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ABSTRACT 

PARALLELISM: PAST PERLUSTRATION / FUTURE FORMULATION 

Brigitte Caramanna, MFA 

George Mason University, 2019 

Thesis Director: Christopher Kardambikis 

 

This thesis describes my process and presents the research I have used to create my work. 

I will provide an explanation to methods of printmaking I practice and how that relates to 

drawing, exploration, and scientific discoveries. I discuss how nature has been the 

ultimate factor in motivating the work. The natural world has led me to contemplate what 

is possible in the multiverse. This has guided me into three areas of research: the past, 

future, and present. The past: focusing on mysteries of ancient civilizations and lost 

technologies. The future: taking a look at the how advancement of technology can lead to 

the loss of knowledge humans have currently obtained. Finally, the present: discussing 

what the consequences of the present will have on humanity, nature, and the universe.  

This research leads to the works in the thesis exhibition, which I provide images of and a 

description for.   
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ARTIST STATEMENT 

I have always felt a strong connection to and appreciation for nature. I would find myself 

fascinated with all the intricate details and amazed by the abundance of information 

present in the tiniest forms. This has led me to consider all the possibilities of life, not 

just on earth, but in the universe (as well as outside of this universe). 

 

I have studied photographs of the surface of Mars, Venus, and our moon. But because I 

have not traveled to these places, I could not examine them, and document them myself. 

My recent work was inspired by glaciers in Iceland, caves in Virginia, swamps in Florida, 

and the Galapagos Islands. I have a passion for experiencing and attempting to transcribe 

the beauty in places that provide me with the feeling of being on another planet or in 

another time; places that are seemingly untouched by civilization. 

 

I use printmaking to capture these details. Etching allows me to be meticulous in my 

inscription on zinc plates. My work is equal parts a love of the process and a love of 

nature. Drawing experiences and producing them as etchings add a history to them. I 

reference the history of print to document scientific discoveries, evolution, and new 

forms of life. I want an element of discovery and excitement of the new and unknown to 

be portrayed in my work. 
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PROCESS 

My artistic process is slow and methodical. It includes visiting various places, 

documenting them through photography, and collaging various perspectives to create an 

image from multiple vantage points. I then reference these images as I make marks on 

zinc plates or carve into wood to later create prints.  

 

Significance of Place 

 
The places I travel to are deeply influential to my work. I have always felt a strong 

connection to nature. My artistic journey started from a place of examining the 

extraordinary complexities of the smallest and simplest forms of life on earth. These 

lifeforms would include organisms such as jellyfish, protozoan, fungi, and diatoms. I 

would go to the library to look up books of scientific illustrations such those by Ernst 

Haeckel, watch various nature documentaries including many about Charles Darwin and 

his theory of evolution, and examine species at natural history museums. When spending 

time studying these seemingly simple lifeforms I came to the conclusion that they were 

extremely significant; not just to the earth but hold a connection to the universe.  

 

At that same time in my life I began to question religion and no longer felt I could rely on 

the idea of God as the creator of life. It was a struggle that lead to sadness and depression 
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because I would not be reunited with my loved ones who died, and at times thought that 

living may be pointless. However, I was later able to come to a different conclusion, that 

led me to hope and curiosity, that everything in the universe is interconnected.  

 

I found as many images as I could of the universe including galaxies, surfaces of other 

planets, comets, meteors, and stars. As I examined both the images of space and those of 

small lifeforms, I began to make connections within the patterns. The patterns that exist 

in our largest known natural forms also exist within the smallest. I could see this through 

images of the surface of our moon, Mars, and Venus, but because I could not see these 

places with my own eyes and capture my own images of them I felt a connection to 

myself missing. 

 

When personally traveling I feel I am able to capture something much more significant. I 

have a specific feeling when I am there; there is sound, temperature, and tactility.  When 

I visit different natural sites I take photographs and because I have been there, there will 

always be a memory associated with it. I am able to embody a personal vantage point. 

 

I am most interested in traveling to places that feel nearly untouched by civilization and 

appear to resemble another planet or earth in the distant past or future. These type of 

places are often challenging to find on earth. A walk to a local park does not suffice in 

capturing this type of experience. I have to go further to find what I am searching for. 

