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Kimb erly Davenport: What was your initial impr ession of th e gallery? 

What challenges did it present? 

Stephen Hendee: Rice University Art Gal lery is a massive space in which 

to build a single structure. Since I had never worked on this scale, I gam­

bled that I had enough time to make such a comp lex structure . The fact 

that I had a month on site made all the difference; most venues on ly allow 

about two weeks. I now realize that to do projects of this scale in the future, 

I will have to modularize and prefabricate the spaces in order to get the 

same amount of detail in less time. 

You have ment ioned that your work is strongly affected by the specifics 

of the space . In this case, how d id the space shape your thinking about 

the piece? 

More often than not when I am building, a single interaction or realization 

can comp letely change the course that the piece will take. The first day 

that I was in the space, the previous exhibition was being deinstalled, and 

I noticed that there were cables going into the ceiling which had been sup­

ports for a center wall. Realizing that I could use the ceiling for support, I 

threw out my idea of a tunnel structure and decided to build a multi-level 

ceiling hung by cables, something that I'd never done before. To make it 

easier on myself, I decided to make the ceiling panels horizontal to the 

floor, and to fit the panels at right angles to one another . This way the pan ­

els would correspond with the grid of the tiles on the floor. When the piece 

was almost finished, I taped the grid of the floor tiles to pull it further 

together with the formal elements from the structure. 





You describe your work as being more referential than abstract. Can you 

comment on that? 

In many ways I resist the assertion that the work is abstract; isn't all repre­

sentation an abstraction? DNA is a design code for most life on earth, and 

in that sense, we are all walking abstractions. What comprises the seeming 

abstraction of my work is partially inspired by the XVZ wireframe coordinates 

of computer space . The digital space that makes up a three -dimensional 

object is actually a pragmatic design code to present that information on a 

computer screen, paper, or 3-D printer . Who is to say that is any more 

abstract than a photograph of a street scene? 

What is the significance of the title, Super Thrive? Since you decided on 

the title before beginning the work, did it influence or help define how 

the work would develop? 

Super Thrive represents the boundless industrialized growth and economic 

globalization that currently has its moment . It also refers to a force 

which can have positive, life-affirming manifestations such as prosperity, 

productivity and cultural evolution. Conversely, it can also represent 

more sinister aspects of technology : once we finally train ourselves to 

perceive one another as machines, what is to keep us from simply elimi­

nating our humanity? 





Each of your works is defined by a part icular color . What is the signifi ­

cance of the green of SuperThrive? 

Green is a color associated with natural growth. I'm fascinated that, 

increasingly, a lot of the environments we consider to be "natural" are, in 

fact, corporate spaces. For example, Iowa is the most agriculturally devel ­

oped state in the nation, and it's a huge factory floor. It's not a natural 

space anymore. One of the last times I was in the Sierras I found myself in 

a corporate forest. It was a place where all the trees were tagged, and 

parts of the forest were constantly being knocked down. When you see the 

trees in these kinds of clusters, you realize you're not in a "real" organic 

space. In Super Thrive I wanted there to be this sense of blurring between 

two worlds, between organic and inorganic, between nature and machine. 

Did you have a narrative in mind as you constructed SuperThrive? You 

have referred to the glowing box near the entrance as a "Power Source" 

and the dark area opposite it as a " Negation " - can you expand on that? 

It's the narrative of life cycles. There is no difference between technology 

and biology, in the sense that we are evolving technological tools for our 

larger purposes . As tools are an extension of ourselves, we are evolving 

into a post-human fo rm, where our relat ionship to mechanized sustenance 

is the pr imary source for our surviva l. 

Even the simple "Power Source" grows or supports an increasingly complex 

structure that ends in either its death, or its transformation to something on 

the next level of emergence . In the United States we practically bathe in 

electricity everyday. The "Power Source," a simple yet primary structure, is 

something that changes everything about us. 



Despite the high -tech inspiration for your work, the actual process is very 

low-tech and physically arduous. In the future, do you hope to incorpo ­

rate computers or other devices into your work? 

I hope to find venues that are willing to support the exploration of my work 

by allowing me to alter floor elevations, and work with three-dimensional 

sound, and animated lighting systems. Every time I work in a space I try to 

challenge my assumptions, to go as far as possible with the support and 

time frame provided. 

The temporary spaces have evolved to the point where I wou ld like to 

make them more permanent, though to do th is will be as expensive as 

architecture. My environments are so complex and so high ly site -specific, 

that once these massive structures are to be made out of permanent mate­

rials, I will have to use a computer design system to prefabricate parts. 

I'd love to turn one of these spaces into a comp lete liquid screen environ­

ment where all the information could be displayed on the surfaces and 

moved around. It would all be touch screen, a completely animated envi ­

ronment where the entire surface becomes an interface. There could, for 

example, be places that when you walk down the hall, the computer senses 

where you are, and it sends information to wherever you are walking. It 

would be a fluid environment that would somehow simulate a natural -

whatever we understand as natural - environment, a bucolic space. 
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