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Introduction to the Work 

 

The exhibition, Touch Language, grows from thoughts and observations on information movement 

via electronic devices. The objects in the exhibition are meant to relate current communicative tools 

to their historical precedents with specific regard for marks made by a human-tool interaction.  

 

My studio process for this work takes cues from the way the written record functions.  I mark a 

surface in fleeting liquid, edit and arrange this recorded content, and then translate the result 

through a variety of filters, reaching permanence in fired clay. The aesthetics of both “Glyphs 1-12” 

and “Altar of Record” are influenced by various historical objects which have been used to store, 

send, and receive information. The great arc from clay tablets to computer tablets encircles our 

existence as a tool using species, and I mean to reference various points on this arc. The objects of 

my imagining in Touch Language are at once unearthed from past ages, and alight with our present 

moment.  

 

 

 

Exhibition Images1 
 

 
Center: “Altar of Record” 25 x 25 x 43 inches. Ceramic, Water. 2013 

Perimeter: “Glyphs 1-12” 8 x 10 x .5 inches. Ceramic. 2013 
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 For additional images see dkaufmann.com 
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Foreground: “Altar of Record”   Background: “Glyph 8” 
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From Left: “Glyphs 6, 7, 8” 

 

 

“Glyph 9”  
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Detail of “Altar of Record” 
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Tools and Record 
 

 

As a collective being, a species on this planet, we2 identify ourselves using certain characteristics 

which are unique to our particular form of life. In this paper, I will focus on two of those defining 

human traits which are intertwined: the use of tools, and the recording of information.  

 

There’s a reason that the opening scenes from Stanley Kubrick's 1968 film, 2001: A Space Odyssey 

carry the cultural weight that they do. In his dramatic representation of the first ape discovering a 

bone as a useful object, Kubrick points to something at the core of humanness—the ability and the 

will to weave our existence through a mesh with technologies.  Whether it is a bone used as a blunt 

smashing object or a vast space station complete with a self-aware artificial intelligence computer, 

the use of objects outside of our own physical faculties is a defining element of our human species. 

 

The word ‘technology’ has taken on an overly specific meaning in recent years, referring almost 

exclusively to electronics, but as Don Idhe argues in “Technology and the Lifeworld,” our entire 

existence is defined by relationships with various technologies. Idhe points to the Bible, and what 

he describes as the mythical “garden” as the only example of a pre-technology human. He presents 

this garden as a possibility, but expresses doubt that it actually ever existed as such. Idhe suggests 

that the myth of a pre-technology human is a fabrication, or at least that the characters in the story 

should be regarded as something other than human.3 Most anthropologists would also agree that 

tool utility is a defining element of our species.4 Both Kubrick and Idhe point to the same idea 

through different stories: human life has always been and always will be intertwined with 

technologies. 

 

And so, we are tool users. But what do we do with these tools? Surely, we can do more than smash 

things and make space stations. There is another defining moment that comes after the ape picks up 

the bone, but it’s not in Kubrick’s film. The moment that a tool is used to record something of the 

present moment to keep for the future is, like the discovery of the bone’s utility, also worthy of an 

orchestral crescendo in our story. The capacity and will to use a physical means as a substitute for 

memory is, like broader tool utility, another defining human action. Throughout this project, I’ve 

reflected a great deal on the significance of human-object relationships, specifically the 

relationships with the end goal of recording information. What follows is an account of and 

reflection on the specific technological apparatuses which we’ve used to store and relay 

information. 

