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THEORIES IN ACTION PRESENTATION 

 

When I think about it, my honors work is a lot like sorting beads, and my 

inclination towards pixilation and hands-on rote processes encompasses my 

entire life, not just the past two to three years. When I was a kid, my mom 

bought me packs of mixed-colored beads – the kind you place on a pegboard 

then iron to make coasters.  Before embarking on a craft project with them, I 

would spend days sorting them into their respective colors – and not just into 

blues and greens and purples, but into each individual hue, so that each pile 

was pure.  Often these beads made their way into necklaces, coasters and 

other projects, but many times they did not. Sorting itself was the activity, and 

I found this process extremely rewarding. It was monotonous and repetitive, 

but it was also meditative.  

My love of tactile, repetitive action is a major theme of my honors work, 

one of the four focuses of my art this year. The second two themes deal with 

pixilation – specifically the orientation and division of space and the spectrum 

from representation to abstraction. The final theme of my work is the 

exploration of everyday materials and their intrinsic traits.  I use these four 

concepts as a framework within which I explore the history of art and painting 

as well as the viewer’s relationship with a given piece of art or sculpture. 

Throughout this presentation, I will look critically at the presence of these 

themes and their effectiveness within my honors work, and how my keystone 

sculptures  SLIDE, “Rain”, an installation of hanging colored water bottles, and 

SLIDE “Follow Me,” a hallway lined with fabric, build upon of the works that 

preceded them.  

 

SLIDE 
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In order to better understand the trajectory of my work and my interest 

in pixilation and space, I’m going to begin by talking about a few projects I 

completed before the start of my thesis project.  In the fall of my sophomore 

year, I constructed an installation made of fishing wire.  I created a square grid 

on each of the four walls, and then connected the corresponding points on 

opposite walls, creating an outlined cube in the center of the room.  With this 

piece, I wanted to subtly address the division of space.   

 

SLIDE 

 

We divide and orient space along standard units and directions: inches 

and feet, east and west. But why are these the designations that we’ve 

chosen? In my piece, each unit was a 2” cube, a size chosen for its 

insignificance, and the cube did not parallel the walls of the space in which it 

hung; instead, it was skewed.   

 This piece was initially installed in a hallway on the 3rd floor of the List Art 

Center, and the cube sat between 7 and 9 feet above the floor.  Lacking no 

artist or title label on the wall, I’m sure that many passed through the space 

unaware of the transparent wire above their heads.  

 

SLIDE 

 

 I later installed this work in the Bell Gallery. Here, instead of simply 

hanging above blank walls solely broken up by doorways, it was adjacent to 

other art and sculpture.  The subtle grid was superimposed, both by the string 

and in shadow on the surrounding art, walls and floor, changing the viewer’s 

traditional orientation with space and the right angles of the gallery.  
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SLIDE 

 

This installation does not look like my honors, I think it is still a very 

relevant piece, and perhaps more subtly evocative of how we interact with the 

space around us than some of my later projects.   

 

SLIDE  

 

 Another set of works, completed in the fall of my junior year, was 

equally significant in dictating the course towards my honors project.   I was 

working for an environmental advocacy group on campus, Project 20/20, 

where I traveled to Providence homes and exchanged incandescent light bulbs 

for more energy efficient compact fluorescents.    

 

SLIDE 

 

Throughout this semester, I created several large-scale replicas of iconic 

paintings, including the da Vinci’s Mona Lisa, Van Gogh’s Starry Night, and 

Pollock’s Autumn Rhythm.  In these works, each light bulb represented a pixel, 

and I had the power to determine how many pixels were necessary to depict 

each image.  

 

SLIDE 

 

I could choose to replicate the icon reduced to a point of complete 

abstraction or leave the image recognizable for the viewer.  I chose to hover 

on the line between these poles.  
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My earlier pieces in this series replicates famous representational work, 

such as this copy of Starry Night, but later in the project I began to break down 

abstract works into pixels as well. 

 

SLIDE 

 

A successful image is not solely dependent on the subject and content of 

the work; formal qualities, including color balance and composition are 

significant as well.  By exhibiting the simplified representational works 

adjacent to those whose primary focus was composition, color, and paint, 

itself I wanted the viewer to rethink why art is appealing or aesthetic to them 

and consider that the works I reproduced, though painted hundreds of years 

apart, are still very closely related.  

