
Miglė Railaitė
Week 1
Pencil
Watching the process of a pencil being made was very mesmerizing to me. I noticed a
correlation between the type of object a pencil is and the manufacturing process - it is
used so much we barely think about it or its origin, and the way it is made is not very
romantic at all, very mechanical, fast and repetitive, except for the more personalized,
perhaps environmentally friendly options. Contrary to the way a person is used, though,
it is crafted with very minimal human touch, most probably limited to the design of the
pencil. After watching the video showing how artists build tiny sculptures by shaping the
tip of a pencil I was very impressed and interested in some other interesting ways that
the pencil could be used. I am very interested in visual arts so I researched artists that
use this simple tool in unique ways.

During my research I was blown away by the works of Paul Cadden. I was not only
especially impressed by the hyperrealism of his works, the detail on the facial features,
skin imperfections and depth of the landscapes, but I also thought it was incredible the
way the artist depicted water. Such a seemingly intangible part of nature drawn using a
simple, in a way limiting and physical art material proves that the artist has a deep
understanding of materials in the world surrounding him. To depict a colorless liquid
using the complete opposite proves that the artist has a unique way of thinking and is
very skillful.

WHERE DO WE GO NOW NOWHERE
Pencil on paper



47 x 74 cm

Similarly to Salavat Fidai, the artist we were introduced to in the video from the class
slides, Dalton Ghetti creates miniature sculptures on tips of pencils, sometimes
connecting multiple ones. I found it funny that he uses tools to shape the canvas, a
pencil, to create smaller versions of, for example, household tools. On his website he
mentioned that he uses pencils he finds on the street as well -  it surprised me when he
reflected on the unpredictable nature of the pencil, as he only finds out about each
pencil’s composition as he sculpts and interacts with it.

Screw
4"w x 6"h (10cm x 15cm)

The artist also created a memorial for 9-11. It is amazing how much a simple tool like a
pencil can convey, and not even using words.



Jennifer Maestre, on the other hand, has a different approach to pencil as an art tool.
She creates impressive three dimensional sculptures from pencils of a range of colors,
shapes and sizes, either showing the tip or the bottom of the pencil to the viewer from
outside, this way depicting a very interesting play of colors and form. The pencil limits
the artist working with it in terms of it’s hue, hardness or softness, as well as its shape,
in the case of Jannifer Msaestre. All of her sculptures show a sense of rhythm and
repetition from the reused material, and also have a generally similar structure as there
are only so many ways the pencil could be molded before it is destroyed. These aspects
add charm to her work, in my opinion.



Ibentina (2008)
13 x 10 x 10 in. | Private Collection

The artists I came across in my research proved to me that a pencil is not an invisible
tool, but can be used in a large variety of ways and be pleasing aesthetically, as well as
convey political messages.
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Week 2
Bees

(Above is an image of a honey bee)

After the classes this week I was interested in researching further on the topic of bees. I
was fascinated by the videos about the bread of bees and distinguishing between real
and adulterated honey - I noticed that these real products are much more readily
available and common in Eastern European households, whereas in the Western world
real honey or bee products are usually difficult to find and tend to be a lot more
expensive. I have always heard about protecting the bees but I was not familiar with the
arguments in great depth.

According to The Planet Bee Foundation, beekeepers in the US lost 45.5% of their
honey bee colonies within the year between April 2020 to April 2021, as estimated by
the results of the annual nationwide survey conducted by Bee Informed Partnership.
This is commonly referred to as CCD, Colony Collapse Disorder. According to the
United States Environmental Protection Agency, EPA, CCD occurs when the majority of
worker bees leave behind the queen or the colony, and there are only a few nurse bees
and an abundance of food left to take care of the queen and immature bees. A lot of
bees struggle to survive the winter months. According to GLP, the Genetic Literacy
Project, the CCD crisis centered mainly in California and scientists were never truly able
to find out the cause of the disorder.



