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Inversion is a term that can be understood to explain many different processes, all
which involve going back in position or time. This exhibition explores the various
forms of inversion that relate to the transformation of the panoramic landscape.
Jill Ho-You opens a new space for reflection, giving visual form to widespread
public anxieties about how industries may have impacted the land beyond repair.
Inversion articulates the conflict between the human need to harvest natural
resources for survival, the modern world’s wanton demands of consumption, and
the pressing concern to take steps towards returning our fragile planet back to its
original state of nature.
The first recorded usage of the word inversion occurred in 1598. In John Florio’s A
World of Words, “inversion” is defined as “a turning inside out, or upside down, a
misplacing.”1 It seems like no accident that the word used to describe a process
of reversal originated during the historical epoch that marked the shift from local
subsistence farming to large-scale agricultural operations. The term emerged at
the dawn of the awe-inspiring yet equally terrifying force of the industrial sublime.
Like the original conception of the sublime, in which viewers encounter the
overwhelming grandeur and scale of natural geological formations like mountain
ranges, and contemplate the smallness of human existence in relation to the
forces of nature, the viewing of massive industrial sites similarly evokes emotions
of fear and awe in equal parts. But what differentiates the industrial sublime from
the traditional conception of the sublime is that human industry, rather than nature,
is responsible for this conflicted emotional reaction to the landscape. Large scale
industrial projects transform vast tracts of land into sites of extraction. Viewing
these industrial sites causes us to reflect on the powerful yet possibly irreversible
consequences of industrial progress.
To think about inversion is to engage with the limits to our understanding of cause
and effect. Since the results of resource extraction are cumulative, it is difficult to
imagine the effects of our local actions on a global scale. The problems are so
big and abstract that it seems impossible for any individual person to explore, for
instance, the full effects of any one industrial project on the global ecosystem,
let alone to interject in debates about resource extraction. The solution to
environmental degradation, like the word inversion itself, exemplifies multiple
conflicted meanings at once. It signifies both a necessary reversal back to an
original state and the misplaced probability or likelihood of that effort to ever return
back in time to force a clean restart.
The art objects on display are not exempt from the activity of transforming natural
materials into objects for human consumption. On the contrary, Ho-You’s practice
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According to the Oxford English Dictionary, the etymological origin of the
word “inversion” reads as follows: “1598, J. Florio, Worlde of Wordes; Inuersione:
an inuersion, a turning inside out, or upside downe, a misplacing.” Spellings in the
essay body have been updated to accord with today’s conventions.

foregrounds such transformative processes, implicating viewers as complicit in
looking at the objects on display, daring us to take pleasure in viewing the marvelous
destruction of the natural world. Raw materials such as organic paper harvested
from trees have been irreversibly transformed by the human hand, and run through
a mechanical printing press. Such practices function to maximize, transform, and
at times also to preserve the fragility of these materials. The iconography similarly
reflects this tension between the natural and the manmade. In Ho-You’s series,
Natural History, we see the earth just being formed. Later on, we see resources
taken from the earth. Finally, waste products sink back down into the earth and
begin to be reclaimed by natural processes.
The process of natural inversion is further exemplified by the prints embedded
inside of the petri dishes. Here, the narrative of human progress is inverted. It
is not the skill of the artist’s hand which completes the work of art. Instead, the
aesthetic requirement of human mastery over nature is given up. Through a kind
of collaborative process, the sequence is reversed so that the natural organisms of
mold and bacteria may begin to complete the process of transformation inside the
microclimate of the petri dishes. In this process-based experiment, the environment
is left to complete the final work of art. The materials are transformed. They are
again alive and growing back towards their original status as organic objects. Yet
these new organic lifeforms may never fully return back to become the same raw
materials on which they have grown. Their inability to complete the process of
inversion in this new microclimate marks both the start of something new while
simultaneously marking the site of a perpetual crisis.
There is an unsettling symmetry between beauty and destruction to be found in
the degradation of the natural world. Within Ho-You’s In the Dust prints, we find
a post-apocalyptic scene, with only traces of human life left behind as the planet
reaches the end of earth time. The conspicuous absence of humans in this series
offers a way for us to explore our anxieties about the longer duration of geological
time as fundamentally inconsistent with our own meager human existence. Lapsed
utopian dreams of human enterprise are reflected back at the end of earth time in
ways which allow us to reflect on the interconnectedness between human systems
and natural processes. The registration of human traces left behind show a world
that has been hollowed out, extracted, exposed bare, even as the earth begins to
invert and crumble inward on itself. These inverted images haunt the prospect of
ever returning to finish the changes that we have started. Once the landscape has
been transformed, it seems difficult to move in the opposite direction, to explore
the possibilities of ever returning the terrain back to its original pristine state. In
fact, the terrain itself is always undergoing change, which calls into question any
conception of the natural world as stable.
— Rich Cole
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