 

                                                           
2
 Throughout this paper, I have found it necessary to refer to and make observations about the human species as a 

whole. Future uses of “we,” “us,” and “our,” etc. are meant in this sense: observations on patterns of distinctly 
human behavior, past and present.  
3
 Idhe, Don. Technology and the Lifeworld: From Garden to Earth. Bloomington: Indiana UP, 1990. Print. 15-20 

4
 Edgar, Blake and Donald Johanson. From Lucy to Language. New York: Simon and Schuster, 2006. Print. 36 
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On Technology Judgments 

 

Touch screen communicative electronics such as smartphones and tablets demand a kind of 

attention which has never before been enacted by another object. Using haptic and visual 

interstimuli, these devices engage their users in physiological transactions that are markedly 

different from the interactions spurred by past tools of communication. Past tools include: stone 

and clay tablets, scrolls, books, messengers, signal fires, letters, telegrams, telephones, and 

computers. Despite the seemingly new mode of interactivity between humans and their 

communication tools in digital touchscreen interface, there are striking similarities to the old ways 

of information storage and transfer, ways which embody the collective presence of the species 

throughout our history. 

 

Our current paradigm shift does not represent the first time that there has been a significant change 

in the way that information moves, or in the way we physically interact with that information. The 

advent of writing, when we began to organize thought visually and linearly as opposed to orally and 

without concrete reference to time, is significant in our history because it changed not only the way 

information travelled and translated, but it also set roots for visual systems both within and 

without informational content.  

 

Written language is so commonplace in the developed world that at times it can feel like it is a 

naturally occurring pattern in the human fabric. The art of Xu Bing often illustrates writing as 

embedded not in humans but in the human environment—something a visiting alien species might 

identify as an organically occurring pattern such as moss or pebbles.5 It is true that written 

information is beyond commonplace in our environment, however, writing itself is a technology, a 

man made apparatus meant to increase the efficacy of communication. To illustrate this point, it 

helps to think of Plato, one of our most revered thinkers, voicing his resistance to writing as a 

technological advance. He writes, in the voice of Socrates, that those who used writing were, “under 

the stimulus of external marks that are alien to themselves.”6 Despite the hypocrisy of his written 

arguments, Plato was adamant that writing would ruin the capacity for memory and therefore true 

intellectual thought. In a contemporary reflection on this, Piercesare Rivoltella draws a parallel 

between Plato’s apprehension towards writing and an expressed cultural apprehension towards 

electronic communication as a replacement for writing.7 Rivoltella’s contextualization of the 

human-technology relationship sheds light on the rather shortsighted nature of Plato’s judgments, 

                                                           
5
 Saussy, Haun. “Xu Bing and Writing” in Tianshu: Passages in the Making of a Book. Editor: Katherine Spears. 

London: Quaritich, 2009. Print. 82 

6
 Plato. Phaedrus. Trans. W. C. Helmbold and W. G. Rabinowitz. Indianapolis: Library of Liberal Arts-Bobbs, 1956. 

Print. 68 

7
 Rivoltella, Piercesare. “Coming Back to Plato: Theuth’s Myth as a Metaphor for the Formative Implications of the  

New Communication Technologies.” International Symposium: Life Long Learning in the Information Society: New 
Technologies Against Exclusion. Valladolid, Spain, 1996. Web. 7 
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and therefore also any judgments of a contemporary blogger who writes about the potential 

downfall of intellectualism due to the internet. By calling writing and other object-enhanced forms 

of communication what they are, technologies, we are able to temper any blanket judgments on 

them, and instead focus on understanding how to best interweave them into our lives. 

 

 
Xu Bing’s “Book From The Sky” 

 

Touch Language takes into account the ancient and contemporary thinking on the communication 

apparatus. The conclusion I reach with my work is to portray an acceptance of the continuous flux 

in the technology of information without much real change in the substance carried or the implied 

human instincts and desires. The work in Touch Language grapples with the notion that despite 

what may seem like a clear departure from writing into a new technical praxis of knowledge 

storage and transfer, the roots and the branches of the system have not changed. We still pursue the 

same elemental desire: to record and project our presence across time, and to do so with assistance 

from objects, from technologies. 
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On the Cyclical Nature of Tools 
 

 

The path to written language started with something as simple as drawing a line in sand. From its 

humble beginnings, writing grew to be incredibly complex with many iterations of mark-making 

systems spreading across the globe. Some of the earliest known writing was created on clay tablets 

with the marks of information subtracted from the mass of the tablet. In fact, the etymology of the 

word ‘write’ points to a carving or a scratching away of material.8 This method of recording had the 

advantage that the information could be carved into the clay and then could take one of two paths: 

fired into permanent record, or crumbled and remade into a fresh tablet. The authors of this 

information at some point had to make choices about what information stayed and what did not: 

they edited their content. In the process of making the marks for “Glyphs 1-12,” I followed a similar 

pattern of recording, choosing, and editing. 

