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Andrea Polli-So tell me why you started working with weather?

Heidi Nielsen-Well, Natalie and I were working on a few other projects. And some of them involved how people interrelate with the landscape, so weather seemed like a natural step in a way. Also we shared this studio space and it was a nice step to use that space in a very good way.

AP-How do you mean how people interact with the environment?

HN-The previous project, which I am still working on, is where there is a big building in Long Island City is treated as a gigantic sundial. It’s a thing that casts the shadow for a sundial that expands over the whole neighborhood. So we had been talking a lot how that exactly that is a sundial and how people can interrelate with it. And how you can use the neighborhood itself to actually read time or to have a sense of the sun passing shadows over the Earth and how much space a shadow changes over the seasons and so on. So we established some walking tours in the neighborhood that defined where the shadows land in the summer, where they should land in the winter and getting a sense of how people directly become involved with that sort of planetary sort of change.

AP-Why were you interested in that?

HN-I have always been interested in instruments that detect changes like that so that was a natural step to the weather station as well.

AP-So tell me about your process unfolding working with the weather station.

HN- We liked the idea of a weather station, and we worked together on projects that were more printmaking types of things. We don’t come from a big electronic background although some of the people we have collaborated with do. So one idea was to build a weather station from the get go and get all the component parts and so on. Dan, another collaborator of ours, is really interested in doing that but we were concerned it would take us years to even get a thermometer going. So we decided to get a weather station kit. In researching that we found there a ton of things out there you can just buy off the shelf that are all set up for you to just do. So we just pulled together some money and got a pretty inexpensive kit and installed it on the roof and it was sort of plug and play we really could sort of get going with that. And since then we have been building other instruments and learning about that with the help of Dan and so forth to build other instruments we can augment our station with.

AP-Were there any other things you did as part of your research process related to the station? I mean did you look into historical artwork related to weather or old time instruments?

HN-Yeah there has been a number of old time research and seeing what other artists are doing with weather instruments as well. Part of our program to is a guest lecture series where we invite artists to come in and talk about what they have been working on.

AP-So how long has this process been going on?

HN-About a little over a year now and talking about it a little longer so a little over a year and a half.

AP-So how did it actually unfold? You got the weather station first then you started the lectures?

HN-Yeah we talked about it a lot then got the weather station going. Then we got a website going that was basically tracking weather related things. As a site for collecting information and tracking our own activities and then Dan was talking a lot about some friends of his who worked with some. He then as a joke said maybe they should come in and do guest lectures. And it went from there, it was like “oh they actually could come in and do a guest lecture. We do have the space for that.” So it moved on from there.

AP-What do you think is the difference between your process in working with the weather station as an artist verses a scientist or any old person that is interested in weather?

HN-Well we are as scientists, interested in collecting data, but we are not super-interested in the exact accuracy of it. So we do not really have an exact experiment or anything setup. So we are different from scientists in that sense.

AP-So would you define yourself partially as a scientist?

HN-I guess there is an overlap, there is overlap everywhere you know. But as artists we’re more interested in the phenomena of why people collect data like this and what people do with data and how that in itself becomes a way of interrelating with the natural world.

AP-So do you think that is doing citizen science? I mean I think it is really interesting you said as scientists are doing…

HN-Well, I guess I was just trying to set us off from scientists so it’s not that really like were exactly scientists it’s more that all these things overlap so if you were to look at us as scientists it would be that we are not particularly interested in being super accurate in those kinds of things. It is more we’re examining this kind of process and seeing what about that in itself is interesting.

AP-So do you think that the instruments are blurring the line between artists and scientists?

HN-Yeah I guess so.  There are so many ways that art and science overlap and so many ways that can be defined so it is sort of hard to say. But sure we are using sort of semi-scientific instruments and collecting data and were trying to interpret that data or examine how people interpret data.

AP-I was looking into some things from in the past and it seems like you know a hundred years ago or something just a regular citizen had a barometer they would look at and read or people would be more comfortable with reading these weather-type instruments. Do you think that what you’re doing ties in with that sort of historical experience, or do you think there is something new going on with these more digital instruments?

HN-Well I think what would be new is the ability to take your own data but then also compare it with other people such as Citizen Weather and Weather Underground and sort of be able to put your data into collection of everyone’s data over the web. So that is really the way it’s synthesized.

AP-So where is exactly is the art in it for you?

HN-I may have already said this, but I am really interested in the instrument thing. I mean, I haven’t quite defined this for myself yet but it is somewhere in there. I am really interested in the motivation of taking data and motivation of using this sort of proxy system to interact with environmental things. One piece that I really love is really dopey but I love it. I keep thinking I need to look this up but it’s a bowling ball on the ground and on top of the bowling ball is a tripod. And what it is a gravity detector so there is a sensor on top of the tripod so if gravity fails then bowling ball will hit the tripod and knock over the sensor. So there is something that is dopey about that that I love. There is something else about that that is going on that maybe it circles back on itself or examines how much these instruments are obscuring our own relationship to environmental things. But it is sort of examining it in a cultural way or a psychological way or I don’t know just the motivation to put instruments out there somehow is fascinating. 

AP-So would you say you are criticizing that through your art work?

HN-I don’t know if I would say that it is exactly critical. I am not saying that is exactly what I’m doing or what we are doing either or whatever but it’s more I like that weird sensibility of like what we are doing is not sensical but is it? 

AP-So there is all these tools we use as artists or these instruments like we work with computers and printing equipment and stuff like that. Do you think of the weather station as kind of the same as those tools and instruments or is it different? 

HN-Yeah I would say with what they do they can be. What we are doing is inviting artists to interpret data. So every month for 2008 and 2009 we have invited artists to interpret a months worth of data. So we collect data and give it to them in a month’s chunk and they interpret it in some way and they do it in a small edition. Then we have a portfolio exchange so each artist gets a year worth of all the reports. So it’s kind of a way of stepping back and looking at what do you do with all this data that people collect. We have so much information available to us at all times and what do you do with all this information. So it has been really neat some people do very direct graph-like things that show the data directly in one way or the other. Other people extract very tiny bits of information and only show that “it’s a cold clear day” that summarizes the whole month so it’s more poetic or something. And then other people relate it to other information like the forest fires in California and have a series of dots that explains or relates the forest fire to other kinds of data. And other people are more diaristic about it and follow their own moods or something and then compare that to the actual data that was happening. So it has been really interesting to see the range of possibilities of what you do with information and how you make that relate to yourself. So in circling back it is not so much that I feel we are doing something with the weather station itself, it’s more like an avenue for examining all these different phenomena. A friend of ours described it as a fan club as a way of addressing all these different things, you know data, atmosphere, and social phenomena of the web and all these sorts of different things.