 

SLIDE  

 

Many viewers did not initially recognize the source paintings used for 

these sculptures, but this did not detract from their experience. Instead, I 

would argue that it enhanced it. From those who didn’t initially see Mona Lisa 

among the olive and brown bulbs, I received positive feedback on the 

composition of the image alone. I had successfully drawn the viewer to 

consider the formal qualities of the work. 

 

SLIDE 

 

It was around this time that I went to see the Tara Donovan exhibit at 

the Institute of Contemporary Art in Boston.  I was immediately inspired by her 

work, by the way in which her accumulations of everyday items transformed a 
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space.  Not only did I rethink the Styrofoam and plastic cups before me, but I 

thought about different ways we interact with art whether, for example, it is 

placed above or below the viewer.  

 

SLIDE 

 

 I was deeply impressed by the scale of her works – how the product 

counts were in the millions – yet I was disappointed to learn that many of the 

pieces, though designed by Donovan, were installed by art handlers and 

museum employees.  It is so important to me to be the one physically 

executing my projects – to spray paint each individual light bulb or to walk the 

fishing wire back and forth across the space in which I’m installing. Also, while 

she made the focus of the work the material itself, I wanted to use the 

everyday material as a foundation upon which to build other concepts and 

ideas.  

 

SLIDE 

 

It was then that I moved into using paper clips. I wanted to continue 

using everyday materials to explore pixilation, but wanted to try a differently 

shaped pixel. Thinking about how Donovan exploited the inherent traits of the 

cups by stacking them, I chose to exhibit the shape of the paperclip and it’s 

ability to be linked. I linked over 19,000 paperclips in about 160 rows to create 

a political map of the contiguous United States.  

By using everyday materials, I created a piece that viewers readily 

understood.  They recognized the shape of a paperclip and the way in which 

paperclips can be connected. Perhaps most importantly, they were aware that 

the means required to construct this work were not beyond their skill set, but 
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that it was the time and labor invested in this piece that was impressive.  In my 

mind, the concept and the final product were on display more so than my 

technical skills a sculptor.  

 

SLIDE 

 

The map took nearly 70 hours to complete, and was constructed in 

fractions of rows as I sat on the couch in my living room.  As I worked, I did not 

know if the map would turn out as planned; the sections of the individual rows 

were not linked until the work’s installation.  The process was methodical: I 

made piles of colors; I made short strings of the colors in each pile; I connected 

the strings. Though seeing the final product was gratifying, the project was 

about the process – the tactile movement of linking clips to create the 

latitudinal rows of our nation’s states.  

Each of these earlier projects exemplified themes I later incorporated 

into my honors work – the fishing line instigated a discussion about the 

orientation of space, the light bulbs blurred the distinction between 

representation and abstraction, and the map demonstrated the rote, tactile 

nature of my work as well as the importance of the medium’s intrinsic traits.  

 

SLIDE 

 

As I began my honors work in the fall, I wanted to push my conception of 

pixilation further, but was unsure how to do so. How could I emphasize the 

individual parts of the whole that I was creating? How could I employ scale to 

reach this goal?  Ultimately, I chose to replicate Georges Seurat’s “A Sunday 

Afternoon on the Island of La Grande Jatte” from square paint samples.   

 



 7 

SLIDE 

 

Each sample was to be considered its own entity. Each was individually 

affixed an inch from the wall, drawing focus to the sample itself.  In addition, 

the samples each bore the name of their hue, pulling further attention to the 

individual pieces.   

 

SLIDE 

 

The final way in which I called the viewer to the individual parts of the 

work was by leaving gaps between each sample. The work was a collection of 

separate parts rather than a contiguous surface.  The spacing and dimensions 

of the work are significant as the total area of the samples (discounting the 

white space between them) matches the actual dimensions of the original 

painting. In effect, I simply expanded the painting’s elements into a wall-size 

study of its color composition.   

As I worked with a recognizable image, I continued to focus on the line 

between abstraction and representation.  I created a triad of views for the 

work - one could stand inches away from the samples and be immersed in the 

deep hues of “Black Watch Navy”, “Tartan Blue”, or “Overalls”: SLIDE step back 

from the piece so that the entire wall sculpture was in view: SLIDE or one 

could look through the far end of binoculars to see a miniaturized version of 

the work.  The first view was abstract, the second varied depending on the 

viewer, but the third created an undeniably recognizable image.   

