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Ocean of Objects  
 

Joseph Link  
 

ABSTRACT 
 
Every day we encounter objects and use them for purposes related to improving our life. 
However, sometimes the reason these objects are manufactured is because of capitalistic gain 
rather than the need for improved quality of life. In fact, the more objects that are produced by 
American companies, the more garbage is inevitably ending up in landfills. The installation 
work, Ocean of Objects, arranges mundane objects in a different context within a diorama. The 
United States is in an age of consumerism where our relationship to the objects we buy defines 
the way we conceptualize our relationship to the physical environment we are in. As a theater 
artist, I studied scenic design and installing scenery for productions. The exhibition and diorama 
are created using methods of theatrical scenic design, and digital elements such as projections 
help reinforce the narrative setting. I sense that if people paid more attention to how things get 
made and then discarded and changed the perception of their environment through the objects 
they buy and use, then they could build a better community with each other.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



Ocean of Objects 
 

Joseph Link  
 

GENERAL PUBLIC ABSTRACT 
 
The effectiveness of waste management impacts every person. Most people tend not to think 
about what they throw out once it leaves their home. To create a better ecology, it is critical to 
persuade people that their individual effort makes a difference. In the process of “Reduce, Reuse, 
Recycle,” individuals can try in the latter two steps. Besides recycling, people have the power to 
buy less and find new ways to use objects that become “disposable” after their initial use. The 
exhibition Ocean of Objects puts members of the Blacksburg, Virginia community in close 
contact with objects, and asks them to reconsider how they buy and use things in their daily 
lives.  
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I. Introduction 
 
 Ocean of Objects is an immersive installation centered around a diorama, which focuses 
on objects related to American consumer culture and the sustainability around the production of 
those objects. The research I conducted was a combination of reading texts, visiting local waste 
management sites, and experimenting with objects such as children’s toys, plastic bags, milk 
cartons, and kitchen utensils as an art medium. I created a spatially motivated narrative about 
where objects exist, and how the buying choices Americans make impact the environment. If 
Americans paid more attention to how they buy and then discard objects, then people could build 
a better community with each other and the earth. The thesis addresses materialistic culture in 
America more broadly, but as the artwork developed, I tried to relate the installation specifically 
to Montgomery County. While my thesis concept investigates American product design and 
consumer habits, the intended audience of the exhibition is the community of Montgomery 
County. The medium of diorama allows for a focus on objects, and the immersive experience of 
the installation brings the audience in close proximity with the narrative.  

There are several ways to describe an object, including material composition, visual 
form, and cultural background. Examining material composition brings insight to how an object 
is made, and cultural perspective fundamentally affects the meanings people ascribe to objects. 
However, I believe the primary factor in defining an object is how it is used, and that use is often 
determined from the visual form of the object. The thesis examines objects that are commonly 
found in households like the one I grew up in. I tend towards objects that are mass produced, 
have a short cycle for how long they are used, and are made from materials that will not degrade 
for decades. Most of the background I have for my own perception of objects comes from 
working in theater. Being trained in design afforded me the opportunity to explore how objects 
can be actants in our lives rather than passive, inanimate things.   

The layout of the exhibition space consisted of a center island diorama surrounded by 
cardboard boxes, trash bags, and recycled objects. Foam core walls created a perimeter for the 
space and helped disguise the rest of the room. I layered the floor with newspaper, and hung 
plastic, toilet paper, and masks from the walls to add to the immersive quality. In the diorama, I 
laid out three areas, which were each dominated by a different category of objects. The beach 
area is comprised of one-time-use objects (plastic jugs, aluminum cans, cardboard packaging), 
the theme park is comprised of objects which generate imagination or whimsy (toys, 
figures/plush), and the commercial district is comprised of objects like kitchen utensils or tools.  
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II.  Materiality   
 
