8 In a conversation on Davi Kopenawa's 
book The Falling Sky: Words of a Yanomami Shaman 
in relation to current discourse on the Anthropocene, 
professor Juan Duchesne-Winter said something that 
I find very helpful in thinking about both art and new 
materialisms: "a shaman will not say whether your ideas 
are true or false, but rather that they are useful or not 
useful." 9 Analogously, a translation need not be faithful 
to be instrumental. Experiencing a translation of the sky 
might not leave us with any quantifiable information, 
and it definitely won't leave us with a finite answer to 
any questions. As there are many worlds, there are also 
many meanings. 
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"Clouds [ ... ] have long been agents of the ungraspable and ephemeral, 
and the quest to 'wring exactitude' from them still eludes scientists." 10 The 

sky is often conceived of as something immaterial; therefore it might seem 
like a strange choice to talk about a material or bodily act of translating 

it (or being in translation with it). However, what was once viewed as a 
great beyond or clear expanse has come to look more opaque: teeming with 

microbes, with toxins and greenhouse gasses, with aircrafts manned and 
unmanned. Phenomena like climate change, drone warfare, aerial imaging, 

and so-called cloud computing have drawn our attention upwards even if 
metaphorically. However, most of this attention is paid to virtual aspects 
of the sky rather than its material qualities. Perhaps we have ascended into 
the clouds too quickly, in pursuit of a kind of aerial mastery. In 'Drones, 
Vertical Mediation, and the Targeted Class' Lisa Parks writes that drones have 
enabled the "aerial restructuring of life on earth." 11 She states that "drones 
do not simply float above the surface of the earth - they rewrite and reform 

life on earth in a most material way [ ... ] altering one's disposition to the sky, 
the ground, the skin." 12 Both in response to and in spite of this material and 

psychological restructuring which abstracts us from the sky, perhaps putting 
oneself in translation with the sky can become an opening-up of meaning in a 

territory otherwise closed off by militarization, data haze, and toxic smog. 
But first, what does it mean to comprehend the sky as an agent, espe

cially on a material level? I chose to open with the quote from Kopenawa's 
text because it addresses the sky as both an unstable actor and one that is 

extremely important in the dynamics of the human world(s). The sky is in a 
constant state of acting and being acted upon. We trade with it our chemicals 
and our carbons and it returns them to us transformed in ways beyond our 

intentions. As much as our actions affect the sky, we are at its mercy as well; 
we need it to survive and its actions dictate the conditions we survive in. 
Just because we have effect doesn't mean we have control. In her preliminary 
research for Thinking Like a Cloud (which I will discuss further later on), artist 
Karolina Sobecka notes how clouds are literally "teeming with life" - there's 

actually a lot going on up there, and as air infiltrates our bodies that liveliness 

invades us on a microbial level. Although climate change is human-made, 
it doesn't happen in a vacuum. Both parties contribute to each other's fate 

and form. To speak to Steyerl's text, the sky also has the power to affect 
our cultural perspective; perhaps the presence of climate change has also 
contributed to this feeling of free-fall, this lack of colonialist orientation and 

the sensation of a stable ground. Western notions of modernity were made 
for fair weather, not for rising sea levels and melting sidewalks. How can one 

survey the land when their view is syphoned by smog? 10 
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fig. 1 Pinar Yoldas, Distilling the Sky, 2016. Research material. Cou,·tesy Pina,· Yoldas 
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bodily senses? It's one thing to render something as quantifiable and another 
to render it as qualifiable or sensorial. None of the works I will discuss deal 
with pure measurement, but instead focus on bringing material qualities of 
the sky onto the surface of human experience. In this respect, I feel that some 
of the works I will discuss are more successful than others - not as artworks, 
but as mechanisms for translation. The more bodily the mechanisms become, 
the more they welcome inter-bodily intrusion, and the closer they seem to 
achieving an opening-up of meaning. 

