DNIVERSITY OF HAWATT LIBRARY

ELEMENTARY

A THESIS SUBMITTED TO THE GRADUATE DIVISION OF THE
UNIVERSITY OF HAWAI'I IN PARTIAL FULFILLMENT OF THE
REQUIREMENTS FOR THE DEGREE OF
MASTER OF FINE ARTS
IN

ART

AUGUST 2007

By
Arn Krebs

Thesis Committee:
Suzanne Wolfe, Chairperson

Rick Mills
Kate Lingley

47



We certify that we have read this thesis and that, in our opinion, it is satisfactory in scope

and quality as a thesis for the degree of Master of Fine Arts in Art.

THESIS COMMITTEE

j{f{almﬁ%

A

ii



TABLE OF CONTENTS

....................................... vereressensanronsess 1

- LS 6
Exhibition....ccccoceieviieincncnennns crereestrerananne eaeeeureees et tesiteesitens

s’ung Forms 8
Ts’ung Forms.....cceeveieineiennnnnn.. e teseibiesssaaubebetoeaebnannrrrrenannrnen .

Wall Diptychs.......ccoccuinnnns ererrarerertasreeietebtbaaasabatrataians cieeenss 10

Elemental Ring.........coooiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiieeeee, teevereeeeeeanaeeaans 12
Wall Monoliths.......... cevevesereraracrinanenns

----- L R T Y Y R Ry 15

Conclusion.......coeevveieeiennnnnnns et ettiieesetetetanaaaeatantanaeaaanneanns 19

Plates........ ereenenrerer e rereacseiiiraraenrererae e raraaa 20-37

Bibliography.........cociriiciiiiiiinnnnenns veeens eeas U | .

1



LIST OF PLATES

Plate Page
YT o T P 20

OVEIVIEW, .. e ieiiiieeetiiiittiiiissasisiasestsiaretearstsssssatassniotsrssssios 21

TS'URG FOIMS......oeoiiiiiiiiiiiiiiii e s e anes 22-26
Wall DIptychs....cccvieiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiinenciieieciisaisirsrsiiisscissssones 27-30
Elemental RiNg.......c.ccvviieiieiireeieeriererereerereescarasiacncascscnsnsee 31-34
Wall Monoliths.........coeiiiiiiiiiiii et eece e aees 35-37

iv



Introduction

Since the dawn of human self-awareness we have searched the stars above us and
the world around us to explain where the universe came from and our place in it. In
search of these answers we have developed science to investigate the universe, but even
to this day it has provided an incomplete picture. This is due in part to the fact that this is
an incomplete approach because it ignores humans as an element of the universe.

This becomes apparent when studying creation myths, as the first human
explanations of universal creation and our place in it. Although these stories were based
on limited information they were successful in many respects. Brian Swimme and
Thomas Berry, in their book The Universe Story, elaborate on this idea; “In all these
various circumstances the story of the universe has given meaning to life and to existence
itself. The story has been celebrated in elaborate rituals. It has provided guidance and
sustaining energy in shaping the course of human affairs. It has been our fundamental
referent as regards modes of personal and community conduct. It has established the basis
of social order.” (Swimme & Berry 1994, pg. 1) As science expanded our knowledge of
the world these myths were considered as merely fantastic or imaginative stories, but if
we look deeper into the successes of these stories we find elements of contemporary
thoughts and desires. John D. Barrow in his book Theories of Everything, points out “ If
you browse through the ancient mythological accounts of the origin of the world and the
situation of its inhabitants, the overwhelming impression one obtains is of having
wandered into a Theory of Everything.” (Barrow 1991, pg. 7) He goes on to quote

Francois Jacob who asserts “ It is necessary to recognize that with respect to unity and



coherence, mythical explanation carries on much further than scientific explanation. For
science does not, as its primary objective, seek a complete and definitive explanation of
the Universe... It satisfies itself with partial and conditional responses. Whether they be
magical, mythical or religious, the other systems of explanation include everything. They
are applied to all domains, They answer all questions. They account for the origin, for
the present and even for the evolution of the universe.” (Barrow 1991, pg. 8)

Science has as a practical matter, and successfully so, distanced the observer from
the observed and broken the subjects it studies into manageable but discordant
specializations. This distanced and fragmented approach has spread beyond science into
the general culture. In an ironic twist, these same discordant specializations have revealed
that they are incomplete without an explanation as to how they relate to the whole. This
is most obviously revealed in the mathematically based deductive sciences including the
study of fractal sets, chaos theory, cosmology and quantum physics, but also manifests in
the inductive sciences such as physics, chemistry, and other so-called experimental
sciences. (Dewdney 2004, pg. 6) Not surprisingly so, the place that this holistic need
becomes apparent is at the boundaries of understanding in each of these fields, the place
where only creativity and intuitive leaps bring further understanding and success.

