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a study of any specific ‘shade’ of space cannot proceed 
without recognizing that perception and location are inextri-
cably interwoven. Space is seized by the imagination, and 
yet at the same time we are hummed by our surrounding 
space, by the concavity of our context. The poetic status 
of the rapid-fire dance between psychological impres-
sions and geographical information implodes the partition 
between inside and outside, causing us to look out onto the 
concavities of our retinas and see our mental architecture 
before us. with traditional dialectical forms pushed aside, 
the wandering eye ventures into the connective matrix 
linking “particles of content and articles of expression.”1 
By positioning a point-of-view within the porousness that 
composes the structure of perception, the presence of 
elsewhere within anyplace reveals itself.
        The poetic tonality 
of the presence of elsewhere lacks stability. The inner 
immensity of our everyday entanglement with our perpet-
ually transforming visual fabric finds its stage on the 
concavities of the retinas, but the play for the most part 
falls on deaf eyes. The rhythm of observation carries 
maxima and minima in the form of climactic visions and 
insight caesuras—blinks of a kind—but when an untrained 
eye merely glances over the surface of our context, its 
rhythm of observation remains monotonous. John Stilgoe 
explains that the immensity of the landscape has been 
largely understood in a three-part code: “emptiness, 
openness, and the monotonous, uninterrupted surface.”2 
The probing eye, unlike the glancing eye, sees activity 
even in emptiness. it notes the fluid transition between 
epiphany and tedium in the content of our everyday terrain, 
a relentlessly mobile terrain as the perceiver or reader flips 
through the slivers of time in the grand enclosure of space. 
with increased attentiveness, the density of experiential 
moments of these maxima and minima accelerates to the 
point of consolidation—simultaneity—and in aiming one’s 
sight at the junction of contradictory directionalities, at the 9
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union of extremes, one feels “the immediate immensity 
of its depth” and as a result of this immediacy, the space 
accommodating the junction “accumulates its infinity 
within its own boundaries.”3 we then may participate in an 
estranging yet tranquil form of content: centers and periph-
eries collapse and we see into and from the distance of 
elsewhere. let it be made clear that the act of residing in 
this participation is nothing more than an acquisition of an 
exposition of the obvious, of the fluidity of the structure of 
an event.
              To set the Sun adrift at the edge of a spiral of 
activity in the space of this statement, a brief phenome-
nology of the operation of reading can and should begin 
in a sphere of light. The trajectories of an immeasurable 
number of photons, after escaping our star and traversing 
black space, rebound off of the page and shoot into the 
black hole of a reader’s eye, toward the starry glint at its 
center. The absorbent page, infused with energy, is also 
a space of reflection, an emitter of images. a perspective 
may inhabit the intensity of the identity of the materi-
ality of a page by recognizing its contribution to the 
activity of the reader’s spatial context; it is an “objectile”—
“the object assumes a place in a continuum by variation” 
through a system of “serial machineries.”4 The light archi-
tecture of the printed page-paragraph-sentence-word-letter 
not only performs, it listens as well, for the reading mind 
is a mechanism of both reception and response. words 
negotiate the space between the page and the face, 
a betweenness “neither here nor there,” via vehicular 
photons, but interact and collide with notions, conceptions, 
and forms of impression and inspiration in this frenzied 
no-man’s-land.5

       language engages a process of translation, 
and it is in this regard that we may observe the overin-
dulgence, the imaginative overlapping immanent in the 
space of reading. The microclimate in the seemingly 
empty space between the page and the face introduces 10
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harmonic doubling into an intimate frontality, facilitating 
a flowing expansion of the mode of being that attempts 
to sustain sight of elsewhere. By moving our attention 
along the horizontally oriented groups of symbols, the flow 
of the code unlocks a second horizon, a second plane of 
perception allowing us to envision atop vision, to imagine 
a flower blooming once the phrase has been read. Deleuze 
and guattari state that “overcoding takes place only 
at the level of integrations implying different orders of 
magnitude,” which the activity of reading triggers through 
a “formal synthesis of succession.”6 The space of reading 
is overcoded, in excess; we see a house from the exterior, 
enter, and find a palace inside. Beholding the proximity of 
an extraordinary panorama of swirling forms, the sensitive 
reader is thrown across a topoanalytical threshold into an 
amplified elsewhere. She peers over a wall into “depthless 
space,” and the lines of the text chart the composition of 
her retinal concavity in front of her very eyes.7
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Self-Assembly X 999999: The 21st Century Prometheus 
combines rigorous design principles and modern scientific 
research with ideas and stories from classical mythology. 
Deconstructing the field of synthetic biology, i trace its 
origins through greek mythology, alchemy and film theory. 

in terms of process, i employ the rigorous steps of scien-
tific research. Science plays an integral part in the project 
although the technicalities behind the science are not so 
relevant. The narrative takes place within the imagined 
landscape of a new technology, not within the intricacies of 
research involved in its development.