Translation and Transformation 

All of the works I discuss involve a material transformation as part of their 
translation process, but I argue that they are primarily translations and not 
transformations. Translation aims to maintain the original through a partial 
transformation of context, but not content. It is an intentionally incomplete 
transformation; one becomes something else in pursuit of maintaining the 
original. The thing being translated does not lose its essence or identity, but 
changes its container. A thing simply transformed may become another 
thing entirely. It has no need to hold on to its duality (or plurality), as does a 
translation. I believe the works discussed in this essay are translations rather 
than transformations because their importance comes from the identity of 
the thing translated and the duality between the original substance and what 
it has become. In each example, the end product on its own would have little 
to no conceptual importance. 

If I translate, I take from another, but I also give. To be in translation 
with means that I and they- we are both continually shifting in response to 
one another , exchanging contexts. To be in translation with means to open 
oneself up to bodily intrusion; their particles mingle with my particles and 
we both become hybrid substances. To be in translation with another neces
sitates that context and as a result meaning is always shifting. The membrane 
between translating bodies becomes permeable. 

Distilling 

These material modes of translation offer a way of making the invisible visible 
that is quite different from, if not diametrically opposed to, the early twen
tieth century pursuit of systematization that brought about the cloud. I see 
these works as alternatives to the overwhelmingly popular practice of data 
visualization, to the extent that one might consider them data materializa
tions. Each seeks to grapple with the thing itself rather than to abstract it. The 
following translations will take us along a path through the body, from the 
outside in. The first example, Distilling the Sky by Pinar Yoldas (ng 1l, is perhaps 
the most literal translation and also the least bodily. 

Distilling the Sky is a hybrid art-design-research project that "aims to 
communicate environmental science and pollution research to the larger 
public" currently underway by Pinar Yoldas. 13 Yoldas 13 
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the world with severe air pollution such as Beijing, Istanbul, New York, and 
Los Angeles. 14 The product of Yoldas' distilling mechanism will be a liquid 
ink made from concentrated air pollutants, which she will then give to 
calligraphers and printmakers in those respective cities, asking them: "What 
would you write with this ink that symbolizes the severity of pollution in 
your city?" 15 

The project builds off of several of Yoldas' previous works, such as Very 
Loud Chamber Orchestra of Endangered Species (2013) which sonifies environ
mental pollution datasets through the voices of endangered and critically 
threatened species. Both projects focus on illuminating the disastrous effects 
of air pollution on life as we, and many other species, know it. In comparison 
to Very Loud Chamber Orchestra of Endangered Species, which grapples with 
air pollution among other things, Distilling the Sky seems to be both more 
materially focused, and more ambiguous in its translation. What does it 
mean to write a message in poisonous ink? To address an issue that often 
seems so large, so looming, and so abstract, using a concrete mat erial mani
festation of it? I can imagine the ultimate venture capitalist who is excited 
by the idea to generate ink from air pollution - rendering a product from an 
industrial side effect. What sets Distilling the Sky apart most from Yoldas' 
previous works is that it involves a direct materialization rather than a specu
lative representation. No longer working with data about air pollution, she is 
literally tapping the sky to retrieve it, to solidify it as a tangible object for use 
and contemplation. 

In her framework for the project, Yoldas refers to cities with severe air 
pollution as places "where the sky has vanished." 16 While poetic and remi
niscent of our perspective in free fall, we know that instead of vanishing, the 
sky has actually transformed. To borrow Kopenawa's way of putting it, the 
sky is still present, it has just become extremely fragile: sick and tattered. 
More frighteningly, in many cities that are infected and infecting, not enough 
people are working to hold the sky up. There's no telling whether Distilling 
the Sky will make air pollution as an ecological issue and the sky as a material 
agent more visible, but I think that the project's direct material engagement 
is an asset. It stands in dialogue with earlier works like Carbon Pencils (2015) 
by Gyorgyi Galik, Natalie Jeremijenko, and Frank Kelly, which aims to make 
the reality of air pollution more tangible through visual quantification. For 
the project, the designers used carbon pencils to represent estimated amounts 
of "PMlO that would be captured by an air pollution monitor in a busy part of 
London, or inhaled by the typical adult or child around 14 

the site" and compared it to the amount of carbon found Ibid. 
15 
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r'< . . 
fig . 2 Center for Genomic Gastronomy, Smog Tasting . Workshop documentation, 201 1. Courtesy Center Fa,· Genomic 

