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Abstract 

 

This paper is in support of my thesis exhibition entitled Constructed: Building Conceptions, 

which was exhibited at the Nickle Galleries at the University of Calgary from the 16th of August 

2013 to the 28th of September 2013. In this paper I outline my exhibition Constructed: Building 

Conceptions, which questions the process through which we perceive and interpret the world 

around us. Arguing that the social inscriptions that constitute ourselves individually along with 

our knowledge of the world can also narrow our interpretation of that world. The opinions and 

judgments that we assign to the world are perceived as being limited to those we have been 

ascribed socially.  Through recounting works completed previously during my Masters of Fine 

Arts program I contextualize the concerns present in my thesis exhibition within my artistic 

practice. I will also provide historical context for my practice, by comparing and contrasting my 

work with the work of other artists.  
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Introduction  

My thesis exhibition Constructed: Building Conceptions examines how we perceive and 

interpret the world as if confronts us; questioning what we as a society hold valuable. Through 

the assumed contradictions of viewers’ expectations, my work intends to bring to light the 

potentially limiting effects of our social construction. Arguing that the socio-cultural inscriptions 

that constitute us as individuals along with our knowledge of the world can ultimately 

precondition our perception of that world. 

Constructed: Building Conceptions uses the notion that humans are socially and 

culturally constructed beings as its point of departure. Chapter One: Social Inscription introduces 

notions of social construction that my work is predicated upon through recounting the works of 

authors Michel Foucault, Judith Butler, and Erving Goffman. These authors suggest that our 

identities, our sexuality, and our everyday interactions are at least partially determined by a 

multitude of cultural inscriptions, such as, the assignment of gender at birth (Salih 23). Through 

recounting my previous work’s You don’t know what you’re missing and Dance, completed 

during my graduate studies at the University of Calgary, I explain the different ways in which 

my practice has involved the concept of cultural inscription, as well as outlining John Cage’s 

4’33’’ as a historical precursor to this type of work. 

In Chapter Two: Perception/Expectation I make the connection between my work, the 

concepts of cultural inscription that my work is grounded in, and the notion of perceptual 

presence described in Alva Noë’s Varieties of Presence. Noë suggests that our knowledge of 

something inevitably contributes to how we perceive it (Noë 20, 38). Arguing that when we 

perceive something, and it becomes present in our consciousness, we use previous knowledge of 

similar objects or situations to assign comparable judgments to our present situation (Noë 48-50, 
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58).  I make this connection in an effort to bring to light how the social inscriptions that we are 

constantly inundated with contribute to the way we presently perceive the world. Through 

recounting my work’s Half Full and Before- After: The New Little Gallery I will explain the 

ways my works relate to the notion that that past experiences contribute to our present 

interpretations. I introduce Tom Freidman’s works 1000 hours of staring and Untitled (A Curse) 

as examples of works that use information given about an object, in the form of written word (the 

artwork label), to change the way the viewer interprets that object.   

Chapter 3: Value/ Meaning explains how, using cultural inscriptions, and the notion that 

we infer previous judgments onto present situations, my work questions our collectively held 

values and meanings. I recount my work three hours of my sweat as an important step in the 

progression of this element in my thesis exhibition. Likening my own artistic concerns with 

those of conceptual artists like Robert Barry who were interested in speaking to a more primary 

or basic human experience as well as questioning our conception of what an art object could be. 

As well as conceptual artists like and Piero Manzoni who questions what we as society, or an art 

world hold as valuable. I illustrate where my practice diverges from that of the conceptualists 

with a discussion of Susan Collis’ exhibition Don’t Get Your Hopes Up who, like myself, 

employs materials for there ability to embody certain meanings.  

  



 

3 

  Chapter One: Cultural Inscription Chapter One:

1.1 Socially and Culturally Constructed: Experiences and Influences 

I always knew I wanted to make art, but it was not until high school that I knew I wanted to be 

an artist. While still in high school I was sent to the principal’s office without the slightest clue 

of why. The reason for my visit was to discuss the disproportionate amount of effort that seemed 

to be going into my artwork rather than other areas of study. I left the principal’s office with the 

feeling that somehow art was not considered a serious pursuit in terms of a career, and something 

this trivial was definitely not worthwhile in terms of academic study. 

 When the subject of going to art school was raised in conversation with my family and 

friends they seemed to discount the idea, yet it was still something I was determined to do. I 

continued to encounter similar situations, for example, when meeting someone for the first time, 

or someone outside the art community; they are often in a state of suspended disbelief in my 

choice to pursue being an artist. Many of my friends and peers, who were also artists, have 

expressed having similar experiences.  

 While studying for my Bachelors Degree in Fine Art as Alberta College of Art and 

Design, I pursued part time employment to help support myself through school. After a couple of 

years of working, I decided to take the summer off to do some traveling. Upon returning from 

my travels I assumed I would be able to immediately resume at my job, but soon realised this 

was not the case. During the summer I had gotten two cheek piercings in addition to the several 

facial piercings I already had. The difference was that I could take out my previous piercings 

without negative consequence, but my cheek piercings could not be. After a heated discussion 

with my former superiors, and without consideration of my previous years of service, I was 
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given an ultimatum: if I did not remove my piercings, I had to cover them with flesh toned Band-

Aids for the duration of every shift, or find another means of employment.  

Being held to expectations that go beyond what is explicitly communicated or expected, 

like that of a “legitimate” career, or “model” employee exposed me first hand to the social 

expectations to which we are subject. The experience of being subject to these expectations was 

paramount in the formation of my artistic concerns, leading me to research critical theory, which 

became the foundation of my artistic investigation. Michel Foucault’s The History of Sexuality, 

Erving Goffman’s The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life and Judith Butler’s gender based 

work play a particularly important role in the development of my research, each describing 

different methods of our social enculturation. Each work describes how different norms or 

conventions are inscribed in us as individuals, creating expectation that we are each compelled to 

fulfill. 

In Michel Foucault’s The History of Sexuality, he argues that sexuality is a socially 

constructed force that, from the seventeenth-century, has attempted to shape the way individuals 

make use of their sex, for example, the restriction of sex to strictly reproductive purposes 

(Foucault 2, 24, 35). Foucault describes sexuality as an interconnected system consisting of a 

variety of controls and expectations at various levels in society:  social, cultural, medical, 

pedagogical and judicial (Foucault 33, 103-105, 115-119). He suggests that one of the original 

reasons these controls were instituted was in an effort to address the newly emerging concerns of 

population as a social and economic issue (Foucault 26, 36-37). 

 Foucault’s notion of sexuality as a socio-cultural construction is mirrored in the identity 

and gender work of Judith Butler. Butler’s work is centered on the concept that gender, and less 

specifically one’s identity, is socially constructed (Salih 23). For Butler the construction of one’s 
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identity, or gender, is a series of affirmations and rejections of already present “cultural norms” 

beginning with the assignment of gender at birth (Salih, 26). These “affirmations”, such as 

ascribing to sexuality, have severe social and cultural repercussions if deviated from, heavily 

influencing each individual’s choice (Salih 27, 30, 31). 