Like to Iceland where I felt like I was on Mars. In the Galapagos Islands I felt like an 
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explorer, such as Humboldt or Darwin, experiencing many species for the first time. In 

caves in Virginia I could imagine early humans and the start of other lifeforms adjusting 

to survive in such seemingly inhospitable places. These connections to places I travel 

unveil another layer to my work.  

 

Drawing 

 
I use drawing as a way of expressing details that photography cannot. Photography 

captures an image in an instant, whereas my work is created with an opposite approach. I 

do use photos for reference, but as I draw I aim to capture something more than what is 

observable at a glance. A way to peer into distant times. 

 

In my drawings I add information, distort perspective, and abstract forms with marks. I 

view my work extremely close up while I draw and place as many details as possible into 

a small section. As these marks craft an image, I feel a strong connection for the sense of 

accomplishment and dedication needed for its completion. 

 

I transcribe these drawings onto zinc plates with an etching needle. The etching needle 

allows my drawings to become more delicate and precise than a pencil would allow.  

I use my drawing abilities to conjure something that feels stronger, more permanent, and 

puts a greater density of information to uncover into the image.  
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Printmaking 

 
Drawing on a plate or carving into wood is satisfying to me in a way that drawing 

directly onto paper is not. I dedicate a significant amount of time to an image that 

changes in appearance many times throughout the process. There is a thrill in the 

revelation of the final state of a print. If the image is to be fully planned out or known 

beforehand, the process loses its value. A mystery to be discovered through 

experimentation will only be revealed after the plate is printed. This too is an act of 

exploration.  

 

My process is time consuming. First, I pick an image to draw from. The image is taken 

from a combination of my own photography, and elements I have collaged together. I use 

a computer printer to print, an initial rough black and white image. I then cut out the parts 

I find most interesting and collage these elements together.  I then scan them to build one 

image to use as my reference to draw from.  

 

I use zinc etching plates that I prepare by coating with a layer of acid resistant ground. I 

then trace my image as an outline onto the plate. After that, I work over those lines with 

an etching needle, removing the acid resistant ground from the plate. I place it in the acid, 

and the acid bites the exposed plate. Then, take it out of the acid, remove the ground, 

push the ink into the etched lines, print it, and get a proof. After the proof is pulled I 

recoat the plate with ground and repeat the process of drawing on the plate and soaking it 
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in acid, inking and printing the plate for proofs numerous times. Each state reveals a new 

depth to the print. 

 

Some areas of the plate will be etched lightly while some will have a deeper bur, 

depending on time left in the acid. During proofing, which is used to see the current state 

of a print, I experiment with various techniques. To achieve the tonal qualities in my 

prints I use a technique called open bite, in which the plate is left exposed in the acid, 

resulting in a flatter texture with an often uncontrollable result. I sometimes use an 

aquatint to create tones, which is a technique where the plate is dusted with powdered 

rosin or spray paint. This technique adds a texture to the plate that gets picked up by the 

plate during printing. Often I am not happy with an area of the plate and I burnish it away 

and start again, although traces of the lines that were once etched will always be present 

and can only become faded.   

 

Once I am happy with what is etched on the plate I can start the printing process. I start 

with etching ink, which is pushed over the entire plate. That ink remains in the lines that 

were bitten by the acid while the rest gets removed from the surface. Once the surface is 

clean, I go over that surface of the plate with lithography ink. (Etching ink is stiffer then 

lithography ink so it will remain in the lines.) The lithography ink is mixed with a 

transparent base which gives the ink a thinner viscosity. A large brayer is used to pick up 

the lithography ink and rolled onto the surface of the plate resulting in a surface or 

rainbow roll. I sometimes make stencils or block out certain areas to be different colors.  
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During the time I am placing the ink onto the plate, I have a sheet of cotton paper soaking 

in water. After the ink is placed onto the plate, I place the plate onto the press, take out 

the paper, put it on top of the plate, place blankets on top of both and run in through the 

press. The weight and pressure of the press pushes the ink onto the damp paper, which 

then create my print.  