 Nothing exists without coming from something else. I have always been interested in 
where objects come from, how we choose which objects to surround ourselves with, and the 
meaning or importance we put into those objects. I was even encouraged as a kid to invest some 
of my hobbies into collecting so that I would have things to pass along to future generations. As 
a theater artist, I studied props design, which pays special attention to all the items that are held 
by a character or that an audience member would see onstage. Every object must “make sense” 
in the environment it is in. Figuring out what makes the most sense is difficult because each 
person has a different ability to judge an object with their own sensibilities. Furthermore, objects 
exist outside of being perceived by people. The term “objectivity” can refer to the “mere object-
ness” of something (Mulder 4).  Despite the inconsistency in describing how objects exist, one 
common phenomenon is when an object is created to fulfill a need. Most objects are created 
because they serve a utilitarian purpose. If I am thirsty and I need something to hold water as I 
drink, then I will likely reach for a cup. Yet at the same time, there are many types of cups with 
different uses and designs, which means an object can grow beyond the initial need it fulfills. I 
focus on utility for the thesis research because I do not think many people look past an object’s 
purpose. For an object to exist beyond the initial purpose, it is worth exploring why and how that 
object was created.  
  An object’s material composition has embedded within it a wealth of connotations. Jane 
Bennet wrote a book titled Vibrant Matter, which speaks specifically about the perception of 
objects based on their inner makeup. “I will try to give voice to a vitality intrinsic to materiality, 
in the process absolving matter from its long history of attachment to automatism and 
mechanism” (Bennet 4). I felt an impulse towards crafting because of the almost magical way 
raw material has the potential to become so many things. In theater, I could sense the vibrancy in 
materials such as wood and steel as I used them to create scenery. I created illusions by 
presenting steel columns made of wood or by presenting a candelabra where the candles are 
conduit instead of wax. In the context of Ocean of Objects, I wanted plastic to stand out, which 
was not a straightforward task given the large amount of plastic that appears subtly in almost 
every product. In Vibrant Matter, Bennet recounts an experience she had viewing “trash” in the 
sewer drain outside a coffee shop. Among the debris were things that caught her attention, such 
as a dead rat, a black rubber glove, and a plastic bottle cap. The items made her reflect on the 
influence humans have in the process of creating and then throwing away items. Separately, the 
things on the sewer grate would be easily overlooked. However, for Bennet it is the fact that one 
thing is there to draw attention to the other that the whole composition gives her an emotional 
response. Bennet explains that in telling the story, she hopes it “will enhance receptivity to the 
impersonal life that surrounds and infuses us, will generate a more subtle awareness of the 
complicated web of dissonant connections between bodies, and will enable wiser interventions 
into that ecology” (Bennet 4).  
 If we view inanimate objects as having a vibrancy or life to them, then they in turn have a 
life cycle. “Sonder” is a term which describes the realization that a random passerby is living a 
life as vivid and complex as your own. I believe every person can have a similar realization 
about the objects in their lives.  
 
 



4 
 

In Japanese folklore, tsukumogmi are tools that have acquired a kami or spirit. Because 
the term has been applied to several different concepts in Japanese folklore, there remains 
some confusion as to what the term actually means. Today, the term is generally 
understood to be applied to virtually any object ‘that has reached its 100th birthday and 
thus become alive and self-aware,’ though this definition is not without controversy 
(Reider).  

 
My main motivation for unpacking the importance of materiality is to point out the narrative 
relationship that an average, American consumer may have to plastic, and that the life cycle of 
plastic is well beyond current human lifespans.  

