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As if it were Already Here
A conversation between WAr and Janet Echelman

In 2015, Janet Echelman captured the 
spirits and imaginations of Bostonians with 
her breathtaking 600 ft sculpture, “As if It 
Were Already Here.” The soaring, rippling 
piece wouldn’t have come to life without 
Echelman’s own struggle to find meaning 
in her medium, a medium that derived from 
her travels and an intensely personal 
iterative process involving various 
methods of expression utilizing vastly 
different materials. 

Janet Echelman is an internationally 
recognized sculptor, artist and principal of 
Studio Echelman based out of Brookline, 
MA. Her work has recieved critical praise as 
a recipient of the Guggenheim Fellowship, 
and was recently awarded the Smithsonian 
American Ingenuity Award in Visual Arts, 
honoring “the greatest innovators in 
America today.” Her TED talk “Taking 
Imagination Seriously” has been translated 
into 34 languages with more than a million 
views. 

“My method is simple - be 
authentic. I find that when I 
share my vision and passion, 
others want to be a part of 
it.” 
-Echelman

WAr: Your travels have brought you all 
around the world to places like 
Indonesia, China, and India where you’ve 
studied different art forms like Chinese 
calligraphy, textile methods, and bronze 
casting before you found your preferred 
medium. Do you believe this portfolio of 
work and research spanning several years 
prepared you to create sculptures of this 
magnitude?

JE: Not directly. These overseas experiences 
informed and helped shape who I am as a 
person and as an artist. Rather than the 
portfolio of work generated, I think it is more 
the type of experiences create by the same 
approach  -- where everywhere my path 
leads becomes a place to engage in learning 
traditions of making that have passed down 
generation to generation.  This is the way I 
learn and grow. It could happen far away, or 
close to home. In my case, it happened in 
places with rich and varied traditions that 
spoke to me. Living in Bali early on in my 
career taught me how the organization of 
space could create meaning, and create a 
sense of belonging in the world. From my 
small grass-roofed house in the ricefields, 
I observed the placement of things with 
respect to the Holy Mountain – from the 
small offerings of flowers and rice on my 
pillow, to the direction my bed was placed 
within the room, and the way our entire 
village has its temples toward the Holy 
Mountain and its cremation grounds furthest 
away.  In Hong Kong and in Bangkok, 
I learned how a sacred space could be 
created with a few sticks of incense and a 
length of three at the base of a tree, in the 
middle of a bustling dusty metropolis. In 
India, I was moved by the humble street 
shrines inserted among daily life. Perhaps 
this awakened in me the desire to find and 
create contemplative spaces within my native 
culture once I returned home.  Bringing what 
you’ve learned home is always the greatest 
challenge. It’s important to remember that I 
didn’t set out to become a sculptor at all. It 
was an unexpected turn, when after painting 
for a decade, my paints were lost and I was 
forced to embrace what was around me. 
That just happened to be fishing nets. The 
ideas I learned from Chinese calligraphy 
-- of creating with expressive gesture -- is 
still central to my work, but instead of 

painting a stroke of pigment on a canvas, I’m 
now creating a set of points that have the 
potential for physical  gesture in the world – 
and bringing that to everyday life at the scale 
of the city.

WAr: You mentioned in your TED Talk that to 
make your sculpture 1.26 a reality, you had 
to create an information modeling program 
that was advanced enough to model 
complex net forms under gravity. Does your 
studio continue to use the software that was 
developed or have there since been 
other programs you’ve found useful?

JE: Since designing the 1.26 sculpture, my 
studio has had the privilege of collaborating 
with the world’s leading design software 
company - Autodesk - to build a custom 
software tool that allows us to do the soft-
body modeling of our sculpture using the 
constraints of our craft, while calculating the 
effects of gravity. We couldn’t have built our 
monumental sculpture for Boston without 
it. I think it’s interesting how we’re making 
monumental sculpture with pre-industrial 
and industrial methods, but we require post-
industrial computer tools in order to build 
at the scale of the city. I see it as connecting 
our past, present and future.

WAr: Before you had such an established 
and successful studio did you find it 
challenging to convince clients of the 
feasibility of your projects?

JE: Yes, and it is still a hurdle to convince tall 
buildings to let me attach to their structure! 
But I’ve learned that some of the best work 
comes from overcoming constraints. When 
developing an idea, I remind myself not to 
start with compromise. I envision my ideal 
goal – I ask myself ‘what would result if I 
had no limits in resources, materials, or 
permission’ and let the design develop 
before addressing the practical realm. 

My method is simple - be authentic. I find 
that when I share my vision and passion, 
others want to be a part of it. 

WAr: Did you have anxieties about the scope 
and size of your initial projects?

JE: Of course. A decade ago, when I was 
asked to create my first big commission 

pedagogy



WAr 21

for Porto, Portugal, I didn’t know if I could 
build a permanent artwork for their city. I 
didn’t know if I could do that and preserve 
my art - but I said yes. I searched for a way 
to make my work durable, engineered, and 
permanent, while retaining delicate and 
ephemeral qualities. It had to survive 
ultraviolet rays, salt air, pollution, and at 
the same time remain soft enough to move 
fluidly in the wind.
 
