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 The challenge of this project was to present subject matter in a way that did not 

seem common to the viewer. With this goal in mind, I aimed to switch the traditional 

roles of material and form in order to aesthetically elevate the commonplace. For my 

proposed project I combined traditional sculptural materials and processes with 

commonplace subject matter. 

 I took a chance at the beginning of this project by making something that I had 

been joking about until I realized that this might be an interesting piece. From this point 

on, I made a conscious effort to make whatever popped into my head. Although I am not 

a literary person, it seems that with this body of work I backed into what I might call 

“ironical metaphor.” 
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CHAPTER I 
 
 
Introduction 

 
 As a sculptor, issues of material are naturally important to me. I am however, not 

only interested in the manipulation of materials as an end in itself, but I am also 

interested in what certain materials lend to the overall meaning of a sculpture. My use of 

commonplace materials and subjects in my art injects an awareness of popular culture 

into the forms I create. Further, combining unexpected materials with familiar objects 

lends a sense of humor to my sculpture.  

Given the history of sculpture, certain ideas, materials and processes have become 

overused and border on the trite. Because of this, materials have become very important 

in the interpretation of sculpture. In fact, materials that are historically common to 

sculpture have the ability to alter the perceived value of a sculpture. Bronze, steel and 

wood combined with commonplace subject matter automatically elevates the value of 

that object. Along with materials, certain processes have been overused. The processes of 

bronze casting, stone and woodcarving and clay modeling cannot be relied on as the sole 

element of contextualization in sculpture. Certain surface treatments within the art of 

sculpture have become stereotypical. Rusty and/or painted steel, as well as many bronze 

patinas have been overused. If a sculptor is to innovate with either of these materials 

(steel or bronze), then it is incumbent upon him/her to use different finishing techniques.   

 The term “Commonplace” is often used to refer to objects found within our 
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everyday life. Ideas of the commonplace for a sculptor would not necessarily be 

considered commonplace for a painter; likewise, ideas of the commonplace would not be 

the same for a welder or a schoolteacher. Cultural background and social standing all 

play roles in what is considered commonplace. A telephone repairman might find the 

tools he uses mundane and commonplace, whereas a wealthy person might consider 

money mundane and commonplace. In my work I am not only concerned with everyday 

objects, but I am also concerned with platitudes. In fact, the notion of the commonplace 

combined with humorous play on words is found in the majority of my sculpture. The use 

of humor is used as a reactive tool against notions of “high brow elitism”.     

Appropriation has also become commonplace within the art of sculpture. Since 

Pop, contemporary artists have frequently exploited appropriation in their work. Jasper 

Johns, among others immortalized certain objects by casting them in bronze. Pop Artists 

broke down boundaries within sculpture by incorporating familiar images of our shared 

visual culture. Prior to Pop Art, sculpture relied heavily on the object with little 

consideration of what materials can mean in a broader cultural sense. Realizing this 

reliance on the object, I believe that it is important for me to make a sculptural inquiry 

into the nature of materials. My particular use of materials as subject matter not only 

transforms the form and value of the original object, but it also elevates the value of the 

material itself.         

Statement of the Problem 

 In contemporary sculpture the use of traditional methods and materials has 

become redundant. No longer can an artist elevate the nature of an object by simply 
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placing it on a pedestal. An artist is also unable to elevate the nature of an object by 

merely casting it in bronze. Since Duchamp, appropriation of found objects has often 

taken the place of traditional practices in sculpture. However, an over emphasis on 

appropriation has made it difficult to entice a viewer to see an everyday object in a new 

way. The challenge, as I saw it, was to present subject matter in a way that did not seem 

common to the viewer. With this goal in mind, I aimed to switch the traditional roles of 

material and form in order to aesthetically elevate the commonplace. I believe that the 

use of traditional methods of bronze casting in conjunction with overlooked subject 

matter accomplished this objective. Another approach was to use industrial, non-

traditional material combined with overused subject matter. For my proposed project I 

combined traditional sculptural materials and processes with commonplace subject 

matter. Surface treatment was a major concern. Non-traditional finishes were applied 

using technological advances in the industry. Powder coating and chrome plating are a 

couple of examples of the technological processes that I used. The following problems 

and questions were addressed.  

