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Sculpting trees in
VR sounds like
peculiar prep work
for a painter. Unless,
that is, youre re-
inventing the most
academic of genres.
EMMA WEBSTER
talks landscape

with Cornelius Tittel

Right:
GREAT TURF (CASPAR), 2023
Oil on linen, 213 X 152 cm

WISP, 2022
Oil on linen, 213 X 152 cm

nly a few minutes ago, we had been
talking about the mind-bending
perspective in Mantegna's most famous
painting (“It’s really as if we're
looking down on this divine figure”), the frame
within a frame in John Currin’s recent work
(“insane”), and the overall genius of Caspar David
Friedrich (“He has this sandwich light, it’s just
phenomenal”). Now, | was looking through Oculus
VR glasses, while Emma Webster was trying
to cxplain the more techy aspects of her painting
practice.

Without question, Caspar David Friedrich,
the foremost Romantic landscape painter of
the 19th century, would have been overtly envious,
watching Webster in her south Los Angeles studio
isolate, then replicate, a tree, and within moments
turning it into a forest—all the while swiping and
swooshing in the air like a pantomime.

But no matter how tech-averse Friedrich might
have been, of the recently finished canvas
leaning against the wall—a lush green composition
with a strangely bent tree in the foreground—
he would surcly have approved. Not least because
Webster is clearly giving the genre a much-needed
booster shot.

“Ler’s face it: landscape painting is considered
the most boring thing in the world,” Webster
said, omitting the fact that her personal brand has
recently enjoyed support by major galleries and
trending collectors. But still, it rang strangely
true: “The thing about painting trees is no one is
invested. It doesn’t have agency. In a weird way,
I.almost wish that people cared more about land-
scape and came at me like, ‘How dare you depict it
in these certain ways!?™

CORNELIUS TITTEL: Emma, one of my more
cynical art world friends, upon hearing that I would
meet you, said, “Oh, the tree girl that everybody is
dying to show.”

— EMMA WEBSTER: Oh, well, I think
this “tree girl” thing is a misconception. My project
isn'c about loyalty to the subject. It's much more
abouc still life, sculpture, space, how things bend,
how light moves. And [ think if you're going to
talk about space, you have to ealk abour how it's been
depicced—which is as landscape. I mean, I do
care deeply abour the environment. But what
interests me is much more about sculprure, and how
sculpture relates to how we twist and bend the
natural world, how we sculpt landscape.
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A VIPER IN MY HOUSE, 2023
Oil on linen, 152 % 213 ¢m

You call your process “sculpting.” That sounds
confusing, coming from a painter.

—Yeah, I don’t know what that type of sculp-
rure is. In the same way that we have plein-air
painting, or painting from a photograph, you have
painting from still life. We have all these ways of
categorizing the source. Being within an artwork,
that source—I don’t know what that is.

You, using virtual reality. are within the artwork.
—Yes, it’s literally building a house while
insidc of a house. It’s a completely different philo-
sophical proposition. You are a part of the thing

that you are designing,

For anyone unfamiliar with the realities of VR,
how do you start?

— It’s not that different from Photoshop.
You use the exact same tools, The only thing
thar’s different is the relationship to the object:
no longer is it something removed from you,

apart from you. It’s suddenly something that
encapsulates you.

To back up, | do a drawing that’s either on
an iPad, or maybe it's just on a piece of paper,
or maybe it’s a photograph, and [ bring the sketch
into virtual realicy. You export the object...

And purt your glasses on to start the actual process...
—Right.

Bur the drawing is still more like a sketch?

— L am roughly laying out concerns—formal
concerns, like, “I want a tree here and something
here." Then you can have different layers. | can
take out things, 1 can isolate things, | can replicate
things.

You can nweak certain aspects. Add or subtract vo-

lume, cut our things. That’s why you call it sculpting,
—Torally, and while you are at it, you get to

be in this whole world. It's like you're in your own
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How did you finally get into the tech aspect of
your work?

— My friend gave me an Oculus and said: “Just
mess around with it. Just try it out.” Then I down-
loaded an app on my phone, Polycam, which you
should get as well. You take a lot of pictures of an
object, and it'll give you a 3D file. Starting to work
with these things felt like the wild, wild West.

In which sense?

— There’s a double metaphor of this new
frontier that's changing and adapting. The people
who are building all these programs are not artists,
and so there are things that I can do with this
technology that maybe haven’t come to light
yet. I've figured out ways of using reflected light
that maybe aren’t as interesting to gamers.

Arc you following that world?

— In gaming, we're reaching this threshold
where we're almost able to have a mimetic reality.
Some games are getting o realistic that they can
begin to fool us. That is a very curious thing, because
whar happens when we can replicate reality
perfectly? Then there's this question of, “Well, what
next?” | don't think we need another reality. [
think we need something different than realicy.
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Like your paintings?

— At least | can say that I don’t want to
compete with reality. These places [ create should
be better or worse or different. I don't know if
mine are utopic landscapes or dysfunctional land-
scapes, but they’re sort of places that are not for
us, and not about us.
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That’s why there are no people in them?
— Exactly.

How long did it take you to master the technique
of painting in VR?

— It seems advanced, but I learned it from
YouTube in about six months, not even working
that hard. Anyone who sces these files will
realize that | don’t actually know that much. [t
just looks very impressive,

The mastery in your paintings, so to say, does it still lic

in your skill as a painter, and less in your tech abilities?
— Knowing that I didn’t have to be an expert

in rechnology, but that I could rely on my chops

as a painter, gave me 4 lot of confidence—I could
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relax into it. If [ were trying to learn how to do
both at once, it would be impossible. VR is helping
me to get the composition, burt there is still a lot

to making a good painting.

Once you are done in VR—to round out the
cxplanation of your process—you projeet the image
onto the canvas?

I use the projector to make a drawing on
the canvas. But the thing is, a projector is terrible
with color. You'll get more confused if you try and
use technology to make the painting after tracing,
So once the outline is up, there's no projector—I
don't ever want to be a photorealistic painter. That's
not interesting to me, because painting is also
about magic and trickery and illusion, in the same
way that the computer is about trickery.

Nort only the computer, but Hollywood., too, is
about magic and trickery. I don't mean this offensi-
vely, but if a Disney dwarf were to stroll through
one of your landscapes whistling a song, the viewer
would not be surprised.

—Well, at Disney they’re definitely using VR
to sculpt things. Animartors are using the very same
programs that [ am using, For a while, I resisted

comparisons to lantasta or other fantastical
cartoons, but now I understand they're coming
from the same places. Those Disney artists are
all studying landscape painting.

They are?

— They absolutely are. If you go to the Disney
studios, you see Glaude Lorrain on their boards on
how to create interesting light conditions.

Fascinating!

—So, when my work resembles Disney, I kind
of feel like we're talking to the same source.
We're not necessarily speaking to each other, but
it doesn't matter. If you're at Disney or if you're a
painter, you're trying to create a believable depth,

A very Hollywood thing to say.

—I mean, Hollywood and its history of set
design and fabrication—I didn’t mean to make
work that seems Hollywood, but it does have a
relationship to it for sure. It’s a greac place to be
making big artificial paintings like this.

Emma Webster’s solo show at Jeffrey Deitch,
LA, opens this fall,

TWICE BURIED, 2023
Oil on lincn, 76 X 102¢m
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