We needed something to hold the net up out 
there in the middle of the traffic circle. So 
we raised a 45,000-lb. steel ring. We had to 
engineer it to move gracefully in an average 
breeze yet survive in hurricane winds. I found 
a brilliant aeronautical engineer who helped 
us solve the twin challenges of creating 
precise shape with gentle movement. 
Because hand-tied knots weren’t going 
to withstand a hurricane, I developed a 
relationship with an industrial fishnet factory. 

Three years later, we raised the 50,000 sq. 
ft. lace net. It was hard to believe that what 
I had imagined was finally built, permanent, 
and had lost nothing in translation.  

WAr: How would you describe the 
distinct civic character “As if It Were 
Already Here” captures for Boston 
natives, and did you anticipate the 
project would be such a success?

JE: The sculpture recalls the way that 
Boston has transformed itself generation 
after generation, beginning with the three 
mountains that were flattened to create 
more harbor lands in the 18th century. 
What’s interesting to me is that Boston has 
re-imagined itself, and it recalls the way that 
we have dramatically changed our physical 
city, not once or twice but many times. 
Beginning in the 1700s when 3 mountain 
peaks were flattened to create more land 
from water, and in 1950s when they opened 

the central artery, they were so proud, it 
was widest vehicular tunnel in the country 
or world, and that we can admit that our 
values had changed, and reclaim land from 
the automobile and return it to people, as 
a blooming greenway, is noteworthy. The 
title “As if It Were Already Here” is in the 
subjunctive tense. It’s about the ability to 
imagine and reshape our world. I never know 
quite how a community will interact with an 
artwork until it is installed. My hope is that 
each person creates their own narrative 
or becomes aware of their own sensory 
experience. In Boston, I have been moved 
by the public outpouring, and the way the 
sculpture has become part of life. A waiter 
at a restaurant beside the sculpture told 
me that every night after his shift he lies 
down in the grass and watches the colors 
of the sculpture change. A professional who 
can’t see it from her office said it’s become 
her routine to walk to it every day during 



lunch hour.  A child told me it’s a “tangled 
rainbow”. A woman who lives near the 
sculpture told me it makes her feel safe, and 
the whole area now feels safer when she 
walks.

WAr: Were there any site forces that 
were an overwhelming obstacle in the 
design phase of the project? What were 
the greatest technical challenges of 
implementing your design?

JE: Dealing with the intensely high winds 
in Boston at this height – we’re designed to 
withstand 105mph winds. That’s the same 
criteria to which every skyscraper around the 
sculpture is designed.

WAr: This year’s architecture review is 
themed Make. Is there any guidance you 
would offer to young designers about the 
act of making whether it be conceptual 
design or working a material with your 
hands to bring it to fruition?

JE: I always return to the words of poet 
Rainer Maria Rilke in his ‘Letters to a 
Young Poet’: Have patience with everything 
unresolved in your heart and to try to love the 
questions themselves as if they were locked 
rooms or books written in a very foreign 
language. Don’t search for the answers, 
which could not be given to you now, because 
you would not be able to live them. And the 
point is, to live everything. Live the questions 
now.

WAr: Did you find the time consuming 
process of tying knots by hand more 
rewarding? Or was it an assumed reality 
given the scalability of your projects that 
you would need industrial equipment to 
pursue larger sculptures?

JE: I wouldn’t say my hand-knotted work 
is “more rewarding” because there are so 
many beautiful, delicate qualities in both 
hand and machine work, and both are vital to 
my artwork.
 
When I began making my netted sculptures, 
they were fabricated completely by hand. 
All of my recent works are a combination 
of machine and hand-work. My studio uses 
hand-work to create unusual, irregular 
shapes and joints, and to make lace patterns 
within the sculpture. We utilize machines 
for making rectangular and trapezoidal 
panels with stronger, machine-tightened 
knots that can withstand intense winds, and 

the heavy weight of snow and ice storms. 
Industrial equipment and materials have 
helped me bring my work to a new scale and 
permanency.

WAr: Daniel Libeskind presented you with 
Smithsonian’s American Ingenuity Award in 
Visual Arts for 2014, honoring “the greatest 
innovators in America today.” You often 
coordinate with architects and engineers to 
bring your projects to life on site, are there 
any professionals with whom you would like 
to work in the future?

JE: There are too many to list!

WAr: What projects can we look forward to 
in the future?

JE: We’re excited about the 2016 premiere 
of a new permanent work on the Sunset 
Strip in West Hollywood in collaboration with 
SOM, “Dreamcatcher”, that is tensioned 
between the floor slabs of two hotel towers 
on multiple floors.  We’ll install a new 
permanent work for Greensboro about the 
textile history of North Carolina in 2016 
as well. We have an exciting temporary 
installation for London at Oxford Circus, 
and a long-term interior commission for 
the   Smithsonian American Art Museum’s 
reopening of the Renwick Gallery, which will 
be on view 2015 - 2017. And some new major 
commissions we’re soon going to be able to 
reveal  - all very exciting!

The iterative process of taking an age old 
technology and utilizing contemporary 
manufactoring techniques to create a new 
breed of sculpture has astounded 
onlookers to Mrs. Echelmans beautiful 
works for over a decade. Her designs push 
the boundries of art and installation into the 
urban scale, inspiring new generations of 
artists and architects to think bigger. 



WAr 23


	WAr_V6_Cover
	V6_Echelman_Interview

