
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Alex Conrad 
Thesis Project Proposal 

Fall ’11 – Spring ‘12 
 
 
 



:THESIS PROPOSAL: 
(revised 9.29.11) 

 
 As a materials-based artist, the art-making process is important to 
me.  While broadening my artistic horizons over the first year of graduate 
school, I have experimented with many different materials and processes.  
The process that I am currently working under consists of 3 basic 
components:  1) the use of everyday materials or nonconventional 
painting materials and techniques, 2) glossing over of media in clear, thick 
layers in order to freeze action in time, 3) layering and/or cutting of 
materials.  The project I propose for my thesis year will be a further 
exploration of this process.  I will be exploring issues such as 
impermanence and the compulsion to capture an ephemeral moment or 
action in time.  
 The first part of the process involves painting on canvas or paper.  
The work is done on the floor and is gestural and spontaneous.  
Nonconventional materials, such as ingredients used in cooking (vanilla, 
sugar, salt, etc.) or office supplies may be used in conjunction with more 
traditional media such as paint or charcoal.   
 The second part of the process is done by glazing over the previous 
phase with a clear medium.  For this I have been using a combination of 
water-based Polycrylic and clear acrylic spray, but am open to other 
methods.  The intention in glossing the paintings over is to freeze the 
action in time.  Most of the material that I have been using will 
decompose and begin to disappear if it is not treated properly.  In effect, I 
am trying to stop the impermanence of the materials and trap a 
moment’s action in time.  The use of the clear medium also allows one to 
separate layers of color or marks that have been made, allowing the 
illusion of space in a 2-D format to go a step further.  
 The third part of the process consists of cutting and/or layering of 
these materials.  The layering of imagery signifies the passage of time.  As 
some images or marks are made on different layers in space, the 
transparency or semi-transparency of the medium takes on a visual 
hierarchy from front to back.  This is not unlike the use of layers in 
Photoshop.  The layers on the bottom or back took place further in the 
past than the newer layers, which are on top or in front.  The cutting of 
materials is interesting to me because the process is essentially drawing on 
the canvas, using a knife rather than a pencil or brush.  There is also a nice 
interchange that occurs between the positive and negative space.  
Visually, the viewer is aware as much of what is not there as what is there.  
When lit correctly, some interesting cast shadows occur as well.  The 
layering of these shadows on a surface parallels with the layering of 
imagery on the canvas itself. 



  
Using my Spring ’11 project (pictured above) as a starting point, I 

have continued my research into painting with unconventional material.  
The experiments I have conducted are an attempt to test each material 
or process in a different way in order to achieve new ways of mark 
making.  I am also interested in pushing the boundaries of what is 
considered drawing or painting.  As an exercise in broadening my 
conception of what painting is and thinking more of the viewer’s 
experience, I have been arranging these experiments on paper in 
different ways and in different environments (pictured below).   

 



 
 

      
 
 Much of the work process is conducting research, which is carried 
out in two basic ways.  The first is by reading, looking at a lot of art and 
artists, going to current shows and generally educating myself.  The 
second is by “doing”, or working in the studio.  Typically I have some ideas 
of how to solve a problem or make a piece of art.  Working in the studio 
with materials I have gathered is how I test those ideas and either discard 
or build on those results.  Experimentation and exploration of materials is 
very important to me.  I learn by doing, trying things and noting the results. 
 Coming from a product design background, the research aspect of 
the process has always been important to me.  I have been increasingly 
referred to lately as a mad scientist with regard to my studio practice.  
There is a constant gathering, experimenting and editing of materials.  
These things are then either discarded or built upon, depending on the 
results of the experimentation.  I believe there is less a scientific influence 
and more a designer’s influence.  My research process is not linear as with 
the scientific method, but more organic.  With respect to my devotion to 
searching and the trial-and-error nature my experimental work, this is 