 

SLIDE 
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 Again, like with the light bulbs, I was looking to the history of painting as 

source material. It’s no coincidence that I replicated the iconic example of 

pointillism as part of my project on pixilation. Essentially, I was doing the same 

thing to my image as Seurat was to the landscape before him – simplifying it 

into bits of color and light that the viewer’s eyes naturally compiled into a 

recognizable composition. With this work, I questioned, “At what point do we 

lose sight of that whole?” 

Though this work successfully drew attention to the elegant color 

composition of Seurat’s piece, it left me with a lot of questions. Did I want my 

art to be about the history of painting? Or was the focus the material itself? 

Why was I copying images at all? Thinking about the answers to these 

questions, I decided to experiment a bit and create a work without a specific 

reference image.  

 

SLIDE 

 

The product of my experiment, “Wall Paintings”, consisted of three 

compositions of draped paperclips overlaying a painted square on the wall that 

matches the hue of the clips.  Where white clips were used, the wall was left 

uncolored. I was thinking about the intrinsic qualities of the material. Again 

considering how the clips are linked, I now used my rows of paperclips as lines, 

varying their thickness and curvature on the wall. I emphasized the 

manufactured colors by placing them on essentially an enlarged paint sample 

of their hue.  

 

SLIDE 
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All of my previous work had been precisely planned before execution, 

requiring thorough consideration at the outset but very little mental energy 

during the hours of execution. Here I worked more organically, making it up as 

I went along.  I liked the flexibility of setting up a few rules at the start – the 

materials, the scale, the concept – and then creating more naturally.  It was a 

break from the work I’d done before and something I hoped to bring into 

future pieces in the future.  

 

SLIDE 

 

But instead I went back to thoroughly pre-planned sculpture, at least 

briefly. Rolling with the momentum of working with paper clips, I created a 

cube, titled “Corporate Lens”, in which each face depicted a recognizable logo, 

including Target, Texaco, and Apple.  While I executed my plan, creating a 

transparent cube of layered images, the work did not seem successful to me. 

The scale was not ideal, for it was too large to hold or act as an object and too 

small to stand alone on the floor. 

 

SLIDE 

 

In addition, I had not committed to what I was trying to say with the 

piece or why that meaning was important - instead I had focused too much on 

the process and execution.  In questioning my use of famous artwork as source 

material, I had turned toward a different source, commercial culture, but 

found that this second imitation was not sufficiently meaningful to me.  These 

sources were not conceptually grounded – so far, they simply served as an 

easy way out from generating my own subject.   
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SLIDE 

 

Still struggling with source appropriation, I again created a set of works 

that replicated famous paintings, but this time with a direct purpose.  I 

constructed miniatures of abstract expressionist paintings from crayons, 

causing the viewer to consider the importance of scale and the sublime in 

these massive works.   

 

SLIDE 

 

Were the works still compelling when reduced to thumbnails? Did their 

color compositions assure their status as master works, or was size integral to 

their reception? In questioning these paintings, I was also considered the role 

of the scale in my own pieces. Was the paperclip map successful because it 

was labor-intensive?  Did the overwhelming size of my Seurat interpretation 

occlude the subtleties of my design?  

 

SLIDE 

 

I was thinking about the implications of the material I was using in the 

perception of my piece. Crayons are often used by children. What connection 

was I trying to draw between children and abstract expressionism? I was not 

intending to belittle the work, but thinking instead about the pureness, the 

uninhibited activities of young children at play and how that relates to the 

emotional, intuitive work of the action and color field painters of the postwar 

period.  

By working on this small scale, I considered simplification and 

abstraction, but primarily our interactions with our surrounding space and 
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reactions related to scale. Without a wow-factor, I still had to create 

compelling work.  

 

At this point, I had hit a standstill.  I was dissatisfied with where my work 

was going. I wanted to retain my focus on pixilation, but was frustrated with 

appropriation.  I also wanted my work to incorporate the intrinsic material 

qualities of my media as well as process and the tactile experience of 

artmaking.  I struggled to find a way to effectively merge these themes. 