Plastic reigns as one of the most prominent materials used in producing everything from 
packaging to toys to medical equipment. The PBS documentary, “Plastic Wars,” takes an in 
depth look at how plastic pervades our lives. The documentary also centers its criticism on 
“greenwashing,” which is a process plastic producers use to make their products seem more 
environmentally friendly than they really are (PBS). Since the 1970s, there has been poor 
favorability for plastic being used as a disposable or reusable material. Plastic production was 
causing unrest, and to combat shifting opinions, plastic producers spent millions of dollars in 
advertising recycling as the solution. Advertisements in the late 70s and 80s put all the 
responsibility on the individual, and declared that if everyone just did their part to recycle, the 
planet could be saved. Unfortunately, this was a lie. Most plastic material cannot be easily 
recycled and makes its way into landfills or the ocean. Also, the individual has very little 
leverage in being able to slow the sheer amount of plastic being created in the first place (PBS). 
Since 2015, and the viral video of a turtle being helped with a straw in its nose, plastics have 
once again been placed in a negative light (Robinson). Likewise, recycling is once again being 
pushed to the forefront of solutions. Trying to fix a broken system with the tools that helped 
make that system will not be very effective. 

There are numerous studies on the role of plastics in contemporary life (ACS). The  
article It’s the product not the polymer: Rethinking Plastic Pollution (Stanton 1), highlights the 
many benefits to plastic and expresses that the problem hindering a solution for plastic pollution 
is the politics and media surrounding the issue. Often, brazen headlines speak of threats to the 
health of the environment and the people. However, there is not enough evidence that plastic and 
microplastic pollutants are more present or more harmful than other pollutants that can be found 
in the environment. Furthermore, “more research that explores the physical and chemical impacts 
of plastic, and particularly micro- and nanoplastics, on human health is required…Particular care 
should therefore be taken in discussing the potential human health impacts of plastic until such 
an evidence base is established” (Stanton 4).  

The potential for plastics to leach chemicals into the food or toys they are packaged with 
was a confirmed and well-known issue. “Legitimate public health concerns led to the 
international banning of BPA in many countries from the end of the 2000s and the start of the 
2010s” (Stanton 3). Since then, many plastics are now BPA free and address much of the early 
issues. However, many legislators and members of the media still encourage “plastic 
alternatives” which are assumed to be safer for humans and the environment. The primary 
concern with plastic alternatives is that they still become pollutants when people dispose of them 
and they end up in a landfill or the ocean. Stanton speaks about how the priority towards plastics 
could distract from potentially larger issues:  
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Influenced by media and political exploitation of an emotive environmental issue, public 
concern for the environment is dominated by plastic pollution (Henderson & Green, 
2020). However, as a scientific community, it is important that the amount of time and 
funds devoted to addressing this popular concern are not disproportionate to less tangible 
anthropogenic pressures on our environment such as that of heavy metals, 
pharmaceuticals, and pesticides. Environmental research that does not fairly represent the 
problem under investigation risks undermining public and political trust in environmental 
science. Plastic pollution presents a generational opportunity to alter society's behavior, 
and use the currently unprecedented engagement with environmental issues and concern 
to reduce the “throw-away” culture and overhaul waste mismanagement, and raise 
awareness of other, potentially greater environmental issues. We believe, however, that 
continued prioritization of plastic over other, known issues, will lead to this opportunity 
being missed (Stanton 5). 