 Similar to Butler’s concept that individuals construct themselves through the performance 

of present norms, Erving Goffman’s The presentation of Self In Everyday Life suggests that 

individuals, when in the presence of others, perform in order to foster beliefs about themselves in 

the eyes of the audience present (Goffman 30-31). According to Goffman, we foster impressions 

about ourselves and others based on already present conventions like manner of dress, actions, or 

the people we associate with (Goffman 72). Individuals can idealize or dramatize their 

performances to meet the accredited values held by the present audience, in order to present 

oneself as a member of either a higher or lower strata in society (Goffman 30, 34-36). In this way 

individuals are socially constructed because they rely on interpretations of others to give value 

to, or accredit, their performance (Goffman 51). 

 The concept that everything, from the core of our identities to the smallest of our daily 

interactions with others, can be socially and culturally constructed informed my thesis exhibition, 

providing the platform from which I began my artistic inquiry. In my thesis exhibition 

Constructed: Building Conceptions, I attempt to bring to light how meaning and value are social 

constructs. The three works that constitute Constructed: Building Conception are entitled Hand 

Carved, Original, and One Of A Kind.  

1.2 Hand Carved: socially constructed 

Hand Carved consists of a walnut display case containing a standard section of spruce 2 x 4 (see 

figure 1). A 2 x 4 is a standard piece of building material often used in construction where it 
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would be hidden by some type of façade, for example, drywall or plasterboard. The 2 x 4 is 

positioned in the centre of the vitrine, sitting atop a rectangular walnut pedestal, and lit from 

above with lights built into the lid. The vitrine has no visible opening doors or panels, suggesting 

it was built specifically for the object it displays. The wood of the vitrine is a rich chocolate-

brown colour highlighted with lighter brown grain pattern. Positioned in front of the pedestal 

inside the vitrine is a gold plaque engraved with the statement Hand Carved 2 x 4.  

  
Figure 1. Hand Carved. Shane Price, 2013. Walnut, spruce, glass, spotlights and plaque.  

 
The 2 x 4 within the vitrine appears as though it is no different from a normal mass-

produced 2x4. It is pale yellow and has a relatively uninteresting grain pattern, especially in 

comparison to the ornate pattern present in the walnut display case.  The sides are uniform in 

appearance, the corners rounded, and one of the ends is smooth which suggests a factory end. 
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The factory end of the 2x4 has a staple protruding from it as if someone had haphazardly 

attempted to remove it. One end of the staple remains embedded into the wood, and just above 

the other end of the staple there is a hole where that end of the staple may have once been 

embedded in the 2x4. The end opposite to the factory end contains evidence of human 

interaction. It appears to have been cut unevenly, the type of cut one would make accidentally, 

without paying attention, or without care. The 2x4 has semi-circular marks indicative of some   

kind of power saw, like a circular saw, radial arm saw or table saw (see figure 2) 

                                

Figure 2. Hand Carved. Shane Price, 2013. Walnut, spruce, glass, spotlights and plaque. 
(Detail of the cut end of the 2x4) 
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The saw marks are scorched as if a person held the saw over certain points in the cut for 

too long. The cut end has “tear out” on the side adjacent to the rear of the vitrine. Tear out is a 

normal side effect of using power saws but is normally removed in the final finishing process. 

Excessive tear out, like that in in the 2x4, occurs when a cut is made improperly, for instance 

when using a dull or incorrect blade, or from irregular cut speed and direction. 

The elements present in the work, both symbolic and lingual, have meanings and 

connotations. The engraved sign “hand carved 2x4” is loaded with implications, which are 

inferred upon the objects presented in conjunction with it. The gold colour of the plaque implies 

a value or preciousness onto the object. ‘Hand’ in Hand Carved, suggests that the object present 

was fabricated using a hand-held implement or tool free of any electrical or powered 

components.  ‘Carved’ in this context infers that this object was shaped from a larger piece of 

material. In a more literal sense the phrase could be taken as hand holding a tool and simply 

moving it across a hard material in order to cut into and shape, form or proportion it. Here the 

implication of carving or shaping also metaphorically references the way we are socially and 

culturally carved.  “2x4” is another social or culturally loaded sign employed by this work. The 

term “2x4” is most commonly used to refer to a certain size of inexpensive lumber used in 

western culture. While “2x4” is meant to reference the size of the actual object, 2 inches by 4 

inches, when in fact this is another social inscription because the object is in reality only 1.5 

inches by 3.5 inches. The term 2x4 is used to refer to the size of the material before it is milled to 

its finished size. 

1.3 Original: socially constructed 

The use of cultural inscriptions, such as the conventions of presentation used in Hand Carved, is 

paralleled in my work Original. Original is a sculpture that consists of a number of objects 
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arranged in a linear fashion on three rectangular tables (see figure 3). The objects are all white 

with the exception of a single coloured object on one end of the tables. The coloured object is a 

combination square, a common hand held tool with many functions, but primarily it is used to 

check or mark 90 and 45-degree angles. Due to the finish of the tool it becomes apparent that it is 

a store bought, mass produced tool. The white objects appearing along side the store-bought 

combination square all appear to be combination squares as well, except the objects only mimic 

the shape, not the colour. At first the shape and form of each individual combination square 

appears to be the same, but as the viewer moves closer to the work, and the smaller details are 

more visible, it becomes apparent they are not all the same. Various blemishes, bumps and 

bubbles emerge on the surface. There are small ridges of material that encircle the circumference 

of the square that would suggest the use of a 2-piece mold in its construction. The blemishes in 

the surface accumulate and compound with each additional casting, moving from left to right. If 

one observes the combinations squares closely, moving from left to right, one can observe an 

increase in the number of seam lines. The white plastic square directly to the right of the steel 

square is a near perfect reproduction, if one observes closely it becomes apparent that it contains 

one seam line, the second containing two, the third containing three, and continuing to increase 

in this manner for each of the following squares. Seeing that the colour combination square does 

not contain such markings one can reasonably assume that it is was the original used in the 

fabrication the mold used to make the white plastic combinations squares. 
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Figure 3. Original. Shane Price, 2013. Combination square, urethane plastic. 

 

           The title, Original, when presented with seemingly identical combination squares 

suggests the steel combination square is an original and the white squares copies. The use of a 

combination square is significant because it is used to check or mark 45 and 90-degree angles, in 

essence it contains ‘original’ information that we copy.  The white plastic objects contain seam 

marks, a characteristic of an object produced using a two-piece mold. The use of mold-making 

and casting is significant because it is a process that produces copies from an original—although 

if one is to consider the mass-produced origin of the combination square it too could be seen as a 

copy. Seeing that the store-bought combination square does not contain such markings, one can 

reasonably assume that it is the original used in the fabrication of the white combination squares. 

The slight imperfections in the surface of the white combination squares compound with each 

additional square, suggesting they are not all merely cast from the store-bought combination 
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square that precedes them. The implication of the compounding blemishes changes the 

perception of the white squares. Each combination square is both an original and copy depending 

on how it is viewed. When Original is viewed in the context of artistic production the white 

combination squares can be understood as original productions by an artist or craftsperson. But 

when viewed through the more general context of production they are copies as well. 