 

SLIDE 

rain 

 In late November, I began collecting empty water bottles, scouring the 

trash rooms on campus and picking through the recycling bins on the East 

Side’s sidewalks. Without a clear project in mind, I at least knew that I wanted 

to involve hundreds of water bottles filled with colored water.  This framework 

fueled my process while I simultaneously planned my installation. Similarly to 

the paperclip map and the paint sample piece, the work was constructed in 

parts. I would not know if it would be at all successful until completion.   

 

SLIDE 

 

 As I have already reiterated, I thrive on process. This project exemplified 

that. I collected over 1,000 water bottles and stripped the labels and caps from 

each. I cut over 1,000 pieces of fishing line and drilled holes in the center of 

each cap. I tied a washer to and strung a cap onto the end of each of the over 

1,000 pieces of fishing line.  It was like sorting beads all over again.  I directed 

my focus toward a particular repetitive task and spent countless hours 

executing.  The tactile was integral. 
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SLIDE 

 

 And though the piece is abstract, and the color composition is random, 

this work touches on my earlier exploration of pixilation. Hundreds of equally 

sized components combine to create a cohesive whole. The pixels themselves 

are on display as well as the holistic experience of walking through them.   

This dual interaction was paramount. The viewer could observe each 

bottle’s unique trajectory as it slowly swayed and he or she could marvel the 

way in which each bottle reflect and refracted light slightly differently, but the 

there was a larger experience in the space as well.  This is what I have always 

found compelling in magic eye or photo-mosaic images - that dual experience 

of seeing the background or each component and then stepping back to see 

the larger, macro picture.  

 

SLIDE 

 

This piece dealt with the viewer’s interaction with space. More 

specifically, I realized I wanted to rethink the relationship between a piece of 

art and its viewer.  There were countless routes through my installation, 

generating a variety of experiences.  Certain movements were impossible, as 

some bottles hung as low as just 4’ off the ground. The participant, perhaps a 

more fitting term than “viewer” had to adjust his or her body in order to move 

through the space.  

Every participant had a different experience with the work. I would 

argue that this is true of every piece of art: even if the physical vantage point is 

the same, people perceive the same images differently. But in “rain” I was 

explicitly referencing the individuality of experience.  
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SLIDE 

 

Similarly to my work with the light bulbs in my junior year, this project 

collaborated with an environmental campaign, Beyond the Bottle.  In their 

efforts to remove bottled water from campus, they discuss our association 

with the everyday product – questioning specifically why it is that when many 

people are thirsty, they reach for a bottle and not to the tap. I wanted to 

rethink this commonplace material. With Tara Donovan’s stacked cups still in 

the back of my mind, I considered the intrinsic qualities of the plastic water 

bottle. In my piece, the bottle is still a transparent container, and its contents 

are still water, yet the experience with the product has drastically changed.  

I marvel at the efficiency of these simple products. Their design is 

streamlined so that they perfectly execute their one specific function. In my 

work, I try to use that function to reach a new end. 

 

SLIDE 

 

Though I discussed my interest in the accessibility and inherent traits of 

everyday materials, I would like to touch upon the recycling aspect of my work. 

Though I do like that my work is environmentally friendly, that’s not the 

reasoning behind my reuse of materials. Instead, I’m interested in thinking of 

new ways to use these common products. In addition, I like the idea of setting 

boundaries for myself within my process, being limited to a certain amount of 

colors or a certain quantity of material. Even in “Wall Paintings” with the 

draped paperclips, I was using materials left over from my map project.  I enjoy 

problem solving – thinking, “what can I do with just the things I have before 

me?” 
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SLIDE 

follow me –  

As this year progressed, I realized that when I was saying “pixilation”, what I 

really meant was the “the part and the whole”.  Like the water bottles, “follow 

me” did not replicate an image, it instead was its own abstract composition 

constructed of similarly-shaped and similarly-textured parts.  Similarly, I was 

still thinking about the history of art, the tradition of works on the wall and our 

conventional relationship with art, but now I was representing that 

relationship less explicitly.  

