
Deep Space at the Border/At the Border of Deep Space 
 
A slow journey to the upper atmosphere. 
	  

	  
Tomás flying a kite at White Sands Desert 

	  
I have always been interested in artists who try to dream the future. Artists 
who will take the materials they can get, now, and construct realities that 
would normally be described in a science fiction novel. Artist who build 
their own lifeforms, run their own railways, try to fly to the moon towed by 
geese, or just want to float up and live in space. 
	  
I first met Tomás Saraceno at ESTEC (the technical HQ of the European 
Space Agency) when we at the Arts Catalyst were contracted to try to show 
the team there how artists might propose some modest and doable projects 
for the International Space Station  
 

http://www.esa.int/About_Us/ESTEC
http://www.artscatalyst.org/projects/detail/cultural_utilisation_of_the_international_space_station


We had invited some artists to set some challenges, and Tomás’s vision of 
how we can live in space, now,  was probably one of the greatest. The 
bewildering blur of images of floating cities and solar balloons in reflective 
deserts seemed anything but modest and doable to the assorted space 
scientists and engineers, who were basically looking for a way to popularise 
the activities of the agency. Tomás had previously, I understand, hit a 
number of engineering brick walls while attending the summer school of the 
International Space University. But he has not given up his dream of how 
we might approach deep space, floating there on balloons rather than 
blasting there on rockets. 
 
The following summer we were trying to re-create 60’s artist/architect 
Dominic Michaelis’s floating dome (created for the film Hu-Man) on a 
former munitions site near the M25 in London, England in the project 
Poetic Cosmos of the Breath for The Arts Catalyst’s Artists Airshow. We 
were trying to use lighter-than-air materials to create a vast, ethereal habitat, 
at dawn, with the rising of the sun.  Unfortunately, that morning, as is often 
the case in the UK, the sun failed to rise, or at least to be seen to rise. At 
this point I learned how a project with Tomás requires patience and waiting 
for the right conditions. We had to wait a whole month until a group of us 
ventured out at dawn to see the silvery, translucent, dreamlike dome emerge 
from the dewy ground.   
	  

	  
The sun also rises-Poetic Cosmos of the Breath at Gunpowder Park at 2nd Arts Airshow 
 
It had occurred to me that Tomás’s floating habitats might be suitable for 
training people to live in space, in an analogue environment. Many of the 

http://www.isunet.edu/
http://www.artscatalyst.org/projects/detail/poeticcosmosofthebreath
http://www.artscatalyst.org/projects/detail/2nd_artists_airshow


simulations were uninspiring environments, essentially metal containers like 
the Mars Desert Research Station in Utah or the sauna-like surroundings of 
the Mars 500 mission in Moscow where crews attempted to endure the 500 
days needed to travel to Mars in a monotonous environment. I thought I 
would ask Tomás to think about designing a floating environment that 
physically challenged the inhabitants of the analog and arranged for Tomás 
to meet a couple of experts, Dr Regina Peldszus, who has studied monotony 
in long term space travel and medic Alex Salam, who had overwintered in 
the Concordia station in Antarctica (‘the coldest, most remote place on 
earth’) 
 
Here is a description of this project:  
	  
‘Deep Space’ is commonly used to describe a region beyond the Earth’s orbit, anywhere from the Moon, 
Mars and other moons of the Solar system to exoplanets of other stars. In his major body of work, Cloud 
Cities,  Tomás Saraceno imagines a future in which we live in floating habitats in perpetual motion 
around the Earth’s atmosphere. In contrast, the structures we design to scientifically investigate the 
human impact of long-term space exploration, such as the Mars Desert Research Station and the recent 
Mars 500 mission in Moscow, are static rehearsals for living and travelling in space.  
 
In Deep Space Analogue, our team, led by artist/architect Saraceno and organised by the Arts Catalyst, 
will construct a spherical floating habitat in which selected crews of 6 at a time (typical of a space 
mission) will face the physical challenge of movement across water as well as living, sleeping, and eating 
together for 10 days at a time. In the crew changeover periods, visiting of the general public will be able to 
enter the capsule for short periods. Human factors researcher Regina Peldzsus, who worked on the Mars 
500 mission, will be responsible for overseeing crew selection and organising specific experiments to take 
place during the 10 day period. She will focus on issues of  leadership and governance in small groups.  
She will also use her knowledge of space architecture to advise Saraceno on construction of the Deep Space 
Analogue. 
 
Biomedical expert Alex Salam is a Registrar in a London hospital who conducted medical experiments 
for the European Space Agency at the Concordia base in Antarctica during an over-winter expedition, in 
which the 12 person crew were totally physically isolated for 9 months. He will oversee ethical and 
medical safety issues during the 10 day ‘journeys’ and suggest possible protocols for gaining useful data 
from the crew’s experience. 
 
