


Since prehistoric times, gazing up at the stars has been one of human-
ity’s most defining activities. For some, the hobby triggers a life-long 
pursuit of knowledge and discovery. Fast forward to 2009, desig-

nated as the International 
Year of Astronomy, and the 
entire planet is uniting in 
an understanding that the 
marvels of the Universe are 
part of our common heri-
tage.* Cosmic Curiosities 
features a dazzling array of 
astronomy images, ethereal 
paintings by Gay Glading, 
and intricate sculptures by 
Josh Simpson. Together, the 
works help us see the poetry 
in the science and the sci-
ence in the poetry, as aes-
thetic and scientific visions 
converge and cross-fertilize. 

Encompassing a view of the 
distant Whirlpool Galaxy, 
31 million light-years away, 

to one much closer to home of Mars, a mere 186 light-seconds 
away, this selection of eleven images was caught by space- and 
ground-based telescopes as well as made by the world's leading 
astrophotographers and amateur observers (A light year equals 
5,865,696,000,000 miles or 9,460,800,000,000 kilometers, the dis-
tance that light travels over one year). Their colors have been 
manipulated to approximate more fully how we would see them 
if we were close enough and our eyes sensitive enough. For 
example, in Eagle Nebula, whose central dust columns are known 
as the “Pillars of Creation,” the colors represent light given off 
by glowing hydrogen (green), oxygen (blue) and sulphur (red).

Whirlpool Galaxy shows its subject relating to its much smaller 
neighbor, the yellow-colored NGC 5195. Special filters highlight the 
red glow of enormous hydrogen gas clouds. The image contains a 
classic spiral, a fundamental shape that characterizes such seem-
ingly disparate entities as the cochlea, the Syrinx shell and our 
Sun’s magnetic field. In the sparkling Gravitational Lensing, the 
combined gravity of a yellow cluster of galaxies acts as a cosmic 
lens. By bending the light from more distant galaxies, the cluster 
transforms them into blue streaked arcs. Astronomers, unable to 
find sufficient visible matter to account for the distortions, have con-
cluded that a large amount of invisible dark matter must be present. 

Other images, such as Thor’s Helmet and Pleiades, point to alternate 
ways of interpreting the cosmos through religion and mythology. 

As a child, Josh Simpson enjoyed the night sky and was captivated 
by space exploration and science fiction. Later as a glass artist, he 
specialized in wine goblets until he gave a glassblowing demon-
stration to an 8th grade class. He reminded himself of the Apollo 
photograph of the Earth and astronaut Jim Lovell’s remark: “I can 
cover the Earth with my thumb.” He soon set about creating the 
space-inspired glass sculptures that have garnered world recognition. 
Simpson works with a team to make a Planet. He starts by collecting 
a small glob of molten glass, similar to honey in viscosity at 2,200 
degrees Fahrenheit, at the end of a blowpipe. Silver is melted onto 
the surface. He adds small chips of colored glass, powdered glass 
and pieces of gold or platinum leaf. Then he places small pieces of 
pre-made glass canes, each bearing specific color mixtures and tex-
tures, onto the surface. The gather is reheated. Finally, he layers clear 
glass over the orb to serve as atmosphere and in some sculptures, 
inserts spaceships, all the while rotating the form to avoid dripping. 

The range in effects is staggering. Many of Simpson’s microcosmic 
worlds resemble images captured by telescopes with their gaseous 
swirls and tiny spheres suggesting deep space as a comparison of 
his Corona Platters with Cassiopeia A and M82 reveals. Simpson’s 
Saturn series draws inspiration from the planet’s ring system. Each 
of these ovoid platters features an airy linear network surrounding a 
central orb. By contrast, his kaleidoscopic Megaplanets evoke Earth’s 
land and water masses, complete with coral reefs, glaciers, volca-
nic eruptions, and stormy seas. In 1976, he and some close friends 
began hiding Planets in peculiar places, formalizing the now global 

endeavor in 2000. The Infinity 
Project, as he calls it, turns 
his creations into future relics: 
“I’ve always been fascinated 
by the fact that you can put 
an entire universe within a tiny 
sphere,” he explains. “You can 
contain a universe in glass.”

Gay Glading shares Simpson’s 
passion for outer space and the 
night sky. Initially inspired by 
the image of astronomy slides 
projected on the walls of her 
loft, she started observing stars 
and then immersed herself in 
the history and mythology of 

stargazing and the resulting astrology.  Earlier works focused on the 
geometries of curved space, followed by her interpretations of the 
planets in our solar system, including Second Shield of Venus and 
Cosmic Absorption of Light: Pluto, and a series, Night Skies. In 1983, 
she was a NASA artist for the maiden launch of the Challenger, STS-6. 
This seminal experience led her to particle theory and a series, Small 
Worlds. She saw quarks and hadrons as energy carriers that encapsu-
lated the human identity at 
the micro level, and creat-
ed works that enlarged the 
quarks to creatural scale. 

A personal cosmology 
emerges in Glading’s sub-
sequent Constellations 
series. In these, she cre-
ates layered composi-
tions of acrylics and oils 
to explore the spatial pat-
terning of the stars with 
the singular mythologies 
of the constellations. 
Starting with a color field, 
she partially whitewashes 
images drawn from dispa-
rate sources, and adopts 
calligraphic shorthand for 
the quarks and hadrons. To reference the time/space relation, she 
pairs an invertebrate with nearly each constellation. In Constellations: 
Cancer, veiled images of a moon interact with a swaying, netlike grid. 
Floating above, a large ancient crab and its multiple legs reinforce the 
idea of fluid motion. Here as elsewhere in the series, she reverses 
polarities, painting the stars as black circles to enhance the probability 
of pattern memory. Constellations: Gemini, the earliest painting in the 
series is also the lightest. Perhaps the lightness comes about because 
it is without an invertebrate. The later addition of the invertebrate 
appears to propel the constellation image into a strange future time.

Cosmic Curiosities invites the inner astronomer in us to ponder the 
wonders of space. Up until the modern era, our perspective was 
by and large human centric. With the advances of the last hundred 
years, however, our point of view has shifted. We celebrate the 
International Year of Astronomy knowing that we are connected not 
only to each other but also to the universe in relative space and time. 

Gay Glading, Constellations: Gemini 1989 oil and acrylic on can-
vas; 68 x 5     8"; courtesy of the artist; photo: Greg Staley

Gay Glading, Constellations: Cancer 1991 oil and acrylic on 
canvas; 84 x 60"; courtesy of the artist; photo: Greg Staley

Josh Simpson, Megaplanet, 2002; glass, 8-1/4" diameter; 
courtesy of the artist; photo: Tommy Olof Elder

* The text and images related to the astronomy photographs are adapted from www.fromearth-
totheuniverse.org, where more images and information can be found.
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