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Abstract 

 

In this thesis I explore how I believe art can act as a gateway to seeing and perceiving the 

world's more visceral dimensions. To explore this, I talk about how I relate to a sculptural 

practice as an artist and how through that practice material, objects and narrative play an 

integral role in accessing matters of the heart and mind. I put my practice in context and go 

through examples of my own work as well as other artists that are dealing with sculpture, 

objects and narration. 

  



 

 
 5 

 

Table of Contents 

 

 

Introduction .............................................................................................................................. 6 

 

PART I ..................................................................................................................................... 7 

 Preface I ........................................................................................................................ 8 

 Material ........................................................................................................................ 8 

 Objects ........................................................................................................................ 10 

 

PART II .................................................................................................................................. 13 

 Preface II .................................................................................................................... 14 

 Narrative Fragments ................................................................................................... 14 

 Emotional Dimensions ............................................................................................... 16 

 

PART III ................................................................................................................................. 19 

 Preface III ................................................................................................................... 20 

 Arrangement of Things .............................................................................................. 20 

 A Sacred Space ........................................................................................................... 21 

 Objecthood: material .................................................................................................. 22 

 Objecthood: culture .................................................................................................... 23 

 Looking at the Intimacy of Phones ............................................................................ 24 

 Reflections .................................................................................................................. 25 

 

Conclusion .............................................................................................................................. 27 

 

Bibliography ........................................................................................................................... 28 

Image List ............................................................................................................................... 30 

Visual Appendix ..................................................................................................................... 33 

  



 

 
 6 

 

Introduction 

 

In my art practice I am constantly trying to make sense of my own understanding and 

perception of the world. I can only know the world from my own point of view, right? But 

through looking at and studying art I have come to find that I can have access to the point of 

view of others and it's so fascinating. The art world is full of other people's views and they 

are each as unique as the person behind their creation. We seem to have a need to study what 

is around us as well as sharing what we discover with others, all as a way of attempting to 

understand things better. Visual art is a great vehicle for these explorations. It's like saying to 

the rest of the world: "Hey, look at how I look at things!" And we might realise we see things 

the same way as someone else or that we are experiencing a completely new way of looking 

at the world and sensing it. 

 In this thesis I will explore my own sculptural practice and how through visual means 

my work can portray something more than what can be seen on the surface. In doing so I will 

look at examples of work by several different artists who work in sculpture as well as my 

own work. I will start by talking about my process and how working with materials requires a 

certain carelessness and spontaneity in the studio which is an integral part of my practice. I 

will look at the materials I use and how objects can be used in sculpture as raw material. 

Furthermore, I am interested in how objects and materials can be used as a way to construct a 

narrative for the viewer. I will look at work by artists Sarah Lucas and Lindsey Mendick, 

who both deal specifically with personal narrative through sculpture and objects in their 

work. I will put forth the idea that objects contain more than their physical materiality and 

that surrounding them is an invisible space of memories, emotions and our lived experience 

that we automatically travel through when faced with a familiar object or imagery. 

 My practice contains many aspects that cannot all be explored within this thesis but I 

have chosen to focus on objects as material in my sculptural practice as I feel that there lies a 

lot behind an object that cannot be seen or put into words very easily. By working with this 

material I attempt to challenge the perception of the viewer through assembling fragments of 

familiar objects. Thus emphasising the space between them and creating an opportunity for 

the viewer to fill in the gaps with their own narrative. I want to explore this in-between space 

even further as I feel there is a friction that takes place there that I want to know more about. 

Through writing about this I hope to shed a light on this space, allowing us to catch a glimpse 

of it, even if only for a split second.  
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PART I 
 

 

 

I have got love all mixed up with art. I have got my sentiments for the world all 
mixed up with art. I am a disaster as an artist because I cant leave the world 
alone.  
 

- Claes Oldenburg.1 
 

  

 
1 Claes Oldenburg, Store Days: documents from The Store (1961) and Ray Gun Theater (1962), (New York: 
Something Else Press, 1967), 13. 
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Preface I 

 

When I started my MA studies in autumn 2018, I also enrolled in an evening course in 

ceramics and sculpture at the Reykjavík School of Visual Art. I had an urge to start working 

more with material and sculpture, I wanted to get my hands and body involved in the making 

process. I experienced great ease and enjoyment when working with the clay and found 

myself working spontaneously and innately. This instantly felt like a medium that I had been 

craving as an artist. There was just something very right about it and it was teaching me a lot 

about the way I approach making as an artist. I started thinking more in three-dimensional 

terms, sculpting from every angle and thinking about the space that the sculpture would 

inhabit rather than the two-dimensional surface of it. This led to new discoveries and I started 

looking at everything around me from a new three-dimensionally focused perspective. 