Pesticides can be incredibly threatening to the bee population. According to The
Guardian, the toxic impact of pesticides on bees has doubled in the last decade, even
though the use of pesticides is lower. In addition, I found it interesting that the article
also discussed that the toxic effects of pesticides on genetically modified crops is the
same as conventional crops, even though genetically modified crops were expected to
require less pesticides. As described by the EPA, the most dangerous for bees is to be
directly exposed to pesticides - they are the least likely to recover, specifically if the
pesticide is sprayed onto the bees or applied in the soil. Regardless of pesticide
exposure, though, the strength of the queen bee and the forager lifespan are most
critical determinants of colony survival.

Baking sourdough bread
This week I baked sourdough bread based on the no knead recipe that professor
shared with us in class. I had never made bread with this recipe before and I was
pleasantly surprised by how little effort it required in comparison to other methods I have
tried.

At first when I was kneading the dough it was a lot too fluid, so I added a bit more flour
than the recipe called for. I was then able to form the dough and place it in a bowl I had
prepared with oil beforehand, and left it covered overnight.



When I checked on the bread about 2 hours later it had already risen. I was surprised
by how quick the process took place.

Overall, I was very excited to try this recipe and glad that it succeeded. It surprises me
how cheap and easy it can be to make bread, a staple food in many cultures, and avoid
the many materials that I read on the ingredients list of store bought bread that
oftentimes I don’t even understand. The process was also very fun and meditative.
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Week 3
According to Mayoclinic.org, kombucha is a fermented drink most commonly made
using bacteria, yeast, tea and a sweetener. The author argues that kombucha is not a
mushroom as I had assumed, but rather bacteria and yeast. According to Webmd.com,
kombucha is used to regulate high blood pressure and cancer amongst other
conditions, from hair loss to AIDS, but the scientific evidence to support its benefits in
terms of those conditions is lacking. It contains alcohol, vinegar, vitamin B, caffeine and
sugar amongst other substances. It also acts as an antioxidant.

Kombucha has been around for about 2000 years, according to Webmd.com. It is
argued that kombucha was first made in China, then the recipe traveled to Russia and
Japan. It became popular in Europe in the beginning of the 20th century. The drink has
recently become very popular in the States. Kombucha’s fermentation process is similar
to that of cabbage being fermented to become kimchi.

Above is an image of kimchi. Below is an image of fermented cabbage, popular in
Eastern European cuisine.



Kefir is also a very popular drink in Europe, and increasingly so in the US. It is a
probiotic drink made by fermenting milk. The following is an image of kefir:



A summer meal popular in Lithuania, called šaltibarščiai, which translates to cold
borsch, is made using beets, kefir and a variety of other additions, depending on the
recipe. It is a cold soup and is considered to be very healthy. The following is a picture
of this colorful soup:

To ferment kombucha, the mix of the ingredients is set aside for a week or more. In that
time, acids, bacteria and some alcohol form in the liquid (which can also be described
as fermentation). A film forms on top of the drink, which is called scoby, or symbiotic
colony of bacteria and yeast. Sometimes it is possible for mold and harmful bacteria to
grow if the kombucha is not prepared properly.

In class we also learned about probiotics and their benefits. According to the National
Center for Complementary and Integrative Health, or the NCCIH, probiotics and live
microorganisms that contain a large number of bacteria, most common are those that
belong to the Lactobacillus and Bifidobacterium groups. Probiotics are sometimes
mistaken with prebiotics, which are nondigestible food components that stimulate the
activity and growth of helpful microorganisms. Also, synbiotics are products which
combine probiotics and prebiotics. Probiotics are commonly known to help the human
body maintain healthy and the right amount of microorganisms and replenish them if
there has been a disturbance, as well as make substances with desirable effects and
influence the immune response of the body.

The following image shows probiotics under a microscope:



This is a video which shows how the organisms move - I was fascinated to see how
they vibrate like little worms: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=51zvT-6g_q0

P.S. I have not been able to get my scoby in time so I will have to update the blog post
next week.
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Week 4

http://www.webmd.com/diet/the-truth-about-kombucha


Above is my mind map connecting the topics we discussed throughout the weeks so far.

