
Throughout history, activities performed by men and women have become so gender specific that the objects people 
use to perform these tasks have become emblems of gender identity.1 In the same way that tools and construction 
came to embody masculinity, sewing and knitting have come to embody femininity and women.  As a student in 
engineering, a male-dominated field, I have spent four years enduring shocked looks and confused questions from 
strangers, friends, and family when I tell them what I study.  I was introduced to crafts like sewing and knitting as a 
young girl and have created many things with them. As an engineer I have used wrenches, hammers, and screwdrivers 
to create. I wanted to explore the juxtaposition of these feminine hand crafts with common tools that are typically 
emblems of masculinity.  

I chose to knit and sew the tools not only for familiarity, but also because soft sculpture is a phenomenon that 
captivated me since I first discovered it. To create works of art out of thread, stuffing, fabric, yarn, and other materials is 
something that is relatively new in the scale of the sculpture world. In the late 1960s, art critics finally began calling 
objects made of soft materials ‘art’ and the word soft sculpture was applied when these objects became an expression 
of concepts. 2 Soft sculpture pieces are easily changed and modified, easily poked and scrunched.  This is an aspect that 
other sculptures do not typically have and makes soft sculpture unique.3  By interacting with sculptures, pieces become 
much more powerful to the viewer. One of the forerunners of the soft sculpture movement, from whom I have taken 
inspiration, is Claes Oldenburg. Oldenburg is well known for his large (not soft) pieces found in cities, but he played an 
integral part in the soft sculpture movement in the sixties.4  He began to create pieces out of painted canvas and tarp, 
with the intention that people would touch and move and mold the objects.5 Oldenburg believed that others should be 
involved in the art, not just the artist. By stuffing his objects, he ensured the pieces were easily changed and conformed 
to various shapes. Oldenburg’s soft sculpture pieces ranged from light switches, bathtubs, and toilets to ice cream cones 
and hamburgers (Figure 1). 6  

I hope you find the same joy in this piece as I have had in constructing it.   

 
Figure 1: Claes Oldenburg's Giant soft hamburger, 1976 
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