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Why do we think what we think when we see what we see? Are there preconceived ideas that come ingrained with our brain from birth?
My research poses questions to the audience of how people see color on a body,
what subconscious preconceptions that comes packaged with, and the ties of those preconceptions to American culture and how that might affect people’s actions in society.
Context for my culminating thesis project is found within the current political climate of
America: toleration of prejudice and ignorance, perpetuation of patriarchal dominance,
and the growing normality of police brutality.
My work explores these questions by using Peircean semiotics through a post minimalist
scope to create sculpture. The sculptures are combinations of recognizable parts that create something not recognizable, warranting for the viewer to wonder why they only know
parts of the equation.
I grew up in a small town in Alabama, called Greenville. The town has two
schools, one of which is a private Christian school, and this is the one I attended. Going
to school where 100% of students were white, 99% of students were conservative republican just because their parents said so, and 100% of faculty that did nothing to stop the
domineering of students by other students was not my cup of sweet tea. To paint the picture better, I was one of four guys in about 300 students that skateboarded, did not wear
Georgia brand cattle farm boots, did not take my truck on badass mud rides, and did not
feel right cracking racist jokes let alone in spaces padded by white maleness\. Being cast
out by this large group taught me empathy for victims of prejudice. Upon leaving Shit
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reword Dale Academy, I knew I wanted to make my art about chauvinistic discrimination, and I did.
In 2010 police killed 297 American citizens. Around this time I became old
enough to begin paying attention to and caring about the news. I started to see videos and
posts about police brutality on every social media platform I was a part of. In 2011, the
video of Anthony Warren being beaten while unconscious gained national attention and
lit an unsettling fire in me that garnered anger resulting in hate toward law enforcement
officers. I could not understand how multiple trusted protectors of a community beat a
fleeing, knocked unconscious man, on video, and then testify that their goal was to preserve his life and the lives of the bystanders around him. I found the lack of attention to
activism was frightening.
The 2014, police murder of Michael Brown was finally the onset for protest. The
activist group Black Lives Matter was formed as a result, and the attention to police brutality skyrocketed. In 2016, 963 American citizens were killed by police officers and up
until mid February 123 citizens have already been killed since the beginning of 2018.
In 2015, Donald Trump announced his running for presidency, a joke that most
thought was funny. January 20th, 2017, Trump was sworn in as the 45th president of the
United States. The first ten days of his presidency would provide examples of how Donald Trump would flaunt bigotry and abuse his exercise of power to enforce it. The next
day, hundreds of thousands of people marched on Washington and around the country in
the Women's March, one of the largest single day protests in history, all against Trump
for his misogynistic words and actions. January 27th, 2018, Trump signs his first of about
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three travel bans resulting in 90 days of airport protesting. Three days later Trump fires
Attorney General Sally Yates after her refusal to defend the travel ban (Tate).
The anger I felt was not shared as widely across the United Sates as one might expect. After all, Trump won, there had to be people out there that liked him. This lead me
to think more acutely about prejudice and racism and more about what might cause those
feelings, potentially unrecognized by the individual.
Understanding the difference between racism and prejudice is important because
they do not work in place of each other. “Prejudice is a human phenomenon involving
cognitive structures we all learn early in life. Racism, on the other hand, is prejudice
against a particular group of people based on perceived differences, sometimes taken to
the extreme “(Abrams). Prejudice and hate are a part of being human, but hating other
humans is not a part of nature and is taught by preceding generations. Being raised in an
environment that harbors racist tendancies as opposed to having racist ideals imposed on
an individual during a time of life post social development can sting.
Racism is perpetuated parallel to the strive for a relationship in similar others due to the
active devaluing of others in order to benefit ones own associated group in a competitive
environment for valuable resources. (Hall) This idea can be seen clearly in the United
States 2016 presidential election. Trump appealed to prejudice, white, middle class
Americans under the guise that he was similar and associated in order to win votes.
Trumps popularity brought out prejudice and racism across the class board of white
Americans which was most apparent through social media.
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If it is human to hate, is it possible for hate to fuel kindness and compassion? Marion Rodriguez, LMHC, NCC, states that, “Hate can be rational, such as when we hate unjust acts…” Rather than send hate back with my work, I would rather viewers this about
their own hate.
While in my studio one day, I was preparing for what I thought was a meaningless
Instagram post by testing a rope and hanging mechanism for a piece I was currently
working on. This involved tying two cast ceramic feet up by a small piece of rope
through holes in the back on the ankle. They were a white pair of feet. It appeared to me
to be visually pleasing, I did not know why I chose to do it, or even the meaning it carried
at the time. The piece held my attention and encouraged me to think for quite some time.
When these white feet, bound by rope, hang in a gallery, viewers have ideas that are all
inclusive, that everyone is involved in tiredness, suffering and death. There is some subconscious idea that these white feet represent everyone, all shades of skin color and all
nationalities. This made me think about what happens when simply the color of the feet
changes. What if the same feet were black? Now, suddenly, the response to the piece
changed. Immediately viewers relate the imagery to slavery, race, and negativity. What
interests me is why that is, why is it that white feet can be seen as universal, but black
feet are so quickly related to negativity? Does the use of a twine so closely related to rope
that points to lynching play a role in referencing racism, even when applied to the white
feet? What interests me even more is that when showing both pairs of feet, viewers have
related back to the idea of including everyone. Why is it that only in situations where
white feet are present is the suffering seen as universal? I had known racism all my life,
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being from the heart of the progress halted south, but had not found it as close to me as it
was when asking these questions.