Most probable the most important and most commonly recurring topics discussed as
part of this class was sustainability and the effect of our actions on the environment.
Especially after watching the TED talk “My Mushroom Burial Suit” on a specific way that
mushrooms could reduce our negative impact on the environment that I had never
considered before, which also relates to accepting one of the most difficult topics to
understand for humans - one of passing - I became interested in how mushrooms clean
the environment and whether I could explore them further in a project. According to
Realmushrooms.com, through mycoremediation, mushrooms are able to absorb and
break down some of the most toxic waste made by humans. The fungi’s natural function
- the ability to ingest nutrients from plant matter they decompose and repurposing them
by giving them to other plants and trees - has allegedly served as one of the crucial
saving aspects of all ecosystems. Fungi have been dated back to about a billion years
before humans, and have therefore adapted to most probably every environment on
Earth. They are one of the main reasons why forests are able to regenerate -
mushrooms even take over buildings and sidewalks. The symbiotic relationship
between mushrooms and plants allow for them to grow even with such negative human
environmental impact. I was surprised to find out that mushrooms even clean water
sources by destroying pollutants in the water.

An example of human collaboration with mushrooms to help the environment could be
work done by a mycoremediation organization called CoRenewal developed solutions to
help remediate the waterways and soil affected by the wildfires in California. They
installed hay bales with oyster mushroom mycelium and were able to clear toxins and



heavy metals, including asbestos, lead, arsenic, plastics, polycyclic aromatic
hydrocarbons (PAHs) and TNT, from the water before they had the chance to reach
more accessible water sources.

As for my project, I reflected on my own habits after the discussion about mushrooms,
plastics and their harmful effects on the environment. I have always enjoyed growing
plants and gardening (when weather and living conditions allow for it). For my midterm
project I would love to incorporate growth, preferably of mushrooms, and attempt to
bring out the beauty in nature and reflect on their impact on our environment. Trying to
capture the glory of our mother Earth is what I have been attempting throughout my art
practice, and I would love to attempt again with the help of nature, quite directly. I will be
brainstorming how to bring attention to our effects on the environment and possible
solutions as part of my work.



Also, on a different note, I am pleased to find out that there are many foods and general
life choices that we could make rather easily to help ourselves and the world around us.
From baking our own bread and brewing homemade kombucha to save money and
avoid pesticides, to starting projects with resources readily available to our environment
for the purpose of cleansing the negative impact that humanity has left on nature, the
resources seem to be endless.
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Week 5
The Hox Zodiac event was definitely unique and very inspiring to me. I was especially
impressed by the variety of artists that shared their offerings, insights and practices
during the event. I aspire to form such a diverse community of creators around me;
hearing about everyone’s practices, how they know each other and how they have
collaborated made me feel inspired and warmed my heart.

Also, I loved the design and aesthetics of the Chinese Zodiac wheel that was developed
for this event, with the infographics about each animal. It was very pleasurable to
explore it and learn about the different animals, what attributes and foods were
correlated with them. I was quite unfamiliar with the CHinese Zodiac prior to this event,
therefore it was incredibly informative and interesting to me. I appreciated that we had
to prepare offerings for it even though it was an online event - seeing the different meals
prepared by the artists and participants in relation to their backgrounds and zodiac signs
(animals) was not only informative but also provided me with a little insight into them as
people. I love learning about other cultures and creative expressions and this event
introduced me to so many.

Another part of the event that I loved was the group breathing meditation that we
performed. I used to meditate quite often, especially during the pandemic, but I
abandoned the practice when I started going to classes in person and my schedule
became too busy. The meditation we collectively performed as part of the event
reminded me of how peaceful the practice is and inspired me to pick it up again in my
daily life.



I was interested in finding more artists that make works in relation to the Hox Zodiac.
This week I visited the LACMA museum and viewed a work of Ai Weiwei, celebrating
the Chinese New Year and zodiac with his work titled “Circle of Animals/Zodiac Heads.”
I admire Ai Weiwei not only by his unique form of expression through visual art, which
never fails to touch me, but also by his bravery as a freedom activist, defending the
freedom of speech, especially so in China where it is rather limiting, in his experience.

I think this work is especially strong and impactful to me as it brought the animals to life.
The medium Ai Weiwei chose to convey them is also very powerful and representative
of the old tradition of Chinese New Year and the zodiac signs.