The fact that we initially perceive the full color object as original and the white squares as 

copies is significant because these expressions represent a binary relationship.  When asserting 

that something is original one automatically also infers that it is not its opposite. Thus while 

asserting that it is an original there is also the assertion that it is not a copy. As well, the term 

“original” is usually referring in the singular sense, and when presented with two almost or more 

identical objects, as in Original, one would assume the others to be copies. I choose to confound 

these oppositions in order to highlight how commonly held notions like “original” and “copy” 

cannot be determined without the use of knowledge specific to certain social circles and 

understandings that are ascribed previously.  

1.4 One of a Kind: socially constructed 

Just as in Hand Carved and Original, One of a kind (One gallery lighting until disassembled and 

reassembled by the artist) also uses language heavily imbued with social conventions in order to 

create certain expectations in the viewer. One of a kind (One gallery lighting until disassembled 

and reassembled by the artist) is a sculpture/ installation that consists of a plain white gallery 

plinth, a gallery light illuminating the plinth from above and the artwork label which states the 

title, the medium (gallery light, plinth, a single gallery light), the dimensions (variable) and the 

year of production (2013)(see figure 4). The title of the work suggests that the gallery spotlight, 

presumably the one being used to light the plinth, has undergone a process that the other 
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gallery’s lights have not. If the viewer observes the ceiling they will notice that the light on 

display is actually the same type of light used throughout the gallery’s space, and the ‘one of a 

kind’ spotlight is visually indistinguishable from the others in the space. In fact there is another 

lighting unit mounted only inches from the “one of a kind” light. 

                        

Figure 4. One of a Kind (One gallery lighting until disassembled and reassembled by the 
artist). Shane Price, 2013. Gallery Light, Plinth, Artwork Label 
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The fact that the ‘One Of A Kind’ spotlight is not visually different from the many other 

spotlights present in the space directly contradicts one’s expectation of the phrase “One Of A 

Kind” (see figure 5).  The only means of differentiating the spotlight is the knowledge contained 

in the artwork label. This is significant because it brings to light how our experiences can 

contribute to our interpretation and valuation of that which we are confronted with. The fact that 

the information contained within the artwork label is all that is needed to confer a contradictory 

status upon the spotlight speaks to the power of social conventions like an artwork label and the 

power that language has to inform and alter our interpretation of our present experiences.  

The notion that language is ascribed with power on a social and cultural level is outlined 

in Judith Butler’s Excitable Speech: A Politics of the Performative. She suggests that we ascribe 

power to language, allowing it to injure ourselves even as we attempt to circumvent its force (1). 

According to Butler this is because we are socially constructed beings and to be addressed is to 

be recognized on a social level, implying that we are given existence socially through language 

(3). My work, one of a Kind (One gallery lighting until disassembled and reassembled by the 

artist) explores how language, and the social conventions that constitute their meanings can 

affect the interpretation of the world we live in. 
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Figure 5. One of a Kind (One gallery lighting until disassembled and reassembled by the 
artist).  Shane Price, 2013. Gallery Light, Plinth, Artwork Label. (View of the gallery 
lighting) 
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1.5 Social Inscription Precursors 

The notion of social inscription is not a new element in my work. This element reoccurred in 

various works throughout my MFA program, such as: You don’t know what you’re missing and 

Dance. You don’t know what you’re missing was located in Gallery 621 in the Art Department at 

the University of Calgary. Gallery 621 is a room that, from the outside, was indistinguishable 

from the many others classrooms and studios surrounding it. The Gallery door remained shut and 

locked for the duration of the exhibition (see figure 6).  

Figure 6. You don’t know what you’re missing. Shane Price, 2011. Mixed Media. (View of 
the exterior space) 

            The only way the viewer was able to access the interior of the space was through the 

small window in the door. Through this window the viewer could observe a darkened space void 
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of any objects except one: an extremely detailed small-scale model of the exterior space the 

viewers found themselves in.  

            The small model reproduces the exterior space perfectly, even the most minute of 

details. The student artwork hung to the left of the door and the notices pinned to the bulletin 

board are reproduced down to every brush stroke and push pin. The artwork and notices even 

cast shadows suggesting they have depth and that they are hung in a similar manner to those seen 

outside the gallery. The spaces are identical with the exception of the door, which on the small 

model is open but only slightly. Through the open door light emerges, so much so that viewers 

can only faintly distinguish the rear wall of the small model gallery. The viewers are never able 

to access what may be in the interior of the space because of their position outside the gallery 

(see figure 7). You don’t know what you’re missing explores the notion of a socially constructed 

individual by attempting to bring to light the ways our sociocultural/political positions can affect 

what kind of information we have access to. The use of the actual institutional space in You don’t 

know what you’re missing is meant to represent that larger institution within which the gallery 

exists. The viewer’s position within the work, and the restriction created by this position, are 

meant to illustrate the ways our socio-cultural standing can impact the access we have to 

information and experiences. In order for this type of barrier to be removed in everyday life, one 

needs to be part of certain social or political circles. Students and university faculty, for example, 

regularly have access to this and similar rooms based on their status as members of the university 

community. The open door of the small model represents the access to the interior that the 

viewer as outsiders cannot know. This brings to light that what we have access to is in part 

determined by our socio-cultural position. In this context access is described as what we have 

physically available, and the accessibility of knowledge or information.  



 

17 

 

Figure 7. You don’t know what you’re missing. Shane Price, 2012. Mixed Media. (Detail of 
small model) 

Like You don’t know what you’re missing, Dance explores the implications of our social     

Inscriptions. Dance is a performative artwork composed of two models sitting on top of a waist 

high plinth placed roughly in the centre of the gallery space, much in the same manner artworks 

normally appear in galleries and museums (see figure 8). The models, one male and one female, 

are dressed in similar attire: both wearing blue jeans, brown shoes and black long sleeved shirts. 

The models share one pair of headphones, excluding the audience from an experience they can 

never take part in. Each of the models only listens to the headphones with one ear, still able to 

listen the ambient noises present in the gallery space with the other ear. The only cue the models 

make that actively acknowledges the viewer’s presence in the space, albeit unrelentingly, is their 
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gaze. Prior to entering the gallery the viewers can observe the models through the doorway 

sitting atop the plinth, each gazing slightly off to one side of the gallery. Upon entry to the 

gallery space each of the models sharply focus their gaze on the viewers in the space in front of 

them. The effect of the gaze changes according to the amount of viewers present in the space or 

the nature of the viewers themselves. The gaze becomes less intense and less focused on each 

individual if more viewers are present in the space, whereas when alone in front of the models 

the focus is solely on the solitary viewer. In order for the viewer to be free of the model’s gaze 

they must move behind other visitors, behind the models, or exit the gallery altogether. 

 
Figure 8. Dance. 2012. Shane Price. (Documentation of performance) 
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The title Dance suggests a performative interaction between two or more entities, be it 

individuals or groups. Dance investigates various conscious and unconscious relational cues 

present in our daily interactions, focusing on the interpersonal pressures that exist between 

individuals. The nature of the space, and how the viewers interact with it, changes when the 

models are present with the viewers in the space. The models’ gaze towards the viewer(s) is what 

Goffman would describe as “communication out of character”, meaning the gaze is inappropriate 

in terms of what is expected or normal in the context of this social interaction (Goffman 167). 

