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The problem I choose dealt with a new material to use in conceptual art. Since the 

nature of my work deals with ribbed sculptural forms that explore conceptual abstractions 

of recorded observations, I investigated a new material called composites.  A composite 

is defined as two or more materials that are combined to share the best qualities of both.  

Laminated foam core, nylon fabric weave, vinyl, and resin composites may introduce an 

aesthetic and structural advantage to traditional material such as wood and metal.  

Innovations in laminated composites and methods of joining unfamiliar materials could 

offer an advantage for these new sculptures. 

A series of six ribbed sculptural forms were constructed, which consist of 

laminated composite material relating to personal observations expressed in my journal in 

the last quarter of the year 2000.  The material was introduced in the desire for a cohesive 

formal relationship between the concepts and the forms. Patron, 2001 Mixed Media, 

19”x 8”x 4”; PDQ, 2001 Mixed Media, 10”x 8”x 2”; PDQ2, 2001 Mixed Media, 

21”x27”x3”; Bishop, 2001 Mixed Media, 23”x11”x5”; Coaster, 2001 Mixed Media, 

14”x12”x9” and Putsch, 2001 Mixed Media, 69”x48”x24”.  
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CHAPTER I 
 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 

The creative process began with keeping an observational record of utilitarian  

items, such as vehicles, tools, and devises. Records were kept of my humorous 

experiences with people and places I had visited. These observations are documented in 

the form of journals and sketches. Inspiration for my sculpture springs from the historical 

associations, fascinations, and investigations abstracted from the experiences recorded in 

these journals. The associations explored from these objects resulted in symbolic and 

metaphorical interpretations.  

Certain challenges and humorous developments in the experience of my 

interactions with these objects and events maintain an important role for inspiration.  

Sometimes these inspirations come in the form of a nagging preoccupation with the 

objects. Other times, the nature of an object itself can lead to my investigation with why 

it is so compelling.   

Formal concerns for the form are important for the conceptual abstraction stage.  

Each sculpture is reduced to elements that represent the spirit and/or nature of the original 

concept. The elements work together to construct a new representation, and it is my 

objective that the viewer will experience similar emotions to how I felt upon viewing the 

objects when observing the stimulus that inspired the process.    

Various types of material are required to manufacture the elements of this 

sculpture. Some of these materials include metals, wood, and plastic. Material is chosen 
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on an equal balance for its conceptual significance to the object and the structural 

capabilities. An open investigation to the nature of material and its relationship for each 

artwork is maintained. Each material requires different methods like welding, carving, 

mold casting, and carpentry for refinement throughout this process. I enjoy the challenge 

of the continuous learning process required to work in this way. 

Most of the work maintains certain levels of ambiguity. In this way, certain 

relationships like material and the initial recognizable form may not contain the intent or 

conceptual expression. The goal of my sculpture is to have the viewer relate emotionally 

in a similar way to my observation. The form contains enough information to be read as 

narrative, but its ambiguity allows for multiple interpretations. 

Statement of the Problem 

 Since the nature of my work deals with ribbed sculptural forms that explore 

conceptual abstractions of recorded observations, I investigated a new material called 

composites. A composite is defined as two or more materials that are combined to share 

the best qualities of both. Laminated foam core, nylon fabric weave, vinyl, and resin 

composites may introduce an aesthetic and structural advantage to traditional material, 

such as wood and metal. Innovations in laminated composites and methods of joining 

unfamiliar materials could offer an advantage for these new sculptures. 

 A series of six ribbed sculptural forms were created, constructed of laminated 

composite material, which relate personal observations expressed in my journal in the last 

quarter, of the year 2000. The material was introduced in the desire for a cohesive formal 

relationship between the concepts and the forms. The following questions were 
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addressed. 

1. How does laminated foam core and resin composites and its’ process enhance the 

aesthetic value of the form? 

2. What advantages/ disadvantages does laminated composite material offer the 

structural element of the form? 

3. How can the introduction of this new material, as opposed to traditional material, 

(i.e. wood and metal), dictate a new approach in surface treatment? 