 

Calligraphy followed carving in writing’s historical arc. Due to a change in materials, the 

calligraphic mark achieved permanence the moment it was made (although we might say that it is a 

less permanent kind of permanence when comparing paper to fired clay). What was and is still 

most valued in calligraphy, from both the east and the west, is a measure of order and control, 

balanced with an embrace of the spontaneous liquid material and the aesthetic contained therein. 

In the creation of Touch Language, I was heavily influenced by many forms of calligraphic mark-

making, and by the visual language created when spontaneous liquid media are preserved as 

permanent.  

 

Where calligraphy prized some of the liquid wanderings of ink, the typographic systems which 

followed valued order, hierarchy, and functionality. The invention of movable type both increased 

the efficacy of information storage and transfer, and it also set visual standards for the way that this 

information was displayed. To understand the depth of influence of those standards in our visual 

culture, consider the measurement, 72 dots per inch, the old standard for computer screen 

resolution before high definition screens. This measurement was first established by physical type 

foundries in Chicago in the 1870s and then later adopted by Adobe a century later for screens.9 

Typography is ubiquitous today, and “Altar of Record” uses its standards and formats to provide a 

visual link to our most familiar form of written information. 

 

The objects born of these information traditions were and are celebrated as important to their 

cultures. Cuneiform tablets were important at their time as economic record, and they were 

respected as such. These potent communicative objects are still guarded by museums around the 

world, and they have achieved a higher level of permanence than their authors could have ever 

imagined. The fact that so many of these ceramic tablets still remain intact speaks to the kind of 

reverence that human civilizations have had, through more than five millennia, for objects which 

                                                           
8
 Flusser, Vilém. “The Gesture of Writing.” flusserstudies.net, 2013. Web. 1 

9
 Dodd, Robin. From Gutenberg to Opentype. Cambridge: Ilex, 2006. Print. 85 
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record. In Touch Language, I display ceramic tablets with an equal reverence and respect for the 

tradition. 

 

 

 
Cuneiform Tablet circa 3100 B.C.

10
 

 

 

Calligraphic objects, like clay tablets have also been kept and celebrated as precious to their authors 

and readers. In many cultures, the calligrapher or scribe was high on the societal ladder, and the 

objects they created were regarded as extremely important both for utility and revered in the realm 

of an art object.11 Not only were calligraphic texts important, but also calligrapher’s tools from 

various cultures illustrate the degree to which the technology was held as a ritual practice. These 

objects were precious things and it shows in their craftsmanship. This same degree of perfection in 

manufacturing is evident in the communication tools of today. In the exhibition, I’ve chosen to craft 

objects which speak to the slickness and elegance of tools present and past.  

                                                           
10 The Metropolitan Museum of Art. Collections. 2013. Web. 

11
 Gaur, Albertine. A History of Writing. London: British Library, 1984. Print. 150 
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Islamic Calligraphy Tools 

 

 

The objects of typography are so ubiquitous that they don’t need special treatment to be considered 

valuable in the way that calligraphic writings and tools once did. Rather, typographic objects 

maintain their high status by simply existing in the numbers that they do. It would be a true 

challenge to get through a day, or even an hour without encountering a typographic mark. The 

objects which carry these marks (books and computers) are tight companions to modern life, and 

for this reason I’ve chosen to use typography as another visual element in my work. 