It stands to reason that what we need for further understanding of the universe and
our place in it is more emphasis on creativity and intuitive thought, a return to the magic
of the mythic stories of the past. We now have an entirely different set of data than the
authors of the first creation myths, and so a new paradigm must be created in accordance
with our present knowledge. “We are now experiencing that exciting moment when our

new meaning, our new story is taking shape. This story is the only way of providing, in



our times, what the mythic stories of the universe provided for tribal peoples and for the
earlier classical civilization in their times.” (Swimme & Berry 1994, pg. 241)

If creativity is a missing component for understanding, the first thing we need is a
working understanding of creativity. Although the mechanics of creativity are
indefinable, we can address it in the forms in which it appears. F. David Peat, in his book
The Blackwinged Night, Creativity in Nature and Mind, addresses the aspect of creativity
involving renewal and makes the point that “much of what we see, hear, and otherwise
sense around us comes from within. Our sense of life and the world we inhabit is
intentional. It is put together in a creative way so that all that is needed for things to fall
in place in a totally novel way may be a minuscule change in perception.”

(Peat 2000, pg. 14)

One such change that has fundamental differences from present thought is to
study the world as something internal and integral, rather than as something external and
secluded. If one is to take a holistic philosophical stance to describe the world, it must by
definition be open to all components of the world. As a human this means considering
not only what we can know and observe of the world around us but also be able to turn
inward and seriously consider the information that comes from our participation as an
integral part of the universe.

This relationship of the internal/personal to the external/impersonal world is the
domain in which art lives. David Lynch writes about this in his book Catching the Big

Fish, Meditation, Consciousness, and Creativity. “Life is filled with abstractions, and the

only way we make heads or tails of it is through intuition. Intuition is seeing the

solution- seeing it, knowing it. It is emotion and intellect going together.” He continues



by saying “I think intuition can be sharpened and expanded by meditation, diving into the
self. There is an ocean of consciousness inside each of us, and it’s an ocean of solutions.”
(Lynch 2006, pg. 38)

The second part of adopting a holistic philosophical approach to the world is
applying it to all parts of one’s life. As an artist this means that one creates art by the
same guiding principles by which one lives one’s life. This takes form in my art as an
open approach towards all media. Each holds a component of the whole, and when
certain knowledge of one medium is attained it is possible to find its connection to other
media as well as its place in the whole.

My thesis exhibition, entitled Elementary, is based on this holistic approach to life
and art. The same elements of nature that give me guidance in my life are present in my
art. Repetition, balance, patterns, as well as diversity and chaos are expressed in my art.
My aesthetic considerations have a conceptual backing that unifies seemingly disparate
elements. Symmetry balances chaos, form presents pattern, material reveals nature and
the whole is organized by the concept. My goal is to manifest elements of the material
world that express the underlying unity and order that exists throughout the universe.

The primary aesthetic elements of my work are those of layering and geometry.
Layering is an aesthetic that has association with many parts of the natural world; it
manifests in many forms from the sedimentation of sandstone to the growth rings of
trees. Depending on the color, composition, size, orientation, line, and other variables,
patterns develop that reflect certain aspects of the laws of the nature. My working
methods are such that I am not interested in controlling every last variance in the layers,

but instead try to provide an environment in which the layers can find their natural place



and pattern. The patterns that | am most interested in are those that deal with time and
manifest in processes such as growth, distortion, evolution and destruction.

To facilitate the development of patterns that are related to the natural world, one
must understand the original natural process both technically and intellectually, as well as
having an intuitive understanding that is based on personal empirical knowledge. With
this understanding one can begin to work within a larger holistic context where
compatible parts of different processes can be interchanged freely and highlight the
existing connections.