Metaphorically Dance touches on the notion of a socially constructed self through the effects of 

the models’ gaze on the viewers, their perception of the gallery space itself, and the way they 

interact with it. The fact that the models’ actions were choreographed is meant to reference the 

notion that societal inscriptions heavily influence everyday actions and in a sense choreograph 

them as well.  

 Many elements present in You don’t know what you’re missing and Dance, are reflected 

in the work 4’33” by John Cage. 4’33” was first performed in 1952 in the Maverick Concert 

Hall: a partially open-air venue typically catering to classical music (Gann 2). This piece was 

performed during an event of prepared piano following other more traditionally performed pieces 

(Gann 17,168). This piece was comprised of pianist David Tudor taking a seat on the stage at the 

piano, and closing the keyboard lid while looking at his stopwatch (Gann 2). After a short period 

of time, the pianist opened and closed the keyboard lid, waiting for another short period of time 

before opening and closing the keyboard lid once more (Gann 2). During this time the pianist 

carefully changed the sheet music, devoid of any marking, while taking care not to make any 

noise (Gann 2-3). The total duration of the performance lasted four minutes and thirty-three 

seconds (Gann 2-3). During the performance the audience heard the ambient sounds present 
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inside the venue not the intentionally produced sounds of a pianist, even though Tudor 

performed the 4’33” as if it were a more traditional piece of music (Gann 3,178). 

In 4’33” Cage uses a cultural inscription particular to the theatre in terms of the 

expectations of hearing “intentionally produced sounds”(Gann 18). Also the theatrical setting of 

the performance has specific cultural norms and conventions regulating the audience’s behaviour 

(Gann 17). The audience is meant to be passive, to sit quietly and observe the performance 

(Gann 18). According to Douglas Kahn, when Cage broke the code by not playing “intentionally 

produced sounds”, this further disrupted the code that required the audience to remain quiet, 

shifting the focus from the performance and performer to the audience and the sounds they make 

(Gann 18-19). The musical notation of 4’33” is almost completely free of notation but it is not 

free of connotations to more conventional music (Gann 168,179). Cage composed 4’33” with 

three movements opening and closing the keyboard lid to start and end each movement (Gann 

167, 178, 182). The breaks may also serve to pay homage to previous more classical forms of 

music, or they may be used as a method to give form to a formless notion such as silence (Gann 

167-168). 

 4’33’’ Cage uses long-standing conventions to create expectations in the viewer in a 

similar manner to Hand Carved, Original, and One of a kind (One gallery lighting until 

disassembled and reassembled by the artist). In Hand Carved, for example, conventions of 

presentation are used in order to ascribe value to the 2x4 it contains. You don’t know what you’re 

missing and Dance sought to expose similar types of cultural inscriptions through the exploration 

of the implication of our social construction, and how our position both physically in space and 

symbolically in society can effect how we interact with the world. The effect of Cage’s work 

4’33”are in line with my own artistic intentions and goals. 4’33”extended the possibilities of 
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what could be considered music, levelling classical or conventional hierarchies (Gann 19). Cage 

once suggested that what the audience thought was silence was not actually so because “they 

didn’t know how to listen” (Gann 4). Cage later explained that the work need not be performed 

and that is was simply “an act of listening” (Gann186). Hand carved, Original, and One of a kind 

(One gallery lighting until disassembled and reassembled by the artist) all strive for this goal. 

Hand Carved nullifies hierarchal notions of value by juxtaposing the precious with the mundane. 

Hand Carved, Original and One of a kind  (One gallery lighting until disassembled and 

reassembled by the artist) all attempt to upturn binary oppositions. 

 

 

  



 

22 

 Perception/Expectations Chapter Two:

2.1 Perceptual Presence 

While working with the concepts of cultural inscription, I was introduced to Varieties of 

Presence by Alva Noë. In Varieties of Presence Noë outlines his theory of perception, or 

perceptual presence, as a style of achieving access to the world, which he equates with all 

thought (Noë 19, 25, 44-46). Noë suggests one must have knowledge or understanding of 

something in order to access it, and have it become present in our consciousness (Noë 20, 38). 

Further, that to know and understand something one must have “already made its acquaintance” 

(Noë 20, 38). According to Noë, when we achieve access to things in the world our knowledge 

of that object changes the way we perceive it (Noë 48-50,58). When we observe a coin from an 

oblique angle, for example, it appears as though it is elliptical in shape rather than a perfect circle 

(Noë 48-50, 58). Because of our understanding of coins we are able to recognize it as a coin and 

infer onto it our knowledge of a coin as a round, non-elliptical object (Noë 48-50, 58). Noë also 

suggests that meaning is not concrete or immovable, instead it is dependant on its context and 

usage (Noë 140-41). 

Philosopher Yi-Fu Tuan’s account of a humanistic perspective of geography (space, place 

and how we relate to each) is in line with Noë’s idea that we must have knowledge of something 

in order for it to become present in our consciousness (Noë 48-50, 58 and Tuan 387-88). Tuan 

suggests “Bifocal vision and dexterous hands equip us physically to perceive reality as a world 

of objects rather than as kaleidoscopic patterns” (Tuan 390). This notion expressed in Noë’s 

terms, this could be interpreted as our previous experience with our hands and our knowledge of 

their capabilities, in part made possible by our eyes, allowing us to perceive things in relation to 

how we may or may not interact with them (Tuan 390). Tuan also suggests that our perception of 



 

23 

distance is not always as simple as near or far, but also involves notions of time as well (Tuan 

390). This is because we perceive space in relation to our bodies and we are unable to do this 

with extremely vast distances, so instead we use time because we can directly relate to it (Tuan 

390-91). We cannot directly relate to (or achieve access to) the physical distance between here 

and another continent, but we can directly relate to the time it takes to make such a journey 

because we can directly relate to such an experience (Tuan 390-91).  

The idea that experiences contribute to, and help shape, the way we interpret the world 

around us was an important step in the progression of my thesis work. The concept introduced to 

me the idea that all knowledge is inscribed, and provided specific examples of how our cultural 

conditioning can effect how we interpret everything we are confronted with, for example, the 

coin being circular when it appears to be elliptical from the side. Coins are culturally specific 

items, and individuals that do not have access to this specific knowledge will not necessarily read 

the coin as circular based solely on its visual, elliptical appearance. The idea that we infer 

already established knowledge onto our present situations is equated in my work with the idea of 

expectation, because we come to expect things in art, in labour and in language.  

2.2 Perceptual Precursors 

The idea that our experiences can contribute to and help shape the way we interpret the 

world was originally explored in my work Half Full, which was installed at the Marion Nicoll 

Gallery in Alberta College of Art and Design for a ten-day period. The Marion Nicoll Gallery is 

a space located in the main mall of Alberta College of Art and Design, which shares a campus 

with The Southern Alberta Institute of Technology. The gallery space is visible in the main mall 

space through the full-length windows between the mall space and the gallery. The mall space is 

central in the College’s design, meaning visitors to the College and the College’s many faculty 
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and students often move through the space as part of their daily routines. The mall space is also 

home to the Illingworth Kerr Gallery, which often hosts major national and international 

exhibitions that draw individuals from the College, as well from the larger community in the 

city. The Marion Nicoll Gallery has a many exhibitions that bring large numbers of viewers into 

the space. For the installation of Half Full, the Marion Nicoll Gallery was comprised of, at a 

fleeting glance, a seemingly empty gallery space. The space during the exhibition was very 

similar to the space at any other given time, where typically there is something being exhibited 

within. Upon closer inspection it becomes apparent that the space has changed, and it is now half 

of its original size and what appears to be to the rear wall is now placed so as to divide the space 

in half (See figure 9).   