carryover from my role as a designer.  The theoretical design process 
learned as an undergrad as well as the process applied professionally 
both relied heavily on ideation and visual experimentation.  The process I 
currently use in the studio runs parallel to that of the design process.  In 
both, the research portion of the project is indispensable because that’s 
where the ideas take place.  The designer inundates himself with images 
& information, begins brainstorming and ideating on paper.  Later on, he 
will choose from these experimental ideas and either discards or edits and 
develops the ones that show potential.   
 A specific resource that I will need is access to a laser cutter and 
possible alternatives in the event that I cannot achieve the desired results 
with the laser.  Due to physical limitations, I have discontinued cutting 
material in the method I used for my Spring ’11 project.  All of those cuts 
were mapped out and cut by hand using a variety of utility and Exacto 
knives.  Consequently, during the research phase of the project I will be 
exploring alternate methods of cutting.  In transitioning from cutting 
freehand with a knife to using more sophisticated tools, I am also looking 
for greater efficiency and precision of cuts.   
 The final form of the project will be an installation, with the possibility 
of an accompanying video.  The visualization, development and 
implementation of the final form are determined by working through the 
process.  As I explore the material possibilities within the three processes I 
have discussed here, I propose to design a final form that supports my 
concept.  This will then be executed and installed in the gallery for the 
final presentation. 
 Although I cannot determine the final form of the project at this 
stage of the process, I am beginning to visualize possibilities based on my 
research findings.  One possibility would be an environment enamored 
with constructions of cut up canvases that I will make.  These canvases 
would be of varying shapes and sizes.  They could be suspended from 
above, parallel to the floor as well as stretched and suspended just over 
the floor.  These would be staggered across the room so that the viewer 
can walk through the environment, underneath and around the cut up 
canvases.  Another possibility would be making a body of canvases that 
are cut similarly, but with the backing substrate removed.  These could be 
suspended from above and staggered in space, such as in my Spring ’11 
project. If lit and displayed effectively, the viewer’s focus should shift from 
the material hanging in space to the shadows cast they cast on the wall 
and on each other.  The suspended material will still be visible, but 
transparent.   
 These are possible outcomes, but at this phase of the process I am 
open to where the research will lead me.   
 
 



:PRODUCTION PLAN: 
 

 
 
 

:POSSIBLE BIBLIOGRAPHY CHOICES: 
 Please note that the thesis bibliography may contain, but will not be limited to 
some of the following titles: 
 
 
Life – Keith Richards 
 
David Bowie Starman – Paul Trynka 
 
Lennon – The Definitive Biography – Ray Coleman 
 
Six Memos For the Next Millenium – Calvino 
 
Stealing the Mona Lisa:  What Art Stops Us From Seeing –  Darian Leader 
 
The Art of Contrary Thinking – Humphrey B. Neill 
 
Vitamin P:  New Perspectives in Painting 
 
Vitamin D:  New Perspectives in Drawing 
 
2000 & Beyond Contemporary Tendencies 
 
Art & Now 
 
Art Now (Vol. 3) 
 
Logo Design 3 [Taschen] 
 
Sketchbooks:  The Hidden Art of Designers, Illustrators & Creatives 
 
Ian Wright 
 
Shadows of A Hand:  The Drawings of Victor Hugo 
 
German Expressionism:  The Graphic Impulse [from MoMA show] 



 
OnLine  Drawing Through The Twentieth Century  [from MoMa show] 
 
 
Type Image --  Barbara Brownie 
 
Graphic  Inside the Sketchbooks of the World’s Great Graphic Designers – 
Steven Heller and Lita Talario 
 
Joseph Beuys The Reader – Claudia Mesch & Viola Michely 
 
Joseph Beuys Actions, Vitrines, Environments 
 
Vitamin 3-D:  New Perspectives in Sculpture and Installation 
 
 
 

:BUDGET CONCERNS: 
  
Research & Production 
 -polycrylic 
 -clear spray acrylic 
 -brushes 
 -canvas 
 -paint 
 -paper (drawing, watercolor) 
 -sketchbooks 
 -drawing supplies (pencils, pens, markers, etc) 
 -newspapers & magazines 
 -books (for research) 
 -foodstuffs 
 -(video budget – possible short video / documentation 
 -wood, nails, etc (in case I stretch some canvases) 
 -“petty cash” – for unforeseen materials I may find and utilize 
 
Post-Production (exhibition & documentation) 
 -materials to hold the work up (chains, wire, pedestals, hardware) 
 -lighting (additional if not supplied by gallery) 
 -materials to block unwanted light (felt, wood, chains, wire, 
hardware) 
 -projector? 
 -light box(es)?  
 -website hosting 
 -web design assistance (?) 



 -website hosting / domain purchase 
 -office supplies for documentation 
 