 
 So, the central issue of pollution in the environment may not be what type of material the 
pollutant is, but rather how it got there. Since there is a general conception that inanimate objects 
are inert, Bennet realizes that “American materialism, which requires buying ever-increasing 
numbers of products purchased in ever-shorter cycles, is anti-materiality. The sheer volume of 
commodities, and the hyperconsumptive necessity of junking them to make room for new ones, 
conceals the vitality of matter” (Bennet 6). Objects that are generally conceived of as inert have a 
presence in and an influence on human lives. I believe that one of the factors that keeps 
consumerism going is the convenience it brings. Currently, consumers can hardly avoid the 
presence of plastic in their lives. Americans will have to consider how to live safe, healthy lives 
among so much plastic. As Stanton says, “the root of the plastic pollution problem lies not in the 
plastic itself, but in people’s relationship with it, which has been engineered and manipulated by 
industry to such a degree that it is regularly unavoidable” (Stanton, 7).   
 Materiality is the basis of understanding the nature of an object, but its existence is 
ultimately defined by the purpose it serves. There are many things replaced on a regular basis 
once their purpose has been served: clothing, disposable cutlery or dishes, and even smartphones. 
The Stanton article calls for several actions that scientists should take to help educate others on 
the problem with pollution. “To truly assess the significance of plastic waste, environmental 
research and policy must… move to minimize the environmental impact of overconsumption, 
however inconvenient, through product design, truly circular waste management, and considered 
rather than reactionary policy” (Stanton, 8).  The way many products are made today, the cycles 
between their use and subsequent discarding are becoming quicker as well. Seeing an object 
beyond its intended use is difficult, especially when some objects can generate more personal 
value than others. I want to combine the theories of Bennet and Stanton, along with my practice 
of scenic and circular design, to explore how people can expand their scope for what’s possible 
with materials. Circular design describes the process of using furniture, props, and even scenery 
repeatedly as opposed to buying or creating new. “As theater designers and their organizations 
take steps to reduce the environmental impact of their work, opportunities emerge for reusing 
and reimagining existing materials in ways that encourage innovation while supporting 
sustainability” (Goldmark 3). In the next section, I will discuss aesthetic experience and how it 
influences one’s relationship to an object beyond its material composition.  
 
 

https://wires.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/wat2.1490#wat21490-bib-0034
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III. Aesthetic Experience  
 

Both Bennet and Stanton explain how there is a vitality to every single object. One way 
to see that vitality is to understand the difference between an aesthetic experience and an 
everyday experience. For me, the best way to see that difference is the contrast between an object 
in an everyday environment, and the same object in an art-focused environment. Marcel 
Duchamp explored how something that is overlooked as a “normal” object could be reconsidered 
as “art” by elevating items into what he called “Readymades” (MoMA). Duchamp was able to 
take everyday objects and reposition them until he considered it art. What made Duchamp’s 
process even more thought-provoking was his choice in objects that were either regarded as 
something close to trash, or that had a strictly utilitarian purpose. Most famously, Duchamp 
chooses to elevate a urinal to the position of fine art, which is not an expected contextualization 
for this object! I see a common practice between Bennet and Duchamp, and that is to draw 
attention to the areas of life people would rather avoid noticing. The way Duchamp focused his 
work on objects that have a utilitarian purpose is exactly what I wanted for Ocean of Objects.  

Most attempts to define aesthetic experience are vague at best, since approaching art is 
different for every person. There is an essay by Slobodon Marković which provides a 
preliminary methodology of aesthetic experience. The cognitive processes involved in an 
aesthetic experience are hard to map out. However, some of the steps Marković lays out are: an 
input from the person (usually looking at the object but can include physical interaction); a 
period of reflection or recalling memories; and an output from the object, which is usually an 
emotional response formed in context with whoever is looking at the object.  
 

In this present paper the aesthetic experience was specified as an exceptional state of 
mind which is qualitatively different from ‘normal’ everyday mental states. In this mental 
state, a person is fascinated with a particular object, whereas the surrounding 
environment is shadowed, self-awareness is reduced, and the sense of time is distorted. 
Amplified arousal and attention provide the additional energy which is needed for the 
effective appraisal of symbolism and compositional regularities in ‘virtual’ aesthetic 
realities. Finally, during this process a person has a strong feeling of unity and an 
exceptional relationship with the object of aesthetic fascination and aesthetic appraisal” 
(Markovic, 12). 

 
One of the questions that I had at the very beginning of the research process was: “Is an 

object defined by what it is made from, or by the form it assumes?” I think from an emotional 
standpoint, the defining factor for an object is its cultural background or symbolism. However, 
the focus of the thesis is whether the ubiquitous nature of certain objects can transcend cultural 
boundaries and create connections between people, especially since the fate of the environment 
will play out regardless of the cultural specifications humans made over history. Two people’s 
cultural experiences may be different, and therefore the way they approach certain objects may 
be vastly different. However, the way they each approach utilitarian objects may be similar and 
can foster a joined experience. My experience is that the object’s visual form will often be the 
deciding factor in how that object is processed.  

