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CAPTAIN PLANET The photographer poses with his creations.

PHOTO ESSAY

Imagining Exoplanets

Travelling to other worlds in an artist’s workshop

HERE IS A BOX under the work

table in Adam Makarenko’s

Toronto studio. Like the rubbish

bin of some unhinged god, it con-
tains hundreds of planets, each about the
size of a fist.

This is Makarenko’s sculptural library of
imagined exoplanets. His works are mod-
elled on real worlds that orbit stars light
years away. Each of his creations—rocky
surfaces streaked with blue, gas giants
with swirls of white and red —draws on
the sparse data astronomers have collected
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and is grounded in the principles of plan-
etary composition we have learned from
our own solar system.

When these exoplanets are photo-
graphed against a dark backdrop, or juxta-
posed against an elaborate set seething
with lava or coated in crystalline spires, the
images look as though they were beamed
from another part of the Milky Way.

In reality, each exoplanet is a simple
sphere or half-sphere made of plaster or
Styrofoam that has been covered in glue
or paint to add texture and colour. Ma-
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karenko’s work shows us that advanced
technology isn’t always enough to brings
humans to other worlds—exploring the
galaxy requires imagination.

THE EXISTENCE of planets outside our
solar system was long hypothesized,
but proven only in 1992, when astronomers
Dale Frail and Alex Wolszczan published
their discovery of two hunks of rock or-
biting a dead star 2,300 light years away.
Since then, 3,472 exoplanets have been
found, and NAsA estimates that approxi-
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TOP, LEFT Makarenko rotates coloured
paper on a turntable and captures the
results through long exposure—anidea
adapted from an old special-effects trick—
to create rings. ABOVE A bird’s-eye view
of the planet-painting sink.
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mately one trillion exist in our galaxy alone.

Nowadays, the discovery of a new plan-
et typically goes unnoticed. But in Feb-
ruary 2017, NASA announced that three
Earth-like worlds had been found in the
habitable zone of a star system about forty
light years away; in the impossible scale
of space, that’s practically in our back-
yard. They summon to mind the possi-
bility of life existing somewhere else in
the universe—another species, or one day,
perhaps, our descendants.

It’s a nice thought, but premature. “Dis-

ToP His exoplanets, made of plaster or Styrofoam, typically take twenty-four hours
tomake. BoTTOM Everything is a trial-and-error process for Makarenko—including
the making of this tiny probe, which started as a simple sketch.

covery” is an abstract term in this context.
The vast majority of exoplanets have been
observed only indirectly, either by watch-
ing for a star’s “wobble” (changes in the
wavelengths of its light caused by the grav-
ity of a nearby planet) or using a telescope
to keep track of minute alterations in the
amount of light recorded from a star as a
planet passes in front of it. What these exo-
planets actually look like remains unknown.

In a recent essay for Atlas Obscura
about the history of “space art,” author
George Pendle observes that, while pho-
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tography usurped illustration in a number
of scientific disciplines throughout the

nineteenth century, outer space remained

an area “too far away to be photographed

yet too thrilling to be left undocumented.”
Art and science have a symbiotic relation-
ship: art inspires new generations of re-
searchers, while new discoveries inspire

more artists.

Take, for example, one of the first de-
tailed artistic creations of these far-
away worlds: the cover of The Conquest
of Space (1949), illustrated by American
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ABOVE Abehind-the-sceneslook atthe paper-
and-plaster ice cave featured in the top image.

LEFT This custom star backdrop consists of a sheet of
construction paper with holes punched through it.
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painter Chesley Bonestell. The picture
shows a rocket perched on a shadowy,
mountainous moonscape. In the fore-
ground, suited figures assemble a scientific
instrument. The image helped popularize
the idea of manned space travel —even
rocket pioneer Wernher von Braun was a fan
of Bonestell’s work. At the time Bonestell
was drawing these scenes, the idea of
humans going to the stars was regarded
with skepticism (NASA launched its second
monkey into space that same year; it did
not survive). Only twenty years later, the

first astronauts touched down on our moon.

THERE ARE SIMPLER, and more realis-
tic, ways to show distant worlds than
by creating intricate miniatures. Comput-
ers have become the standard method
(the producers of 2014’s Interstellar hired
a physicist to help create the film’s cG1
black hole). And the James Webb Space
Telescope —a more powerful successor
to the Hubble —will launch in 2018, giv-
ing scientists the ability to directly exam-
ine hitherto unseen exoplanets.
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EXOPLANETS

FAR LEFT Probes, Makarenko says,
are our greatest assets for explor-

ing the universe. ABOoVE This lava-
filled moon scene was inspired by a
chance encounter with a vulcanologist
studying planetary bodies. LEFT Ma-
karenko adds the final touches to the
set, which measures eight feet by nine
feet.

Makarenko believes that his sculptures,
physical planets that can be moved and
touched, provide something equally im-
portant. “There is something tangible
about the miniature versus something that
is made on the computer—not necessarily
better, but different,” he writes. “It makes
these far-off places appear to be more real
for me, because they are sculptural forms.
The images are literally transporting the
viewer to a physical place.”

It will take decades for humans to reach
Mars. And we may never set foot on any




