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Susan Giles
Space Has Become This Material Thing
September 6-October 28, 2022

Space Has Become This Material Thing revealed the intersections of memory,
communication, and physicality. In this exhibition Susan Giles translated hand gestures
of individuals reflecting on their recent transition to new homes. The invited participants,
young adults and elderly citizens, like many others, underwent significant changes in their
perception of home during the pandemic-induced isolation. The stories and gestures
captured through this artwork serve as a point of social engagement through listening,
sharing, and connecting personal to collective memory.

The fleeting shapes and movements hands make while speaking are skillfully rendered,
evoking the embodied experience of the world and making each artwork a tangible
repository and preserving the recollections and realities of the speakers. In focusing on the
recalled experiences of individuals and the corresponding hand gestures, Giles illuminates
the point at which language takes on a sculptural form. Hung at “hand-gesture-height,” the
work serves a reminder to the viewer of their own body and the gestural traces inherent

in communication. The exhibition strikes a balance between the permanent and the
transient, offering a captivating exploration of how our embodied experiences shape our
understanding and representation of the spaces we

call home.

Glass Curtain Gallery
1104 S Wabash Ave, 1st Floor, Chicago, IL 60605
colum.edu/deps



Essay by Teresa Silva

The leading visual artist Susan Giles is known for her space-filling sculptures and ongoing
exploration of memory. Giles also works in an expansive array of media - drawings, prints,
photographs, and videos - to give shape to the contours and textures of memories as
expressed through hand gestures. In her solo exhibition “Space Has Become This Material
Thing,” she draws inspiration from individuals who described what home was to them during
the isolation of a pandemic, translating their hand movements into object and image; giving
a visual and material size and weight to memory.

Gesturing with your hands is at once deeply idiosyncratic and widely cultural. They are
unwitting and intuitive movements that enhance the retelling of a personal account and how
we interact and communicate them with others. Giles recognizes that they serve to activate
the mind and move as such to tell a story that creates a mental sculpture. Giles is interested
in how to capture the simultaneous presence and ephemerality of memories. Their form is
fleeting, unmonumental, and considering that recollections are mutable, an intrinsic aspect
of Giles’ new body of work is that no single medium can wholly capture a memory and no
single gesture has the capacity to tell a story.

For “Space Has Become This Material Thing,” Giles invited young adults and elderly citizens
to describe their perception of home during the upheaval and subsequent isolation of

the pandemic. Like many others, the participants underwent significant changes in their
view of home, and not solely because of a global health crisis but also because they were
transitioning into new phases of their lives: the young adults were college-level students on
the cusp of graduation, whereas the elderly recently moved into a retirement community.
The young and elderly alike expressed shifting relationships to space and home and
outlooks on their potentials and limitations.

For this project, Giles used a motion-detector camera to record the participants’ hand
gestures and rendered them as digital drawings or as 3D prints that were laser-cut in
cardboard. They are artistic analogues of gestures, propositions for diagrams of thinking,
and repositories for memories. Giles manifests their visual aspects to create a space for
self-reflection and connection with what resonates among the stories told.

In the gallery’s window, facing the street, reads in vinyl lettering, “Through the pandemic

| was in the basement a lot. | just slept on the couch.” The remark made by Adele is
accompanied by diagrams of accordion-like shapes, reflecting the moving and retracting

of the individual’s hands in recounting a new reality that befell them during the pandemic.
Inside the gallery, a sweeping honeycomb-like cardboard sculpture fills the center of the
space, adhering and floating against a pillar. The sculpture’s title conveys the sentiment by
another, “You know | just, like, accepted space as an ever-expanding, infinite, but now it's

so numbered and so fixed.... | feel like space has become this material thing. All of space is
just, like, particles of COVID or something sick even after being vaccinated.... | feel | can only
exist as an individual element in a network of people rather than just be a group of people.”

The sculpture gives physicality to a melancholic emotional state expressed by Anirudh but it
also gives a gravity to the expansiveness of the virus in space.

One participant stood apart for their myriad hand gestures and that was Charles. Giles
created twelve exquisite colored pencil drawings to highlight each moment of their physical
inflections. The drawings hung at waist height to reflect back the approximate level that
the storyteller was recounting how home has changed through their college days, married
life, and to a retirement community. The drawings have a graphic identity, where color is
used sparingly but powerfully to generate a visual language that pulsates and flows like the
rhythm of life.

The subject has always mattered more to Giles than the process of generating the works

of art. Memories are the starting point in an artistic line of inquiry to visualize gestures,
language, and space at play; and, in so doing, trying to take the deeply personal of an
individual and making it widely relatable to an audience. As an artist, Giles recognizes

that memories are dimensional and that sculpture shares this condition of physicality and
mutability. We know that memories change but that doesn’t make them untruthful. Just like
each retelling of a memory will be different, each viewing encounter with the exhibition will
be changed. If we accept this shifting as part of making meaning, we grasp that our own
conception of home is influx in neither a positive or negative way. Memories change over
time and in space, and by extension so has “home” for the participants in the exhibition.

Through sculptures and drawings of hand gestures, Giles transforms memories into
corporeal works that evoke contemplation and connection. With poetic minimalism

and disarming details, she renders such stories into a physical presence in the gallery,
turning personal accounts into collective memory of a period of time that re-defined us in
relationship to space, home, ourselves, and one another.
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All of Space is Just, Like, Particles of COVID or Something Sick
Image by Tom Van Eynde - =
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From left to right

I Was in My Own Space for the First Time so | Felt Like | Could Just Walk Through,
2022, colored pencil on paper

So I Didn’t Have to Close My Door and Try and Separate Myself from Everybody,
- | 2022, colored pencil on paper
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