 

 

Material 

 

I get excited when I see sculptures and especially materially and texturally complex ones; an 

unexpected mixture of materials, craftsmanship, colours, volumes and shapes is something 

that can generate a strong primal reaction within me. Whether it is an abstract or a figurative 

form there is something about the fact that it exists in this physicality, in this three-

dimensional realm, that is important. That it has a corporeal presence. The materiality makes 

it real in a way, it is here, it is present. Sculpture is about mass, proportions and size, about 

different angles and viewpoints that allow for layers of looking, sensing and understanding. 

 Although I often feel like I have to be in complete control of situations in my life the 

same does not apply to my artistic practice. When I was younger my perfectionism was a 

great hindrance for me as an artist. I would constantly overanalyse my work which would 

result in me not being able to create anything out of joy. Now I welcome the unexpected and 

I like working in an impulsive way that is not too structured or rigorous. I have always been a 

big fan of the Swiss artist Roman Signer and the playfulness in his work.2 He manages to 

work with material and sculpture with humour and unpredictability, using natural elements 

and explosions as propellers of energy that act on material. He creates sculptures that extend 

 
2 See image 1 in visual appendix. 
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beyond materiality and into the dimension of time, by embracing chance and failure at their 

core.3 He says: 

[Chance is] very important. You just have to be open-minded enough to see it. 
Another artist might have been very annoyed. 'It simply has to work. Bloody 
hell!' I find myself saying, 'No, it's very interesting.' [...] That's how a lot of 
works come into being - through failure.4 

 
Failure is also something I try to welcome into my work, not to get too hung up on getting a 

predetermined outcome but to adjust to the materials and see how I can work with them. It is 

a matter of being on an equal level with the material or technique, as opposed to trying to 

force the material or it taking control over me. As Signer goes on talking about his work he 

says: 

I have always thought that explosions conceal and create possibilities for 
sculpture. For me an explosion was always kind of a mental liberation, The 
pressure, then the fear. After the explosion you feel incredibly free.5 

 
Although the way I work with materials is quite different to working with explosives, this 

does resonate with me. I am invested in the idea that working in a certain way or with certain 

materials is a mental release of sorts. 

 The key is being in a frame of mind that allows for this release, to be able to 

experiment freely, without judgement or expectations. The working process is what is 

important, creating with joy and curiosity is absolutely vital for me. I have to put myself in a 

mental state where I can be carefree and embrace a certain serious playfulness. When I work 

in the studio, I eliminate the outside world, I create a bubble for myself and the material 

where I can work in collaboration with it, discovering its limits and its potential. This is a 

working relationship that is built on respect and trust, where I must accept failures and 

disappointments just as they happen.  

 In early 2019 I worked on experimenting with materials that had long been calling out 

to me, I wanted to find out how material and shapes could be activated in different ways.6 I 

was, and still am, very curious to see how materials could be affective in some way. I worked 

with old foam mattresses, leather belts, lashing straps and elastic straps, a mixture of used 

 
3 Rachel Withers, "Portrait: Roman Signer," Roman Signer, accessed 29 October 2019, 
http://www.romansigner.ch/en/portrait/ 
4 Roman Signer, "Interview: Paula van den Bosch in conversation with Roman Signer," Roman Signer, 
(London: Phaidon Press Ltd., 2006), 23. 
5 Ibid, 14. 
6 See image 2. 
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and new material. I wanted to explore how I could approach these materials and use them in a 

way they are not usually used. In addition to working with materiality I wanted to work with 

elements such as tension, gravity and suspension to create forms that would provoke the 

viewer to sense them on a physical level. The importance of these experiments was not the 

outcome but the process of activating a state of mind that allows for inquisitive playfulness 

while working. 

 

 

Objects 

 

In my material experiments I have also incorporated ready-made objects, exploring how they 

can function as raw material. Life Story is an installation I made in 2016.7 At that time I was 

living in the East Midlands in the UK and the piece was born out of that environment, both in 

regard to materiality as well as the culture. I took objects that I had purchased, wallpaper that 

was an imitation of the red brick walls of most of the buildings in the area and a white plastic 

potty, purchased at a local charity shop for 50p. I worked with the materials by using the 

potty as an ashtray and with acrylic paint I added green ivy onto the wallpaper. Ivy grows on 

most of the red brick residential houses in the area, so the two elements together became very 

representational of that region. With these minimal manipulations to the objects I wanted to 

create a different perception of these objects. The outside effect of the indoor wallpaper was 

emphasised even further and the potty got a new role as an ashtray. It became an account of 

the state of things, a story from childhood to adulthood, spanning a circle of life. I was 

beginning to explore how objects and materials could have the potential to create a narrative. 