In my formative theater practice, I studied the ways in which people respond to their 
environment. As a designer, I had to consider the limitations of staging space against what was 
necessary to communicate effectively with the audience. Often, abstraction was needed to bring 
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the audience’s imagination into the mix. Other times, a setting closely represented reality and it 
was clear that the scene was a room of a house or an outdoor garden. An example of this comes 
from my own work when I was completing my bachelor’s degree. In my final year, I was the 
scenic designer for American Buffalo, which is pictured below. 

 

 
 
 The setting depicted is an underground thrift store. The production was an amazing 
opportunity to study objects, and it is what inspired me to pursue this research in more depth. 
One strong example of how form is more pertinent than material comes from the landing on the 
right. The cinder blocks are made from foam core. Foam is a common material in theater for 
transforming facades into rock or brick. After the walls were installed, I raided our props storage 
and cleared everything out to be put onstage. When a props artisan is trying to fulfill the needs of 
the design, they will get lucky to find two or three hand props already in storage. Theater 
companies are not shy about buying props if they think it will meet the functional and aesthetic 
requirements of the design. To produce American Buffalo, however, every prop in storage was a 
worthy candidate to meet an aesthetic or functional requirement. The process used in this 
production is a shining example of circular design.  

Circular design is the key to connecting my theater practice to my thesis statement. The 
impetus for circular design is reducing the waste produced by designs that call for intricate or 
one-time use elements – for example, the iconic giant can of hairspray that is specifically for 
productions of Hairspray. The goal of circular design is not necessarily to “recycle” props or 
scenery, but to reimagine the role designers have in creating the expectations for the theatrical 
environment. If a design for a chair doesn’t need to be specific (indicating a certain time or 
location), then choose a design so that the chair can be any chair. “If a good design is fueled, and 
not limited, by constraints, then what happens when theatre artists begin to consider the 
environmental and social impact of design choices as another “constraint,” like a budget, or a 
tight load-in schedule” (Goldmark, 12)? 
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 If there is a way to reimagine why Americans use objects to begin with, then people can 
design their lives so that any object can fill any role, and there would be less need to discard the 
objects they believe have fulfilled their purpose. A scenic designer is acutely aware of the impact 
an object can have on how an audience member experiences a performance. The difference in 
which objects make an appearance could be the difference between whether that object has 
agency and overcomes the perception of “inert.” Commonly referred to in writing practice, the 
dramatic principle of “Chekhov's gun” was adopted by theater makers to help inform design 
choices. If a gun makes an appearance in the first act, then it must be fired later (MasterClass). 
Otherwise, there is an unfulfilled potential in the role that object has to the story. Putting objects 
onstage to help dress the scene is easy. Understanding how an object will act on the audience’s 
sensibilities, and then forming the scene around that understanding, is what can give properties 
their vibrancy. In this context, the object’s visual form becomes more important than the material 
composition. 
 A scenic designer is responsible for conceiving both the scenic elements (walls, floors, 
doors, stairs, etc.) and the properties (furniture, wall decor, set dressing, items held by the actors, 
etc.). The technical director coordinates the production of the scenic elements, which is what 
most of my theater training is in. The props manager is responsible for constructing or sourcing 
everything that fills out the environment. The work for this thesis combines the roles of scenic 
designer, technical director, and props manager. I am using both my designer and technical skills 
at the same time to create the diorama. The diorama places found objects in new contexts. 
Sometimes I am considering how an object’s form determines its place among other objects. 
Other times, I am considering how the form can act as a scenic element (a popcorn maker as a 
building or a colander as a satellite dish). In the exhibition, audience members walked among the 
objects, and the magic of theatricality was a vehicle for the audience to explore objects in their 
own lives. The exploration transformed into a deeper understanding of possible connections to 
the environment and to other community members.  
In my evaluation of aesthetic experience, I consider how much of the object’s purpose plays into 
the cognitive process. In the essay by Marković, there is a description of Picaso’s “Bull Head.” 
Picasso sculpted several bike parts together until both the physical form and the shadows 
represented a bull’s head with horns. Marković points out that the pitfall with art like this is that 
someone can be disconnected from the aesthetic intention if they don’t know what a bicycle is or 
can be used for. Picaso is looking at an object’s function and reimagining it as art. There are also 
people who create handcrafted artworks which have an intended function. A rocking chair, or 
any fine carpentry, is a kind of functional art. Most fine carpentry is seen for its function rather 
than the art. Therefore, I wonder if an aesthetic experience is something that only happens when 
you are not using the object for regular occurrences. In other words, if I am using forks and 
knives for eating, I am not considering them as art objects. However, if I use the same utensils to 
make something like wind chimes, then suddenly the utensils become a kind of artwork. One of 
the limitations in keeping people from achieving harmony with one another is when individual, 
material needs are put above community needs. I think the key to unlocking the potential of 
harmony is using the methods of understanding an aesthetic experience as a model for 
understanding everything we may encounter. The need for using the object is usually why it is 
created, but if Americans changed their perspective of the object outside of its use, then they 
could gain a whole other experience of life.  
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IV. Inspiration 
 