 

Each print is unique because of the process which includes different colors on each image 

to determine what feels most successful to the print. Rather than just using etching ink 

which would allow for editions to be made, a surface roll creates a depth and atmosphere 

in the print. The use of a single color tends to feel flat so adding rolls of color over top 

allows me to adjust what I have seen in reality and add colors that were not present to 

create a mystery.  

 

Historical Reference 

 

Prints carry a presence of a memory and history. The materials used such as stone, wood, 

and metal add a weight of significance and permanence. These materials have and will 

withstand time. It is solid state of communication technology. Printmaking has been used 

for centuries as an artistic medium. Because the creation of multiples is accessible in this 

art form, it led to a greater availability to the masses. A painter may be only able to sell 

one painting creating a higher value, whereas an artist can create prints reducing the 
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value of the singular object but allowing for the art to be viewed and appreciated by 

more.  

 

Because of its capability for multiples, prints were often used in books. Lithographic 

plates could be used to print at a quicker speed. Prior to photography illustrations would 

be placed in books. This especially worked well for scientific illustrations. As scientists 

discovered and studied under a microscope a variety of new species from different parts 

of the world, there became an important reason to document them. Such books reached 

people at a greater scale and ultimately led to an excitement and appreciation for the 

beauty of the natural world.  
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NATURE 

The spontaneous creation of the first single cell of life was the stepping stone onto which 

all forms of life would descend from. Through the process of natural selection, evolution 

diversified this single cell into slightly more complex multi-cellular organisms, each with 

its own unique physical traits, patterns, and characteristics. Each generation being slightly 

different than the last, resulting in an ever increasing complexity of life.  

 

Millions of years later, Alexander von Humboldt (born 1769, Germany, died 1859) 

would examine under a microscope some of these primitive forms of life. What he 

observed were intricacies and patterns that would otherwise be invisible to the naked eye. 

Each micro-organism is composed of unique shapes and patterns, and each organism 

possesses a type of symmetry, such as radial, bilateral, or spherical symmetry. Life is not 

only evolved to function or survive in the harsh demands of the environment, but is also 

fascinating to look at. (Wulf 2017) 

 

Alexander von Humboldt was an explorer and natural scientist who traveled to the 

Americas on a journey to discover how all of nature is interconnected. Humboldt 

investigated Chimborazo, which at the time was considered the world’s tallest mountain, 

and climbed higher than anyone had before him. He documented everything, and 
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described the unique life in each climate zone, making a link between plant life and 

altitude. He studied volcanoes and explained to the world how molten rock is forced up to 

the surface from earth’s interior.  His intensive journey and documentation make him a 

pioneer in the visual presentation of scientific data.  Humboldt was the first to make 

distinctions between living things and the places in which they lived. He understood the 

role of the environment to the diversity of life. (Havenon 2014) 

 
 
Humboldt’s discoveries would later go on to influence Charles Darwin (born 1809, 

United Kingdom, died 1882). Darwin read Humboldt’s books extensively and inspired 

him to travel to South America. Darwin saw this new world through the lens of 

Humboldt’s writings. Darwin continued with amazing achievements for the 

understanding of nature. Darwin’s travel to the Galapagos Islands, brought about the 

theory of evolution. Some of these amazing, perplexing lifeforms would then be 

documented by Ernst Haeckel (born, 1834, Germany, died, 1919).  Many of Haeckel’s 

theories would later be found incorrect, although his published books of lithographic 

prints, such as Kunstformen der Natur, 1899 will continue to be impressive for the 

dedication to the details captured in each life form. (Wulf 2017) 

 

Universe/Multiverse 

 

Hundreds of years later, launched in 1990, the Hubble telescope would tell us that the 

universe is not only expanding but it is accelerating. This was predicted by astronomer 
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Edwin Hubble (born 1889, United States, died 1953) who in 1929 announced his findings 

that galaxies, from all directions, looked to be moving away from us, on earth. The 

Hubble constant is used to set the rate at which the Universe is expanding. The further a 

galaxy, the quicker it will be retreating from the Earth. (Kupperberg, 2005) 

 

This universe is full of galaxies, which look like a circular spiral extending outwards 

from a central point. Within each galaxy are solar systems with this same spiral shape. 