The aim of Half Full was to bring light to how our individual perception of objects and 

situations is affected through prior or exterior knowledge. During the exhibition, the title Half 

Full contradicts the apparent emptiness of the space, especially if the viewer had no previous 

knowledge of the gallery. If the viewer does have previous knowledge of gallery’s configurations 

Half Full could be seen as an affirmation of the change that has occurred.  The viewers who have 

been previously exposed to the space in varying degrees may perceive the space as half full, half 

empty, or completely empty depending on whether or not they are familiar with the space in its 

typical state. The use of the phrase “half full” is significant because it references a commonly 

used expression: is the glass half full or half empty? This particular phrase is important because 

it requires the individual to take on an either optimistic or pessimistic position on the same 

situation. The effect that the viewer’s experiences may have on their interpretation of the space 

as ‘half full’ or empty demonstrates how prior knowledge can influence the judgments made on a 

day-to-day basis.  
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Figure 9. Half Full. Shane Price. 2011. Mixed Media 

Just as in Half Full, my work Before- After: The New Little Gallery also explored the role 

our previous experiences play in our interpretation of present situations.  Before- After: The New 

Little Gallery consisted of a combination of both performance and installation taking place in the 

Little Gallery in the Department of Art, at the University of Calgary. The Little Gallery is located 

adjacent to the main entrance of the art department, which connects the art department with the 

rest of the university campus. There is a lot of traffic moving past the gallery on a daily basis and 

viewers can normally catch a glimpse of the inside of the space while doing so. The gallery doors 

are usually propped open during gallery hours, and when closed visitors can peak through the 

windows of the gallery doors to see inside. White walls, grey floor and spot lighting characterize 

the interior of the space. The gallery is a less that ideal exhibition space because it is used 
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primarily for pedagogical purposes. The walls have acquired an extremely rough texture from 

years of students hastily repairing the walls following their exhibitions. Many of the patch jobs 

remained un-sanded, leaving peaks and valleys everywhere. As well, the wall’s surface was 

covered with thick paint globs and drips from layer upon layer of hurried painting. Numerous 

screws and nails remain in the walls, becoming more and more embedded with every coat of 

paint. Many of the screw or nail holes have not been filled and painted over, leaving depressions 

scattered randomly across the wall’s surfaces. 

  During the first four days of the Before-After: The New Little Gallery the gallery was 

closed. The doors were locked and the windows of the doors were covered with black paper. 

There was a document hanging in one of the windows that appeared to be on official university 

letterhead, which stated: “The gallery will remain closed for renovation until further notice” (see 

figure 10). There was also an e-mail sent to students and faculty on the Department of Art’s 

mailing list, who would comprise the majority of my audience for this work, regarding the 

closure. 

 During the closure sounds emerged from within the space. The sound of power tools, 

banging, the rustling of plastic, the sound of music and voices talking emerged from within the 

space for the duration of these four days. The sounds from within were designed such that the 

viewer would be unable to distinguish if the sounds are real or artificial. A trail of dusty 

footprints became visible, emerging gradually from under the door of the Little Gallery and 

compounding each day. At the end of the four-day closure there was another e-mail sent 

regarding the grand reopening of the space and announcing the title of the show Before-After: 

The New Little Gallery. 
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Figure 10. Before-After: The New Little Gallery, Shane Price. 2012. Mixed Media. (Gallery 
door with closure sign) 

On the fifth day of the exhibition the gallery re-opened, the window coverings were 

removed, and once again the doors were propped open in their normal fashion. Upon entering the 

space following the renovation, it was not immediately apparent that a change had occurred. The 

first impression is that the space appears the same: the layout, colour and lighting are all the 

same (see figure 11). Upon closer inspection however, it is apparent that the space has changed. 

The texture that had been so prominently covering the walls before was now gone, sanded down 

and re-painted. The walls were now in a pristine ‘like new’ condition. Located in the centre of 

each of the walls was a 24x30 inch digital print, the subject of which was not immediately 

identifiable (see figure 12). As the viewer moves closer to the prints, a rough texture begins to 

emerge within them. It becomes apparent that the prints are scale reproductions of the wall’s 
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texture prior to the renovation, each print titled with it respective location, for example: North 

wall: Before.  

Figure 11. Before-After: The New Little Gallery, Shane Price, 2012. Mixed Media. (View of 
gallery’s interior post-renovation) 

In this work I use cultural inscriptions to create expectations. The gallery sees a lot of use 

and it is very out of character for the gallery to be closed during the semester, especially during a 

scheduled exhibition. Therefore for the gallery to be closed during the semester it would 

presumably be for a justifiable reason, likely for some kind of major repair. The closure sign uses 

what appears to be official university of Calgary letterhead, which lends credibility to the notice 

and the assertion that a renovation is occurring. The four days of elapsed time, as well as the 

sounds of work and accumulation of dust, all contribute to the viewer’s anticipation of a change 

happening in the space. The title The New Little Gallery also suggests that a major change had 
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taken place because new is normally taken as something not existing before. In this context, 

however, it could also be taken as restoring the space to as it was when it was new. The 

expectation of a major change happening is initially confounded by the impression that nothing 

happened but is ultimately re-confirmed when the viewer realizes the changes that had taken 

place. My hope is that there is an appreciation for the many hours spent painstakingly sanding 

the entire surface of the walls and repainting them, when the viewer realizes that a change has 

taken place and contemplates the enormity of the task that has transpired. 

                                    

Figure 12. Before-After: The New Little Gallery, Shane Price, 2012. Mixed Media. (Detail of 
a print and artwork label) 
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2.3 Hand Carved: Creating expectations 

Just as the closure sign on the door in Before-After: The New Little Gallery created expectations 

that the space was undergoing some type of major modification, all linguistic propositions serve 

to create expectations by inferring previously learned meanings and values onto present 

experiences. In Hand Carved, for example, when presented with the implication of “Hand 

Carved” we learn to associate it as relating to a certain form, and therefore we learn to expect 

objects presented with such implications to meet such attributes.  The normal expectations of an 

object presented with a plaque and a display case are that the object is precious, and the plaque is 

meant to identify the object it accompanies. The assertion of Hand Carved implies that the 

corresponding object underwent a certain process during its fabrication. Hand in the context of 

Hand Carved implies the use of a hand tool to carve or shape an object. One could interpret hand 

carved as simply referring to using one’s hand to move the tool across the material because even 

the most automated tools are operated by hand to some degree. Although ‘carved’ is normally 

considered shaping hard material into something completely different from its original form, the 

‘Carved’ in Hand Carved could also be understood as shaping and proportioning a hard material 

from a different larger form. The object that corresponds to this lingual element, the physical 2x4 

piece of wood, at first appears as a normal mass produced 2x4 containing various characteristics 

of industrial production. There are slight depressions from the strapping used to hold together 

large bundles of 2x4s during shipping. The 2x4 itself is warped, cupped and twisted but only 

very, very subtly, something that if done intentionally would require a great deal of skill, if 

possible at all. The 2x4 is not at a commercially available length, it is only about 20-24 inches, 

suggesting that it has been cut, or proportioned. It appears as though the 2x4 is only cut on one 
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end since the other still contains a staple, most likely from a some type of barcode or tag, the 

remnants of it’s commercial past (see figure 13).  