Self-assembly X 999999: The 21st Century Prometheus

what’s fundamentally similar about a snowflake, a virus 
and a galaxy? They are all structures formed through self-
assembly. Random movements, chaos, entropy and the 
creation of forms that construct themselves allowed planets 
and galaxies to take shape. To be is to self-assemble. The 
study of self-assembly becomes a study of ontology. The 
21st Century Prometheus acts as a gateway to the origins of 
creation in a biological and cosmological domain. 
                       in this 
project, i have created synthetic modules that self-assemble. 
Movements of the pieces mimic and shed light on the very 
inner workings of self-assembly. Self-assembly affects all 
natural phenomena. The biological mechanisms that create 
bodies are a product of self-assembly just as the creation 
of the cosmos. in The 21st Century Prometheus, i fill the 
role of both scientist and artist in examining synthetic self-
assembly. i also take on the role of the Creator, who is 
responsible for the design and construction of self-assem-
bling tiles. 
       These self-assembling tiles are inspired by current 
Dna engineering techniques being developed at the wyss 
institute for Bio inspired engineering. Researchers have 15



found a way to use Dna not as genetic information but as 
a programmable nanomaterial. using Dna as a material for 
building rather than a genetic blueprint, they have created 
a synthetic process of self-assembly at the molecular level. 
i have created tiles that emulate this unique molecular 
engineering technique. 
                                    at the core of synthetic biology 
lie mythology and religion. as synthetic biology creates 
forms of life we question what is truly alive and what is 
‘synthetic’. The act of synthetic biology warrants revisiting 
classical mythology and the role of god. what role does 
the scientist play when synthetic life is created? is it merely 
an act of engineering or an act of god? The 21st Century 
Prometheus re-examines the story of Prometheus and his 
gift. in this classic greek myth, Prometheus gives people 
fire, which allows them to advance as a society. The 21st 
Century Prometheus follows a loosely similar narrative as 
the tiles become more and more advanced, growing into 
something fairly complex. 
    in these four videos, the tiles 
demonstrate the process of self-assembly as well as the intri-
cacies, fickleness, potential and autonomy of its progress. 

Birth of an object 4:16

in the first of this series of projects related to self-assembly, 
the four tiles make their entrance into the world. They 
bond. The four tiles move randomly around their designated 
area and hit into each other. Most of the time, they hit and 
split up with each other. if complementary sequences hit, 
however, the pieces accept each other and form a bond, 
the first step in self-assembly. The kinetic form created by 
randomness, chaos and entropy resembles the movement 
of particles. The act of self-assembly transcends the self 
and moves into the representation of a cosmological self. 
Even on this macro scale, synthetic self-assembly cannot 
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escape its true origins as it proceeds the way of natural 
self-assembly.

learning to walk 1:46

as the research becomes more successful, the more inter-
ested i become in how the pieces work. The Creator is 
not quite sure what to make of what he has made. On the 
surface they are just tiles, however, in a system even the 
randomness creates rules. Even in this synthetic universe 
natural laws are made and observed. One such example is 
the idea that all things that assemble must fall apart. after 
reconsidering these natural laws, i experience a distinct lack 
of control, which fuels my curiosity behind the mechanics of 
the tiles. 

an evolution 2:30

The tiles confound the Creator and take greater control of 
themselves by exceeding expectations. One by one they 
come together. unlike before, the self-assembly is going at 
an extremely fast pace, exceeding expectations and leading 
to more tests on self-assembly. in this scene, the potential 
of self-assembly is highlighted as nine tiles come together in 
less than three minutes.  

intelligence and algorithmic self-assembly
 
Seeing potential in self-assembly, the tiles themselves 
take the next step of being able to contain information. 
The information shows frameworks of alchemy, the tiles 
beginning not only to move in autonomously but to think in 
autonomously as well, thus concluding the prophecy of The 
21st Century Prometheus. 