 When I started working with ceramics, I automatically began making sculptures with 

organic forms that were bordering on the abstract and figurative.8 In my eyes they always 

became objects, just not belonging to the world of objects that I already knew. I wanted to 

explore further what a ceramic object, that was a replica of an already known object, would 

mean to me. I realised that by making an imitation of an object my focus shifted to the 

thoughts and ideas that surround the original object. It is no longer the original but has 

become the idea of the original, and it becomes almost mythical. The object doesn't serve its 

intended function anymore; a replica of a phone can't be used to make calls but it can make 

 
7 See images 3 and 4. 
8 See image 5. 
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us think of the imaginable phone calls, if it were an actual, functional phone. Through 

making an imitation of an object it becomes a symbol of all things associated with it. The 

imitation can thus serve as a sort of mediator when it comes to sculpture, between what we 

can see, i.e. a mobile phone, and what we think about said phone. By stripping it of its 

functionality and making it purely material with aesthetic properties it propels us to dismiss 

any thoughts of function, such as will the phone start ringing? We will not wait for that to 

happen as we know that a ceramic phone cannot ring, and this opens up space for 

contemplation. 

 A recent work of mine is Phone and Charger,9 a set of ceramic wall plates. The 

phone is an imitation of the Nokia 5110, a popular mobile phone in the late 90's, and it hangs 

alongside its respective ceramic charger. Two objects that can stand as emblems of an 

outdated modernity of its time. I have been looking at this work as my own personal 

archaeology. They have become relics of a certain time period, reminding me of my friends, 

school, lunch time, the game Snake and so on. These ceramic replicas or imitations act as an 

experiment in holding on to the memory of the originals, which again hold onto memories 

from my life. They have become representative of those objects, leaving behind their 

functionality but holding on to their sentimentality. 

 In 1961 the artist Claes Oldenburg opened the exhibition The Store in a small 

storefront space in New York City.10 The exhibition comprised of a number of plaster objects 

made by the artist that imitated things that could be purchased in a general store. Oldenburg 

talks about his attachment to these objects, as if they were entities one could have a 

relationship with, and how this attachment led to their creation. 

[...] for all these radiant commercial articles in my immediate surroundings I 
have developed a great affection, which has made me want to imitate them. 
And so I have made these things: a wrist-watch, a piece of pie, hats, caps, 
pants, skirts, flags, 7up, shoe-shine etc. etc., all violent and simple in form and 
color, just as they are. In showing them together, I have wanted to imitate my 
act of perceiving them, which is why they are shown as fragments (of the field 
of seeing), in different scale to one another, in a form surrounding me (and the 
spectator), and in accumulation rather than in some imposed design.11 

 

 
9 See image 6. 
10 See images 7 and 8. 
11 Claes Oldenburg, Store Days: documents from The Store (1961) and Ray Gun Theater (1962), (New York: 
Something Else Press, 1967), 26. 
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When I look at these grotesque looking plaster objects they act as a reminder of things I am 

familiar with. My perception of the objects has been affected so that I no longer see them 

merely as the consumer objects that they are, or once were, each of them has become a 

fragment of what a store could be. The way I see it is that our understanding of them changes, 

they become more fragmented as they have been taken out of their original context and 

placed into an unfamiliar one. This unfamiliar context becomes an ephemeral space that 

exists in between the fragments. At first glance this space might seem empty, but in fact the 

emptiness, the gap between the fragments, is the key to allowing us to make meaning of 

them. It helps us to realise that they have been taken out of context and thus must act in a 

different manner. The whole store has become a symbol in itself, containing many more 

symbols inside it. But rather than seeing the objects as originals or as the everyday produce I 

am able to see the idea of the products and the idea of the store in a different way. Allowing 

me to think outside of the store, to my own memories and sentiments and even to the systems 

of capitalist consumerism that surrounds us. 
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PART II 
 

 

 

And these 
are the only 

times 
 

you have known. 
 

 
Is this what it's come to? 

You think 
 

   What am I to make 
    of all this? 

 
- Kate Tempest12 

 

  

 
12 Kate Tempest, Let Them Eat Chaos, (London: Picador, 2016), 5. 
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Preface II 

 

For me, my art practice and life are very intertwined. I have a difficult time separating my 

practice from what I am doing in my personal life. They seem to feed off each other, making 

each other stronger. And hence, what I create is usually based on my life, based on a 

combination of my environment and my personal experience or inner life. It can get quite 

intimate and has often been in part or completely autobiographical. I say partly as my work is 

not usually based on a specific moment from my life but on a collection of my own 

experiences combined with the experiences of those around me. 

 The link between the works I have done in the past has not always been so clear to 

me. I have made work that is aesthetical, emotional, conceptual or political, but usually these 

elements do not all appear within one and the same work. This was something that used to 

bother me, I couldn't define my practice as just one thing or to a specific medium, and that 

didn't fit in with what I thought an artist should be. But recently I have started looking at my 

practice as a series of events of how I sense the world. 

 
 

Narrative Fragments 

 

I'd like to apply the principles of the narrative to the sculptural practice, narrative being 

defined as "a spoken or written account of connected events."13 So instead of thinking of 

spoken or written accounts, we think of material or visual accounts of events, like the ceramic 

phone and charger I mentioned earlier. The objects become the events and through their 

connection create a visual narrative. Each object becomes a fragment of the narrative, a vital 

part of the story but lost without its context. I want to use the idea of these visual fragments 

or events, to look at how the mind travels between them in order to create its narrative and 

how during that process emotions and memories get activated. To explain myself further I 

will explore the works of two artists who both work on a personal level with sculpture. 