The crews of 6 will be selected using ‘selection in’ techniques concentrating on their positive abilities to 
conduct artistic and scientific projects, as opposed to ‘selection out’ techniques based on their unsuitability, 
although they will need to be physically fit (this should not exclude disability). The opportunity to 
participate will be advertised through art-science networks. The long-term outcome will be the preparation 
of a larger project to sail a similar but more exhaustively designed habitat, with a lighter-than air 
potential, (that could float during rough weather) to cross the Atlantic accompanied by a support vessel.  
	  
The Deep Space Analogue project didn’t immediately get the biomedical 
funding for which it was aimed but continued in two manifestations, firstly 
in 2012 at the Wide Open School at the Hayward Galley, along with myself, 
Dr Alex Salam, architect Graham Stevens and a videoconference with 
Dominic Michaelis, led by Tomás and described here: ‘Drawing on the ideas 

http://desert.marssociety.org/
http://mars500.imbp.ru/en/index_e.html
http://blogs.esa.int/concordia/category/alex-salam/
http://wideopenschool.com/


of visionary architect Buckminster Fuller who said that as inhabitants of 
Spaceship Earth ‘we are all Astronauts’, Saraceno and his team of experts 
invite people to join him to envisage living in outer space and what 
structures that would entail.’ 
	  

	  
Alex Salam (foreground) Graham Stevens, Tomás and participants in the  
(space) elevator at the Wide Open School 

	  
It was also discussed in 2013 at the Lighter than Air architecture workshop, 
at the Paris Atelier of Columbia University organised by Tomas, in which I 
also participated along with astronomer and visionary Professor Roger 
Malina. Both workshops investigated models of living in Deep Space, 
involving human factors investigations and architectural projects.  
 
But it was in 2014, standing on the Mexican Border with the US (pictured 
here at an anomalous place where you could step over both sides of the 
border, taken here by former activist/ border studies expert and curator 
Kerry Doyle, now Director of the Rubin Center El Paso), the idea of 

http://complexitys.com/tag/tomas-saraceno/
http://rubincenter.utep.edu/


inhabiting the border between earth and space, wherever that is, was 
discussed seriously in the context of the Deep Space project.   
	  

	  
At an anomalous place on the US/Mexico border where you can walk over and buy an icecream 

	  
On our road trip from the Border to the Albuquerque Balloon Museum and 
a meeting with Mars mission parachute/inflatable expert Donald Waye, 
Tomás outlined his enthusiasm for the idea of Airship to Orbit, a DIY 
movement for literally floating into space by balloon. This is theoretically 
physically impossible but space engineer John Powell of JP Aerospace 
(‘America’s Other Space Agency’) thinks it can be done, with a three stage 
process, building large floating Dark Sky Stations, reachable by re-usable 
airships, in the upper atmosphere and launching extremely large powered 
(but also inflatable) orbital ascenders to reach orbit. The speed and vacuum 
would require new materials not yet developed for this stage but the idea of 
inhabiting the upper atmosphere with floating stations is a perfect high-
ambition match for Tomas Saraceno’s vision of  floating cities and solar 
balloons that stay in the air for unlimited periods. 
 
Finally visiting the dramatic landscape of White Sands desert, we consider 
the possibilities of a solar balloon launch and a nomadic conference on 
airship to orbit. After spending time on the highly militarised US border we 
ponder the ethical difficulties of accessing the kind of expertise Tomas need 
for his long-term projects. Both engineers and experts we have been talking 

http://www.jpaerospace.com/


about have no compunction about accessing funds and resources from the 
US military and the Department of Defense. John Powell moonlights 
‘making widgets’ for the military to raise funds, and Donald Waye, who 
pioneered the parachute/inflatable concept for NASA’s Curiosity rover, also 
help develop this system for dropping atomic bombs. It is ironic that the 
main civilian space programmes rely on flying in a system ‘where ascent 
means strapping yourself atop a giant flying gas tank with powerful engines 
tweaked to the brink of exploding …(and) plummeting back toward to 
Earth inside a manmade meteor’. (Interview with John Powell in Discovery 
Magazine) 
 
But perhaps working in the cold war landscape adjoining the US/Mexico 
landscape near Alamagordo and the Trinity test site these issues will always 
come up. Artists are managing to make work and operate a cultural 
framework in nearby Ciudad Juarez, a name normally associated with 
Mexico’s lethal drug wars. We are talking about launching Museo Aero 
Solar, an international movement founded by Tomás, but now spontaneous 
and independent, dedicated to constructing solar balloons from found 
materials in an act that involves whole communities, from the Mexican 
border at the same time as talking about living at the border of space, as 
Tomás wishes to do. 
 
Rob La Frenais, August 2104 
	  

	  

http://www.nasa.gov/jpl/mro/mars-orbiter-views-curiosity-rover-20140708/
http://www.wsmr.army.mil/
http://museoaerosolar.wordpress.com/museo/
http://museoaerosolar.wordpress.com/museo/
http://roblafrenais.info/