 There are lots of different ways to define or describe what an object is. For the context of 
the exhibition, I wanted an object to be something from the physical realm that has a long-life 
cycle which can negatively impact the environment. The purpose of the object, why it was made 
or why it is being used, is more important to me than other factors such as what material it is 
made from or what kinds of cultural symbolism it may hold. For this reason, I researched artists 
who were also using objects as a medium for exploring how we perceive our environment.  In 
the following section I will describe several works and why they are an inspiration for Ocean of 
Objects. 

One of the first artists I connected with was Walter Wick and his use of photography and 
collage in the book series iSpy and Can You See What I See? (Wick).  
 

      
         
As a kid I was so obsessed with the search-and-find nature of the scenes that I had an iSpy 
themed birthday party, where guests could go to different parts of the house and participate in 
minigames. Walter Wick has a fascinating process for every photo he sets up. The basic premise 
is that there is always more to a photograph than what may initially appear. Wick has a knack for 
capturing realistic qualities in his staged environments. I used his photographs as a framework 
for a digital collage, which was projected within the exhibition. Recontextualizing everyday 
objects is the basis of both Wick’s practice and Ocean of Objects.  
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Tracey Snelling work uses exhibition, sculpture, and diorama. I am specifically inspired 
by the piece, Criminal City (Snelling). 
 

 
 
Tracey Snelling uses diorama for most of her work, but I am pointing to Criminal City for its 
role as a vivarium. The work is encased in a glass dome much like a snow globe, which gives a 
preserved feeling to the gritty textures displayed below. Audience members have a convenient 
barrier between the world of the diorama and reality. In Ocean of Objects, I created barriers with 
recycled objects between the audience and my diorama. There was a concern that using trash in 
Ocean of Objects would smell or leave residues, so I took foam and paper products and filled 
black plastic bags to give an appearance that there is trash among the cardboard and plastic 
packaging. Logistically, this gave me a buffer so that audience members could not get closer to 
the diorama than I wanted them to. Snelling’s work is an emphasis on how place affects people. 
My work would like to highlight the objects we choose to fill a place, and what happens when 
those objects are discarded in exchange for new ones.  
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I am particularly fond of Thomas Hirschorn’s work, Too-Too, Much Much, because of 
the alternative gallery setting that was created (Hirschorn).  
 

