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Emma Webster, Antigone 11, 2023. Oil on linen. 76.2 x 101.6 x 2.6 cm |30 x 40 x 1 in. Photo: Marten Elder. Courtesy of the artist and Perrotin.

EMMA WEBSTER
THE DOLMENS
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Tuesday - Saturday 12pm - 6pm

Perrotin Tokyo is pleased to present The Dolmens, Emma
Webster’s first exhibition in Japan.

Inspired by trompe I'oeil paintings and the architecture of the
gallery that manifest a recursive composition of a screen within
screen, the new suite of drawings and paintings introduce
framing as part of an integral aesthetic device.

In this second exhibition with the gallery, Webster visually
explores the theme of confined and underground spaces, like
the dolmens.

LANDSCAPES WANDERING BETWEEN WORLDS

Up until the 20th century, painting relied on the laws of linear
perspective to fix the physical word on the two-dimensional canvas.
The subsequent blossoming of photography and film prompted artists
to question the role of painting and reconsider the act of viewing the
images that emerged in a brave new technological age. Thus began
another chapter in the great historical transformation reshaping spatial
composition and perception. The painted subject took on its own
independent reality, images flowed dynamically between multiple
vantage points, and artists harnessed a rich array of color and texture
to plumb new possibilities in planar expression. Experimenting with
illusion and motion, artists have grappled with how to anchor an image
in two dimensions, amid phase shifts and an expansion of space and
time. In the present day, digital images (and their reception) offer a
next experimental frontier for contemporary artists and viewers. Virtual
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Emma Webster, A Viper in my House, 2023. Oil on linen. 162.4 x 213. x 3.8 cm | 60 x 84 x 1.5 in. Photo: Marten Elder. Courtesy of the artist and Perrotin

reality has provided a new tool in the age-old quest of painters to
render three-dimensionality. Presumably, such technology seeks to
arrive at an endophysical state, where no objective description of an
observer's environment is possible without the observer's presence
affecting the result.

This makes it all the more fascinating how Emma Webster reorients
digital technology back to the two-dimensional realm. Incorporating
computer graphics and other technical processes, her images of
skies, trees, and terrain represent space and contours as an
amalgamation of points fixed to a two-coordinate grid that become an
infinite landscape through a careful calibration of three constituent
color elements. Digital images are not so different from paintings, in
the sense that they are a composite of information that fills a single
screen according to a certain order. However, digital images do not
physically exist in a constant form, but instead must be continually
reconstituted/refreshed anew from digital data each time we want to
view them. Unlike paintings, digital images are not backed by a
tangible support (i.e., canvas). Instead, they are an immaterial
phenomenon lacking physical continuity. Moreover, Webster's use of
VR goes further in terms of dimension, perception, and immersion in
the image. Her practice is built on the close observation of landscapes,
over hours and days, which she then translates into two dimensions.
VR devices transcend dimensional barriers to free us from the
constraints of physical reality, akin to directly creating another world
of its own. By anchoring this world in two dimensions, Webster
creates further looping illusions. Her landscapes have a richness of
depth that crosses the dimensional threshold. Rather than looking in
from the outside as an objective observer of a painting, the viewer of
Webster's works is placed in a position to describe the world from
within the landscapes themselves, visually traveling across dimensions.

Visual devices can act as a clarifying lens for the desires and intentions
formulated (or in Webster's case, painted) by humankind. The Oculus
VR device she used in the creation of this work brings greater focus
to her intentions: How does she want to see the world, how does she
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attempt to transform the world, what does she seek to convey as a
result, and what emotions/sensations does she seek to stimulate in
the viewer? Technology has fundamentally changed how we see and
feel nature, and Webster's practice responds to these changes by
reshaping our perception of reality. Her work confronts the collateral
effects of landscape’s evolution. As the environment becomes more
artificial and complex, the boundary between the imagined, objectified
nature and nonnatural becomes more fluid. Over time, nature has
somehow become less “real”

Technology has manipulated and even diluted our sense of reality in
the real world. What felt almost unreal one moment appears perfectly
real the next. What is reality? Is reality certain? Webster dramatically
expresses this disconnect in her work, as if juggling the disparities
and interconnections in impossibly alien spaces. Standing before her
work, the viewer experiences disbelief on a visual and somatic level—
it seems impossible that we, too, exist in a single, unified space made
up by an aggregation of elements held together by a certain order.

These transitive/transmutative spaces are not tethered to reality.
Webster's paintings have a certain fluid quality, as if they were
constantly being rendered anew. To paraphrase Roland Barthes,
mythology is a force that makes us believe our subjective reality is
objective and immutable. Whereas we once believed nature existed
outside the human body, the advent of VR has made us question the
nature of reality. Perhaps Webster's work suggests that “reality” as we
know it is instead a human construct, generated from within.

Nature is profoundly vast, its complexities bathed in a myriad range of
light. Landscape painters have long debated the ideal color, form, and
composition to express this natural richness in a convincing way.

Yet curiously, even if we might walk in open nature, taking note of what
we see, we are rarely conscious of perceiving a “landscape.’ For there
to be a landscape, we have to generate a panoramic wholeness in our
minds, greater than an awareness of all the things spread out side by
side in our field of vision. In “The Philosophy of Landscape,”' Georg
Simmel writes that “a boundary, a way of being encompassed by a
momentary or permanent field of vision, is quite essential” in order to
perceive a landscape as such. Whereas the “material foundation or
individual pieces may simply be regarded as nature,’ nature, in turn, is
“transfigured into an individuated ‘landscape’ by the human gaze that
divides things up and forms the separated parts into specific unities”

As there is no single, fixed vantage point in Webster's works, the
viewer is free to wander through the landscape as their eyes roam.
The expansive spaces unfolding within Webster's paintings are a
sublime vestige and vicarious window into her process.

- Hiromi Kurosawa
Chief Curator, 21st Century Museum of Contemporary Art, Kanazawa

' Georg Simmel, “The Philosophy of Landscape,’ trans. Josef Bleicher,
Theory, Culture & Society 24 (7-8) (2007), 20-29. Originally
published as “Die Philosophie der Landschaft,” Die Gueldenkammer,
vol. 3, issue 2 (1913).

More information about the show >>>
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Photographer: Mack Breeden. Courtesy of the artist and Perrotin.

Emma Webster
Born in 1989 in Encinitas, CA, USA
Lives and works in Los Angeles

Emma Webster's landscape paintings teleport viewers into the
otherworldly. The places she depicts, convincing and hallucinatory,
merge spatial expectations with mystifying fantasy. The paintings come
from a hybrid sketching-sculpting process within screen-space.
Webster first constructs scenes in virtual reality, which she then
embellishes with theatrical illumination, to create natural vistas that
relish in artifice, drama, and distortion. Of her VR models, Webster says:
“Working from within the still-life is more akin to how we go about the

world. There can be no ‘outside!

Emma Webster (b. 1989) is a graduate of Stanford University (BA,
2011) and Yale University, where she received an MFA in Painting in
2018. In 2021, Webster published Lonescape: Green, Painting, &
Mourning Reality, a collection of musings on landscape and image-
making in an increasingly digital world.

More information about the artist >>>
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