The use of a geometric format is important for several reasons. Thematically the
exhibition uses a juxtaposition of natural patterns with geometric forms. This dynamic
relationship alludes to the human attempt to control nature as well as to provide a
conceptual link between mathematics and nature which emphasizes that mathematics are
actually a reflection of nature. This is evident by breaking the word geometry down into
its root meaning of “measuring earth”. Another reason relates to the form as a mode of
presentation for the patterns and material. Geometric forms can have a quiet, unobtrusive
presence that allows the viewer to look beyond the form to other elements of the work.
This is important as it allows the visually interesting subtleties of the patterning and

material to have a clear voice.



The Exhibition

The general layout of the exhibition was conceived in accordance with the
aesthetic and conceptual ideas that the individual pieces address. The aesthetic principles
of my art- geometry, organization, repetition, reduction to essentials, components
synthesizing into a cohesive whole, and activated negative space- are all elements within
the exhibition. The layout is based on the dialog between several major spaces, the back
wall, the floor space directly in front of the back wall and the void space in the gallery.
(plate 2) The back wall which hosts alternating Wall Diptychs (plates 8-11) and 7s ‘ung
Forms (plates 3-7) activates all the viewable space out through the windows into the
walkway. The Elemental Ring (plates 12-15) directly in front of the wall redirects and
reflects back to the wall through concept as well as configuration. The Elemental Ring
explains ideas expressed by the work on the wall as well as reiterating the shapes of the
Ts’ung Forms, a square surrounding a circle. The ideas of rhythm, balance and symmetry
are apparent in alternation of the Wall Diptychs and the Ts ‘ung Forms.

The Wall Diptychs were hung horizontally along a centerline in order of
ascending size and allude to a landscape horizon and ideas of perspective as well as
inviting dialog about scale. The idea of elements repeating throughout scale changes is
alluded to by clements of landscape in the patterning in the individual pieces as well as
by their relation to each other. The use of abundant open space becomes an element of
the exhibition as it supports the minimalist ideas and aesthetics prominent in the work.
These ideas lend a solemn, reverent, deliberate, even ritualistic feel to both the exhibition

and the work. This uncluttered format reinforces the idea of order in the chaos by



limiting the space to the essential issues that are being addressed, and if only in an

analogous way provides a window of calm for the mind.



Ts’ung Forms

The component of the exhibition that draws inspiration from the human
past most directly is the blue and white porcelain 7s ‘ung Forms. They are loosely based
on an enigmatic Chinese jade object that has its roots in prehistoric times. Their original
use and meaning can only be inferred from their discovery in ritual burials, but due to the
difficulty of their creation, value of material, exquisite craftsmanship and iconographic
decoration, they were obviously important ritual objects. This value was borrowed by
following eras when definite meaning and use were assigned to them. In these later eras
the Ts’ung form was an earth symbol and was used as a component of a complex set of
objects and rituals. (Mou 1997, pg. 72)

The reuse and reinterpretation of historic objects, especially those that have
association with mystical or ritual uses, are particularly interesting as such objects imply
by association their former value and meaning but also take on new meaning in a new
setting. The meanings and associations of the Ts’ung which I am interested in have to do
with their former role as an essential, magical earth symbol, as well as providing an
intellectual link back to a mindset that is capable of conceiving a “magical” object. The
use of porcelain rather than jade, as well as the utilization of contemporary forming
methods, transform the Ts’ung in the exhibition into a personally significant symbol.

The base of the form in geometry, the square and circle, have rich associations
that span time and geography and reinforce the holistic theme of the exhibition. The
color scheme of blue and white not only echoes the natural world of snow, water, and

distant landscape, but also has associations with the more recent blue and white export



porcelain of China. Although the Ts'ung Form carries all of these associations, the
average viewer is unlikely to consciously recognize many of them. My hope is that they
remain an interesting sculptural form that hints at some ritualistic function while
remaining abstract enough that the viewer can draw their own conclusions.