1. What are the affects of creating a sculpture using common objects combined 
with overlooked industrial materials? 
 
  2. How can certain materials transform the meaning of an object? 
 

3. How do the types of material affect the meaning of what is considered 
commonplace? 
 

Methodology 

 A body of work was produced containing a minimum of five sculptures dealing 

with the use of materials combined with commonplace subject matter. In addition, I kept 
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a journal, photographic documents, wrote a paper, and exhibited these works for viewer

 edification.  
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CHAPTER II 
 
 

Description of the work 

 While making the proposed work, I was very conscious not to become obsessed 

with any certain material. I tried to be very open with the materials while not limiting 

them only to industrial or traditional sculptural materials. Ultimately I used a total of five 

different materials: steel, stainless steel, bronze, veneer and wood. Several sculptures 

were made out of each material and one of each will be discussed in this investigation. 

Diamond was constructed from diamond plate steel and was powder coated; the 

dimensions are 24”x24”x24”. Stainless Undies was constructed from stainless steel and is 

12”x20”x12”. Peanuts was constructed from Styrofoam, cast in bronze, patinated white 

and placed in a mahogany box measuring 6”x6”x6”. Pee Cans, the veneer piece, is a 

diptych made from pecan, walnut, birch, red oak, and white oak. The last piece that will 

be discussed in this investigation is the wood piece. Wall Nuts consists of carved machine 

nuts constructed out of walnut with variable dimensions.     

 While making these sculptures humor was always an important factor in my 

overall decision. Whether making fun of painters, sculptors or myself, I tried to redirect 

the seriousness from the subject matter to the process. When I first started this project, 

the humor was quite subdued so that both the subject matter and the process could be 

seen as serious. In the more recent work the humor is more present to the point of being 

too obvious and lacking substance. It seemed as though the more obvious the humor the 
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more the multiple layers seemed to disappear. Finding some sort of middle ground was 

truly the problem once I started making the work.   

 The first proposal question can best be answered by two of the five pieces created. 

What are the effects of creating a sculpture using common objects combined with 

overlooked industrial materials? While all the sculptures created used common objects 

and industrial materials the Diamond best answers this question. Since this piece is made 

of diamond plate it comes the closes to answering this question. Considering a diamond 

as a common object was the most intriguing part of the piece. The more I thought about it 

the more I convinced myself of the fact that a diamond truly is a common object. Factors 

that contribute to the diamond being common are the presence of them in jewelry and 

industrial machinery. The sculpture being made of diamond plate steel was the joke in the 

piece, but the more I investigated, the more levels came to light; diamonds are pure 

carbon and most steel is actually carbon steel. These combined with diamonds being 

considered a high-class commodity and steel a low-class very abundant commodity made 

a very interesting class issue within the piece.  

Another piece that answers this question well is Stainless Undies. Used in 

industrial settings, stainless steel acts as a sterile material that cannot be penetrated by 

moisture, thus is used in the handling of food and ultimately lives up to its name as 

stainless. Within art it seems as though stainless has been used mainly as decoration and 

the fact that the material maintains its surface without any treatment was the artists major 

concern. While artists recognized stainless’ true purpose, it became secondary to the 

object created.  I wanted to forefront the material, recognize the materials’ purpose and 
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then create something that made this obvious. The most obvious object to me was 

underwear.  Underwear, especially men’s, has a tendency to be soiled and most people 

have soiled their underwear in one way or another in their lifetime. Underwear seemed to 

me to be the most universal where stains are concerned. While the other pieces created 

could answer these questions, I felt that it was more of a stretch. 

 The second question can be answered by all the pieces created. How can certain 

materials transform the meaning of an object? This question was the one question that ran 

through my head in the creation of every piece. As described above, Diamond and 

Stainless Undies answer this question as well. Since the sculpture was made from 

diamond plated steel it transforms the meaning of a diamond, and where this piece began 

has a great deal to do with the myth that diamonds are compressed coal, which refers to 

the joke about what happens to coal when placed in financially tight peoples posteriors. 

Where diamonds are concerned, these myths make up the beliefs people possess. The 

intentions of this piece were to deal with these issues and bring light to the true 

composition of materials throughout the use of certain objects. Stainless Undies 

transforms the meaning of underwear by taking the function out of the object and fore-

fronting the materials to be what is truly important.  Wall Nuts answers this question as 

well. Wall Nuts is made of walnut and stainless steel; the nuts are made of walnut and the 

bolts from stainless steel. These nuts are arranged to spell out NUTS. Walnut, which is a 

hard wood, relies on the fruit the tree bears for its name. The use of this wood to create 

machine nuts transforms what is considered to be a nut. Therefore, linguistics begins to 

play a role in the transformation of the objects created, but it all begins with the material. 
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Pee Can, like the wall nuts relies on the material for its meaning relying on the fruit of 

the tree for its name. The pronunciation of pecan is of equal importance to this piece. 