Each solar system is composed of spherical objects known as planets and stars. Although 

different in scale, the shapes and patterns are the same that Humboldt observed under the 

microscope. It appears that these shapes are ubiquitous across the universe and are 

present in every scale, from the subatomic to the astronomical. As expansive and vast as 

the universe may be, there is great possibility that it may be one of many. Known as 

multiverse theory. (Carr and Ellis) 

 

The manner in which atoms arrange into objects, whether it be microscopic cells or 

macroscopic planets, appear to be conducive to propagating and maintaining life. Due to 

the infancy of our science and technology we are limited in our understanding and 

knowledge of what is known and yet to be discovered. It is possible that life exists 

elsewhere outside of our planet but there is currently no evidence for this. If one day such 

evidence is found, it will undoubtedly spawn many new questions and force us to rethink 

our current perception of life.  



12 
 

 
Figure 1 
Under a Microscope (Series), Etchings in pedestals, 2019, 11x11x38 inches 
 
A flamingo and jellyfish are to be examined closer to determine how they will survive the 
future.  
 

 

Life takes on many forms and our outstanding of it is very limited. There has been life 

discovered in places once thought impossible. These lifeforms are known as 

extremophiles, they can survive extreme heat, cold, radioactivity, and even the vacuum of 

space. Tardigrades can enter a dormant state and can withstand almost anything. They 

have been placed into space, survived and continued to thrive when returned back to 

earth. Tardigrade experiments have lead more credence to the theory of panspermia. 

Perhaps life did not originate here on Earth, but rather started on a different planet and 

traveled here on a meteor. (Mullen 2002) 



13 
 

 

 
Figure 2 
Panspermia, Etching, 2019, 22x28 inches 
 
Fossils present beneath the ice may be alien in origin.  
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PAST 

The past is full of mysteries and gaps in knowledge that we as humans try our best to fill. 

Archaeologists and historians start with a set of facts based on archaeological evidence 

such as tools, artifacts or soil samples and then piece together a narrative that best fits this 

evidence. Hypotheses and theories are then created to help us make sense of all this, 

however, because evidence is lost to time, we will never have a full accurate picture of 

our past. 

 

The oldest tools discovered are stone tools made and used by Australopithecus; an early 

human species, that lived between 3.85 and 2.95 million years ago in Eastern Africa, and 

survived for more than 900,000 years (over four times as long as our own species). These 

tools used by early humans were sharp oval-shaped stone flakes that were created by 

hammering two stone pieces together. These multifunctional handheld tools were used to 

gain subsistence, such as slaughtering animals. The ability to create and use tools in this 

manner could be thought of as both an exceptional yet revolting characteristic of humans. 

The inception of the first tool set us on a path towards technological and scientific 

progress culminating in the creation of large human civilizations. (Sørensen & Desrosiers 

2014) 
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Figure 3 
Dawn of Demise, Etchings, 2018, 17x21 inches 
 
In Dawn of Demise the first human tool is presented; this stone tool has led to many 
accomplishments to humanity. However, it is important to be considerate of all the 
negative effects human intelligence has had, and continues to have on the earth. 
 

We can view the remnants of older civilizations in structures such as Macchu Picchu and 

Stonehenge. There is often questions as to how many of these ancient structures were 

built and what they were used for. Even with our modern state of technology and 

engineering, it can seem nearly impossible. The Antikythera mechanism; the first 

analogue computer that predicts the motion of celestial bodies built during the first 

century BC by the Greeks, is a discovery that leads to more questions than answers. How 

was such a device with all its intricate gears engineered to precisely fit and operate 

together built during this time? What kind of knowledge and tools did earlier humans 

have that we are unaware of? Why did technology seem to be quickly advancing and then 
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stopped and even reversed at some point? Could there have been one or more events that 

lead to information being lost or were humans able to acquire their knowledge from 

elsewhere? (Marchant 2015)  

 

 
Figure 4 
Cave Crystal, Etching, 2018, 16x12 inches 
 
The discovery a geometric shape in an unidentified landscape, suggests a remnant of an 
intelligent species. 
 