untitled (feet) | painted stoneware, twine, and nails
These three scenarios in untitled (feet) would be set up in a light controlled space in
a way at has walls dividing each, making all other pieces unseeable when engaging with
one. The decision to break up the space that viewers navigate results in slowing down the
time spent with each part of the piece and allows the viewer to be unaffected at that time
by the next piece they are about to see. It quiets the viewer as they need to concentrate to
navigate. It lets the audience see the pieces on the same thought trail that I had when
making them; the white pair first, to grab at the idea of all inclusiveness, the black pair
next, to contrast that idea with exclusivity, and last there would be both pairs, referring
again to inclusiveness. They are each lit by a single overhead gallery light to help focus
attention to the objects.
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The experience of viewing my thesis work is best understood through the lens of
Charles Pierce’s theory of semiotics1. Pierce describes semiotic function by breaking
down and explaining the relationship of three philosophical categories that make it up as
a Triadic Model of a Sign. A representamen (a first) is a sign or signifier. An object (a
second) is what the sign represents, and an interpretant (a third) is the signifier or understanding of the sign. These all work together to communicate meaning to an individual.
Pierce refers to the state of being in each category as being either in firstness, secondness,
or thirdness: Firstness is a conception of being that is independent of anything else. There is
only ONENESS. Thus, it is a conception of being in its wholeness or completeness, with no
boundaries or parts, and no cause or effect. Firstness is in the realm of possibility, must be
experienced within a kind of timelessness, and corresponds to emotional experience.

Secondness is the mode of being that is in relation to something else. This is the category
that includes the individual, experience, fact, existence, and action-reaction. Secondness
operates within discontinuous time, where the dimension of past time enters in: a certain
event occurred at a certain moment, before some other event, which was its consequence. Secondness corresponds to practical experience. Thirdness is the mediator
through which a first and a second are brought into relation. Thirdness belongs to the
domain of rules and laws; however, a law can only be manifested through the occurrences of its application, that is, by secondness; and these occurrences themselves actualize
qualities, and therefore, firstness. Whereas secondness is a category of individuality,
thirdness and firstness are categories of generality; but the generality of firstness is on the

1

Semiotics is the study of the relationship between a sign, an object, and a meaning.

Tesmer 7

level of possibility, and the generality of thirdness is on the level of necessity, and therefore, prediction. Thirdness corresponds to intellectual experience. (Everaert)
Pierce uses pain to exemplify this idea. Firstness can be seen as a redness, before anything else existed that was red or enforced the sensation of pain. It is what exists before
knowing what causes pain or what pain is. Secondness is the cause of the pain in relation
to something else. The redness and pain have occurred due to something such as heat or a
bug bite. It is the realization of why through previous experience gained over time.
Thirdness is the communication of the pain, the language that carries the idea to the next
person.
When this theory is applied to my art, the feet, hands, and other casts are seen as
the representamen. They serve as a qualisign for the object, the human body and its action. A qualisign is the having of a quality that functions like a sign. The ceramic casts
that I use function as a sign, or representation, for their real counterpart (ceramic gun
compared to a real gun) and what the audience already knows about that real counterpart
and its function, which was gained from past-lived experience. The interpretant for my
work is the audience. The meaning of the work is interpreted by the audience, and in
ways that differ person to person.
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untitled (point) | painted stoneware