People from different regions pronounce pecan differently. One of the pronunciations 

sounds like pee can, so creating a toilet and urinal out of mostly pecan veneer transforms 

what is considered a pecan. No longer is a pecan a nut to be eaten but is something to 

relieve yourself in. Peanuts also relied on its material for meaning.  Another factor in the 

meaning is the original form being the Styrofoam peanuts and not the peanuts that are 

eaten. Casting these peanuts in bronze plays on the definition of peanuts being a trifling 

small amount of money. Casting these out of the most valued sculptural material pokes 

fun at sculpture in general.   

 The third question might be the most difficult of all. How do the types of material 

affect the meaning of what is considered commonplace? All the sculptures created for 

this project are based on commonplace objects. All materials used are common to 

sculpture. This is where the challenge lies within this project. Is it possible to create 

something interesting out of such overused subject matter and such overused materials?  

The incorporation of humor was very important in trying to make these sculptures more 

interesting. The absurdity of making a diamond out of diamond plate and realizing that 

everyone might not know what the material is called makes an interesting sculpture. 

Combining underwear with stainless steel is equally intriguing. With David Smith’s 

formal pieces and Jeff Koons’ busts, stainless steel became an overused material within 

sculpture. The use of underwear was also interesting to me in thinking about what truly is 

commonplace. I tried to think about what the most overlooked object was within western 
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civilization, and I came up with underwear because we do not usually see other people’s 

underwear. Almost everyone wears underwear and by doing so they become 

commonplace. Not seeing the underwear in everyday life, besides advertisement, made it 

an interesting idea where commonplace is concerned. Wall Nuts, Pee can and Peanuts all 

deal with the same strategy. The fact that these terms have multiple meanings, like nuts, 

cans, and peanut, which are all commonplace made them very interesting to me. While 

they might be very obvious, the fact that they have different meanings and these 

meanings are all commonplace objects made them irresistible as subject matter. Wood 

has been used throughout the history of sculpture and might be the most difficult material 

for a sculptor to use.  

 Going into this project I knew I was going to use traditionally sculptural 

materials. I knew I was going to carve something in wood, cast something in bronze and 

fabricate something in both steel and stainless steel. The only other given factor was the 

use of common objects. The material led me to the common object and the connection 

was usually obvious.
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CHAPTER III 
 
 

Conclusion 

 Throughout the duration of this project I found myself feeling guilty because I 

was making things that did not coincide with my training as an artist. Prior to this project 

my ideas about sculpture were very run of the mill. I thought I wanted to live the life of a 

traditional sculptor from the heavy material to the heavy boots. I took a chance at the 

beginning of this project by making something that I had been joking about until I 

realized that this might be an interesting piece. From this point on I made a conscious 

effort to make whatever popped in my head or came out of my mouth. Being around 

sculptors and making sculpture, I became enamored with material and limited my 

sculpture by using material as my subject matter, making whatever came to mind no 

matter how ridiculous. I realized that I did not have to have a complete idea before I 

began a certain project. All the pieces created in this project were based on which 

material I was going to use. The material came first as opposed to my previous work 

where the material was secondary. This project was very beneficial and really changed 

the way I create sculpture. I plan on continuing with this type of work for the foreseeable 

future, but will more than likely alternate between basing the piece on material and 

formal subject matter.   

The work created in this project consisted of both the best and worst sculpture I 

created in graduate school. Using the combination of puns with material it seemed as 
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though there was a great deal of hit or miss with the pieces. Some pieces were too 

obvious while others were too vague. During the process of the investigation it became 

evident that question number one was less relevant. The most successful pieces seem to 

be the ones that fit in between. Throughout the duration of this project I did not have any 

sort of weeding-out process, instead, I created everything that came to mind trying not to 

determine whether the piece was worth making. The most important thing that I learned 

while in graduate school was to not be afraid of making bad sculpture. I embraced the 

good with the bad and really left judgment to the audience. Although I am not a literary 

person, it seems that with this body of work I backed into what I might call, “ironical 

metaphor.” This is satisfying.  
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Illustration 1:  Diamond – Powder Coated Steel (24”x24”x24”) 
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Illustration 2:  Stainless Undies – Stainless Steel and Mahogany (12”x20”x12”) 
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Illustration 3: Peanuts – Bronze and Mahogany (6”x6”x6”) 
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�                   (24”x16”)      (19”x13”) 

Illustration 4: Pee Can – Pecan and other veneer 
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Illustration 5: Wall Nuts – Walnut and Stainless Steel (variable dimensions) 
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