The three forms of writing mentioned thus far, carved tablets, calligraphy, and typography, 

represent two distinct types of marks; they are either carved into or placed onto a substrate 

material. At present, we have a new substrate-mark relationship in the context of screens. With 

screen display, the letters or other communicative marks are neither subtracted nor added, rather 

they are one with their surface. The forms of written language, from carving to surface inking to 

screen illumination, are deeply influential in shaping patterns of human thinking and seeing, and 

Touch Language draws on the historical and contemporary aesthetics of these communication 

physicalities.12 

 

                                                           
12 For more on the way writing shapes human thinking and seeing patterns, see Marshall McLuhan’s ideas about 

sense perception ratios. McLuhan, Marshall and Quentin Fiore. The Medium is the Massage. New York: Random 
House, 1967. Print.  
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As we know, all forms of writing are merely apparatuses of information, and no apparatus is 

without its eventual demise and transitional moment. When the printing press replaced the artful 

practice of drawing letters by hand, it left in its wake a memory of the preserved human presence in 

liquid moments. 

 

Those moments are not gone. The apparatus of information has come full circle back to drawing in 

the sand. In 1936, H.G. Wells predicted the existence of a “world brain.”13 We have it now. It rests in 

our palms with a slick surface as the entry point to an increasingly pressurized flow of knowledge. 

Marks made by hand-tool interaction (a finger on a touch screen) are still the driver of information 

transfer, although the marks themselves are no longer present as a visual element. The objects in 

Touch Language bring these hidden marks into full view and place them in their historical context. 

By using the visual references of ancient text and current information tools, the exhibition is meant 

to spur thought and discussion about the human desire to record, and the ways in which this 

recording flows out of us. 

 

On Liquid, Permanence, and Information Pressure 
 

In the shift from calligraphy to typography, there is a major change in the viscosity of the medium 

used to record. To record with a liquid material and preserve it as permanent is perhaps the perfect 

metaphor for what we’ve been doing since that first line in sand because this action takes the 

ephemeral and turns it into something that will endure. In Asian calligraphy in particular, there is 

an embrace of this liquid, and many types of calligraphy practice encourage a fast motion in the 

writing to emphasize the fluid nature of the material. In Zen practice, the liquid becomes a 

metaphor for a kind of life fluid.14  What I see in liquid recording is the presence of a hand-tool 

moment preserved as it was in its time and place. “Glyphs 1-12” are a direct representation of this, 

and in “Altar of Record,” I provide an opportunity for the viewer to have a direct liquid experience 

in their present moment while drawing lines to the past.  

 

There is another important shift in the current state of information concerning volume. Where we 

once toiled tirelessly to preserve information and went to great lengths to guard it as permanent 

knowledge, we are now faced with creating permanent information with a comparatively miniscule 

amount of effort. As a result, the liquid of information is flowing faster than it ever has before, and 

at times we are close to drowning in it. Not only is the ocean of knowledge growing exponentially, 

but simultaneously, the objects that communicate that knowledge are getting physically smaller. 

This movement towards extremes of the vast and the tiny has influenced my work, specifically in 

“Altar of Record.”  

 

                                                           
13

 Wells, H.G. “World Encyclopedia.” Lecture at Royal Institute of Great Britain, 1936. Published in World Brain. 

London: Ayer Co, 1938. Print. 20 

14
 Terayama, Tanchu. Zen Brushwork: Focusing the Mind With Calligraphy and Painting. New York: Kodansha, 2004. 

Print. 12 



15 

 

Chinese Calligraphy by Dong Qichang, Ming Dynasty, 1600AD
15

 

 

  

 

Objects of Information 
 

 

When I began to look at how all of these ideas might manifest themselves physically, I had a thought 

likely similar to those of people living in ancient Greece, Egypt, or Mesopotamia: a tablet might do 

well to remember this moment, and serve as our record, if it has good heft and is solid. Fired clay 

accomplishes this goal, and ties in to the historical lineage of tablets. “Glyphs 1-12” take direct cues 

from their ancestors, and also their contemporaries in iPads and other computer tablets. They are 

ceramic, which speaks to their past, while their shape and the presentation conjures the present 

tablet associations. The marks shown in “Glyphs 1-12,” like screen marks, are one with their 

surface. These pieces are polished smooth and their sheen reflects ever so slightly in the right light, 

but not as a screen does. Rather it’s the kind of shiny surface one finds on a flat river stone, polished 

by its age.  