Another artist that I found to be impressive was an 18th century Chinese artist, Yao
Wen-han. I found a work called “Joyous Celebration at the New Year” that related to the
themes we discussed as part of the Hox Zodiac event. In my opinion, the artist
masterfully captures the New Year celebration atmosphere as I would imagine it. I also
appreciate that artists like Yao Wen-han allow for me to vicariously experience the
customs of another culture and even another time. It also amazes me how traditions like
the New Year have been kept similar throughout centuries. It proves to me that
preservation of tradition is essential for celebrating humanity and art.



The following image of a beautiful cloth depicting the Chinese Dragon also caught my
attention due to the ornamental nature of the work and its vivid colors. The work is also
from the 18th century and is worn on the body, which I think gives this artistic
expression another purpose and allows for its beauty to be celebrated thoroughly.
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Week 6
In class on Tuesday I walked with Henry and Nikolai. We walked to the botanical
gardens where I had never been before; we sat on the side of the bridge and watched
the local wildlife - little turtles on the side of the narrow river. In the botanical garden we
decided that, as the person least familiar with the campus in the group, I should lead the
exploration. This way we were able to experience the campus again as newcomers, as I
was very unfamiliar with that part of it. Of course, I could navigate the campus to a
certain extent, so the experience was still guided with very limited prior knowledge. In
the botanical gardens I experimented with using shortcuts, paying attention to details I
would usually overlook and exploring the campus with child-like curiosity.

I did not take many pictures on my walk, but the following is one that I remembered to
capture of other passersby at the botanical garden while we were taking a shortcut to
the bridge.

http://www.dailyartmagazine.com/chinese-new-year-the-art-of-celebration/


After the botanical garden we made our way to the birthplace of the Internet. I
remember that it was one of the main achievements that UCLA is known for but I had
never been to the room where it originated. I was surprised to see that the room has
become a museum even though it is in a fully operating building, right next to labs and
classrooms.

After visiting the birthplace of the Internet, we walked over to the meteorite room where
we encountered half of our classmates. It was fun to discuss our journeys to that point



while viewing the artifacts. Before this class I was not aware that the campus offered so
many opportunities for exploration - I never before had such easy access to so many
interesting specimens from the Earth and outside of it. Before viewing the meteorites we
also observed some rocks and crystals - I noticed that the meteorites were mostly silver
or black, whereas Earth rocks were of any imaginable color, which raised a lot of
questions for me, as well as gave some inspiration for my final project.

I was very impressed by the professor’s presentation about the meteorite gallery in the
Natural History museum in Vienna. I especially appreciated the curatorial approach
taken by the professor and her team. I am always excited to see where science meets
art, and the exhibit seemed to me as a perfect example of that.

  

At the end of the class we also did the Alien Star Dust meditation voiced by the
professor. I agree with what another student mentioned in class regarding the voicing - it
was very pleasant to hear a familiar voice, I even visualized it as I was meditating. The
sounds of the galaxy and extraterrestrial life, as I imagined it, added a completely
different twist to the meditation; I felt as though I was on a guided psychedelic trip. The
meditation was definitely a new experience for me, as well as a unique and inspiring
approach to art.



Week 7
My research interest for now is kombucha scoby, more specifically its textures and
visual qualities. The way that my research interest most closely relates to this week’s
topic is through its visual aesthetic. I am blown away by the visual qualities of everyday
objects viewed through a microscope - they usually have textures and unexpected
colors or tones that interest me. I would like to embrace this aspect of the earth and
topics studied in class through my research, and explore it not through earth inhabiting
objects and organisms.

I could not attend this week’s classes, but I watched the recordings of some of the
explorations that my classmates did, specifically visiting the plasma lab and working
with professor Vesna’s kombucha scoby. I was immediately amazed by the range of
topics that this class covers - we started from exploring our own bodies, earth and then
outer space. The plasma lab on video seemed very interesting. I thought it was
incredible how much energy the machines use to analyze such small specimens found
around us - it almost makes the eco-friendly initiatives that UCLA encourages seem
hypocritical, given how much energy is used at facilities like this. I started thinking about
our planet and the discussion of climate change. It is interesting that the same people
worried about it encourage and even invest in such explorations, in the name of
science.

