
Ann Baldwin May / Benjamin Lehmann

By Ann Baldwin May

My inspiration usually comes from how the materials play with one another. 
Rarely do I work from a photograph. However, due to the special circumstanc-
es of theoretical physics, a photograph was essential. This also required me to 
work backwards; another new experience for me. Working backwards entails 
thinking through each process of making your art piece before getting started. 
I had to figure out what would go on last and then decide what each previous 
step backwards would be. I had to have an idea of where I would end up and 
the steps to get there before even starting. Techniques included curved line 
piecing, couching of threads, machine quilting,fusing, hand stitching.
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Each of these pieces reflects the scientific effort to unravel a deceptively 
simple question: what is the universe made of? All of the matter we can see 
makes up only about 20% of the matter in the universe. The remaining 80% is 
dark matter, which can't be seen with light.

The nature of dark matter remains mysterious, but it plays a key role in cosmol-
ogy, which is the history and structure of the universe at large. Galaxies float 
like islands in a vast cosmic web of dark matter. It is also found closer to home, 
as an essential ingredient for the formation of our own Milky Way galaxy. In 
fact, most theories suggest that dark matter is present in this room right now.

Dark matter is thought to be a made of a yet-undiscovered new particle, so we 
study it using the methods of particle physics. We make measurements of 
some of the most extreme astrophysical objects, and we calculate how these 
would be affected by various kinds of new particles. We also search for the 
fingerprints of dark matter in particle accelerators like the Large Hadron 
Collider. We surround particle collisions with an array of sensors and analyze 
the debris, looking for any sign of a particle we haven't seen before.

Reflections from the physicist
I came into this project expecting it to be a learning experience about the artis-
tic process. But while I did learn some things about the technicalities of art, I 
was surprised to learn even more about the art of communication.

Being a scientist means being a teacher, and I have often been frustrated 
when the words that come out of my mouth fail to fully capture the image in my 
mind. On a good day, my students ask questions that show me the image as 
they have received it, and then I know what to do—what to correct, or empha-
size, or add. In my collaboration with Ann, art proved to be an entirely new and 
powerful tool for the same kind of exchange.

After our first conversations, Ann started to create visual representations of 
some of the ideas that we had talked about. That artistic work gave me a 
remarkably different perspective into her conception of the science. It reflected 
not only the accuracy with which I had conveyed my work, but also a sense of 
what Ann thought were the most important threads—what stuck, what was 
vague, and what was impressive.

It struck me that while I had long thought about art as a method of expression, 
I had never properly associated expression with communication. Ideas are 
amorphous, shadowy things—speech, writing, and even mathematics only 
begin to give them shape. What I witnessed in collaborating with Ann was the 
way in which art could supply some greater substance to these otherwise form-
less figments. Moving forward, I carry a renewed respect for art as a tool for 
learning, teaching, and sharing the science of the universe.

  


