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FOREWORD

HARRY PHILBRICK
Edna S. Tuttleman Director of the Museum, Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts

I am delighted that PAFA’s Morris Gallery Program of contemporary projects has resumed with 

the exhibition Mia Rosenthal: Paper Lens.  The Morris Gallery Program has been an integral 

part of PAFA’s mission to support artists; by working with emerging and mid-career artists, both 

locally and nationally, PAFA has created an important roster of exhibitions over more than 30 

years.  Mia Rosenthal is a Philadelphia-based artist and an alumna of PAFA’s MFA program, 

but her focus is wide-ranging, from the virtual universe of search to the actual cosmos of the 

universe we inhabit.  By creating a site-specific wall drawing to accompany her beautifully 

rendered works on paper, Rosenthal has connected many levels of data and history on the walls 

of the Morris Gallery, providing a most auspicious start to our revived series of exhibitions.



Paper Lens installation view







Mont Blanc yet gleams on high:—the power is there,

The still and solemn power of many sights,

And many sounds, and much of life and death.

In the calm darkness of the moonless nights,

In the lone glare of day, the snows descend

Upon that Mountain; none beholds them there,

Nor when the flakes burn in the sinking sun,

Or the star-beams dart through them. Winds contend

Silently there, and heap the snow with breath

Rapid and strong, but silently! Its home

The voiceless lightning in these solitudes 

Keeps innocently, and like vapour broods

Over the snow. The secret Strength of things

Which governs thought, and to the infinite dome

Of Heaven is as a law, inhabits thee!

And what were thou, and earth, and stars, and sea,

If to the human mind’s imaginings 

Silence and solitude were vacancy? 

	 — Percy Blysshe Shelley,

	     “Mont Blanc: Lines Written in the Vale of Chamouni,” 

	      1816. Section V.

Mia Rosenthal’s interest in particle physics and its study of the universe’s smallest components 

prompted her recent visit to the Large Hadron Collider at CERN in Switzerland and inspires 

new drawings made especially for Paper Lens. In these painstakingly crafted pieces, Rosenthal 

explores the incomprehensibility of both earthly and celestial experience: from the collision of 

subatomic particles far below the earth’s surface to deep fields of dark matter in outer space. 

Observational drawing has long been a way for Rosenthal to explore the world around her, 

questioning what she sees and seeking answers to what she does not understand. One of the 

most fascinating things about this body of work, however, is that Rosenthal’s chosen subject 

matter cannot be observed with the naked eye—she draws from scientific imagery and data 

visualizations that are hypotheses of what dark matter or specific galaxies, for example, may 

look like. Thus, Rosenthal makes observational drawings of the unobservable. In doing so, she 

grapples with one of the major contrasts of life in the 21st century: the tension between the 

seemingly boundless accessibility of knowledge through technology and the awareness that 

there is so much about our universe that we simply do not yet understand.

Though discussions of the sublime have carved well-worn paths through the history of art, one 

cannot look at Rosenthal’s work without considering the awe-inspiring vastness of the universe, 

as well as the scattered sublimity of cyberspace. Part of her practice since 2012, Rosenthal’s 

“Google Portraits” provide fundamental clues to the way that she, like many of us, uses Google 

image search to understand unfamiliar subjects. A keyword search for “peculiar galaxies,” for 

example, gives one images from Halton Arp’s (1927–2013) most well known work, the Atlas of 

Peculiar Galaxies. Rosenthal assiduously draws the search results that pop up on her screen 

creating a lively tension between the form and content of her work. In capturing a digital 

moment with such analogue means, she honors the boundless possibilities of what can be found 

through the Internet; however, each of Rosenthal’s carefully placed marks seems to rub against 
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an image (sourced from the Hubble Telescope) that indicates the presence of this mysterious 

matter. Below ground, in the ring of the Large Hadron Collider, the collision of subatomic 

particles is shown in red. These experiments at the Collider seek evidence of dark matter 

(among other things), which has never been directly observed, yet likely makes up a great deal 

of the universe. Rosenthal’s landscape connects our visible, physical world with all that we 

cannot see and do not yet know about the universe. Though she eagerly takes her viewers to 

space, she always brings them back to earth by connecting terrestrial matter with extraterrestrial 

phenomena.

The vision of the world that Percy Blysshe Shelley puts forth in his poem on Mont Blanc 

resonates with Rosenthal’s drawing of the same mountain and the larger body of work featured 

in Paper Lens. Though Rosenthal’s drawing was not directly inspired by the poem, both works 

of art speak to a core human impulse to make connections that emanate from our isolated 

existence to other elements of the universe. It represents an awareness of the world outside of 

our physical understanding and a desire to experience life as part of a greater connected series 

of events. Perhaps most importantly and as is most clearly deduced from Rosenthal’s intricate 

drawings, this impulse is related to how one contemplates his or her own place in the ever-

expanding notion of the universe and how one reconciles all that is to be learned and all that 

is yet to be understood. In Paper Lens, Rosenthal proves that, even though drawing may not be 

able to give full answers to the universe’s mysteries, the meditative nature of this centuries old 

practice helps artist and viewer to more fully understand and experience its wonders. Answers 

to the fundamental questions about our universe do not come easy—as Rosenthal notes in one 

of her drawings in big, block letters in the parlance of Facebook relationship statuses (and her 

characteristic humor), “It’s complicated.”  

the opposite of this vastness—the awareness of humankind’s own limits of understanding. The 

Google image search may be one of the ways in which we all face the sublime everyday—

sitting at our desks or on our phones, the overwhelming grandeur of the world is always at our 

fingertips. Rosenthal’s drawings of her notes from readings on particle physics reveal how deeply 

she studies her subjects before she draws. They also illuminate the joy and terror that one feels 

when taking on a new subject (especially one as complicated as particle physics). As the title 

of the exhibition, Paper Lens, suggests, through the paper and the marks that she draws on it, 

Rosenthal humbly submits herself to a process of discovery through drawing. 