The cut end of the 2x4 is uneven with saw marks indicating the kind of human error that 

is usually absent in industrially produced objects. There is scorching in the saw marks, indicating 

a blade speed that is virtually impossible with a conventional “hand tool” (i.e. a tool with no 

power components) meaning that the object does not appear as though it meets the expectations 

that are set out by the statement. Although when taken more literally or with their more generally 

accepted meanings the statement could be seen as tautologically true. If one considers the use of 

a “hand tool” as merely moving a tool across with one’s hands then the statement rings true; 

although there was a power tool used it was being pushed/operated/ moved across the material in 

a similar fashion to a hand tool.  The 2x4 very obviously does not meet the expectation created 

by the word carved, especially when taking into consideration the presence of evidence of its 

commercial origin. Also instead of being shaped from one form, to another completely different 

form it was merely created from a larger section of 2x4. The fact that only one cut was made to 

‘carve’ the 2x4 increases the irony of the gesture. Although if one interprets the statement Hand 

Carved 2x4 in a broader sense, the 2x4 does meet these expectations as the 2x4 was shaped and 

proportioned from a larger piece of material.  
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Figure 13. Hand Carved. Shane Price, 2013. Walnut, spruce, glass, spotlights and plaque. 
(Detail of factory end with staple) 
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2.4 Original: Creating expectations 

In Original the title suggests an element at its most primary stage of its existence or an original 

production by an artist or a craftsperson. As the viewer becomes aware of the implications of the 

incremental increase in seam lines in the white combination square our interpretation of those 

objects change (see figure 14).  

Figure 14. Original. Shane Price, 2013. Combination square, urethane plastic. (Detail of the 
seam marks) 

With the addition of this small bit of information our perception and ultimately the reality of 

these objects change. The white objects change from a number of copies with an original metal 

combination square, to each square becoming originals used in the production of each successive 

square.  Without the knowledge of the seam marks, or the information that they hold our opinion 

of the “originality” of each square, would be radically different. This aligns with Noë’s 

suggestion that meaning is not concrete but is relative and subjective: “The world is blank and 
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flat until we understand it” (Noë 2).  In other words the expectations or criteria for determining 

originality changes according to the context that it is viewed, the context being constructed from 

a variety of social inscriptions.  

2.5 One of a kind: Creating expectations 

In One of a kind (One gallery lighting unit assembled and disassembled by the artist) the use of a 

typical gallery plinth creates the expectation of an object, while the use of the phrase ‘One of a 

kind’ leads to the expectation of a unique singular object. What is actually presented is an object 

identical in appearance to dozens of other spotlights in the gallery space. Without the suggestion 

of ‘One of a kind’ one might not even consider bringing the light to the level of our 

consciousness being that the spotlight is mounted to the ceiling conventionally and in 

distinguishable to the other lights in the space. The work explores how social inscriptions help to 

construct views of the world. According to Noë, when perceiving something, information about 

that something is used to make it present within one’s consciousness, what is not known cannot 

be present (Noë 2). Noë suggests when information becomes available the object changes, 

although the change does not occur within the object, rather it changes subjectively in the viewer 

(Noë 7). Without the information that the spotlight is unique, the perception of it would be much 

different, if the viewer were to even notice it at all (Noë 7).  

2.6 Historical Resonance  

My works shares some similarities to the work of artist Tom Freidman. Freidman’s work is 

concerned with questioning the limits of what could be art or an artistic practice, as well as 

questioning how we interpret and relate to the world (Rugoff 21-23). Friedman’s work 1000 

hours of staring and Untitled (A Curse) are of particular significance to my thesis. 1000 hours of 

staring consists of a blank white piece of paper (32.5 x 32.5 inches), and Untitled (A Curse) 
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contains a plain white plinth (52 x 11 x 11 inches) (Rugoff 21-23).  The materials used to 

produce each work are not visually distinguishable (Eleey 16). The works become significant 

when the viewer reads the artwork label, or otherwise becomes aware of the conditions of the 

work’s production. 1000 hours of staring contains 1000 hours of stare, and Untitled (A Curse) 

contains an eleven-inch sphere of space above the plinth that has been cursed by a professional 

witch (Eleey 16, 24) (see figure15). Like Friedman’s work I confound the viewer’s expectations 

through the use of already present norms and binary relationships (Rugoff 22). In 1000 hours of 

staring and Untitled (A Curse) Friedman uses conventional forms for the presentation of artwork, 

like paper or plinths, but plays with expectations created by these conventional materials. The 

materials present the expectation that visual art will be displayed, but are contradicted by 

presenting the viewer with a seemingly blank support.  

Untitled (A Curse) and 1000 hours of staring, like my own work, show how ones 

previous knowledge can help contribute to, and possibly precondition judgments. In the case of 

these particular works, the account of their creation effects how the objects are interpreted. The 

title differentiates the objects for the viewer, makes them unique, and essentially makes 

something out of what we had originally seen as nothing (Eleey 24). Freidman’s work, as well as 

my own, uses literality as a method to confound the viewer’s expectations; although the works 

describe exactly what they are, there is still suspicion or confusion due to the fact that the what is 

being described is completely intangible. Also, as in my own work, Friedman’s often requires 

the viewer to pay close attention (Rugoff 21-23). My work differs from Freidman’s in that my 

use of language is more than just a simple description of the artwork’s construction. Rather I use 

words and phrases that are loaded with multiple meanings in an effort to bring to light the role 

social inscriptions play in our assignment of meaning and value to the world.  
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Figure 15. Untitled (A Curse). Tom Friedman. 1992. Witch’s curse and pedestal. 52 x 11 x 
11 inches. luhringaugustine.com. web. 5 August 2013 
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 Value/meaning Chapter Three:

3.1 Questioning Meaning and Value 

My works intend to confound conventional collectively held opinions in regards to the meanings 

and values associated with everything we are confronted with on a day-to-day basis. I equate 

meaning in my work with the understanding or associations made when confronted with objects, 

actions and value and the significance the objects or actions are given both personally and 

socially. Using binary oppositions like: original/copy, hand/machine produced, 

ordinary/extraordinary, valuable/ worthless, I seemingly contradict the reality of the works as 

asserted by the lingual element connected to each work. Through the seeming negation of the 

viewers’ expectations, between object and statement, they are forced to rethink the actuality of 

the work, bringing to light the possibilities outside of the generally accepted implications that 

element, be it the notion of ‘Hand Carved’, ‘Original’ or ‘One of a kind’. I question how 

judgements are made within society, and illuminate biases and preconceptions that arise from 

social constructions. I use very minute elements as a means of calling attention to larger issues 

within the work, and attempt to make known the potentialities that exist if one observes the 

minutia.  