Gastronomy ~ 

quantification (this becomes this versus this is like th.is).18 Both are method s 
for making visible, but the act of transformati on . eems more open-ended. 
Once the toxins become ink, become message s, become con .versations, 
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"coming and going of meaning s".19 Yoldas' mechanism trans lat~s au: pollution 

into omething we can comprehend both vi ually and substanti vely, but also 
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Ag 3 Center for Genomic Gastronomy and Nicola Twilley, Smog Tasting Chamber, 2015 Exhibition documentation 
Courtesy Center for Genomic Gastronomy . 

to serve to business owners and politicians, allowing them to taste the toxic 
air quality of their locale. 20 In the same way that one might worry over health 
risks from using ink made from concentrated air pollution, the artists of Smog 

Tasting remind us that we actually inhale this air everyday- and yes, long
term exposure is detrimental to your health . 

However, the project is not only an experiential approach to environ
mental activism, it's also a tool for sensory decoding. For the 2015 exhibition 
BRF:ATJ-IE at the World Meteorological Organization headquarters in Geneva, 
the Center for Genomic Gastronomy collaborated with Nicola Twilley (author 
of the blog Edible Geography) to recreate four distinct smog-scapes: "a classic 

London peasouper, the atmosphere of Los Angeles in the 1950s, a present-day 
Atlanta air-quality-warning event, and a present-day Central Valley agri

cultural smog." 21 Viewers were welcomed to taste the different smog-scapes 
and decipher their instrumental ingredients (fig 3l. Smog Tasting Chamber is 
not just a taste-test for determining 'good' or 'bad' air. 

The project explores the complexity of air quality and 20 

The Center for Genomic Gastronomy, 'Smog 

atmosphere con1position and how such nuances affect Tasting', accessed through: www .genomic-

OUr bodily experience of the world, using food, taste, and gastronomy .com, on 30 September 2016 . 

consumption as an entry point into a larger conversation. 
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fig. 4 Karolina Sobecka, Thinking Like a Cloud (Project Sky+), 2013 Photograph of a cloud sample. Courtesy Karolina Sobecka , 
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#ThinkinglikeACloud 

. . I in estion, 2013' 
fig 5 Karolina Sobecka, Thinking Like a Cloud (Project Sky+), 2013. Diagram of human m1croftora after cloud samp e 9 

Courtesy Karolina Sobecka . 
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Many of the chemicals we taste and later ingest are not so visible. Can taste 
become a new way of understanding the materiality of the atmosphere? What 
conversations will we have if we develop a heightened sensitivity to the atmos
pheric bodies that intrude into ours through our mouths? 

Thinking 

Ingesting is the point of initial intrusion, the beginning of a process. If taste 
is an interpretation, perhaps digestion can constitute an understanding. The 
body recognizes components as it breaks down substances and reconciles 
them with itself: an intimate translation. Karolina Sobecka's project Thinking 
Like a Cloud (Project Sky+) (2013) uses ingestion as a method for contempla
tion through the act of becoming. In her own words, "Thinking Like A Cloud 
is a research project focused on developing a scheme to spark a (potentially 
radical) expansion of the human mind, allowing us to make more sustainable 
decisions." 22 This expansion has a utopian ring to it, reminiscent of artists 
working to gain a more aerial perspective in the seventies and eighties. 
The 1986 SKY ART Manifesto by Lowry Burgess, Otto Piene, and Elizabeth 
Goldring states "Our release from gravity represents a fundamental shift in 
human consciousness [ ... ] which opens a new dimension of humanity". 23 One 
way that this shift occurred was in part through the infiltration of a distinctly 
non-human form of vision into human visual culture - that of machine-vision 
and the satellites (now drones) perspective. 