Methodology 

The process began with the objects and events recorded in my journal during the 

last quarter of the year 2000. The sculptures attempt to reflect to the viewer a conceptual 

abstraction of original observations with these objects and events. A minimum of six 

ribbed structural sculptures was created. 

Sketches and models led the initial process. The finished sculptures are 

constructed of laminated nylon weave, reinforcing fabrics, and vinyl resins. A tape 

recorder was utilized during the fabrication; written and recorded entries were kept in the 

form of a journal; then photographs and slides were taken of the finished sculptures. 

Upon completion, an exhibition was held for the final sculpture at the conclusion of the 

problem.
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CHAPTER II 
 

 
DESCRIPTION OF THE WORK   

The objective for all the sculptures was to have the internal ribbed structures 

made from lightweight foam core composite material and the surface made from nylon 

fabric and liquid vinyl composites. The ribbed structures are comprised of reinforcing 

thin sheets of precut polystyrene foam sections with layers of nylon fabric and fiberglass 

resin. The individual sections are then combined to create the sculpture. 

Once the internal structures are complete, the surface treatment was covered with 

flexible heat shrinking nylon fabric. This layer of nylon is heat shrunk with a clothing 

iron to an extremely tight tolerance in three separate stages. The external nylon fabric is 

coated with three layers of sprayed liquid vinyl. The final appearance of the sculptures is 

manipulated by the addition of color coats of sprayed pigmented liquid vinyl. The surface 

of all six sculptures was to remain flexible and slightly transparent, revealing the intricate 

negative space and repetition of the ribbed forms.  

Bishop, Study 1 

 Bishop was the first sculpture to be completed in this afore mentioned way. Each 

section that was to be utilized in the overall structure and was constructed from the 

polystyrene sheet. Lamination of the foam, nylon fabric, and fiberglass resin was 

complete. The surface treatment of nylon fabric was carefully cemented to the structure. 

While utilizing the exact calibrated clothing iron, the nylon was shrunk to the first two 
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tightening stages, and then disaster struck. During the third tightening stage, the 

polystyrene foam inside of the structure began to melt. The individual sections of the 

sculpture warped. The distance between the sections became smaller and the once taut 

fabric draped from its cemented seams.   

For the continuation of the next week, three different types of foam core 

polystyrenes were incorporated into the process. After several attempts, it became 

apparent that the foam core was not suitable for the range of high temperatures needed to 

shrink the nylon fabric. At this time, wood, a material more suitable for the temperatures 

replaced the foam core in the structure.   

Bishop, is the accumulation of two separate entries in the journal. The conceptual 

origin behind the first entry dealt with an experience related to two art history professors 

with completely different teaching philosophies. The first professor exhibited excessive 

egoistical attitudes toward anglophiles, and often suggested this in his lectures. Sketches 

included in the journal, displayed a large cranial subject dragging the weight of its own 

ego. The second professor introduced me to the works of one of my favorite Baroque 

sculptors, Gianlorenzo Bernini. The inspiration for the name of the sculpture came from 

the religious patrons and the marble busts Bernini sculpted. Bishop references the 

protruding facial features of the Bernini busts and the oversized ego of the first professor. 

The surface treatment of Bishop allows the features of the inner structure to 

protrude through the vinyl and nylon skin. I found that this characteristic of the flexible 

skin was an advantage. The asymmetrical ribs of the wooded structure created an 

impression of a face-like form at the top of the structure. The individual spacing of these 
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structural ribs reference facial features, and the overall dimensions of the sculpture 

capture the basic cannon of a human form with an oversized head. The black color 

symbolizes the religious clothing of the clergy. 