There is a hypothesis that such extraordinary achievements by humans were only made 

possible with the help of more intelligent life forms such as ancient aliens. Although 

unfounded, it sparks a curiosity as to what actually occurred in the past. The remnants 

that are found throughout Earth are only some of the examples of early human 

achievement. It leaves a question as to what technology was lost to time as civilizations 
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collapsed and new ones began. Is it possible that when a civilization perishes, all the 

knowledge discovered and used by that civilization will die along with it? Some remains 

may be rediscovered by another civilization, many years later.  But, is this an endless 

cycle of discovery and re-discovery that we are doomed to repeat as a species? (Däniken 

1974) 

 

 
Figure 5 
Parallel Portal, Etching with cutouts, 2018,17x25 inches 
 
This discovery of a monolith in a cave will open up a portal to an alternate universe.  
 

 

The Fermi Paradox (Enrico Fermi, born, 1901 Italy, died 1954, United States) aims to 

address why humans have not found any actual evidence of aliens even though there is an 

extremely high probability of their existence. One possible solution to the paradox is 
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known as the Great Filter. The Great Filter Hypothesis presumes that there is something 

that prevents life from evolving past the step of existing outside of its planet of origin.  If 

a species, such as our own, is driven to take over our planet, why not expand to the 

universe. There are many observable planets older than our own, yet they do not show 

signs of life. It is possible that once a species takes over its planet it is on its way to self-

destruction. Life may be abundant throughout the multiverse, however before it can 

expand outside its own planet it doomed to die off. This possible fate could be a reality 

for our own species. If all the intelligent species that have lived on other planets have 

now died out what does that mean for our own? Our current disregard for the 

environment can leave the human species a remnant of the past.  (Davis 2019) 

 

 
Figure 6 
Prehistoric Passageway, Etchings, 2018, 18x24 inches 
 
Remnants of the past species are left to be discovered in a cave.  
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FUTURE 

As we discover ancient technologies it becomes obvious that knowledge of the past has 

often been lost. In our future this cycle is likely to be repeated. We are at great risk of 

losing the information we as a species have presently obtained. The way we currently 

store our information through the computer (i.e. cloud software) leaves us vulnerable. 

The future can bring about an environmental catastrophe, a nuclear incident, or 

destruction of our information from artificial intelligences.  Although some humans 

would likely survive, such events would destroy the information we currently have and 

set us back thousands of years. 

 

There is a great chance that past humans have obtained the level of knowledge we have 

accessible to us today, yet this knowledge was destroyed due to the way it was stored 

during an unpredicted disastrous event. Would people of the future be able to access our 

current technology or would it puzzle them the same way many discoveries of the past do 

to us today?  
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Figure 7 
Tiny Satellites, Etchings, 2017, 15x18 inches 
 
Satellites allow us to research the weather, earth, and the universe. We possess the 
intelligence to travel into space. Although, we risk not leaving any impression in time.  
Our rise or demise will be determined by the way we use our resources. 
 

 

There is nearly permanent evidence of the past in such findings such as stone tools, 

carvings, and cave drawings. France's Chauvet Cave, are the oldest surviving paintings 

which are 30,000-year-old. This is documented in Werner Herzog’s Cave of Forgotten 

Dreams. We have the proof of ancient civilizations but future generations will not have 

proof of past humans, currently living today. Current technology will become obsolete.  
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Figure 8 
Tiny Caves (Series x5), Etchings in portfolios, 2019, 11x18 inches 
 
Caves contain mysteries from our history as a species.  
 

The progression of technology can continue to lead to our advancement as a species. 

However, it is important to not rely on the technology of the future as the answer to all 

our current problems but to realize that technology itself can become the problem of the 

future. (Rees 2018) 
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Figure 9 
Reoccurring Artificially, Etching, 2018, 18x21 inches 

This is the recurring nightmare of being extracted from your natural environment and 
used as an experiment. Flamingos obtain their pink color naturally; while these will do 
so, artificially. Expelled from their land onto another; they become distorted. What seems 
to be an alternative reality may be what is to come. 
 