 

At the center of the exhibition, “Altar of Record” is also informed by antiquity. There are many 

historical examples across the globe of obelisk shapes in clay or stone as monuments to a particular 

leader or event. A familiar example would be the “Cleopatra’s Needle” obelisks which reside in New 

York, London, and Paris. These were originally erected in Egypt and inscripted with hieroglyphics 

in honor of the pharaoh, Thutmosis.16 The information that is etched into their surfaces is still 

readable three and a half millennia later; they are permanent record. Aside from the historical 

                                                           
15

 The Metropolitan Museum of Art. Collections. 2013. Web. 

16
D’Alton, Martina. The New York Obelisk: How Cleopatra’s Needle Came to New York and What Happened When It 

Got Here. New York: Metropolitan Museum of Art, 1993. Print. 3 
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references of ancient obelisks, “Altar of Record” also takes on the pyramid shape in an effort to 

convey the vastness of information in a kind of funneling form to one singular small object.  

 

 
Cleopatra’s Needle, Central Park, New York 

 

At the apex of “Altar of Record” is a smaller kind of tablet, more akin to what we might recognize as 

a smartphone. The surface of this object is a smooth black, and it sits above a shallow pool of water. 

The piece invites a viewer to dip their finger in the liquid and mark the surface of the tablet. The 

mark contrasts with the background and provides a visual record of that action for fifteen to thirty 

seconds. When a viewer has this experience and then relates it to what they see in “Altar of Record” 

and “Glyphs 1-12,” they may have an opportunity to reflect on the current, former, and future states 

of information and the technology which carries it through their life.  
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It is with this same technique of marking a black surface with water on my fingertip that I created 

the marks embedded in each of “Glyphs 1-12.” They represent an imagined touchscreen calligraphy. 

Each of the twelve marks was informed by the kind of actions which one might enact on a 

touchscreen device: swipe to unlock, zoom in, tap, etc. Simultaneously, they are a nod back to the 

poetic nature of calligraphic marks—a liquid happening preserved as permanent record. The 

marks, or glyphs, have gone through a complex translation from water to photograph to digital 

vector shape to fired ceramic. This translation mirrors the translations that knowledge goes 

through as it travels among authors, readers, and media.  

 

Using the twelve touchscreen calligraphy glyphs, I created a working font in which each glyph 

stands in for two or three letters of the English alphabet. The information etched into the surface of 

“Altar of Record” appears in this font.  What’s written into this piece is the widest possible range of 

internet text available to me in an effort to capture the vastness of information funneling into the 

one revered communicative device. This piece also functions as a kind of monument to translation, 

a contemporary to the Rosetta Stone, as it provides a current map of glyphs which communicate 

between humans and machines. 

 

It is not by coincidence that the marks in Touch Language occur in three distinctly different physical 

relationships: carved out of a surface (obelisk), placed on top of a surface (smartphone), and unified 

with a surface (tablets). These three kinds of marks represent respectively ancient past, recent past, 

and present in terms of the way information is and has been stored and displayed. The exhibition 

speaks to multiple time periods simultaneously, bringing us to the notion that in human-technology 

relationships, change is the only true constant.17 As the cycles of obsolescence and sparkling 

newness chase each other faster than ever before, the present moment always feels as if we are at 

the very apex of technology’s arc. However, time and time again, that summit proves false through 

hindsight’s lens. Nostalgia is something we think of as reserved for contemplation on past times, 

but in Touch Language, I’ve cultivated a kind of nostalgia for our current time. Due to the speed and 

circumstances of our present technological moment, I believe we are entitled to this.  