As the Internet has rapidly become a significant part of how one interprets and experiences 

the world, so have the ever-evolving images of our cosmos. Images from the Hubble Space 

Telescope, for example, are now pervasive in popular culture and the arts and fundamentally 

shape how we conceive of our place in the universe. In Telescope, Rosenthal traces an abridged 

history of the instrument and calls to mind the parallels between technological advancements 

in lenses and artistic thought. Starting with Galileo’s observation of the moon using a Galilean 

telescope in the center of the drawing and ending with a Hubble telescope image of the Ultra 

Deep Field in the outermost ring, Rosenthal takes us through almost 500 years of modern 

physics and astronomy. She also takes us through much larger fields of time: from the moon, 

a physical entity in the night sky (not significantly different now than when Galileo observed 

it), to the Hubble image that, while created at the beginning of the 21st century, marks a time 

approximately 13 billion years ago. Rosenthal takes on the fourth dimension of time in her 

drawings—her version of the sublime is multi-dimensional. 

This is evident in the drawing titled Mont Blanc; perhaps her most important work in the 

exhibition. In the piece, Rosenthal explores one of the major unknowns in cosmology and 

particle physics—the existence and composition of dark matter. Grounded by the stunning 

view of Mont Blanc from the CERN facilities, the sky in Rosenthal’s landscape is taken from 
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After Hubble Telescope: Tadpole Galaxy, 2015
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Expanding Universe (day one)

WALL DRAWING

EXPANDING UNIVERSE

Over a period of five weeks, Rosenthal created a drawing directly on one of 

the walls in the Morris Gallery. The work was a continued meditation on the 

universe as observed by the Hubble Space Telescope. The process of making 

this drawing echoed the creation of the universe as put forth in the Big Bang 

Theory: from one single mark the drawing expanded exponentially over time.  



Expanding Universe (day 11, complete)

Expanding Universe (day two) Expanding Universe (day three)

Expanding Universe (day six) Expanding Universe (day nine)



LIST OF WORKS

Helix Nebula, 2015 
Ink on paper mounted to panel, 16 inch diameter circle 
Collection of The Todd R. Paulson Family 

After Hubble Telescope: Omega Centauri, 2015, 
Ink on paper mounted to panel, 16 inch diameter circle 
Private collection

After Hubble Telescope: Tadpole Galaxy, 2015 
Ink on paper mounted to panel, 16 inch diameter circle 
Collection of John B. Pastore

Notes, 2015 
Ink on paper, 10 ¾ x 17 ¾ inches 
Courtesy of the artist and Gallery Joe, Philadelphia

Mont Blanc, 2015 
Ink on paper, 60 x 32 inches 
Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts, Philadelphia. Museum purchase, 2015.36.1

Telescope, 2015 
Ink and gouache on paper mounted to panel, 16 inch diameter circle 
Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts, Philadelphia. Museum purchase, 2015.36.1  
Artist’s notes on Telescope: 
Center image: Galileo’s observation of the moon using a Galilean telescope.  
First ring: photographic plate from the work of the “Harvard Observatory computers,” a group of women who worked in the 
early 20th century to painstakingly record star brightness in the photographic slides at the Harvard Observatory.  
Second ring: images from the discovery of Pluto as the 9th planet (downgraded to a dwarf planet in 2006). 
Outer ring: Hubble Telescope image of the Ultra Deep Field.

Microscope, 2015 
Ink on paper mounted to panel, 16 inch diameter circle 
Courtesy of the artist and Gallery Joe, Philadelphia  
Artist’s notes on Microscope: 
Center image: a flea from Robert Hooke’s 1665 publication Micrographia.  
First ring: blood cells taken with a scanning electron microscope. 
Second ring: HeLa cells imaged using] fluorescence microscopy (DNA appears as blue). 
Outer ring: hydrogen bonds, captured with atomic force microscopy.

Expanding Universe, 2015 
Acrylic on wall, 109 x 82 inches

Title Wall

Google Portrait of Winslow Homer, 2015 
Ink on paper, 26 x 17 inches  
Courtesy of the artist and Gallery Joe, Philadelphia

Google Portrait of  Eadweard Muybridge, 2013 
Ink on paper, 26 x 17 inches 
Collection of John B. Pastore

Morris Gallery

Ultra Deep Field (Dark Matter), 2014 
Ink on paper, 38 ½ x 38 ½ inches 
Courtesy of the artist and Gallery Joe, Philadelphia

Azalea (Dark Matter), 2015 
Ink on paper, 39 x 39 inches 
Collection of James E. O’Neill and David A. Rubin

After Hubble Telescope: Einstein Ring, 2015 
Ink on paper mounted to panel, 24 inch diameter circle 
Collection of Anne E. McCollum

Nothing to See Here, 2015 
Ink on paper, 8 x 17 ⅜ inches 
Courtesy of the artist and Gallery Joe, Philadelphia

Accelerator, 2015 
Ink on paper mounted to panel, 16 inch diameter circle 
Collection of Joseph and Pamela Yohlin

Collider, 2015 
Ink on paper mounted to panel, 16 inch diameter circle 
Collection of James E. O’Neill and David A. Rubin

Arp 147, 2015 
Ink on paper, 22 ¾ x 29 inches  
Courtesy of the artist and Gallery Joe, Philadelphia

Google Portrait of Halton Arp (Peculiar Galaxies), 2015 
Ink on paper, 26 x 17 inches  
Courtesy of the artist and Gallery Joe, Philadelphia
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