In contrast to these developments, Sobecka's expansion is attempted 
on a material level, not simply a metaphorical one. The aim is not to send us 
up into the clouds, but to bring the clouds down into us. Through a device 
called The Cloud Collector, the team gathers cloud samples and analyses 
the "microbes found in the samples [ ... ] for their role in ecosystems and 
their influence on human behavior" (fig. 4l_24 The cloud samples are ingested 
by human subjects as a process for material transformation and microbial 
exchange, rendering the subject part-cloud (fig . 5l_ This process brings to 
mind Ivekovic's proposition of a "different type of knowledge in which 'to 
know' means 'to become the other'." 25 One way to think like a cloud might 
be to become a cloud-human fusion: to accept other bodies into your own. 
In this case, to open oneself up for understanding requires more than just 
assuming the necessary orientation in space. Microbes are powerful agents, 
contributing to aspects of our disposition towards the world through brain 
chemistry. Sobecka's cloud-humans put themselves in 
a position to become muddled under the influence of 
invisible agents that also affect the atmosphere. "Can 
one drink a concept?" Sobecka asks. "Perhaps not. But 
drinking a glass of cloud water containing microbial 
life which influences one's own microflora makes one 
think about these things -water, clouds, microbes, 
humans, systems - a little differently. Thus, one's mind 
is changed." 26 Sobecka's mechanism is both open and 
continuous: the experimental subjects are not simply 
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transformed, but are enveloped in a process of becoming, thus maintaining 

their duality. 
Thinking Like a Cloud is one of several instances where Sobecka has 

worked to elucidate the relations between humans and the atmosphere, all 
which contribute to an on-going project Matter of Air. We Make the Weather 
(2013) uses an interactive game as a platform to explore the human impact 
on the environment in light of recent natural disasters. Clouds, from Both 
Sides (2013) pairs photographs of clouds taken from two seemingly-opposite 
vantage points that represent two ways of knowing: humans on the ground 
looking up, and a satellite looking down. Sobecka's most recent project, 
CloudServices (2016) proposes using microorganisms in clouds as a "mate-
rial substrate for data transfer and storage" - a re-materialization of cloud 
computing. 27 Many of these works evoke climate engineering, but from a 
decidedly grassroots approach. Control is not a requisite to understanding. 
Thinking Like a Cloud seems much more about a process of self-engi
neering- Sobecka expands her exploration of how we affect the atmosphere 
to include how the atmosphere affects us. Unlike other works where transfor
mation seems to be more of a finite end-goal 28

, Thinking Like a Cloud allows 
its subjects to be in continual translation with the sky through an on-going 

process of embodiment. 

Becoming 

By Distilling we begin to reckon with the materiality of the sky, to condense 
some of its attributes into a substance we can more readily perceive. Perhaps 
because Yoldas' goal is to communicate, this substance becomes a tool we 
can wield for dialog. Tasting moves us closer to comprehension and acknowl
edges the muddled state in which the sky typically infiltrates our bodies. 
It suggests we might develop a heightened sensitivity for deciphering the 
atmosphere's nuances as its particles mix with ours daily and inevitably. 
Finally, Thinking requires a commitment to active embodiment; a process of 
de-centering and becoming other. Instead of transforming the sky into some
thing more comprehendible to us, we can put ourselves in translation with 
the sky and allow it to influence our perspective from the inside. To be in 
translation with the sky is not to transform it or engineer it. To translate first 
requires listening, attentiveness, and an open process of 21 

searching for nuances and analogues. It requires embod- Sobecka, op, cit (note 
10

), 
28 

4f 

iment of, not control over, the source. How can we For example, the design project/ Wish to be 

address our relationship with the sky as a dialogue, and Rain by Studio PSK wherein human ashes 
are gathered into capsules and launched 

what will we each become in the exchange? into the sky to trigger rain . 
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