The second piece I will discuss, untitled (point), is a pointing hand that has the
barrel of a gun as the index finger. The work is off white/clay colored and has caution
orange inside the barrel. It hangs just under six feet tall on the wall, a bit higher than the
standard fifty-eight inches, leaving the barrel of the gun in the viewers face. Viewers tend
to either not want to stand in front of it, exhibiting knowledge of gun safety, lack thereof,
and possibly fear or stand directly in front of it and look around to see if others recognize
them being “risky,” almost like it was a thrill. I found the second response the most interesting. The interaction between the viewer, the piece, and the rest of the audience brings a
consciousness to the viewer with such response because of the glance for realization of
the rest of the audience. I would compare it to the ideas that Marcel Duchamp uses in his
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piece Étant donnés (Given).“This experience of being captured — and/or capturing
someone else — while engaging in the act of seeing the carnality of vision that Duchamp
presents in Given is precisely the means through which an anonymous viewer is turned
conscious, more importantly, self conscious…”(Haladyn 53). Étant donnés consists of an
empty room with a door that has a peep hole, concealing a scene of a naked woman's
body in an outdoor environment. Duchamp’s idea was to create a situation where the
viewer would do a thing, then feel a way due to other viewers presence. In this piece the
viewer would look through the peep hole, realize there is a naked woman on the other
side, then feel voyeuristic for watching because other people are watching them watch
and make a decision to look more or step back. Untitled (point) works by involving the
audience, pointing something at them, then presenting a decision — stand in front or to
the side. The audience’s reaction to each other and the piece speaks more honestly and
quickly than a verbal conversation.
In my work, I place the audience in secondness by creating objects that are unfamiliar as a whole, but composed of familiarities. Objects such as feet without legs, teeth
with no mouth, hands with no arms, a hand with a barrel finger are all objects composed
of parts of things people are used to seeing, only in contexts different from their origin.
The work I created for my thesis is untitled. For me, this allows the audience more of a
chance to produce their own understanding, uninfluenced by my use of any specific
words other than ones that describe appearance. I try to only include words that make it
possible for the viewer to identify which piece they are viewing. During my upbringing
in a small town private school, I hated being told something to do that I did not under-
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stand or felt opposed about, so now, I refrain from being a part of that system by not forcing words on the audience.
This work is friends with post minimalist ideas of using simplicity to try to help the
audience more easily understand the context of the pieces. By using feet, hands, and
teeth, things that everyone knows, I attempt a personal relationship with viewers to try to
question socially constructed systems. I use molds of parts of my own body as tools to
communicate these questions and ideas, an idea described by psychology as “body ego.”
“Body ego suggests that a work may be the means of whereby the artist employs his body
or sections of thereof, his lineaments, his personal possessions, or even his name, and in
so doing transforms himself into a self-exploitable tool or the raw material of artistic expression.” (Pincus 74) Most of the time I find myself being the only one around when an
idea comes to mind, this makes using my own body as a mannequin practical and spot on
to the idea.
My concluding thesis exhibition, untitled: color body, is installed in Eskinazi Fine Art
Center. This show uncludes simple and boldly colored parts of the human body that have
been arranged in unusual combinations and placements. The work is divided by the spacious middle of the room with untitled (feet) on one side and untitled (pointing), untitled
(handshake), and untitled (holding hand I) on the other. I chose to separate the work this
way because of the cohesiveness in the orange color. In the middle of the room I have
three pedestal pieces that include molds of teeth. These pieces are commentary on the
sensitivity of the subject matter being addressed in this show. They are clenched teeth,
forced silence.
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Together, these pieces question how color is seen on a body and its social construct when
viewed through a lense that breaks down the meaning of understanding with an aesthetic
that is minimal, yet recognizable.

untitled (handshake)

untitled (holding hand I)
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