actual mixer + experiment.
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My work started as an effort to examine fear and how 
people act or react to things as a result of previous experi-
ences, subconscious processes or memories. in the drawing 
stages, i was hoping to find a real, physical, visceral way 
to express the internal burdens that people cringe from 
expressing, understanding or acknowledging. For the first 
stage of my project, i began by interviewing friends and 
strangers in an open-ended way, asking them to explore 
what fear means to them, their personal fears, and the 
different ways they bury, cope or vanquish fear. although 
the answers ranged widely and many phobias were quite 
specific, the motives behind peoples’ greatest fears—the 
wish for community, acceptance, connection and the fear of 
not receiving those—were often shared.
          i began the explo-
ration in clay sculptures and then moved to wax. The 
interaction of wax and artist echoed the creation of fear 
for me. in the heat of the artist’s hands, the wax is pliable. 
in isolation, the wax becomes brittle and hard. in each wax 
creation, there is a memory of the now-absent heat. in fear, 
there is often a similar violence as an event is shaped in the 
heat of a moment and the repercussions linger. 
           The small 
wax sculptures grew individually in response to the fears of 
those i interviewed. i grouped similar fears and created fear 
families. The dominant fears were entrapment, pain, hurting 
others, inability to connect, vulnerability and falling short 
of one’s potential. The sculptures for these dominant fears 
loom over the smaller sculptures as hybrids of monsters 
from greek mythology. like my sculptures, mythical 
monsters were once created as outward projections of 
societal fears. i combined these external beings with the 
internal monsters i thought they represented: the Minotaur 
is entrapment, Scylla is hurting others, the Furies are pain, 
the harpy is vulnerability, Medusa is the inability to connect 
and the chimera is the inability to reach potential.
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                                                                             i started 
to see fear as a type of mental death and designed my 
exhibit around the idea. in Room ii, the dark room and 
close setting is like a tomb, with ashes on the ground and 
burial herbs—parsley, sage, rosemary, thyme and basil—
littered on the dust. Despite the tomb-like appearance, 
this side is fertile. The creatures’ shadows crawl continually 
and the viewer, when invited inside, is encouraged to 
explore the space with a flashlight. a train runs continu-
ously around a track. 
      The other side of my project repre-
sents a different type of fear and a different kind of death. 
This side is whitewashed and sterile. it shows the other 
death that fear can lead to: stasis. it’s a death by suffo-
cation and repression. Everything on this side is restricted 
and shows the consequences of unexpressed fear. Berries, 
symbols of life, are leached of color and suffocated in 
honey, once an instrument of fertility and life in the hive and 
now a claustrophobic preservative. 
                            The chair represents an 
individual caught in his own inability to express or accept 
his fears. His black jacket threatens to overwhelm rather 
than warm him. His sandals, threaded with rope, have nails 
spiked through them. On the ground next to them is a 
jar filled with elements from the opposite side: teeth and 
bones. These elements are in a dining cup, showing how, 
on this side, they are forced to be ingested rather than 
expressed. while on the other side funeral herbs littered 
the ground, on this side there’s only salt, reminiscent of the 
barren land the person sits in.
                                               This side is the last and, i 
think, greatest fear. isolation, stasis and a living death. 
                                in the 
final part of my project, i wanted to create an experience of 
community to counter the isolation of fear. Fear lives inside 
a person’s head in a way that discourages expression or 
connection. To combat this isolation, i gathered the people 22



i interviewed and additional volunteers and asked them 
to choose a fear and write it on their hand, then i photo-
graphed it. The fears were written on an open palm and 
displayed through a modern source of connection: tumblr. 
The gesture of the palm face up displays the openness and 
connection and positive note on which i wanted to end my 
project. 

list of works

 Room i

 i.  Cupboard of Preserves
 ii.  Bound Chair
 iii.  nail Sandals
 iV.  Teeth Mug
 V.  white lamp
 Vi. Sand and Salt Floor

 Room ii

 i. lamps
      a. Hydra
      b. Scylla
      c. Chimera
      d. gorgon
      e. Furies
      f. Minotaur
 ii. 28 Fear Creatures
 iii. Train Set
 iV. Sand, Herbs and Cigarette Floor

Photo Project Tumblr
 thefearproject.tumblr.com
 Password: handinhand
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list of works