The examination of meaning and value in my work is in line with conceptual artists from 

the 1960s who, by rejecting fetishism of objects, attempted to create art that was more universal 

and closer to basic experiences (Godfrey 153, 163-164). The conceptual artists of the 1960s used 

materials and processes “as they were” to get to the roots of experience. Further, in their attempts 

to dematerialize the art object and reach a wider, less elite, audience some artists turned to 

language because of its capability to replace the object itself (Godfrey 157, 163). These concerns 

are epitomized in the work of Robert Berry, who by 1983 was almost solely working with text 
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(Godfrey 163). Barry’s work consisted of descriptions, signage, and statements in place of 

conventional art forms (Godfrey 163, 358). One of the most poignant examples of Barry’s work 

is his 1969 Closed Gallery piece where he simply pinned a note on a gallery door that stated: 

‘during the exhibition the gallery will be closed” (Godfrey 164). While my concerns are likened 

to those of the conceptualists in terms questioning meaning and value, my work does not attempt 

to replace the object itself with language. Instead my work takes these concerns into a more 

contemporary context, using objects to examine their relationship to language. I use materials 

and process for the meanings inherent to them, be it wood, plastic, or words. My work also often 

contains a performative element in an effort to speak to or imply the body and labour in the final 

object, for example the human intervention in the cut end of the 2x4. I do so in an effort to speak 

to the primary nature of my investigation, questioning our interpretation of the world, a process 

that precedes many others. The desire to speak to a more primary form of experience leads to the 

diversity of my practice, letting the concept dictate the materials and letting the material speak 

for themselves; as Sol Lewitt has said, “The idea becomes the machine that makes the art” 

(Godfrey 152).  

The emphasis on materials and process that my work contains is more in line with artists 

like Susan Collis who also uses materials and processes for the qualities inherent to them. Collis’ 

work is similar to my own in that it questions perception, value and labour; using materials and 

process that best speak to these concerns (Susan Collis, Don't Get Your Hope Up). Collis use of 

materials is also, like my own work, dictated by the overarching concept. Collis’ exhibition 

Don’t get you’re hopes up, for example, initially appears as if the objects present in the 

exhibition space are merely remnants left following the de-installation of the pervious exhibition 

(see figure 16). A ladder, a bucket, various screws and wall anchors, among other things still 
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occupy the space. The objects don’t initially appear as if they are intentionally placed in the 

space due to status as common gallery tools along with there overall degraded appearance, paint 

splatter etc. Although when the viewer examines these objects closer they become aware that 

they are not ordinary objects placed there by happenstance. The objects have been intentionally 

produced to simulate worn out gallery items. Collis’ work Waltzer for example appears to be an 

ordinary broom speckled with paint from years of service in a gallery setting, when in fact the 

apparent paint splatter is precious materials such as opals, turquoise, garnets, seed pearls, mother  

Figure 16. Don’t get you’re hope up. Susan Collis. 2007. installation view. 
seventeengallery.com. 18 September 2013. 

of pearl, black diamonds, white diamonds, fresh water pearls, coral, and black onyx carefully 

inlaid into the broom (see figure 17) (Susan Collis, Don't Get Your Hope Up). Another of Collis’ 

works Made good appears to be an ordinary screw awaiting removal, when in reality it is a solid 
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18 carat gold casting of a screw set in a onyx wall anchor (see figure 18) (Susan Collis, Don't 

Get Your Hope Up). Collis uses the ordinary gallery tools for their ability to be easily dismissed 

by the viewer and juxtaposes them with precious materials that have been skilfully crafted for 

their ability to speak to something of extremely high value. The juxtaposition of precious and 

banal is similar to my own work as well, contrasting mundane items such as a plain 2x4 or 

gallery light with precious elements like walnut and brass, or the artist’s intervention. 

                              

Figure 17. Waltzer. Susan Collis. 2007. Wooden broom, opals, turquoise, garnets, seed 
pearls, mother of pearl, black diamonds, white diamonds, fresh water pearls, coral, black 
onyx, marcacite. 127.5 x 37 x 11 cm. Detail of broom handle. seventeengallery.com. 18 
September 2013. 
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Figure 18. Made Good. Susan Collis. 2007.  Coral, black onyx, 18-carat white gold 
(hallmarked), diamond, silver. Length 27 cm. seventeengallery.com. 18 September 2013. 

 

3.2 Hand Carved: Questioning Meaning and Value 

‘Hand Carved’ implies the use of a designated hand tool to carve the form from a larger 

portion of material. This process is normally valued over others because it takes more skill to 

produce an object by legitimate hand carving then by means of mass production, or some kind of 

unintentional production. Therefore, the sociocultural value assigned to the statement ‘hand 

carved’ is contradicted with an obviously mass produced object. The contradiction of the 

assigned value is heightened by the presentation of the 2x4, as well as the gold plaque with 

elegant script that the signage Hand Carved 2x4 appears in.  The 2X4 is presented in a wooden 

and glass vitrine, crafted out of rich dark coloured walnut, which contrasts with the pale 
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appearance of the spruce 2x4 (see figure 19). The vitrine appears almost as though it has been 

built specifically for the 2x4. Not only are the proportions of the 2x4 echoed in the vitrine, as 

well there is also no visible opening doors or panels. The vitrine is made from walnut, a material 

with significant value in comparison to a standard spruce 2x4, at almost one hundred times the 

price per board foot (a board foot is a measurement of volume equivalent to a one foot square of 

one inch thick piece of lumber). This vitrine was made proportionally specific for this object to 

exaggerate the irony of the piece because the labour and time that went into the vitrine is far 

greater than that of the object it is meant to display. The machined qualities in the vitrine enable 

a rich elegant finish that adds to its valuation. Ironically the same machined qualities devalue the 

2x4 because it implies mass production and lack of craft.  

Figure 19. Hand Carved. Shane Price, 2013. Walnut, spruce, glass, spotlights and plaque. 
(Detail of the grain pattern of the vitrine, pedestal and 2x4) 
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3.3 Original: Questioning Meaning and Value 

 The questioning of collectively held meanings and values expressed in my work Hand Carved is 

also explored in my work Original. The title of the work Original often denotes some notion of 

value, mainly because in traditional thought ‘original’ is taken as a singular and static 

implication.  That fact these objects take on the status of both original and copy is significant 

because these notions represent a binary relationship. When asserting that something is original it 

infers that it is not what could be considered its opposite, a copy. When presented with multiple 

seemingly identical objects, as the viewer in Original is, one would assume the others are copies. 

I choose to confound these oppositions in order to highlight how something as seemingly straight 

forward as a binary relationship is not simple. There is the possibility of finding meaning and 

value in almost anything simply by changing perspective. The value status of the copied 

combination squares evolves toward the value of the original, because of the mistakes and 

inconsistencies in the surfaces that signify an original, unique and therefore more valued object. 