 First let's take a look at the work of the British artist Sarah Lucas. Her work is 

sculptural, autobiographical, feminist and one could say fragmented. I have been looking at 

 
13 "Definition of narrative in English: narrative," Lexico, accessed 3 November 2019, 
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/narrative. 
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the work Au Naturel14 from 1994 which consists of an old mattress, a bucket, two grapefruits, 

a cucumber and two oranges.15 These simple mundane objects become representations of a 

man and a woman in bed. As I see and recognise these forms, they provide me with enough 

to build up a narrative around them. I see the couple, the people, that are lying there, I can 

imagine them together, I can imagine what has happened or what is about to happen. I may 

even have lived a similar moment myself. I also get a sense of their surroundings, it feels 

heavy, poor, there is a sense of awfulness to it, that their lives could have been better. A 

connection to the artist's own life perhaps? All these perceptions of Au Naturel happen within 

seconds or minutes, I get an instant impression of these objects because I recognise them and 

because I also recognise the things that they are there to represent. 

 In this work I am prompted by how much can come from the right composition of 

mundane objects and how corporeal they can become. A bucket and two grapefruits become 

a female body, more so they become a woman, as in a certain person lying there next to a 

certain man. Although we cannot be sure exactly who they are, we can hazard a guess. A 

more accurate guess the better we know the artist's other work. It becomes evident that in this 

work, the objects are contingent on each other and can thus offer us a narrative. Together, the 

composition seems to be essentially narrative, which to a certain extent it is, but in fact a 

bucket alone would not tell me the same thing as the bucket in Au Naturel is telling me. 

 Another artist working with narrative and objects is the British artist and sculptor 

Lindsey Mendick. She works mostly in sculpture and ceramics and also in a very narrative 

way through fragmentation and non-linearity. In her show The Ex Files16 she goes through 

the history all of her ex-boyfriends after she had gone through a bad breakup. Out of ceramic 

she made the collective heads and busts of her exes, objects that are reminiscent of certain 

moments during their relationships and 250 yellow post-it notes. She mixed these things in 

with furniture and other ready-made objects.17 About her pieces she said "each sculpture is 

meant to be a washed-out trace of a relationship and actually more of a representation of me 

and the time that we spent together."18 We can view the exhibition as a symbol for what a 

breakup entails, the love that was, the broken dreams and the agonising fights. It is all quite 

 
14 See image 9. 
15 Roberta Smith, "Sarah Lucas, Unmasked: From Perverse to Profound", The New York Times, published 5 
September 2018, https://www.nytimes.com/2018/09/05/arts/design/sarah-lucas-new-museum.html. 
16 See image 10. 
17 Vanessa Murrell, "Lindsey Mendick," Coeval Magazine, published 10 April 2019, https://www.coeval-
magazine.com/coeval/lindsey-mendick. 
18  Lindsey Mendick, "Lindsey Mendick," Coeval Magazine, published 10 April 2019, https://www.coeval-
magazine.com/coeval/lindsey-mendick. 
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vivid and clear, with sentences such as "But I'd do it all again," "Outside the church you 

slipped your fingers inside of me" and "I thought: I love you but I love karaoke more"19 

written on the post-it notes, memos of the good and the bad times. 

 What Mendick has done here is that she has created a non-linear scene with direct 

personal quotes. The artwork is evidently about the artist herself, the sculptures she has made 

are more specific and have a narrower frame of reference compared to Lucas's work Au 

Naturel. Although I can easily empathise with the emotions connected to heartbreak and 

broken relationships that the artist is dealing with here, I also see that these are not my 

fragments or stories, they belong to the artist herself. At the same time, I can recognise them 

as my own, as with the broken Marmite jar on the floor,20 a casualty of a late-night argument 

in the kitchen. It takes me through my own memories of such instances, although in my case 

the jar would have contained jam. 

 These different ways of approaching narrative through objects and fragments activate 

our life experiences in different ways. As I think about how each artwork has affected me, I 

realise that both have been successful in evoking some empathetic reaction through a creation 

of narrative. In my mind I have travelled through my own memories and emotions relating to 

love and heartbreak, I have also taken a journey or gotten a glimpse into the lives of the 

artists themselves. Lucas's work is vaguer and the objects she uses are more general and 

interchangeable while Mendick's work is quite specific and the objects she has made are one 

of a kind art-objects. In both representations the artists have made visual accounts of not only 

objects but events that contain traces of their own lives and sentiments. 