 1. Birth. Rope and Cypress
 2. Search. Rope and Cypress
 3. Choice. Rope, Cypress, and Cedar
 4. Death. Rope and Cedar
 5. Self. Rope and Cypress
 6. Desire. Rope, Cedar and Bubinga
 7. Turn. Rope and Cedar

introduction

i embarked upon a journey during the thesis process in 
hopes of arriving at some truth regarding shortcomings in 
my character. i lacked any sense of vocabulary with which to 
speak about love, leading to difficulties in figuring out what 
love meant to me and where it figured into my life. i did not 
find out any telling answers regarding my condition, but i 
did arrive at a truth that had long baffled me in my search 
for a means to understand and speak about love beyond 
that of a familial nature. Through the discourse of my thesis, 
i hope to impart to the reader my newfound ability to speak 
about my realizations in such a way that it offers a clear and 
concise look into my conception of love. 
                                               love (and the idea of 
relationship) functions in a cyclical system that the corporeal 
form is bound to traverse. Starting at step one and 
proceeding through the cycle’s subsequent six steps (birth, 
search, choice, death, self, desire and turn), the building, 
breaking and mending of love is catalogued. Should the 
end of one cycle be reached, another starts, leading again 
from one step to the next. Though the steps in the cycle 
are chronological and immovable in their order, they remain 
temporally disparate. years may pass before the next step 
is approached, should it ever be approached at all. in other 
instances, several whole cycles may pass in a given year. The 
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time frame is unique to the individual. no set dictation of 
time can be made. 
          in order to manifest these stages and 
impart their symbolism into a visible form, i built seven 
sculptures—one for each stage of the cycle. Each embodies 
one aspect of the cycle of love and relationship, from the 
onset of the stage until the next stage of the cycle is fully 
realized. 
             The sculptures are built to a human scale, with the 
exception of Death. key measurements of each form are 
taken from the human body, such as the distance between 
arms outstretched or from shoulder to shoulder. The purpose 
of this scale is to make each sculpture an abstraction of the 
human form. Viewers interacting with the sculptures should 
be able to form a bond with each sculpture, both on a 
physical level based on the size and an emotional level based 
on their own experiences with love. 
                                                       i wanted the sculp-
tures to be reverent, transcendent within the space they 
occupied. To achieve this, i constructed each from woods 
typically found in Japanese shrine architecture, namely 
cypress and cedar. i wanted each sculpture to feel sacred as 
it embodies part of love’s cycle, as if it were itself a shrine 
to its respective cyclical stage.
            The sculptures are bound 
both literally and figuratively with red rope, an allusion to 
the Japanese and Chinese folkloric belief that a red thread 
binds true lovers from birth. The ropes that bind the sculp-
tures act not only as a reference to the mythology but also 
attempt to subvert it. The idea of being bound to one true 
love makes no sense to me, as it figures into the idea of 
fate. Thus, both the ropes and the frames they adorn act in 
concert with each other to show that we are bound more 
to the concepts of love and relationship rather than to one 
true lover or one eternal passion.
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  Stage 1: Birth

  emerge connected,
  bound inextricably 
  to life piled upon life
  who will show your 
  newborn corpse the way?

The first stage of the cycle is birth, the realization that 
love exists and has a place in life. Many paths emerge, but 
love can begin and the relationship can be sought out. The 
realization that capacity for love exists progresses the cycle. 

in subsequent cycles, birth is indicative of a willingness to 
believe in love again. The individual realizes that the last 
attempt was moving closer to perfection rather than ending 
the cycle altogether. 

  Stage 2: The Search

  you are half, searching
  for part of a whole
  do not let yourself 
  tangle the thread.

The second stage of the cycle is the search. Once the birth 
of the idea the love and relationships do exist, the search 
begins. The search is not trying to find a single correct point 
or person to latch onto, but rather to follow any one of 
the guiding threads to any one of the correct choices. The 
threads can tangle, however, and wrong decisions can be 
made.

29



 Stage 3: Choice

 destiny has bound you
 yet there are still choices 
 who will you join?
 who will join you? 

as the two halves of the sculptural form converge towards a 
single point, so too does this stage of the cycle. it requires 
a choice to be made that converges at a single decision, and 
the options presented from the search must now be scruti-
nized to see which is best. an incorrect choice will spur the 
onset of the next stage of the cycle, while a correct choice 
may stave off the next stage for a lifetime.

  Stage 4: Death

  unfathomable depths
  lift your face skyward and
  wash the void of 
  memories silenced
  continue stalwart 
  across the river

Death here is not necessarily a literal loss of life, but rather 
a loss of love, a souring of a relationship, a loss of sight for 
a shared future. Time spent here wallows in memories that 
would perhaps rather not be remembered.
            Death is not 
permanent, however, nor is it the end of love or the idea of 
relationship. it is merely another part of the cycle. 
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  Stage 5: Self

  beholden to no one
  is that really best?
  will you open your arms and 
  accept someone new?

