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In preparing this essay, I am especially grateful to 
the two anonymous readers whose generous and 
erudite comments greatly improved it, and to Philip 
Armstrong for his help in shaping the final version. I 
would also like to thank Stephen Owen, Mark Bender, 
and Chen Yiyun for perceptive suggestions regarding 
the translation of Ouyang Xiu’s “The Large Stone of 
Ling Stream.” Lastly, I am indebted to the example of 
Kaja Silverman’s fearless engagement with Lacan and 
Heidegger.

1 Lacan, The Four Fundamental Concepts of 
Psycho-analysis, 67. 

2 Ibid., 99. 

3 Ibid., 106. 

4 Terry Eagleton, Literary Theory, 144. 

5 Ibid., 144–45.

6 Ibid. 

7 Lacan, The Four Fundamental Concepts of 
Psycho-analysis, 97. 

8 Ibid., 96. 

9 Ibid., 106. 

10 Ibid., 100. 

11 Ibid., 101. 

12 Ibid., 89, 101. 

13 Ibid., 107. 

14 Ibid. 

15 I take creative liberties here with the Perseus and 
Medusa myth, especially with the fate of Medusa’s 
head (in classical versions cut off and eventually 
placed upon Athena’s shield) in the spirit of Caillois’s 
suggestive explorations of mimicry, disguise, and 
aggression in The Mask of Medusa.

16 Graham Parkes, review of Spirit Stones of China, 
edited by Stephen Little, 306.

 17 For example, the story of Bian He’s jade, 
famously recounted in the Han Feizi, the writings of 
the legalist philosopher Han Fei (c. 280–233 BCE).

18 Schafer, Tu Wan’s Stone Catalogue of Cloudy 
Forest, 6–7.

19 Ibid, 3. 

20 Ibid, 3–8.

21 Caillois, The Writing of Stones, 37. 

22 Owen, Traditional Chinese Poetry and  
Poetics, 156. 

23 Stephen Owen, class lecture, Harvard Univer-
sity, Cambridge, MA, January 30, 2002. 

24 Ibid. 

25 Owen, Traditional Chinese Poetry and  
Poetics, 151. 

26 My translation. 

27 Translated as “the time for comprehending” in 
Lacan, “Logical Time and the Assertion of Antici-
pated Certainty: A New Sophism,” 169.

28 Heidegger, Poetry, Language, Thought, 181.
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Lia Halloran is an artist who grew up surfing and skateboarding in the Bay Area and devel-
oped a love of science during high school, at her first job, performing cow eye dissections 
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tals and ice, cabinets of curiosities, taxonomy, classification, periodic table of elements, 
skateboarding, and interconnections between these topics. Halloran has participated in 
several  interdisciplinary projects with scientists, artists, and architects including Janna 
Levin, science resident at Pioneer Works in Brooklyn. She is currently working on a book 
with physicist Kip Thorne about the warped side of the universe, to include Thorne’s 
poetry and Halloran’s paintings. In 2016 Halloran was awarded an Art Works grant from 
the National Endowment for the Arts for the project Your Body Is a Space That Sees, which 
draws from archival materials to recreate an astronomical catalog of large-scale cyano-
types based on discoveries made by women in the late 1800s. Halloran received her BFA 
from the University of California, Los Angeles, and her MFA in Painting and Printmaking 
from Yale University. She is an assistant professor of art at Chapman University. Her most 
recent exhibition, Deep Sky Companion, which comprises 120 works based on deep-sky 
objects catalogued by Charles Messier, was on display from June to December 2016, filling 
four stories at the Cahill Center for Astronomy and Astrophysics at Caltech.  
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>> Your Body Is a Space That Sees

Your Body Is a Space That Sees is a series of large-scale cyanotype works inspired by 
the fragmented history and contributions of women in astronomy. The series offers a 
visual account and female-centric astronomical catalog of craters, comets, galaxies, 

and nebulae, drawing from narra-
tive, visual, and historical accounts 
of a group of women known as 
“Pickering’s Harem” or the “Har-
vard Computers,” who worked at 
the Harvard Observatory starting 
in 1879. This little-known group  
of women made a significant 
impact in the field of astronomy 
by using photographic glass plates 
to catalogue and classify the size, 
brightness, and chemical content 
of stars. The key to unlocking the 
distance of the universe was dis-
covered by one of these women, 
Henrietta Swan Leavitt, based on 
her observation of variable stars. 
Her discoveries provided evi-
dence that subsequently supported 

Edwin Hubble’s expanding universe theories. The important contributions of these 
women to the fields of astronomy and astrophotography were compensated with wages 
less than half of what their male counterparts would have been paid. 

Harvard University houses the largest collection of astronomical glass plates in the 
world—over 500,000, taken between the mid-1880s and 1992, including some of the early 
daguerreotype of the moon. Research for this series was done in partnership with the 
archives at the Harvard College Observatory to identify specific plates that were studied 
and catalogued by the approximately eighty women in the “Harvard Computers” group. 
These plates serve as a reference for large paintings of the galaxies and stellar objects. 
Your Body Is a Space That Sees offers the experience of the night sky through the discov-
eries made by these astronomers.

The cyanotype works are created by painting stellar images on semi-transparent drafting 
film. They are then pressed over paper coated with light-sensitive emulsion and exposed 
to the sun. The resulting piece is a cyanotype print of the positive image in equal scale 
to its matching negative: a photographic print created without a camera. This process, 
which mimics early astronomical glass plates moving between transparent surfaces, is 
multilayered in meaning and technique: images of stars created by a star (our sun), paint-
ings used to create a painting (light-sensitive emulsion exposed by another painting). 
Cliché-verre—a method that creates a photograph by painting on a glass plate used as the 
negative—was popular in the mid-nineteenth century and adopted by French painters 
including Camille Corot, Jean-François Millet, and Charles-François Daubigny. 

www.liahalloran.com

Women employees of the Harvard 
Observatory, the “Harvard Computers,” 
Cambridge, Massachusetts, c. 1925.
Photo courtesy of the Harvard  
College Observatory
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