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In October 2017, a reddish, oblong object measuring four hundred meters long was identified as 
the first known interstellar asteroid in our solar system. Astronomers gave it the Hawaiian name 
‘Oumuamua, meaning “a messenger from afar arriving first.” Because of its speed and distance, 
any attempts to photograph it failed, leading to copious renderings to help us understand this sin-
gular object. Scientists deemed it completely different from the approximately seven hundred and 
fifty thousand other asteroids or comets known to us, with an unusual orbital shape that made its 
trajectory unpredictable.

While this event caused astonishment, it also induced an (increasingly rare these days) acceptance 
of the unknown. Such moments of discovery dislodge our human-centric perspectives, demonst-
rating how easily our modes of classification can be disrupted. Artist Stella Zhong dwells precisely 
in the gap between acts of witnessing and knowledge creation; just because something is seen 
doesn’t mean it can be understood. Is the anomaly of ‘Oumuamua merely an interruption in our 
system, or a harbinger of an entirely novel way of being? Zhong prefers the latter. In her work, she 
renders new worlds by applying arbitrary rules of space and dimensionality to sculpture, painting, 
and video.

The artist conceives her sculptures as models or maquettes, defying any necessity to be structurally 
sound, “correctly” built. Recent works have employed common architectural elements—doorways, 
courtyards, columns— removed from their utilitarian functions. Landscapes may be reoriented and 
stretched vertically, as in —/ —— on unnamed dock (2020), in which a small pool-shaped cavity sits 
at the base of a cornered column, and a protruding horizontal piece hovers as if recently landed, 
attached by magnet. Her muted palettes recall durable surfaces such as concrete or asphalt, but 
Zhong works intuitively with materials such as clay, plaster, foam, and waxed paper to create 
textural relationships rather than direct references. Her spaces have a distinct emptiness to them, 
without any trace of humans or enough specificities to latch on to preconceived readings. She en-
deavors to create the ideal conditions for a reality pivoted just slightly away from our own.

Over the past year, Zhong has moved away from her architectural forms in order to investigate 
what it might mean to “obscure” her work, to make our viewing experience feel incomplete. She 
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achieved this to great effect in her solo exhibition comet without a tail at Chapter NY, New York 
(2021). A coarse, raised, pale-green floor was built over a number of sculptures that were barely re-
vealed via viewing holes. Comparatively hyper-visible was Σ (79, 45, +/-2.3), (3, -1, -264), V26 (2020), 
a two-meter-high cone that extruded from the floor. Zhong placed a set of diminutive pieces atop 
the cone, which could only be spotted from a distance—a third landscape, out of reach and scrutiny. 
The sculptures beneath the floor—which during the exhibition were visible solely as images shared 
by the gallery—could be perceived as extraplanetary terrains or bases. (-3.5, +/-23.9, 4.25), (+/-0.75) 
(2020) is a gray slab with a delicate, pinched upright disc the size of a coin; (8, 2) ∈ (-2, -13.5, 8) 
(2020) appears as a more geological turquoise formation, with the suggestion of satellites perched 
atop a conical leg.

Stella Zhong, unnamed, floor, wall, building 1-1, building 1-2, forest 1-1, forest 1-2, many suns, 2019. 
Courtesy: the artist

If my inadequate physical descriptions make these objects difficult to picture, this seems to be 
precisely Zhong’s point. ‘Oumuamua is often described as having a pancake-like geometry, de-
monstrating the disjunction between the ambiguity of language and scientific precision. Similarly, 
Zhong has previously used “crepe” and “potato chip” to label approximate forms. In comet wit-
hout a tail, the works’ opaque titles reference individual coordinates assigned by the artist to each 
object—equations that have the impression of exactness but are as open to interpretation as food 
metaphors. When studying a map, we can comprehend that an inch equals a foot, ten meters, or 
five hundred miles; Zhong asks us to engage that same imaginative capacity for her gallery map of 
multiple centers.

A single painting, Button 003 (2020), marked the end of the viewer’s journey through comet without 
a tail. While a button would typically connote a piece of equipment scaled to the human hand, here 
it occupied most of the depicted landscape, massive in comparison to the satellite-like structures 
around it. Zhong understands her paintings as ways to secure memories, which she then may turn 
into an installation or a sculpture—the two- dimensional space of painting assists in a world-making 
unrooted from realism. Thus, to see Button 003 replicated in the installation Buttons (2020) was a 
fascinating exercise. In the painting, we look down upon the button from a godlike perspective; in 
the installation, the button remains completely outsize to our scale, while we tower over a cluster 
of tiny structures on the ground. Nothing here is scaled to accommodate humans—and the artist is 
unafraid to persistently challenge why it should be.

By using memory to generate notions of what future or concurrent realities in other dimensions 
could look like, Zhong’s work operates outside linear notions of time. These temporal slippages are 
captured vividly in videos such as Pond in Pond II (2019), in which a constructed set allows for mul-
tiple moons to move across, above, and below the horizon line, and portals emerge from beneath 
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a liquid surface. Zhong’s choice to create sci-fi epics in decidedly lo-fi ways, revealing theatrical ef-
fects and her hand’s operations within the frame, underscores how easy it is for any of us to inhabit 
other worlds. We simply need the confidence to create them.

Stella Zhong, Σ(79, 45, +/-2.3), (3, -1, -264), V26, 2020, Comet without a tail installation view at Chap-
ter NY, New York, 2021. Courtesy: the artist and Chapter NY, New York. Photo: Dario Lasagni