Once death has occurred, a point is reached where—for 
a time—only the self remains. love is locked up and the 
search suspended as coping and healing takes precedence 
over finding someone new. Only when the self is able to feel 
again can it successfully continue its journey through the 
next stages.

  Stage 6: Desire

  hidden, repressed
  kept from view
  do you wish to live
  alone amongst your 
  desires?

Desire can take many forms, which can make it a 
problematic point in the cycle. Desire could mean moving 
through the cycle to its finish, beginning again and 
finding someone new. it could also give way, however, 
to joining repressed desires, kept that way so as not to 
garner the unwanted attention of society. Desire—and 
through a synonymous extrapolation, fetishism—can be an 
entrapment, stalling the cycle indefinitely, leaving no escape 
to a new beginning. 
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  Stage Seven: Turn

  at the turn
  will you progress or 
  stagnate?
  will you lift yourself
  feeding newborn dreams?

in order to be able to restart the cycle, born anew to search 
for more life piled upon life, the turn is necessary. Turning 
away from all that has transpired in the past cycle, away 
from the deadly allure of insular desires, away from the 
misfortune of having love die, means leaving the old self 
behind and accepting that a new one will arise. Once the 
past has been turned aside, new vision can be attained and 
a new journey can begin.
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wHaT

1. a place of ideal perfection especially in laws, 
 government and social conditions 
2. an imaginary and indefinitely remote place 
3. any place or state of ideal perfection 

wHy

The notion of utopia has been around for so long in so 
many formats and re-interpreted in so many ways that the 
question becomes... what can be added? The answer is: 
nothing. 

SO THEn wHaT? 

utopia, for me, has become about the utopian impulse—the 
desire to create something better than what we know, and 
the imagination it takes to do so. it’s also not much more 
than that imagination and desire. The word “utopia” means 
‘no place’ and the crux of the utopian impulse is not about 
settling down and building so much as it is about getting up 
and leaving to chase a better tomorrow. 
                                     The way that desire 
has shaped the built environment is the guiding question of 
this journey. in an unexpected philosophical turn, my work 
became about the fairly abstract, arbitrary categories that 
have helped me make sense of the endless concentric and 
interlocking themes and questions i have encountered. 
                                                                       The 
self-contained utopia, the consumer utopia, the list utopia, 
the organization of the inner landscape and the utopia of 
self-presentation were models (literally and figuratively) that 
i followed in order to make progress through the vast body 
of ideologies and partially realized fantasies. 
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                                                       in short, this 
project is about structure. it documents my investigations 
into how we structure or wish to structure our inner and 
outer spaces... how we make sense of things and attempt to 
better ourselves and our surroundings. 
                                              This project is also 
my utopia. it was an attempt at a self-contained, singular 
project that inevitably turned into an unfinished collection 
of drafts. it’s organized coherently. Except for when it’s not. 
it expresses exactly what i mean... sort of. 
                                       The word “utopia” 
exists to tease us. whether egoistic or altruistic (or both) 
utopia gives a name to the desire to do something heroic 
for the world. it’s the excuse to dream. 
                                           and why shouldn’t 
we? i prefer.

38









MaTTHEw PlakS

42

m e
n

o f

c

e
r

t

a
i n

a
g e

&

d i

s

p

o
s i

t

i
o

n

a



as i wove through the Blue Highways—small, forgotten, 
off-the-beaten-path roads marked by thin blue lines i first 
found in old Rand Mcnally atlases—i came across these 
places that confronted me with a sense of grandness that 
went beyond the picturesque. i wanted to access this 
greatness. To do so i turned to those who appeared to 
know and understand it best. 
            Men of a Certain Age & 
Disposition calls attention to locales outside of the 
american city, to places where stories are shared and 
people are encountered, not just passed on the street. 
The men i photographed seemed to embody a sense of 
knowledge that went beyond the laws of nature. Through 
their very being they imparted some sense of how to lead 
“the good life.” The desire to access this knowledge that 
borders the sagely is what motivated the work. and it is this 
power, this experience, which the work examines. 
                                                                               This is not 
to say that this sense of experience is privileged only to 
men, or to masculinity. Rather, it is a personal association 
one might compare to the relationship a boy has with his 
father. “Once upon a time there was a boy who wasn’t 
much of a boy.” This is the opening line from a 1929 edition 
of the Boy Scouts of america’s handbook for patrol leaders, 
and it reflects a sentiment many feel as young adults. i am 
no longer a boy nor am i a man of a certain age who has 
had the chance to cultivate this sense of wisdom, to soak 
up this knowledge from the land and through the passing 
of time. 
            in total there are 19 individual photographs and 
one grid of portraits, all of which were taken over two solo 
road trips: the first from los angeles, Ca, to Cambridge, 
Ma, and the second from Cambridge, Ma, to Eerie, Pa, 
and back. i covered over a total of 14,378 miles in 91 days, 
a trip spanning 27 states. My photographs include portraits 
of men, the spaces they occupy, and the landscapes that lie 
in between. 43