  
 
Participants had to physically wade around through aluminum cans to get inside and see the 
work. I created an immersive and physical element to the installation by layering the floor with 
newspaper. I think having a different sound and texture quality to the floor gives the exhibition a 
more pronounced presence. The major difference between Too Too, Much Much and what I was 
trying to achieve with immersing the audience was accessibility.  
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Tatsuya Tanaka is a photographer who creates miniatures that inhabit various 
environments (Tanaka). The environments are made using everyday objects, and the way the 
miniatures interact with the environment help the viewer expand their imagination around that 
object.  
 

 
 
I think this artist is one who most heavily influenced the process behind the diorama for Ocean 
of Objects. From the very beginning of the research process, I was inspired by Tanaka’s ability to 
look beyond the product’s use and to imagine how exploring form can create new relationships 
to objects.  
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Nick Gentry is the last artist I will discuss, specifically his work ID to Merge (Gentry). 
Gentry uses “outdated” technology as an artistic medium, which I think is a direct correlation to 
Ocean of Objects.  

 

 
 
I am fascinated by the consumer culture of buying the newest upgrade of something, rendering 
the previous technology irrelevant. I include older versions of mobile phones in the diorama to 
point out how they are one of the worst offenders for creating technology waste with yearly 
upgrades. I question whether the newest versions of technology are made because we need them, 
or because selling more products increases profit margins.    
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V. Research Process  
 
 In the beginning of the research process, I began with a focus on the performing arts. 
Most of my artistic practice has been collaborating with others to produce Broadway-style 
theater, where my role was to facilitate the construction of scenic elements that would eventually 
go onstage. In the spring of 2020, the Covid-19 lockdowns and quarantines kept all theaters from 
being able to operate normally. As someone who has their entire practice located in the shop 
space, I was cut off from being able to produce any creative work! I took the opportunity to 
expand my skill sets and found that my interests could be used in other contexts. I attended and 
helped produce several online performances through Zoom, which were considered by most of 
my other collaborators to be insufficient to “real” theater. I figured there must be some unique 
function for theater to continue to draw people back.  
 My first attempts at narrowing down a research topic in theater involved hosting online 
performances with virtual reality as a primary vehicle for the experience. The Royal Shakespeare 
Company produced a show titled Dream, which was an online performance in which the 
audience could see both the live motion capture stage as well as the virtual reality environment 
(RCS). The show was an inspiration to me in that digital technology created layers to the 
performance and offered the audience more than one experience. Furthermore, the implications 
that online performances increase attendance from audience members who would otherwise feel 
unwelcome in the institutionalized environment of the theater, was an attractive aspect of the 
research. However, I quickly realized that given theater’s nature as a collaborative art form, 
producing a live performance for a solo thesis project would be cumbersome. All the distinct 
choices a designer can make between aesthetics, composition, and set dressings play a role in 
how an audience identifies with the characters and events on stage. Despite not being able to 
fully produce live theater, I knew I could dive into the art theory of aesthetic experience as it 
relates to the objects surrounding us.  
 In the new stage of the research process, I dissected the material world and the plastic 
industries that use these materials to create the objects people use daily. I needed to home in on 
specific questions to make the directive of the artwork clear. Arranging found materials and 
objects until they make art was a hard process to define. I decided that the focus should be on 
categorizing objects with a purpose and identifying whether that purpose was more important to 
its characterization than its visual aesthetic appearance.  In the original design for the exhibition, 
I envisioned three separate “stations” where audience members could meander amongst the 
objects and ponder their own connections to them. The station I conceptualized for “imagination 
and memory” led me to think about objects of play, and I considered creating a diorama using 
toys to populate a contained environment. The station for objects as extensions of the body 
would be tools or kitchen utensils, and I had the idea that hanging them in a mobile kind of 
fashion with direct lighting would create interesting silhouettes. Lastly, the station for one-time 
use objects would be a sculpture of a water fountain, with aluminum and plastics forming ripples 
or streams of “water.” In all cases, each station would also feature digital projections to help 
support the implied narrative or create a clearer picture of what was being shown. In the early 
iterations of the exhibition, I started with the “imagination and memory” station.  
 As a theater artist, starting with the diorama seemed like a natural way to begin this new 
exercise in objectivity. I sourced many of my own personal artifacts to populate the diorama, and 
the narrative I was trying to push was that of a small community working together to rebuild the 
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town center, which is always under attack from a giant robot. The robot was represented through 
projection, and the scene was arranged as shown in the photos below:  
 

