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Divergent Fates is a new body of work by a Milwaukee-based artist, 
Yevgeniya Kaganovich, that builds on her longstanding research interest in 
materiality, and explores new methods of working with found and reclaimed 
materials derived from trees like newspapers, scraps of plywood, chipboard, 
and even relocated living trees. The artist addresses issues of material 
agency, sustainability, consumption, and human impact on the environment 
through a series of installations and sculpture.

Divergent Fates aims to explore the existence and experience of the non-
human, or things, not through a human lens, but through their own unique 
phenomenology (a philosophical approach that concentrates on the 
structures of experience and consciousness). In the case of this project, 
Kaganovich has chosen to concentrate on three distinct, but related 
archetypes: Tree, Chair, and Paper. 

Making use of “speculative fiction” she imagines the thinking, 
resourcefulness, and rationalizations of these non-human things. In this way, 
Kaganovich is extending on an idea in contemporary philosophy called, 
Object-Oriented Ontology; a school of thought that rejects the privileging of 
human existence over the existence of non-human objects.

This object-oriented approach considers the life of objects to be fertile ground 
for abstract concepts such as being, knowing, substance, identity, time, and 
space. It involves a kind of thought experiment that can help us step away 
from our human-centered point of view of non-human things.

Kaganovich’s goal is to examine the independent existence of trees, chairs, 
and paper in a world in which they are acted upon by humans. Working from 
the perspective of the objects, she imagines trees transforming themselves 
into chairs or paper, and sometimes back again.

Vocabulary 
• Phenomenology an approach that 

concentrates on the study of 
consciousness and the objects of 
direct experience.


• Speculative fiction also known as 
science fiction, encompasses works 
set somewhere other than the real 
world, and involving supernatural, 
futuristic, or other imagined 
elements.


• Ontology the branch of metaphysics 
dealing with the nature of being.


• Transmutation the action of changing 
or the state of being changed into 
another form.


• Thought experiment an experiment 
carried out only in the imagination.


• Reverse engineering is the process 
by which a man-made object is 
deconstructed to reveal its design or 
architecture, or to extract knowledge 
from the object.


• Intuit understand or work out by 
instinct.




Tree Intuiting Chair Fractal

In this recent work, exhibited at the 
2020 Wisconsin Artists Biennial at 
the Museum of Wisconsin Art, 
Kaganovich imagines a a tree that 
has fallen in the woods and is 
attempting to foresee its future as a 
chair. Would the tree be guided by its 
own internal logic as a fractal object 
to produce a branching system of 
progressively smaller chairs? Would 
it be a system of chairs connected by 
roots?

Fractal Infinitely complex patterns that 
are self-similar across different scales. 
Each part of which has the same 
statistical character as the whole. 
Examples found in nature include snow 
flakes, river networks, broccoli buds, 
and systems of blood vessels.

Paper Remembering Tree-log 

Kaganovich uses found and 
discarded materials to create these 
transmutations of trees, chairs, 
and paper. In this work, she rolled 
newspapers in paraffin wax and cut 
the resulting log in half to create a 
cross-section reminiscent of tree 
rings. She asks: “Does paper 
remember being a tree? Are they 
aware of each other and their 
divergent fates? Can I return paper 
to its original state as a tree? Can I 
reverse engineer a tree out of 
paper?”



Tree Intuits Chair at Lynden

As Kaganovich has done in her earlier project, grow, she has 
constructed a community of participants to sustain Tree Intuits Chair, 
her multi-year project at Lynden. The team includes student 
assistants, horticultural specialists, and Lynden’s land-management 
staff. In March of 2019, Tree Intuits Chair began when 34 poplar and 
quaking aspen saplings were planted in patterns defining 
Kaganovich’s imagined chair designs. She then grafted multiple 
branches—forcing them to grow horizontally—and built supports to 
start bending the trees into the chair shapes. These living sculptural 
installations may take 4-5 years to realize. From the point of view of 
these trees, Kaganovich asks, “If a Tree was to intuit a Chair, what 
would it be like? If a Tree was able to foresee its existence as a Chair, 
what would it think of it? By growing and shaping trees into chairs, 
through a process of bending and grafting young trees, this piece 
imagines the Tree’s conception and understanding of the Chair.”

Compare and contrast the titles Kaganovich has given these 
projects. How does the word intuit relate to remembering?
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Inspiration:  
Yevgeniya Kaganovich, Divergent Fates: Tree Intuits Chair, 2019- 
https://www.lyndensculpturegarden.org/residency/yevgeniya-kaganovich-2019

Everything is Alive- an unscripted interview show in which all the subjects are 
inanimate objects. In each episode, a different thing tells us its life story. https://
www.everythingisalive.com -Episode 1: Louis, Can of Cola

Materials: 
This is a journal-writing and drawing project. Use your journal or a piece of 
paper, and your favorite pen or pencil. Optional: camera for documenting 
location, collected object (litter). 

I wonder…  
• Why does Kaganovich use reclaimed materials as a resource for making?
• Can Kaganovich’s work help us imagine a more empathetic way of thinking 

about the ordinary objects that surround us?
• How can stepping out of our human-centered point of view change how we 

think of the human impact on the environment?
• What are the limitations of Kaganovich’s approach? Can a human imagine a 

consciousness for an object?
• How can Divergent Fates make us consider the way we consume materials?
• What stories do our waste and trash tell us about ourselves?

Making: 
Like Divergent Fates, this project is an existential exploration of the non-human 
condition. We’ll focus on Kaganovich’s use of reclaimed materials, so begin by 
collecting (and documenting the location of) a piece of litter that has been left in 
the environment for several months or even years. Kaganovich used Tree, Chair, 
Paper as archetypes for Divergent Fates. Like Kaganovich, we will make use of 
speculative fiction to imagine the thoughts, history and possible future of a 
piece of litter found in your neighborhood. This ‘non-human’ will become your 
interview subject.

https://www.lyndensculpturegarden.org/residency/yevgeniya-kaganovich-2019
https://www.everythingisalive.com
https://www.everythingisalive.com
https://www.lyndensculpturegarden.org/residency/yevgeniya-kaganovich-2019
https://www.everythingisalive.com
https://www.everythingisalive.com
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Making: 
1. Conduct some background research on your subject. How did it come to be? 

What histories does it have? Is it a part of a larger system? What would 
happen if it stayed in a ditch or in a landfill? Is it recyclable? How did it end 
up where you found it? How does it interact with the environment in which it 
exists? What possible futures could your subject live out?  

2. Get to know your subject by doing some close observational drawing. What 
evidence of time (rust, decomposition) does it show? 

3. Develop a list of questions you might ask your subject. Consider this an 
exploration of creative writing peppered with history and humor based on 
observations and facts that you’ve uncovered. What does your subject 
remember from the time before you encountered it? Think of questions that 
will get your non-human to open up and show us their point of view.

4. Pick one or two questions for your non-human to begin by answering. Using 
the techniques of speculative fiction, and writing in a first-person narrative 
style, answer the questions as you imagine your subject would.

5. Drawing on your observations, research, and interview, sketch some ideas of 
sculptures that use reverse engineering and speculative fiction to imagine 
how your non-human might intuit possible futures after being recycled into its 
basic elements.

Sources:

Jane Bennett, Vibrant Matter: A 
Political Ecology of Things.

Ian Bogost, Alien Phenomenology, or 
What It’s Like to Be a Thing.

Yevgeniya Kaganovich, “Lynden 
Proposal: Divergent Fates, Tree Intuits 
Chair,” 2018.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
Graham_Harman