The techniques used to create my T's ‘ung Forms are as broad and complex as the
influences they carry. The basic form is created with an extrusion process that uses a
hollow form die with an internal die-bridge. The shape, size, orientation of the die and
die-bridge, as well as the initial layering setup and orientation of the porcelain block to be
extruded, all influence the resulting layer pattern in the extruded form. The dynamics of
the extrusion process, although complex, are readily apparent in the resulting patterns,
and are essentially hydrodynamic. The raw extruded forms show a surface pattern that
hints at what is hidden within, and the following part of the process emphasizes this depth
of layering.

The second part of the forming process is subtractive sculpting and reveals the
underlying layers which creates entirely new patterns that are related to the new form as
well as the original extruded form. Although this removal of material can be
accomplished with many processes, the technique that I developed is essentially the same
as turning wood on a lathe. In this case the extruded porcelain form, not wood, is spun
on an axis and carved with steel tools. This rotational removal of material reiterates the
circular perforation that defines the interior of the form, while providing exact and strict

geometric shapes.



Wall Diptychs

The primary horizontal element of the show consisted of four book-
matched Wall Diptychs made from stoneware clay stained an array of iron-based earth
tones. Like all the patterning in the show the wall pieces are organic in nature, however
they exhibit two book-matched faces that are nearly identical. Book-matching isa
technique that is most often used in woodworking to produce doors and other large
surfaces because it reveals the grain of the wood most advantageously. Book-matching is
accomplished by cutting the slab of wood, or clay in this instance, in half, parallel to the
face of the slab, and then opening the two pieces as if they were pages of a book, hence
the name of book-matching., The aspect of this technique that is most intriguing for me is
the analogy that it can produce as it takes a pattern that is random and certainly organic
and produces a set of mirror images. In doing so it brings a symmetrical order to an
apparently chaotic pattern and emphasizes the point that if you approach the world with
an intuitive method, seemingly by magic, order appears. Although the slabs were cut in
two near the center, there are almost an infinite number of points at which a slab couid be
cut open to reveal a bilaterally symmetrical pattern. Order is everywhere.

Symmetrical order is truly everywhere; it manifests in everything from sub-
atomic particles to organic growth patterns, it transcends scale, subject, material, and
even time. The structural chemists Istvan and Magdolna Hargittai expound on the value
of symmetry in their book Symmetry, A Unifying Concept. “Human fields of study,
especially in modern times, have become increasingly compartmentalized. This is

especially true in education. The sciences, the humanities, and the arts have all drifted
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apart over the years. Symmetry, however, can provide a connecting link. It is a unique
tool for reuniting seemingly disparate fields of endeavor. Accordingly, symmetry can
provide insight into what has been lost in the separations. The bridging ability of the
symmetry concept is a powerful tool- it provides a perspective from which we can see
our world as an integrated whole.” (Hargittai 1994, pg. xi) If only by analogy, organic
patterns that are symmetrical open a window to basic elements of how the universe is
organized.

Although the patterning of these wall pieces is organic in nature, the technique
used to create them offers the potential for any kind of patterning from organic to strict
linear patterning. The most effective way to produce patterns of an organic nature is to
let go of end-result-based manipulation and let the flow of work become intuitive. This is
a difficult way to work because, as with a piece of natural material or the sexual
recombination of DNA, the patterning that is revealed is not always pleasing, but it also
allows the chance for something to occur that is fantastic and could never have been
planned. This way of approaching the clay must be extended to the rest of the process
including the drying and firing of the pieces. Clay has a memory, and the layers within
the slab have different compositions and orientations, so even with the most careful
forming and handling the slabs will shrink, warp and crack in unexpected ways
throughout the process. This can be viewed as a fault or as the very nature of the clay

revealing itself, and by analogy, revealing the nature of earth.

11



Elemental Ring

The Elemental Ring is like a Rosetta stone for the entire exhibition as it

explains why the rest of the show appears as it does. Although the Elemental Ring is a
complete piece in and of itself, its greatest value is as a metaphor for how I view the
world and how I make art. Secondarily it represents the idea of individual components
that stand on their own but together make a whole.

