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Art is engagement, an agreement to create meaning. My creative process is a fruitful 
clash of craft and intellect, a balance between the joy of making something with my hands, and 
the intellectual process that informs my work. My sculpture is an exploration of transformation, 
employing the motif of voyages and migration, investigating how we maintain our individual 
identity and our sense of humanity, as we travel physically or spiritually to new places. 
Ultimately, I see my art as a fulcrum, the intersection of crafted materials and ideas, an ongoing 
attempt to create new, meaningful experiences. A meaningful experience is one in which there is 
a self-awareness on the part of the individual that what is occurring at that moment has 
significance—a resonance—and that it is linked to what is valuable. I believe that in art, it is 
intimacy and transcendence that elicit this process. It is critical that a work of art has an 
immediacy that engages the senses—an intimacy—so that viewers feel it speaks directly to them. 
But it is also critical that the work of art be transcendent, a crossroads of ideas and associations. 
Intimacy and transcendence are entwined, because through the intimacy of the work of art an 
aesthetic experience is created, conveying expressive, poetic, visual ideas, sparking the mind, 
opening it up to transcendent ideas that are both inherent in the work of art and lying outside of 
it. As I see it, intimacy is the domain of the individual, the particular, while transcendence is 
something broader, more overtly social and universal, referring to the communities and culture 
in which we participate, and the world in which we live.  

How does the artist maintain intimacy—the personal—in a work of art as it taps into the 
transcendent and into communal ideas? Where is that point where individual experience and 
expression become universal enough to be broadly understood? I believe a solution lies in the 
creative process itself, using the intimacy of tactility and the presence of the object and its visual 
ideas, with the transcendence of intellectual ideas, which reach out like tendrils into the world. 
When I am in the studio working with my hands, theoretical issues dissolve, but then momentary 
flashes will marry my ideas, both visual and intellectual, with a way to express them in unison. I 
believe there is something innately meaningful and satisfying in creating an object with one’s 
hands. It is an act that connects one to millennia of object-makers and the inherent creative 
potential of the universe. This resonance is both a reflection of the intimacy of the handmade 
object and the transcendent meaning that links the object to the world at-large. Our own 
experiences with great works of art prove that we need not be actively involved in the initial 
production to be active participants in the creation of the meaning of these works. Such 
experiences have led me to believe something similar, but perhaps even more amplified, can be 
achieved through a project involving multiple participants.  

To explore these ideas more fully, as a Guggenheim Fellow, I would like to engage with 
community members as collaborators. What I am proposing is a sculptural project, such as a 
large vessel-form of ceramic, with each participant making a small, individual component that 
integrates into the whole. As members of communities create parts of an artwork, it will be 
interesting to see how well intimacy can be maintained even when a group is involved in the 
making of something. Subsequently, and equally as important, is to determine if transcendence is 
magnified because of the involvement of more individuals. This line of inquiry will be an 
excellent opportunity to explore the closely associated question of an individual’s relation to 
society, in particular the limits of an individual’s autonomy. Since individuals are both 



independent and interdependent—attempting to achieve a critical balance between their needs 
and those of society—collaborative communal projects provide an ideal environment for this 
investigation. It is important for this project that it be considered a collaboration among 
individuals who make up a group, not an anonymous collective body. This would be a direct 
collaboration, of course, but all art is collaborative to some extent. I consider myself to be the 
creator of my work, yet I have not spun the yarn nor felled the trees to make the textiles and 
lumber for my sculptures. The individuals who have had a hand in these processes have 
collaborated, if only involuntarily. They could have no way of knowing the final result of their 
labor, but they still had a hand in the finished work. This interconnectedness is a kind of 
transcendence, because, in this case, I have represented the ideas of others in my own work, 
through the intimacy of the physicality of their materials. I believe an even stronger connection 
will be possible through direct collaboration on my proposed project. 

My time in Norway on a Fulbright Creative Arts Grant allowed for extensive engagement 
with the public. Thirty thousand people visited the Viking Ship Museum during the two-month 
exhibition of my sculptural installation entitled Skibladnir. Not only was this the very first 
showing of contemporary art beside the thousand-year-old ships, I also spoke at the museum and 
other venues to a number of different groups of various ages and backgrounds. Even though my 
project was collaborative since I worked closely with museum staff, including Dr. Jan Bill, 
curator of the collection, I could not help but wonder what the result would have been if we had 
directly involved members of the community in the creation of Skibladnir. With the idea of 
finding a way to expand collaboration, I traveled to England after my exhibition to meet with Dr. 
Chris Baker, director of the William Temple Foundation in Chester. Temple was one of the most 
influential social progressives of the 20th century and was greatly aware of the importance of art 
to the health of a society. Dr. Baker and I discussed practical and theoretical issues regarding 
potential collaborative art-projects intended for social engagement on both sides of the Atlantic. 
As a result, we are currently developing a framework for community-based projects intended to 
reach non-traditional audiences, i.e., outside of a typical arts organization or venue, and to 
engage with the individual as a participant. A Guggenheim Fellowship would enable me to 
develop and act as lead artist on projects, with groups providing their own volunteer support and 
funding for the actual execution of the artwork. Both the project at the Viking Ship Museum and 
proposed projects with the William Temple Foundation, as well as additional projects in 
discussion with other groups, are examples of my collaborative aesthetic interests, particularly 
with organizations that had never considered engaging with an artist to further their own goals. I 
believe there is immense potential in this approach, since it integrates art into the public sphere 
engaging directly with relevant communities.  

