
Michael Cataldi 
  
 Dear members of the faculty search committee, 
  
I am applying to be considered for lecturer positions in the areas of sculpture, social and public practice, 
and theory. In the past fourteen years of my career as an artist I have produced works and exhibitions in 
New York, Baltimore, and Los Angeles focusing on issues of labor, urbanism, and education. My artistic 
work is conceptual and spans media from video and sculpture to printmaking and photography. I 
approach every project with a materialist perspective and an investment in sculptural production.  
 
I earned my Master of Fine Arts in 2015 at UCLA in the interdisciplinary area with Mary Kelly. In 2009 I 
earned a Masters in Urban Planning from the City University of New York where I studied arts-based 
gentrification and worked with such esteemed thinkers as Michael Sorkin, David Harvey, and Teddy 
Cruz. In 2010 I was a studio fellow at the Whitney Independent Study Program where I studied the 
Frankfurt School and British cultural theory. All of these experiences have informed my own practice and 
my approach to teaching. 
  
I believe that as artists we are in pursuit of an un-alienated life within a world that is structured to frustrate 
that pursuit at every turn. Within my own work, I am concerned with the labor of that endeavor. To this 
end, my work has taken many forms. The University of Trash (2009) was a large installation and free 
school made in collaboration with artist Nils Norman and drawing on the history of utopian “architecture 
without architects” and radical pedagogy. Parallel Lines (2010-2012) was a collaborative project that 
critically linked the history of a queer space to the privatization of public space and transferable 
development rights around the opening of the High Line in New York City. 1623 Cubic Feet (2011) 
attempted construction of a sculpture by creating a type of easement that would separate a volume of air 
from the title of a recently upzoned building in a newly minted “Arts District,” creating a permanent, 
un-ownable space that would frustrate the use of eminent domain within the district. Upon moving to Los 
Angeles, where I sought to develop a practice making objects, I began making automatic videos that raise 
questions of authorship, meticulously constructed furniture that draws on my personal relationship to 
modernist architecture and places of work, as well as single origin handmade paper that speaks to the 
proximity of agribusiness, finance, and shameful national history. Most recently I have been making 
found object assemblage works that draw on material conditions within specific geographies in Los 
Angeles. 
  
“Material Specificity” is a concept that has a lot of meaning for me. This concept informs my decisions as 
an artist to search for motivated relationships between the research ideas and production of objects and is 
fundamental to my ambulation amongst media. I believe that this is an important idea to bring to bear in 
the production of my own work as well as to my teaching. As an assistant professor I would encourage 
students—especially undergraduates—to develop fluency in whatever specific materials they want to use 
so that they can better think through material. For example, if we are working with steel and welding to 
produce work in an undergraduate sculpture course, I would introduce students to the scrap metal industry 
in Southern California. This industry stretches from informal neighborhood collection of discarded 
consumer goods to larger and larger facilities that break those products down before they reach the port in 
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Long Beach where processed scrap is loaded into ships to be sent abroad where it is recycled and returned 
the United States as new consumer goods.  
 
My ongoing project Paper, begun in 2014, is an example this type of thinking in my own work. A bale of 
cotton, purchased from the California Cotton Cooperative, functions as a sculpture formed from a single 
material with a  fluctuating value on the public market. Periodically I harvest quantities of cotton from the 
bale and make paper from it. Once dry, each sheet of paper is weighed, and its value is printed on its face 
along with its date of manufacture, weight, and material composition: 100% cotton. The embossed white 
sheet of paper—a white monochrome—alludes to an exchange note made from a material that is both 
ubiquitous in the production of art and foundational to the origins of American capitalism in slavery. As 
artists and teachers we must think critically through globalized infrastructures such as these because this 
knowledge can inform the production of artworks in powerful ways. 
  
I brought this way of thinking into my previous teaching experience as a teaching assistant in Modernism 
for seven quarters at UCLA. I structured my sections around major works and theoretical texts with an 
emphasis on social history, industrial and post-industrial modernization, urbanization, war, and empire as 
a way of creating context for understanding the decision-making of the artists in the production of the 
works that were studied. Teaching this course to art majors within the art department, I saw my role as 
teaching the history of the discipline of art production in contrast to the discipline of art history. 
  
My technical abilities are numerous: I have a wood shop in my studio, I can weld, and I have foundry 
experience in bronze and aluminum. I am a skilled craftsman in many areas of sculpture in addition to 
having substantial experience in photography, printmaking, and video production. I believe that a high 
level of technical competency liberates artists by lifting physical and psychological restrictions on what 
they can do and what they believe that they can do. I can bring my material consciousness as well as a 
social consciousness around issues of labor and inequality and create a space for sculptural thinking that 
can fill a unique niche. 
  
Thank you, 
Michael Cataldi 
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