In its most basic interpretation it represents the four elements of earth, fire, water
and air, as well as the cardinal directions. This interpretation is accurate to a degree as I
often think in an elemental, material based manner. It is however more personal in tone,
akin to alchemy, an empirical, intuitively based approach. The four materials used are
actually my favored media, and their associations with the four elements and their
relation to each other is more subtle. The dominant elements of the ring are earth and
fire. The earth is represented by the silica that is found in all of the four materials, and
the fire is represented by the heat that has transformed them all at some point in their
evolution, a fact true for everything in the universe. On a chemical level they all share
constifuents of the others at least in some trace amount, and the manipulation of these
proportions is the alchemic theory on which I base much of my exploration. I apply this
theory to the processes that are used to manipulate each of the materials and I freely
transfer and adapt techniques and qualities traditionally associated with one medium for
use in others.

This idea is exemplified by the patterning in the wall diptychs which I have

borrowed from forging and patterning techniques learned from working with Mokume
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Gane, a form of layered metal. 1 even approach the manipulation of the clay block as if [
were forging it, because in principle it is the same process of displacing and moving
material.

Each component of the Elemental Ring was treated in an equal manner. The form
of each segment was consistent in size, proportion, and curve and was actually created
using a single master mold. Each of the ring segments investigated the theme of layering
as a design element as well as an expression of their continuity. The surface treatment of
all segments was consistent with the interior of the curve having a more pristine surface
while the outside curves demonstrated a texture, patina, or decomposed finish. With
design elements that firmly establish a continuous link between the segments, my goal
was then to utilize techniques that pointed out the unique qualities that are inherent in
each material.

Lamination was the essential technique used to construct all of the segments; the
particular method varied depending on the nature of the material. The wood segment was
formed in a clamp mold in which quarter inch birch plywood was laminated using wood
glue as the binder. It was then burned and quenched to highlight the layering as well as
to encourage delamination. All surfaces were then sandblasted and the interior curve was
sanded to a fine finish and oiled to bring out the luminosity and color of the grain. The
glass segment was created using organically patterned sheet glass that was fused and
slumped in a plaster and silica mold. The inside face was fire polished in the kiln while
the texture of the mold was left as the outside finish. The copper segment was created by
bending ten gauge copper sheet to the proper curve and then riveting the four corners to

hold the sheets together as well as to hold the curve. The riveting was carried out by
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using copper tubing which was countersunk flush on the inside curve and hammered flat
on the outside. The heat patina that was a result of annealing the sheet in preparation for
cutting was left as the outside finish while the inner curve was polished to a reflective
surface. The technique of rammed earth was utilized in creating the earth segment. A
process usually used for building houses and stabilizing dirt for foundations, it mimics
the process that produces sedimentary rock. Multiple layers of damp soil are alternately
deposited and compacted to produce a hard, durable building material. Native soil
collected from an embankment containing an astonishing variety of colors, with additions
of sand, cement and water were compacted into the master mold to yield the last segment.
The interior face was left as it came out of the mold while the exterior curve was scraped
to reveal the texture of the rammed earth. The use of the lamination technique for all of
the segments of the piece becomes a binder that consolidates them as a whole, as well as

providing a metaphor for an idea that can bind disparate ideas into a cohesive whole.
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Wall Monoliths

Although not included in the exhibition, the Wall Monolith pieces (plates 16-18)
represent & continuation and completion of aesthetic and conceptual ideas expressed in
the exhibition. The reiteration of organic layering within a geometric format linked this
series to the entire body of work presented as my thesis. This was accomplished by using
abstract landscape as the basis for the Wall Monolith series, which presents a different
scale version of geologic formations, an inspiration for pieces throughout the exhibition.
The inclusion of a Ts’ung at the heart of the volcano in Heart of Fire (plate 18) literally
places the Ts ung in its metaphoric environment, as well as hinting at the archeological
history of the Ts’ung, and reminds us to look to our ancestors for insights about the
human need to feel communion with nature.

The Wall Monoliths were created using gypsum cement as the base
material. The use of gypsum cement as an artistic medium allows a range of layering and
patterning techniques that display laws of fluid dynamics, but also behave similarly to hot
cast glass as the material sets rapidly and behaves differently depending on its viscosity,
its viscosity compared to other layers poured at the same time, and what stage of
crystallization it bas reached. Because the inclusion of fine particulate matter does not
compromise the integrity of the crystal matrix, a wide variety of aggregate, colorants and
other inclusions are possible. This has allowed the use of a variety of aggregate including
glass frit, silicon carbide, and earth. Another avenue of exploration has been the addition
of soluble compounds. Baking soda acts much as it does in cooking by giving off carbon

dioxide bubbles that create a lava like effect. An unanticipated, and potentially
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exploitable side effect of the solubility of the baking soda was the growth of crystals on
the surface as the pieces dried.