In his 1917 essay, “Art as Device,” Victor Shklovsky showed great insight: “Art is a 
means of experiencing the process of creativity.” However, he continues: “The artifact itself is 
quite unimportant.” Relegating art to the status of “device,” Shklovsky saw it merely as a means 
for achieving some other purpose. This is an example, as in some conceptual art, where the work 
of art is transcendent but not intimate, referring almost solely to ideas outside itself, to the 
detriment of an intimate, aesthetic experience that could be derived from engagement with the 
object. I do not wish to argue that art cannot serve many purposes. Indeed, my project uses art in 
part as social outreach, yet Shklovsky represents the separation of the physical object and its 
inherent visual ideas from intellectual ideas, diminishing the autonomy of the work of art. Sadly, 
the 20th century careened along this road that attempted to separate “idea” from the work of art. 
Saying that the ideas generated, or referred to, by the work of art are preferable to the object 



itself is a dangerous movement away from the physical world. My sense is that this is also a 
reflection of a disregard for the individuality of persons, seeing each of us as an interchangeable, 
indistinguishable unit in a larger scheme. 

A much richer and fully formed vision can be found in John Dewey’s Art as Experience, 
published less than 20 years later. Dewey saw art as part of an interrelated and continuous 
spectrum of experiences that we have as humans, as an endeavor that not only defines us, but 
also improves our lives. Sadly, Dewey’s ideas for social reforms, such as the strengthening of 
democracy through education are seen as quaint today when education reform seems to be 
undertaken for economic benefits using, highly standardized means. My own project seeks to 
utilize Dewey’s vision of socially progressive activism. The artist is in a unique position to 
propose new avenues of action for the viewer-participant. It is ironic that the role of the artist as 
one who helps people to see the same things differently, who breaks patterns of behavior as a 
radical or revolutionary, is also the same artist who is conservative and reconciling at times, 
preserving cultural manifestations and ideas. The artist can use the work of art as a catalyst to 
strengthen the idea of individual empowerment, but also demonstrate the interconnectedness of 
society and the world. Given the fragmentation of contemporary society, and what seems to be a 
withdrawal from communal life, it is imperative that new ways be found to engage with 
individuals and strengthen communities. 

A difficulty with public projects (or other large projects) is the constraints laid upon the 
artist. It can be a death-knell to creativity to have so many restrictions placed on siting and 
material requirements, let alone subject matter, that it is a wonder that many public art projects 
are successful. A way to circumvent this is to be involved earlier in the development process, as I 
have done, and to propose the project from an artist’s perspective, integrating object and idea. At 
the Viking Ship Museum, I was allowed a great deal of artistic freedom since I had proposed the 
project and, because of the temporary nature of the exhibition, I could use more ephemeral and 
inexpensive materials. It is a legitimate question to ask how artistic integrity and an overarching 
vision can be maintained in an even more collaborative project involving a variety of 
contributors, such as I have proposed. One of the problems with public art is that it may appear 
to be aimed at a group, not at an individual viewer. It can seem monumental and 
commemorative, but not a catalyst for meaningful new experiences for the individual. Any 
response to a work of art is based on personal taste and preferences to a great extent, but I 
believe that a theoretical framework can be developed to increase awareness of the issues 
associated with large scale, collaborative artwork and the need to reach the viewer on an 
individual level. The highly collaborative nature of film and theatre, for instance, provide a 
starting-point from which to make informed decisions. 

Great art transcends time and space, as if it charges the atmosphere with energy, leaving 
traces in our memories long after the initial interaction is gone. We relive these experiences. Yet, 
the art object remains as an individual entity, the intimate thing that first engaged and inspired 
us. The individual art object, as a thing, has a great resonance for us as humans, a physicality and 
individuality that we can relate to. We are, after all physical beings—things—but we are also 
sentient beings who carry and project ideas out into the world. The generosity of a Guggenheim 
Fellowship would enable me to pursue my artistic explorations on a larger scale than otherwise 
possible. Using the framework of intimacy and transcendence as a way of acknowledging that 
the physical work of art and its inherent ideas are inseparable allows for a rich, integrative 
approach to art-making and the potential to engage with the viewer even more than is the case 
with conventionally created and exhibited works.  