PDQ, Study 2 

 The inspiration for PDQ was the result of an embarrassing experience. This event 

took place one evening after returning home to meet my wonderful fiancé at our 

apartment. I had begun to cook dinner for us when I splattered spaghetti sauce on my 

shirt, and after a failed attempt at cleaning it; I went to change my shirt. The particular 

shirt chosen was smaller and older than the one I had been wearing. Upon returning to the 

kitchen, my fiancé asked me a very peculiar question. She wanted to know when I had   

last used the restroom. I thought about it and remembered that it was probably that 

morning before I had left for school. She laughed and said, “XYZ.” This statement was 

particularly upsetting because I had been at school all day, taught two classes, and 

attended my classes without anyone telling me my fly was down. I remember the way 

children addressed this situation in grade school. Someone would say, “XYZ, PDQ…” 

which meant, “Examine your zipper, pretty damn quick!” 

 PDQ is the smallest of the sculptures and was intended to be used only as a quick 

test of the material. As I cut the wooden ribs and built the sculpture, the inspiration kept 

me giggling. The structure was simple and flat, like the humor of the event. When the 

composite vinyl and nylon skin was adhered to the structure, I took special care to iron 

over the surface. This procedure flattened the composite skin on the areas where the 

wooded ribs are located. The surrounding areas of the skin are flexible and unchanged 
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due to the iron’s inability to smooth the surface.  

 A white color for the sculpture was chosen, and black nylon tape was utilized to 

reinforce the linear patterning of the underlying ribs. This strong color contrast is stark 

and resembles generic packaging design. The X, Y, and Z symbols remain distinct and 

obvious. 

 One disadvantage of the material was the addition of the vinyl tape. This tape was 

used to distinguish the black contours of the XYZ symbols, but after the work was 

exposed to the hot gallery lights, the tape shrank. This shrinkage left gaps between the 

black symbols. 

PDQ2, Study 3 

 When PDQ (Study 2) was completed I liked it very much. The inspiration and 

process for PDQ2 was the same. I wanted to explore this sculpture again only larger. The 

singular exception was that the ribbed framework of the symbols extended further away 

from the picture plane. This gave the surface of the composite skin a stronger visual 

dynamic over PDQ. 

Patron, Study 4 

 The inspiration for Patron resulted from a discussion with an individual I met at 

one of my exhibitions. This gentleman liked a shape in one of my sculptures, and made 

the remark that this shape was representational of Art Deco. I silently disagreed. The 

thought that this shape was indicative of an artistic movement I dislike bothered me. As 

he continued to elaborate on this movement and all its’ aesthetic qualities, I found myself 

biting my tongue. I listened patiently and hoped that this exchange would lead to a sale.   
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 Patron is the first full-round sculpture in this project. The contour of the sculpture 

is an inverted polygon shape like the one mentioned by the individual. This shape is 

commonly used in Art Deco. The skeletal framing of the sculpture is built like a framed 

house. Each structural member symbolizes an element of dress for a businessman’s suit. 

The front of the sculpture references the collar and tie of a formal shirt; the angles on the 

sides resemble the bends in the arms and fabric, while the back resembles the use of 

suspenders. 

 Patron’s composite skin demonstrates the structural integrity of the nylon and 

vinyl. The skin is taut and strong enough to keep the lightweight structure secure, while 

considerably lighter than a wood, metal, or even a plastic surface.  

Coaster, Study 5 

 The inspiration behind Coaster came from the rejection of one of my sculptures 

from an art exhibition called, “The Hard and Soft Show”. This show featured different 

concentrations of fine art made from various types of mixed media. I wanted to create a 

sculpture that captured the symbolic shape of contrasting objects, like a hammer and 

floppy shoe, and I also wanted it to contain a kinetic ability. The end result is that it has 

the ability to rock four directions.   

 The title has a double meaning. The first meaning implies a fun loving amusement 

park ride. This reference supports the use of the candy apple red color. The second 

meaning humorously implies that if this sculpture were rejected from the next show, I 

could always use it to hold a drink.  

 Coaster tested the compression and abrasion capabilities of this composite. Until 
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this sculpture, I was not sure how durable this material was to pressure and abrasion.  

After rocking the sculpture for a while, the material showed no damage to the surface. 