The process used to create the Wall Monoliths was basic casting but utilized a
mold with a clear acrylic sheet that acted as a window to the work in progress. The
sequence and timing of the pours, as well as which colorants and inclusions used were the
keys to attaining a variety of layers and patterns. Tilting of the mold created a different
“level” with respect to the other layers already poured, providing aspect control of the
layers. An internal armature of channel aluminum consolidated the layers and attached to
the integrated hanging hardware, After the monoliths had been cast and had a chance to
dry they were selectively sandblasted to reveal and emphasize texture and pattern. The
aesthetic goal of this entire process was to replicate the qualities of a cross-section of
actual earth and by doing so point out the repetition of elements through scale from micro
to macro.

In addition to addressing aspects of the natural world with material, the Wall
Monolith series was a self-portrait through analogy. The idea of humans being made up
of separate, yet integrated parts as well as an integral part of nature was expressed in this
series. Looking within oneself to explain what is seemingly outside of oneself is the
basis for the analogy that compares components of myself with aspects of the earth. The
three Wall Monoliths represented intellect as well as states of emotion.

Body of Water (plate 16) used a subdued and cool color palette, and layering that
was for the most part consistent in orientation, to convey the idea of stratification of
water within the ocean as well as to create an impression of serenity and peace. As with

all three pieces in the series the lower section remained untextured and provided a calm
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weight that oriented the pieces with gravity, while the upper section was textured to hint
at movement and awareness.

Geological Mind (plate 17) used earth tones and inclusions of a Ts’ung and a
glass hemisphere to form an analogy between my own way of thinking and ideas that
reside within the earth and its circumstances. My own attempts to think in a holistic way
that synthesizes emotion and logic are mirrored by the Ts’ung, which represented the
earth as logic and reason, and the glass hemisphere, which represented the sun and
emotion. The analogy is complete as the earth orbits the sun but the two are bound in a
kinetic balance. The inclusion of the porcelain Ts ung and the glass hemisphere echoed
themes in Elementary through media as well as directly with the Ts’ung form. Because
the cross-section of landscape is predominately subterranean, Geological Mind conveyed
an impression of a deep welling of energy and potential like that of the logical mind.

Heart of Fire (plate 18) balanced Body gf Water in temperament through color
scheme and subject matter. The hot color palette has associations with anger and passion
and the use of a volcano as subject matter not only refers to my physical presence in
Hawaii, but to a pent-up energy that can be released explosively. Inclusions of shattered
glass frit reinforced the idea of fragility and released tension. Heart of Fire was the most
textured of the series and gave the piece a raw feeling that could be associated with
creation and destruction.

The whole series was linked thematically through landscape, material and
technique, but the color scheme is more selective in its associations. The cool color
palette linked the serenity of Body of Water to both Geological Mind and Heart of Fire,

while the hot color paletie of Geological Mind and Heart of Fire were not reflected in

17



Body of Water. This was a consistent analogy as there can be serenity in both logical

thought and anger, but no thought or anger in serenity.
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Conclusion

Swimme and Berry have put forth the theory that “we are beyond the time when
the scientific story of the universe could so identify the world of reality with the material
and mechanistic aspects of the universe as to eliminate our capacities for that intimate
communion with the natural world that has inspired the human venture over the centuries,
an intimate communion that has evoked from our poets and musicians and artists and
spiritual personalities all those magnificent works of celebration that we associate with
the deepest modes of fulfillment of the human personality.”

(Swimme & Berry 1994, pg. 2)

I share in their vision of an integral approach to the universe as a practical
philosophy which would guide the human race through this apparently overwhelming and
chaotic world in which we live. This must start on a personal level, as the very nature of
the idea demands that each of us look within for guidance. This does not mean shunning
nor ignoring the outside world, but keeping balance between the two when making
judgments, decisions, social constructs and pursuing knowledge and enlightenment. As
an artist this idea manifests as balance between the science of the craft and the concept of
the art. It is a joining of the heart and the mind, the intellect with the intuition, and in the

end a joining of the individual with the whole.
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