 

 

Emotional Dimensions 

 

By looking at objects that feel familiar to us we start to feel something about them. The 

feelings are often related to a memory we have that surrounds the object or is connected to 

what we know about the object. As with Sarah Lucas's work Au Naturel, I get a feeling of 

sadness or defeat which I relate to how tattered and dirty the mattress looks and how the rest 

of the objects are things you just find lying around. I can sense those feelings surrounding the 

piece, as it were a solid space which I cannot see but only feel. There is so much around us 

 
19 "The Ex Files," Lindsey Mendick, accessed 5 November 2019, http://lindseymendick.com/#/the-ex-files/ 
20 See image 11. 
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that grasps our sensibilities that can never be seen, both in art and in life, an invisible space 

that cannot be dismissed. 

 As an artist I want to trigger the perception of this visceral space, and to do so through 

visual means. Our senses can bring us to something that is not really present in the materiality 

of what we see and I like to think of what we can't see as dimensions of thought, memory, 

emotions and intuition. These dimensions exist all around us, we enter them and travel 

through them constantly. They are easily accessed through language, music, smells and 

human interaction, but I am curious about how we enter these dimensions through visual art, 

materials and symbols. By dimensions I don't mean anything relating to science fiction but 

thinking of dimensions helps to visualise a journey or a travel that is taken, from seeing 

something to feeling something. I'm trying to find a way to conceptualise what we cannot see 

but that we can sense. To try and understand the material vs. the immaterial world and how 

they relate to one another. 

 With that in mind I also want to look at the fascinating work of Rachel Whiteread and 

her relationship to objects and material.21 With her material explorations of space and our 

surroundings she works with everyday household objects that she somehow manages to give 

added value and significance to. Through remaking, casting and inversing objects with 

materials such as concrete, plaster and resin, Whiteread taps into the familiarity of the objects 

while altering their appearance and transforms them in a way that forces us to take notice and 

to revaluate them.22 In the words of the curator Linsey Young: 

She understands intuitively the emotional power of the things that surround us, 
of how a hot-water bottle on cold bedsheets can remind you of a relationship 
with a loved one, or how a mundane item of furniture instantly summons a 
sense of your childhood home. The secrets that she explores are those that are 
connected to universal experiences. They reflect our deepest and most primal 
emotions, which are often too overwhelming or slippery to articulate in 
words.23 

 
Although Whiteread's work doesn't seem as personal as some of the other works that I have 

gone through above, her work still seems to awaken a personal and empathetic response. So, 

in fact what Whiteread is doing is casting these visceral dimensions for us to see them and 

experience them as material. She has made the invisible visible, a contradiction in itself. By 

revealing something that is usually hidden from us she opens up a space for a perception of 

 
21 See image 12. 
22 Linsey Young, "The Power of Things," Rachel Whiteread, ed. Ann Gallagher and Molly Donovan (London: 
Tate Publishing, 2017), 166-167. 
23 Ibid, 168. 
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the world that might not make sense intellectually but rather that we can perceive 

emotionally. 

 Whatever we look at we process both cognitively and emotionally. There is an area of 

these overlapping perceptions, the cognitive and the emotional, that I find intriguing. By 

understanding how the mind travels from object to object, making connections and links 

between them that can evoke feelings based on our life experiences and memories, I am 

slowly making more sense of my practice and the world around me. 
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PART III 
 

 

Arrangement of Things 
 
I'm looking at my teenage bedroom 
I'm looking at the arrangement of things 
figurines, posters, candles, books, CDs and perfume bottles 
A collection of ideologies 
An echo in the space I inhabited 
 
I feel like an archaeologist 
digging up a past to make sense of my own present 
I'm drawn to a source of light 
propelled by curiosity I dig deeper 
Some objects have remained 
they feel familiar 
some ideas have remained 
others are forgotten 
I guess they weren't that important 
 
I'm looking at my present self 
I'm looking at my phone 
It fits nicely into the palm of my hand 
 
 The whole world 
 
I have the best view from where I'm sat 
of all the things that people do 
I'm interested in everything and nothing at the same time 
I remember and forget at the same time. 
I worship and I'm indifferent at the same time 
I want to show it to you too24 
  

 
24 Nína Óskardóttir, Arrangement of Things, edited by Nína Óskarsdóttir, (Reykjavík, 2020), exhibition 
catalogue. 
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Preface III 

 

I have always had an interest in the cultural signifiers that I see around me. These signifiers 

can be something like how people dress, what they eat, how they use language or what music 

they listen to. Each signifier gives a taste of who that person is, their background and what is 

important to them. Whether we are aware of it or not, we are constantly revealing these types 

of hints about ourselves to the society around us. When I was younger, I observed people 

through being a participant in these actions, through conversations, watching people on the 

streets and by looking at magazines and entertainment. Now I observe much more on a single 

platform, through cyberspace, through my phone. With social media the smartphone has 

opened up a public window into people's private lives that I can carry around with me in my 

pocket, so I can take a peek at any given moment. This allows me to indulge in my curiosity 

in a new way, with more speed and a wider cultural pool readily available. 