Meaning and value are fluid and relative. Even the most basic notions like an original and a copy 

cannot be determined without the use of knowledge specific to certain social circles, or social 

inscriptions (see figure 20). The fact that the objects become increasingly “original” with each 

mistake is significant because it contradicts our normal expectations of valuing a job done well 

or correctly. 
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Figure 20. Original. Shane Price, 2013. Combination square, urethane plastic. (Detail 
showing the progression of the blemishes in the combination square) 

3.4 One of a kind: Questioning Meaning and Value 

The phrase “one of a kind” in many contexts is a valuating expression because like ‘Original’ it 

creates expectations of a single distinguishable and unique object or spotlight. I juxtapose this 

expectation by presenting an object that is imperceptibly different from the other spotlights 

surrounding it in order to make known the idea that our valuation of an object can so radically 

change while nothing intrinsically held within the object is perceptibly different. The only way to 

distinguish the difference is by the external information given. I elevate seemingly banal objects 

to be perceived as valuable and precious in an effort to make a case for the possibility of 

appreciation inherent to everything we are confronted with depending on how we look at it. 

3.5 Questioning Meaning and Value Precursors 

Questioning value was a concern originally explored in my work three hours of my sweat, 

exhibited during the University of Calgary’s Post-Miniature Auction. The piece consisted of a 
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small glass vile containing a semi-transparent liquid with small bits of sediments floating in the 

liquid and settled on the bottom of the vile (see figure 21). The liquid contained within the vile is 

actual sweat, collected by the artist over the period of a few days. The exhibition, a combination 

of both silent and live auction, is held annually in the University’s Art Department and contains 

works from a large percentage of the Art Department’s community and contains small scale 

works. Visitors are permitted to bid on items silently for the duration of the exhibition, 

culminating in a live action on the final day. The post-miniature exhibition and auction was held 

at the university’s Little Gallery only a short time after the culmination of my exhibition Before-

After: The New Little Gallery. The change that had taken place over the course of the exhibition 

was still strikingly apparent. My work three hours of my sweat was positioned in the centre of 

the gallery with the few other pieces of three-dimensional works. The exhibition opened and the 

silent auction commenced with most works, including three hours of my sweat, starting at around 

twenty-five dollars. During the exhibition almost all the works received continuous bidding, all 

but three hours of my sweat. On the final day of the exhibition, and the day of the live auction, 

three hours of my sweat had received a single bid from my classmates for the minimum bid of 

twenty-five dollars. The work did not receive another bid and sold for the starting bid of twenty-

five dollars. 
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Figure 21. three hours of my sweat. Shane Price, 2013. Glass vile, Sweat. 

My work previous to this piece during graduate studies usually consisted of ephemeral 

installation, meaning that although the works were time consuming and labour intensive, I was 

not left with a tangible object. My work Before-After: The New Little Gallery that directly 

preceded three hours of my sweat was by far the most labour intensive piece to date. The phrase 

three hours of my sweat suggests the execution of some type of physically strenuous action or 
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activity and the measurement of time giving duration to this action. The work being exhibited in 

an auction setting was significant because it allowed viewers to determine the value of works in 

the context of commercial art. The fact that the work was spurned by bidders and sold for its 

opening bid of twenty-five dollars is ironic in that this price does not even meet Alberta’s 

minimum wage requirement for the three hours of hard labour used to produce this piece. The 

amount of labour put into three hours of my sweat was only a fraction of the labour put into the 

presentation of the Little Gallery, which goes all but unnoticed, calling attention to only being 

able to value what we have knowledge of or have access to. The fact that the physical 

representation of that process had been disregarded speaks to the perception of art that exists 

outside the context of the commercial art sphere. The commercial art system has its own system 

of norms and values by which art is meant to be judged by: the material, rarity, prestige, 

craftsmanship, and authorship; art that exists outside of these terms cannot even begin to be 

judged on these criteria.  

three hours of my sweat is akin to Piero Manzoni’s 1961 work Merda d’Artista. The work 

is composed of ninety small tin cans with paper labels stating Merda d’Artista on one side and 

The artist’s shit on the other, with Manzoni’s signature scrawled on the top of the can (Wood 21) 

(see figure 22). The tins were priced for sale at the same as its weight in gold, the irony being 

that the contents of the tins cannot be verified without destroying the work and making it 

worthless (wood 27). 
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Figure 22. Piero Manzoni. Artist’s shit No. 14. 1961. Metal, paper, and “artist’s shit”. 
moma.org. web. 5 August 2013 

Merda d’Artista, like my own work, questions the value given to an artwork based on its 

materiality, method of production or authenticity. The tins being priced the same as their weight 

questions the value of artistic exploration by taking a very low value material (the artist’s shit) 

and juxtaposing it with a something of very high value (gold). Merda d’Artista operates much in 

the same way as three hours of my sweat, taking something of low value, sweat, and valuing it as 

if it were something more precious. Comparing and contrasting low and high values, as in Merda 
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d’Artista, is a prominent feature in my thesis exhibition. Hand Carved, Original, and One of a 

Kind all contrast language that infers value with an object that does not meet this expectation of 

value. Merda d’Artista, Like Friedman’s1000 hours of staring and Untitled (A Curse) as well as 

my own work uses literality, simultaneously creating and confounding expectations by 

describing the objects as they are even though the things being described are not tangible The use 

of literality is an element that has been present in a large majority of my work to this point 

beginning with Half Full and three hours of my sweat, ultimately becoming a key feature in my 

thesis exhibition. 
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Chapter 4: Conclusion and Implications for Future Research 

 My thesis exhibition Constructed: Building Conceptions and accompanying thesis 

support paper are focused on questioning the way we as a society perceive and interpret the 

world.  This inquiry begins with the central notion of humans as socially constructed beings and 

uses it a platform from which I begin this artistic exploration. Using this idea of social 

construction and the idea that when confronted with the world around us we assign judgments to 

that world based on our previously acquired knowledge I argue that if we as individuals give 

meaning to the world, as socially constructed beings the meanings ascribed to an otherwise un-

meaningful world emerge from our social construction. The works appearing in Constructed: 

Building Conceptions point out the paradoxical nature of our social construction. Social 

inscriptions, whatever form they may make, allow us to meaningfully interact with the people 

and things around us. However these inscriptions also preclude the possibility of interpretations 

outside of that frame of understanding and limit the range of our experiences. In other words 

what allows us to gives meaning to the world disallows meaning as well.  

The conclusion that meaning is paradoxically both given and taken because of our social 

construction only allows for my practice to evolve yet again. While the works I have completed 

during my graduate studies feel resolved, the culmination of my thesis works has only spawned 

the possibility for future work. I will continue to explore and question how we perceive and 

interpret our surroundings, as well as continuing on several tangents beginning where 

Constructed: Building Conceptions leaves off. I will continue to research and explore culturally 

loaded language as a method to bring to light this paradox with works such as Hammer Forged, 

or Plaster Relief, both of which, like Hand Carved, examine the socially generated expectations 

that exist in language in addition a more literal understandings. I also see the potential for my 
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work to shift slightly towards a closer examining of the power held in language to 

simultaneously enable and prohibit understanding. The culmination of these works has also 

raised new concerns in terms of the process and materiality of the objects I produce, particularly 

the use of veneers, façades, or the viewers physical perspective of an object as a metaphor for the 

gap between our perception of the world as it appears and the reality of its existence. The 

culmination of this work also marks a point in my artistic practice where the creative momentum 

I have gathered throughout my graduate studies will allow my work to progress in new and 

unexpected ways.  
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