 

As a technologically enmeshed species, recording seems to be as close as possible to an instinctual 

action without being a necessity for life. It is my hope that Touch Language connects my audience 

with this human desire, and shows that even in our current electronic age when we might feel 

removed from the physicality of our presence, we are still doing what we have done for millennia. 

 

Technical Processes 
 

Tablet Font. Using water as a liquid medium, I made marks with the tip of my finger on a ceramic 

tablet. The tablet had a surface of black ceramic underglaze which darkens when wet. I 

photographed each of the marks, traced them in Adobe Illustrator, and turned them into scalable 

                                                           
17

 For more on the pace of technological change see Ray Kurzweil’s singularity theory. Kurzweil, Ray. “Law of 

Accelerating Returns.” Kurzweil Accelerating Intelligence, 2001. Web. 
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vector graphics. I then used an application called MyFont to create a font from the individual glyphs. 

Each glyph was assigned to either two or three letters of the alphabet and created a working 

TrueType font.  

 

“Glyphs 1-12.” These pieces were made in a plaster press mold out of a cone 6 tile clay body. When 

they had dried to leather hard, I placed a vinyl cut-out of the particular glyph to be embedded on 

the surface. I was then able to etch with a sponge and carve out the exact shape of the mark. Once 

etched about a sixteenth of an inch into the surface, the void was then filled with a mixture of clay 

and black underglaze in a slip consistency until it surpassed the level of the surface of the tablet. At 

this point, the vinyl was removed and the pieces were left to dry. These were then bisque fired to 

cone 010 and sanded flat. They were then fired to cone 6 with no further surface treatment. Once 

vitrified, I used diamond polishing pads to polish the surface. This process allowed me to have a 

mark that is completely smooth and lovely to the touch, and that also exists in the exact same 

surface plane as its substrate object.  

 

“Altar of Record.” I made a form out of medium-density fiberboard (MDF) in the desired shape. 

The form was made in three sections and the piece was built upside down inside the form. The MDF 

form was lined with plastic and I pressed sections of clay against the inside walls to build the piece. 

The piece was made from a cone 04 sculpture clay body. Once complete, the entire piece was 

flipped right side up inside the form, and then the form boards were removed. The top pool piece 

was built separately out of slabs to match the angle. The smartphone object above the pool was 

made of the same cone 6 tile body as the tablets with black underglaze on its surface. It is connected 

to the obelisk pool by epoxy, acrylic, and a magnet. 

 

The information etched into the surface of this piece was arranged on Adobe Illustrator using the 

font I created from touchscreen marks. Once the text was set, I had it lasercut out of four MDF 

templates. The templates were then laid against each surface before firing and the marks 

sandblasted away.  
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Glyph 1, in water on the tablet. 

 

 

Glyph 1 in font form in Microsoft Word. 



20 

 
Glyph 1 as a leather hard tablet with vinyl mask and etched mark. 

 

 

Glyph 1 with the etched mark filled with black clay slip. 
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Glyph 1 in finished tablet form. 

 

 

 
“Altar of Record” in process 
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Removing the MDF frame once the piece is right side up. 

 

 

Top portion of “Altar of Record” with glyph 1 highlighted. 
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Recipes 
 

Adaptation of Val Cushing’s Cone 04 Sculpture Body 

15% Grolleg 

15% C and C Ball Clay 

10% Hawthorne Bond Fire Clay 

10% Frit 3124 

30% Grog 

15% Wollastonite 

5% Silica 

 

Adaptation of Val Cushing’s Cone 6 Tile Body 

17.1% Tile 6 Clay 

15.4% Tennessee #10 Ball Clay 

30.8% F4 Feldspar 

5.1% Frit 3124 

13.5% Molochite 

4.3% Wollastonite 

8.6% Silica 

4.3% Alumina 
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