 When I started working towards my solo show, Arrangement of Things, I was 

thinking about my own cultural signifiers and where they come from. What in the 

environment around me has had a significant influence on the way that I both see, and as a 

result, portray myself? I started looking back at the time when I was, consciously and 

subconsciously, choosing from elements around me to build up the person that I am today. I 

looked closely at my teenage years, when I was consuming everything around me, taking 

everything in, trying it on, allowing myself to be under the influence of pop icons and 

ideologies, checking if they fit me, whether I liked them, before either embracing or rejecting 

them. One of my starting points while working on the show was looking into the most 

important influences that have shaped me through the years and how they manifest 

themselves in the person I am today. 

 

 

Arrangement of Things 

 

My MA solo show, Arrangement of Things,25 is an installation that took over the space of 

Kubburinn in the IUA department of Fine Arts. The installation consists of sculptural objects, 

videos, lights and ready-made items all placed behind a see-through curtain that forms an 

 
25 See images 13-16. 
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internal area within the exhibition space. The whole space is dimly lit with only a few soft 

lights shining through the curtains from the centre of the installation. As you step through the 

curtains the arrangement and objects become clear, the outside space gets lost and a room 

appears, there is a lot to see. A red carpet, black and wooden bedroom furniture holding 

lamps, ceramic artefacts and smart phones emitting light and audio from videos playing on an 

endless loop. You need to go in for a closer look. 

 The placement of the furniture is not commonplace, not as you would usually find it 

in a room, but they have been grouped together, facing in all directions so they can be walked 

around and viewed from any angle. Scattered around the room, on the floor, on shelves and 

table tops various objects have been arranged. A large lamp with a white ceramic body and 

three arms holding coloured light bulbs and two more black ceramic lamps with a single bulb 

give everything a pleasant warmth. Videos being played on small smartphone screens emit a 

soft glow from here and there from within the installation. They draw you in closer and a 

subtle soundscape from the phones creates a cacophony of repetitive and familiar noises. The 

phones are being held up by crooked ceramic hands, pointed towards you, as if they have 

something important to show you, with jarring long, painted fingernails. The videos act as 

focal points in the dimly lit space that take the eye of the viewer around it. As the eye is 

drawn close to the phones more things come into light. Amongst the hands more objects have 

been arranged, some ceramic but others mass produced consumables. Together they create a 

collection of references to different ideologies that I think I believe in although I really don't. 

 

 

A Sacred Space 

 

The space was divided in two with a soft and billowy white curtain. It forms a rectangle in 

the middle of the gallery space, creating a sense of an inner and outer space. The usually 

bright, white cube space is now dark from outside the curtains you can see the blurry outlines 

of the things inside. While standing outside looking in there is a moment of voyeurism, the 

warm lamps illuminate the furniture and objects as well as the observant faces of the 

audience already inside but they can't see you. 

 As you step inside the curtains it is like stepping into a room where things have been 

twisted and skewed around, not quite like one might expect in a home. It feels like a mixture 

of trespassing into someone's private bedroom and entering a sacred place of worship. In 

either place you don't really belong but you are curious and want to look at the objects more 
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carefully. Some of the objects have been arranged as if for an aesthetic purpose, just like we 

do in our homes, almost like small altars. Items are lying on the floor discarded or perhaps as 

offerings to a higher power. The certainty of the placement of each item makes us believe 

they are important, not so much for practical reasons but as ritualistic objects that are part of 

a larger context that has not been revealed yet. Images of the Virgin Mary appear in minute 

form and are repeated throughout the installation, the same way the pop icons Beyoncé and 

The Spice Girls appear around the space. These female icons from Christianity and pop 

culture are all idolised here, on the same level, equally holy or unholy. 

 

 

Objecthood: material 

 

Let's take a closer look at the objects and the materiality of the show. Objecthood has a strong 

presence here, a collection of things, both handmade and mass produced. Some made out of 

clay, some plastic or wood and others are more complicated, technological devices. The 

ceramic pieces are integral to the installation as they represent both material and production, 

and at the same time they have a strong symbolic presence.26 They were the first things I 

made for the show and were of great importance to me, I wanted them to evoke a sense of 

awe as if they were of an ambiguous religious or spiritual origin. I wanted them to be objects 

of curiosity and confusion, for them to have a voice but in an unknown language. I studied 

them and experimented with them for a long time in my studio before knowing what part 

they would play in my show, which ultimately became more complex than I had envisioned. 

 On the other side of the material spectrum are the mass-produced items and together 

with the handmade ceramics they start to raise questions about production and value. The 

ready-made items act as anchors from the world we know and live in. They are not 

ambiguous in any sense but are familiar to us, mundane even. The question is raised whether 

the ceramic items should be seen as art objects, sculptures, but the ready-mades not. In my 

view, no, the same way that the Virgin Mary and Spice Girls are presented as equals I want 

the mixture of materials and production methods to create a balance between them. By 

placing the ceramics into the context of consumable products as well as that of the home they 

lose some of their preciousness at the same time as they elevate the items we would usually 

 
26 See image 17. 
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not identify as sacred. One does not hold more value or meaning than the other but together 

they activate each other. 