In this piece, I built two chevron walls, lining both the inside and outside of 

the hallway with swatches of fabric.  The fabric was not arranged entirely 

randomly, but loosely clustered by color. My interest in this medium was the 

varying ways in which fabric drapes depending on its material.  By placing 

different fabrics adjacent to one another, I highlighted their differences in 

stiffness.   

 

SLIDE 

 

More so than my other works, this piece invokes nostalgia.  Consider the 

curtains in the room you grew up in, the pillow cushions on your father’s 

armchair, or your favorite t-shirt your mom made you throw away because 

you’d worn it to shreds. From the individual pixels or units of this piece, I 

hoped to draw out individual memories or associations. What happens when 

those associations are juxtaposed? Does that change your perception of the 

specific memories?  

This work felt freer to me than some of my earlier sculptures. Perhaps it 

was because each pixel was more varied from its peer units than in any other 
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my other works. Perhaps it was that the fabric was less controllable, more 

inclined to drape as it pleased.   Similarly to the water bottles, here I was 

making artistic decisions throughout the entire process. I set up a framework, 

but within it I could shift things around, and I was not bound to a pre-set 

design.  

 

SLIDE  

 

While “rain” necessitated some altered movement by the viewer, this work 

demanded the viewer to follow a prescribed path through the work.  The walls 

were placed less than 3’ apart – so not only was the path of movement 

outlined, but to some extent, the way in which one moved through this path 

was also driven by the sculpture’s design.  The viewer was enveloped in the 

piece.  

 

SLIDE 

 

 I did not realize it at the onset of creating this work, but my installations 

and interest with the viewer’s relationship with art and space is significantly 

influenced by the work of Richard Serra. He writes, “My sculptures are not 

objects meant for a viewer to stop, look and stare at. The historical concept of 

placing a sculpture on a pedestal was to establish a separation between the 

sculpture and the viewer. I am interested in a behavioral space in which the 

viewer interacts with the sculpture in its context”. His monumental steel works 

direct the viewer through the space, sometimes generating feelings of 

openness and freedom and other times that of claustrophobia.  

 

SLIDE 
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My piece is in dialogue with Serra’s work, but instead of being a hard, 

intimidating surface, the passerby brushes against the hanging fabric.  They do 

not just react to the work, they interact with it as well.  

 

SLIDE 

recent explorations and future work –  

As the year is coming to a close, there are two directions in which I see my 

work going. The first is towards digital images.  These projects have allowed 

me to explore the themes of my honors work without excessive time or 

financial commitments, and have allowed me to “play around” with ideas 

more than I’m used to. In “Go Ahead, Judge It”, I returned to re-appropriating 

images, but this time the borrowed sources, book covers, are used as the 

pixels themselves, not the final composition.  Here, each pixel is truly its own 

entity.  

 

SLIDE  

 

Each pixel is free standing.  This work is a whole of disparate parts. If you look 

closely, you can see that I incorporate several different covers of the same 

novels. I’m interested in different representations of the same text, and 

thinking again about how a work of art can generate several interpretations 

and experiences.  

 

SLIDE 

 

This rendering of Mumbai, titled “Fabric of a Nation, I created when 

considering what art I would install with an unlimited budget.  If I could do 
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anything, what would it be? Here, I envisioned a slum in which each roof was 

repainted a vibrant hue. Though the homes were separate colors, together 

they created a cohesive pattern of tints and shades.  An extreme case of the 

part and the whole, each unit or home had countless personalizing 

characteristics. In addition the overall pattern of the roofs was inaccessible, 

visible only to those flying into the city. 

 

SLIDE 

 

The second direction in which I could see my work moving is towards a focus 

on my obsession with tactile, repetitive work. The process of each of these 

projects has been so important to me – from the linking of paperclips to even 

the individual selection and re-coloring of the of the Mumbai roofs on my 

computer screen. I am considering ways in which the process itself could 

become the product – Jesse as Installation. I still haven’t figured out how to do 

this. I want to further exhibit and reveal the importance of process and the 

physical act of making, but I’m not yet ready to eliminate the creation of a final 

product from my work.  

 

Overall, this has been a really rewarding past few years and the freedom of the 

Visual Arts Department has really allowed me to explore my different artistic 

interests. Thanks for coming and I look forward to hearing what you have to 

say and to answer any questions you may have about the work that I’ve 

presented here today.  