 Coaster was also the first sculpture to prove that the composite material was able 

to cover convex surfaces. The convex curve is the most difficult surface to cover because 

the heat from the iron tightens the skin enough to pull it from the cemented seams. The 

positive results from this research lead to my ability to create the next sculpture. 

Putsch, Study 6 

An old Mexican saddle inspired the creation of Putsch. The name, pronounced 

pooch, comes from the German term for an uprising against authority. While looking at 

the worn leather, wood, and faded motley colored saddle, I thought about the use and 

history of the horse. Many of the ideas I had about the horse had to do with mans’ 

illusion of his control over nature and the environment. I wanted to create a sculpture 

with another humorous reflection on this illusionary control and a saddle like form. 

 This sculpture resembles a functional rocking horse, but the difference between 

this rocking saddle form and a traditional rocking horse is that my sculpture is designed 

to throw its rider. The saddle of this sculpture is located at a high center of gravity. The 

two runners that allow the form to rock back and forth consist of two different curves. 

The curve at the bottom of the form is narrow with a smaller diameter than the curve 

toward the ends. The result of these arcs allows Putsch to remain stable until weight is 

placed on the sculpture. Once weight is applied, the sculpture rocks toward the direction 

of the offset balance and displaces the occupant. Putsch then returns to an upright 

position. 
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One of the advantages of this composite skin is the ability to cover large areas 

without additional weight. Putsch has a great deal of open space to cover, which enabled 

me to cover the positive and negative space of the sculpture with the composite skin, and 

added less than five pounds of material. 

Like many of the other sculptures, the benefit of this vinyl and nylon material 

helps keep Putsch compressed together. Once heat shrunk, the composite material acts 

like a giant rubber band clamping the wood structure underneath. The composite material 

is also weatherproof, protecting the wood and glue from moisture or radical temperature 

changes.
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CHAPTER III 
 
 

CONCLUSION 

 Although I enjoyed the research and experimentation with these composite 

materials, the process had many problems: the material handling requirements was one of 

the biggest problems; another problem was the material compatibility of the two 

composites; the last was aesthetic issues comparing the work with and without the 

composite skins. 

 The material handling issues were my most important concern. The chemical in 

the liquid vinyl is Methyl Ethel Keytone, known as MEK, and is present in the sprayed 

vinyl compound. MEK is also used in large quantities to thin and clean away most of the 

products utilized for this process. I took special precautions to avoid exposure to this 

chemical. Long, thick protective gloves with an approved respirator and a full body suite 

was worn whenever I was in contact with this chemical. In addition, when using these 

chemicals, I worked in a ventilated spray booth. Even after all these precautions, the 

chemical got into my body. For one week after the project was completed I could smell 

the MEK in my sweat, urine, and old clothing. 

 The second disappointment was the incompatibility of the two composites. The 

foam core and resin structures were unable to withstand the high temperatures of the iron 

used with the vinyl and nylon skins. In addition, these two composites were also 

extremely time consuming to utilize together, and a great deal of my time for this 
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experiment was wasted trying to make them work.  

 The last characteristic of these materials was that of the reaction from the viewer.  

Until now, my repetitive open-space forms received a positive reaction, but newer forms 

had hidden those characteristics. Some of the work, like Bishop, is appreciated for the 

iridescent reflective quality of the light bouncing off the colored vinyl surfaces. The 

consensus from the viewers was that the forms looked better without the skin.  

 Overall, I felt that the experience with the material was enlightening and worth 

the experiment, however the negative aspects of the composite process are hard to ignore.  

The amount of dangers and disappointments are overwhelming. In conclusion, I have 

decided that the process is too hazardous and time consuming to work with, and I have no 

desire to continue with these composites in the future. 
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Illustration 1: Bishop (23”x11x5”) 
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Illustration 2: PDQ (10”x8”x2”) 
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Illustration 3: PDQ2 (21”x27”x3”) 
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Illustration 4: Patron (19”x8”x4”) 
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Illustration 5: Coaster (14”x12”x9”) 
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Illustration 6: Putsch (69”x48”x24”) 