 

 

Objecthood: culture 

 

The objects do not only have agency as material objects, they also have cultural agency. They 

question cultural hierarchy just as they do the hierarchy of production and material. The 

cultural agency is better explored through the details of the objects as well as in how they 

manage to activate each other as a group of objects, as an arrangement. 

 One distinct detail of the ceramic pieces are the long fingernails of the hand 

sculptures which are hard to miss.27 A cultural signifier that has through the ages represented 

femininity, female empowerment, wealth and leisure. Today they still represent all those 

things but we are looking at the nails with a greater sense of intimacy than before. They have 

become a personal statement of each individual, who now has the ability to share a part of 

their identity through social media. This new form of sharing intimate content with our 

smartphones has resulted in the dominant trends of detailed and personalised nail art as 

Suzanne E. Shapiro talks about in her book Nails: The Story of the Modern Manicure.28 We 

are controlling our narrative, offering an up close view of our bodies, making the private 

public again and debunking mythologies relating to feminine culture and beauty. The 

narrative of the frail, superficial and unintelligent woman with the delicate nails has come to 

an end and we can see a new narrative has already started, the one of the woman who is 

independent, confident and in-charge of her own appearance. 

 With the creation of the smartphone our hands have now gotten a new role, they 

connect us with the powers of the device. The smartphone is lost without the hand, rendered 

powerless. My first mobile phone was a Nokia 3310. Nokia's slogan was "Connecting 

People" and the start-up screen of the phone showed a bitmap image of two hands reaching 

for each other, almost identical to Michelangelo's painting, Creation of Adam.29 At the same 

time they are serving a function as a tool but are also metaphorical in the way they provide us 

with a promise of connection to each other, the world or to the higher powers. Since getting a 

 
27 See images 18-19. 
28 Suzanne E. Shapiro, Nails: The Story of the Modern Manicure, (Munich: Prestel, 2014), 9. 
29 See images 20-21. 
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smartphone I'm looking at my hands more, my hands holding my phone, my hands taking a 

photo with the phone of my hand holding something else or of my nail art. 

 The ceramic hands in the show are inanimate, a crafted version of hands, a depiction 

of the real thing. These are by no means perfect examples of the human hand. Each part has 

been hand-sculpted, some have six fingers, some have three, they don't have palms or wrists. 

They are sculptures and as such can be animated through the imagination. In this scenario the 

hand's role is to connect us through looking at what they are looking at on their phones. They 

show us without asking, simply pointing a screen towards our eyes and without sound 

exclaiming: "Look at this! Look at this video!" 

 

 

Looking at the intimacy of phones 

 

For this solo show I was curious to explore how I could make the audience manoeuvre 

through the space and how I could have control over how people looked at the show. I 

wanted their faces to get up close to the objects on display, stop to examine them and to take 

their time. The videos played an integral part in this as they really activated the audience to 

come closer. Looking at videos has become such a strong force in our daily lives, they seem 

to really resonate with us, and the shorter the better. Throughout the installation I placed a lot 

of repetitions, they are there to be noticed if you look carefully enough. There are repeating 

forms and colours all over the arrangement as well as a repetition of objects appearing in the 

cyberspace of the videos and IRL.30 And of course, the videos are constantly repeating on 

their short loops, creating a repetition in the soundscape also. These repetitions are there to 

guide the viewer, to put them in a hypnotic state almost, to make them notice details that they 

might not otherwise allowing them to read the work differently. 

 In total there are six phones in the exhibition, each playing a very short series of 

videos on a loop, the videos are only a few seconds long each. The videos were inspired by 

how I use my phone as a sketchbook on a daily basis, using the camera as a looking tool for 

my sculptures and other things I'm working on. It enables me to distance myself from the 

work and to see its potential. Let's look closer at the videos of one phone in particular, Phone 

4, to get a better idea of the content.31 It plays three videos consecutively, the first is an in-

 
30 In real life. 
31 See images 22-24. 
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progress view of a wet clay sculpture which swivels around showing us a single finger, the 

video zooms in on the fingernail and an image of a crying Virgin Mary appears as if from out 

of nowhere. The second is a black and white still image of a mirror selfie of myself in my 

home wearing gym clothes, in front of my body is a shiny, golden, three-dimensional shape 

floating mid-air. And finally, a close up look at three colourfully glazed ceramics from the 

artist’s studio, some of which are also present in the installation. 

 All of the videos are made using a smartphone and Instagram, where animations and 

filters have been added with the Story feature. IG story has an attraction to me because of the 

temporality and informality of it and of the playfulness and ease of adding gifs, filters and 

text. The end result is always a bit ramshackle as it seems the technology is not quite where it 

could be, but that just adds to the charm and emphasises the mundanity of it. Making these 

videos has become an important ritual in my life. Going through a process of selection and 

decision making before sharing the created content forces me to reflect on why I'm doing it, 

what is so important about it? When I make something or see something of interest, I often 

feel it needs to be put into a context that isn't there, so I take it into a dimension of cyberspace 

where it can become anything. It has the same effect as making a ceramic replica of a known 

object does, it creates space around the content of the videos which becomes more abstract 

and we start to sense the sentiments that surround the objects. 

