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Fractals and Drawing the Fern


The theme of this project was originally to represent fractals through art much like a science play depicts entropy or electrons through its scenes and characters.  And my work still does represent fractals…to an extent.  Early in my research process, I sat down with Steve, hoping to unlock the secrets of self-representation and iteration as I picked apart his mind for what he defined as fractals.  This is the gist of what I got out of it (not to say there wasn’t more there that simply flew over my head): A fractal is a rough or fragmented geometric shape that can be subdivided in parts, each of which is (at least approximately) a reduced-size copy of the whole.  Fractals can be seen as approximations in nature, but as they are mathematical properties, they cannot ever be truly seen.  (It should be noted that Steve undoubtedly put it much more eloquently in mathematic terms.)  And that is exactly what I had gone to him to find out- yet, the comment that ended up truly shaping my project, was this: Just start painting…it will come to you.  And, Steve, it did.  I cannot cite how many websites, journals and books I perused, trying to get at the heart, or essence (or soul?) of the fractal.  Yet much of what I read was dense mathematical theory that I had neither the time nor the patience to understand.  What truly taught me about the fractal was, well, drawing it.  True, I also photographed it, mimicked it, videotaped it, compiled other representations of it and set it all to music (which of course was, it, a fractal of sorts).  This was all constructive as well.  For instance, I realized that even when videotaping a fractal in action, it was an approximation of sorts; it could not ever accommodate such infinite complexity.  Photography of fractals in nature (an artistic force far finer than my own) was still an approximation, still filtered through a human perception.  These mediums were relatively just as inaccurate as my own pencil and paper.  Yet, only when I was drawing the fern did I truly begin to comprehend the weight of infinity.  Each frond seemed to possess endless possibilities and, as a snowflake’s fractalization ceases due simply to the lack of enough material, my pencil became maddeningly blunt.  My eyes were sore for concentrating and my fingers were raw for sharpening; yet the point was never fine enough.  Only then did I begin to understand fractals’ dizzying possibilities.  And only now do I realize the absolute truth behind Ruth’s statement made earlier in the term:  we perform the play, not for the audience, but for ourselves.  I agreed with her before in that I saw and felt the self-satisfaction in having created something; yet, I didn’t comprehend the larger implications.  We perform a plays, write poems, paint pictures and draw fractals in order to understand.  Art is a means of knowledge.  Though I was not sitting down, crunching numbers, I came to a different, but equally powerful understanding of what it was that I was imitating.  Nature and even mathematics do not really become less accurate through their representation in art; through the act of artistic rendition, one is able to catch a glimpse of those imperceptible laws and formulae.  I saw truth and held it in my hand- even if my fern is not quite symmetric.