Technology will not be able to fix all our environmental problems and bring back species 

and life forms that become extinct. We may destroy life in our oceans that we never knew 

existed before we have the technology to explore these great depths. The future is 

impacted by the actions of our present.  
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Figure 10 
Soaring Satellite, Etching with Cutouts, 2018, 23x22 inches 
 
A bird transforms into satellite. It no longer has the use for nature, it can now live out in 
space.  
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PRESENT 

The outcome of the human species may be doomed to repeat an inevitable cycle of 

destruction. While, we possess the possibility of a great advancement of exploration and 

discoveries in the multiverse. Our choices of the present will significantly affect our 

outcome. We need to take environmental concerns seriously to have any chance for our 

advancement. 

 

We have done irreversible harm to our planet. The thinning atmosphere, species dying 

out at an alarming rate, and sea levels rising are just some examples. One of the most 

alarming effects of humans to the planet is thawing permafrost releasing methane. In the 

artic, permafrost is frozen hundreds of feet into the earth and is a remnant from the last 

ice age. There is organic matter trapped in this ice, which as it melts will be released into 

the atmosphere. There is an extreme amount of carbon in this methane gas that has the 

potential to be released, which contains millions of times more carbon than what humans 

are currently putting into the atmosphere. (Saha 2018) 
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Figure 11 
Subaqueous, Reductive Woodcut, 2019, 28x34 inches 
 
Much of our oceans are yet to be explored. As the water warms it is unclear what the 
outcome will be.  
 

Over a third of all greenhouse gas emissions in the modern era, since 1965, can be traced 

to 20 companies. This is why an individual’s attempts to be mindful of their carbon 

footprint is not enough. These companies, including both investor owned corporations 

and state owned companies are also some of the most profitable. There is no 

accountability as they continue to lobby to delay or stop any policies that would combat 

climate change. These companies are responsible for our current climate emergency. It is 

now important to switch to green technologies; as fossil fuel companies need to be 

eliminated. (Carbon Majors Update 2019) 
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Figure 12 
Power Paradox, Etchings 2017, 23¾x17¾ inches 
 
Power is becoming vital to our existence. The largest structures we have built leave us 
vulnerable. We look to those in power to supply us with power. However, we live at the 
mercy of our planet supporting us. 
 

 



27 
 

It becomes so disturbing and depressing if one really considers how greatly humans are 

causing destruction to nature and species that most people seem to ignore the impact. 

Humans of the past did not plan properly for the future, considering the environmental 

problems we must solve today. The present is extremely significant in that if we do not 

properly plan now for the future, there will not be a future where humans exist. All our 

advancements and history as a species will eventually be completely forgotten.  

 
 
This is an important time for humanity, which is why I will continue to make art on this 

subject. It is important to stay connected to nature and remember we are one small part of 

the multiverse that can easily vanish and it would not matter to the cosmos. It is up to 

humanity if they would like to have their knowledge lost or advanced. 
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Figure 13 
Crystal Cave Continuum (Series x 5), Etchings with cutouts, 2018, 18x24 inches 
 
A crystal is discovered inside a cave. This crystal repeats a pattern in space, but remains 
unchanged as time passes. It holds the ability to open up a portal that ultimately leads to a 
parallel universe.  
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BIOGRAPHY 

In her intricate, complex etchings, artist Brigitte Caramanna attempts to merge the 
past and future through the documentation of landscapes detached from humanity. 
Her work portrays scientific discoveries, unreachable places, and mysterious gaps in 
knowledge throughout civilization. Established in drawings, her images are 
thoughtfully carved in a meticulous, precise manner. Caramanna’s prints are pensive, 
as she transcribes both the fragility and vitality of nature. She describes places that 
present the feeling of being on another planet, earth in prehistoric times, and places 
yet to be explored. Her work is able to question and consider many possibilities of 
life on earth and throughout the universe(s). 
 
Caramanna graduated with a Bachelor of Fine Arts from Adelphi University in 2012; 
concentrating in printmaking and with a minor in psychology. She has received a 
Master’s in Fine Arts from George Mason University in 2019. 
 

 

 

 