 

 

Reflections 

 

In Arrangement of Things I wanted there to be a lot to look at, and there was. The show was a 

study of the object as material within sculpture and installation art, in particular a study of the 

ultimate object of our times, the smartphone. But I also wanted to explore ways I could create 

a space with a certain mood or feeling. I wanted the space to have an ambiguous feeling of 

being sacred or eerie so the viewer would enter it quietly, like they were entering a church. 

To achieve this effect, I thought very carefully about the light and soundscape for the show, I 

wanted it to seem more intimate and as if it was part of another time, familiar yet uncanny. 

During the opening I was very pleased to witness that the audience seemed to perceive what I 

had intended and that no words were uttered for the first 15 minutes, before a few whispers 

broke the ice. 

 Ultimately this show was a great learning opportunity and a safe space to try out new 

ideas. I have found that there is something about the ephemerality of the cyberspace 
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dimension that the smartphone opens up that I am curious to explore further. I wasn't sure 

how the videos would come across being played on smartphones and so I am pleased with 

what they added to the installation and having them held up by the hands was a part of that. 

Moving forward I am excited to dive into this space and to let my curiosity lead me forward, 

working with my hands both in material as well as in technological dimensions. 
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Conclusion 

 

Throughout the thesis I have explored the different ways in which sculpture can lead to an 

understanding that reaches beyond the material existence. I have focused on the object as 

artistic material, whether it be ready-made or an artist-made object. The works I have looked 

at range from being focused on personal narratives, material explorations and to the imitation 

of objects and life itself. But in their own way all these different methods are able to transport 

us to thinking and sensing the work beyond its material existence. By looking at these 

examples of art I have applied my personal understanding as a way of shedding light on how 

I view art and to highlight the aspects of the works that I can relate to my own practice. I 

don't believe there is one meaning in art or one way to look at and understand art, and so I 

want to emphasise that the analyses of the works here are my own. 

 In my practice it is important that the work is aesthetically rich, like a cornucopia of 

forms, colours, textures and volume, an exaggerated imitation of life and our environment. 

This richness gives the viewer an initial visual impact that doesn't concern itself with 

cognitive thinking but speaks rather to a visceral understanding of aesthetics which opens up 

a gateway into the perception of that which we cannot see or even form into language. By 

imitating life in art, I want to blur the line between reality and fantasy. I want to explore how 

the perception of tangible surroundings could be overturned by challenging the perception of 

material, by challenging what we know vs. what we see and feel. To examine how and 

whether an object could furthermore not only evoke the sentimental space but how it could 

make us question our existence within this material dimension. 
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Visual Appendix 
 

 

 
Image 1: Roman Signer, Ski, 2000. 

 

 
Image 2: Nína Óskarsdóttir, installation view of material experiments, 2019. 
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Image 3: Nína Óskarsdóttir, Life Story, 2016. 

 

 
Image 4: Nína Óskarsdóttir, Life Story, image from the working process, 2016. 
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Image 5: Nína Óskarsdóttir, Cherries on Top, 2018. 
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Image 6: Nína Óskarsdóttir, Phone and Charge, 2019. 

 

 

 
Image 7: Claes Oldenburg sitting in his exhibition The Store, 1961. 
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Image 8: Claes Oldenburg, Mu-Mu from The Store, 1961. 

 

 
Image 9: Sarah Lucas, Au Naturel, 1994. 
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Image 10: Lindsey Mendick, The Ex Files, installation view, 2019. 

 

 
Image 11: Lindsey Mendick, The Ex Files, detail, 2019. 
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Image 12: Rachel Whiteread, Untitled (One Hundred Spaces), 1995. 
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Image 13: Nína Óskarsdóttir, installation view of Arrangement of Things, 2020. 

 

 
Image 14: Nína Óskarsdóttir, installation view of Arrangement of Things, 2020. 
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Image 15: Nína Óskarsdóttir, detail from Arrangement of Things, 2020. 

 

 
Image 16: Nína Óskarsdóttir, detail from Arrangement of Things, 2020. 
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Image 17: Nína Óskarsdóttir, objects from Arrangement of Things, 2020. 
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Image 18: Nína Óskarsdóttir, detail from Arrangement of Things, 2020. 

 

 
Image 19: Nína Óskarsdóttir, detail from Arrangement of Things, 2020. 
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Image 20: Nokia 3310, advertisement image, 2000. 

 

 

 
Image 21: Michelangelo, detail of The Creation of Adam, c. 1512. 
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Image 22: Nína Óskarsdóttir, still from video work Sími 4, 2020. 
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Image 23: Nína Óskarsdóttir, still from video work Sími 4, 2020. 
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Image 24: Nína Óskarsdóttir, still from video work Sími 4, 2020. 

 