                   The genii loci (protective spirit) of the land is 
manifested through the formal qualities of the images. a 
tension that verges on hopeful runs through the series. 
One can see it, for example, in the photograph of a man 
confronting a red door in the middle of the sidewalk. This 
photograph, in dialogue with other less charged images, 
hints at the power born from the environment. 
                                                          Distance 
and separation formally demonstrate this notion that the 
environment holds within it some power. The composition of 
the wide-open landscapes and the working spaces centrally 
places something of interest either far off in the distance or 
obfuscated by the foreground. 
                                 The exhibition of these 
images heightens such formal qualities without approaching 
spectacle or a mural-like scale. i frame the photographs 
in white, i place them on a white wall, and the images 
run directly to the edge of the frame with no matte or 
border. This strategy subtly divorces them from their role 
as singular art objects, and positions them as a group to 
be seen in relation to one another. The absence of any 
protective glass allows for less of a focus on convention and 
more on the image as direct experience.
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So Far Divided is about loss and erasure. it examines how 
visual, oral and written gaps inform the storytelling process. 
it is about the frictions and possibilities of the photographic 
portrait, the intrigue of official documents and the marks of 
a researcher.
    in 2010, i traveled to kingston, Jamaica for 
the first time. i stayed with relatives that i had never met 
before. The purpose of my trip was to research my family 
history. i worked in archives and visited the rural town in 
which my grandmother was born. after a month, i returned 
to Philadelphia and Virginia to trace the other side of my 
family. 
          These portraits and documents began as images 
found in albums and archives. i am lifting these men and 
women from their quiet lives in government file cabinets 
and personal collections and bringing them into the same 
room for the first time. Each image has a dynamic story to 
tell about migrations and traumas, triumphs, bonds and the 
limitations of race and gender. These histories shape my 
identity.
            So Far Divided brings the history of black americans 
into contemporary discourse. i do not want the sacrifices of 
my relatives to fade into textbooks or reappear only once a 
year.  This thesis is personal, yet leaves openings for viewers 
to insert themselves, to engage with their own histories, to 
wonder about their ancestors and to imagine what pictures 
and documents they might leave behind. The fragmented 
family archive of photographs, draft cards and ticket stubs 
contains rich and significant stories awaiting discovery.
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The Department of Visual and Environmental Stud-
ies (VES) is the curricular home of a broad range of 
studio arts and more theoretical studies. The de-
partment offers studio courses in areas that include 
painting, drawing, sculpture, printmaking, design, 
film, video, animation, and photography. VES also 
offers lecture courses and seminars in film history 
and theory, studies of the built and natural environ-
ment, design and urbanism, and contemporary arts.

For undergraduates, the department provides stu-
dents in a liberal arts college with an opportunity 
to gain an understanding of the structure and mean-
ing of the visual arts through both study and prac-
tice in diverse areas. The department is committed 
to an integrated study of artistic practice, visual 
culture, and the critical study of the image. Our 
faculty of practitioners, critics, and theorists works 
with students to develop both formal skills and a 
sophisticated understanding of the roles played by 
technical ability and individual invention in the cre-
ation of art. Visiting artists join the resident faculty 
in exploring current issues in contemporary art in 
the context of the department’s course offerings, 
and in exhibits and public lectures scheduled to 
take place throughout the year.

The senior thesis is the capstone of the undergradu-
ate student’s work in VES. The majority of theses in 
VES are practice-based, in studio arts or moving-
image. Toward the end of their junior year, students 
propose a thesis project, a substantial body of work 
that builds on work done in other classes. Each stu-
dent develops the thesis project in discussion with a 
faculty advisor, who meets with the students regu-
larly over the course of the academic year, the studio 
thesis teaching fellow and fellow thesis students. 
Three times during this period, the student meets 
with the adviser and two faculty readers for critique 
and assessment. Thesis projects are exhibited at 
The Carpenter Center for the Visual arts in May.
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