Touching a scoby was definitely a unique experience. I am quite intrigued by different
textures and smells, therefore the scoby fascinated me. It felt like touching the inside of
our skin, but the scoby was cold and stiff. I am very interested in exploring scoby as a
medium for my final piece - it appears to be very durable, has a skin like texture and
appearance. I also found it interesting that a scoby is a living being, quite resemblant of
us or pets that needs to be fed, given air to breathe and provides us with something in
return - kombucha. I expected it to smell a lot worse, but the smell was quite nice and
familiar - in my culture we eat a lot of fermented foods, and kombucha is one that I
became familiar with quite a while later in my life.

The following is a picture of the scoby I am growing (up close):



I attempted some dust hunting with a magnet myself. I was able to collect almost
minuscule dust particles, but because I did not have access to a microscope I could not
examine them. I enjoyed the process very much, though - I don’t usually pay so much
attention to such small details in the world around me. The concept that there are star
particles all around us makes the world feel more magical to me. Collecting stardust
was a very grounding experience.

I really wish I was able to attend class this week because I have a lot of questions about
the material, which I was only partially able to experience remotely. I am grateful that I
had the opportunity to work with and grow a scoby, as well as use a magnet to explore
the locations around me, but I am interested in their more intricate visual qualities, those
invisible to the eye.
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Week 8
As part of class last week we visited the California NanoSystems Institute - the visit was
informative and beautiful to me, even though with my non-science background it was
quite difficult to follow thoroughly. The following is an image of a tiny microscope that
was shown to us in one of the labs. I thought it was amazing how precise the parts and
process of using such a tool should be, while it is durable - the tip lasts around 6
months, according to the graduate student who showed us around.

I took the following image mainly because of the bizarre aesthetic appearance of the
machine - under the crumpled tin foil was a beautifully made and polished metal
machine with complex structures visible through the glass.



The following is a picture of the crowded lab:



As someone with very limited experience in the scientific fields, it was quite difficult to
understand the more complex machinery and concepts the tour covered, but it was very
interesting and inspiring regardless. It’s quite a different experience from the DMA
department but I was pleasantly surprised to find out that the two can link well, and
there are artists on South campus too.

For my final project I am going to create a clothing piece out of natural materials. I have
been exploring the field of fashion design this year and am working on a few pieces
right now, but I would like to use the knowledge and opportunities that this class
provides to create clothing from natural materials, as well as imitating natural forms and
patterns. The main material I would like to use is scoby, and the patterns in nature that I
could take inspiration from are endless. I would like to deepen my explorations as part
of this class into color and perhaps develop some natural dyes, as well as experiment
with textures.

Week 9

The following is a diagram of what we studied in class:



We started the quarter off by studying graphene and its conductive properties. Its
hexagon-like structure linked to the discussion of bees and bee hive structure, as well
the environment. In class we spoke a lot about pollution, especially that caused by
plastics. Then we discussed how mushrooms can naturally clean the environment. I
was amazed by the fact that there are over 10000 mushroom species. At around this
time in the class I began to develop an interest in exploring growth in the environment.
We also spoke about fermentation, scoby and kombucha, which is what I chose to use
as the main medium for my final project.

For my final project I wanted to reflect on the current events in Eastern Europe. As an
Eastern European myself I identify with what is happening right now and the war is very
upsetting to me, as well as millions of people across the world. I have started working
on a fundraiser with my friends but I felt like I could use the opportunity in class to use
the knowledge I gained to highlight my own point of view. In this project I will attempt to
spread awareness as well as encourage us to view and accept each other as part of
one skin. I started brewing kombucha using a few large scobies - handling them feels as
though I am holding large pieces of thick skin. I would like to create an on-going
performance piece by passing the scoby on from hand to hand, and perhaps the same
with the kombucha that the scoby ferments. I intend for people to be able to take a
piece if they wish, leave a message on the scoby or simply appreciate its small, visual
complexity and look at it as a growing organism, which originated at the same place
where all of us did. My goal for this project is to create more of a sense of unitedness
and acceptance, passing the scoby hand to hand to our loved ones or strangers, this
way considering how easy it is to love one another. War, violence, hatred and
resentment really do no good, and the best way that we can act right now is to show
love and support for the people around us, regardless of their backgrounds, views and
histories.
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