 
 
In some of the initial feedback I received, it was mentioned that the items seemed well preserved 
and pointed towards collecting knick-knacks or accumulating personal comfort items. The scene 
of the diorama was linked in some cases to popular culture and movies, and most of the objects 
were in the realm of figure or toy. A lot of the figures seemed to have a very personal link to me, 
and the diorama was heading in the direction of becoming a monument to the stuff I have 
gathered over the years.  

I wanted to avoid directions such as these, and I knew I needed to display ubiquitous 
objects that were more relatable. Also, I realized that having the object categories represented in 
separate stations meant they were in turn separated from the overall unifying message. If the 
categories were viewed individually, I was worried people would read too specifically into one 
category or the other. Audience members might see the water fountain feature and think this 
exhibition is just about pollution, or the diorama table and think it is only about nostalgia. In the 
next iterations of my work, I decided to lean into the medium of diorama, and use found objects 
from all categories to create the scene. I created a Venn diagram to help sort objects into 
categories, and to have an additional visual representation of how objects could be juxtaposed. 
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 The diorama table was split into three sections, one for each category, and the objects 
that bordered between categories were placed on the border between diorama sections. The 
categorical process of identifying objects gave me a structure to think within while also offering 
enough creative flexibility to place objects in different layouts. Furthermore, by combining all 
the objects into one “scene,” I was able to create a more distinctive narrative and find a better 
way to assign a new purpose to the included objects.  

The final narrative I devised is a moment in time during a natural disaster. A tidal wave 
of one-time-use objects is swelling up from the beach. First responders are ushering the upper 
class to a commercial district made from objects that are extensions of the body. Meanwhile, the 
nearby theme park and the current patrons, which are composed of objects that generate 
imagination, are oblivious to the danger. While the narrative is bleak, there are moments of 
humor. The artwork will hopefully provide an opportunity for audience members to reflect on 
the objects they use in their everyday life, and reconsider how that use is defining their 
relationship to the earth and society.  
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Below are some early iterations of the new diorama:  
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 Among the objects represented in the diorama, objects that have a one-time-use, or that 
are discarded shortly after purchase, needed to stand out. As I was finding ways to contextualize 
the other objects, I thought “how could I take cardboard and plastic packaging and make them 
appear vibrant?” In the theme of oceans, I decided that a tidal wave of trash would be swelling 
up on one end of the table. In early iterations, I was trying to combine cardboard and plastic, and 
I experimented with how different materials could be manipulated.  
 

 
 
 To reinforce the idea that it’s a tidal wave, I projected a water effect onto the wave. 
However, because of the varying surfaces, the projection was not coherent. A further iteration 
was created using plastic jugs as a uniform base layer. Other cardboard and aluminum bits were 
added as debris caught in the wave. The wave loomed large on the diorama table and became a 
focal point when first entering the exhibition space.  
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 To make the wave, which is cut and reassembled material, blend in with the rest of the 
diorama, which is made from fully formed objects, I crafted a transition using plastic cutlery. I 
used a heat gun to curl and morph spoons, forks, and knives.  
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 During my research process, I was given some feedback about bringing something back 
from the local dump and putting it in the exhibition. Unfortunately, it is illegal to take anything 
from a waste management site or facility. My next best option was to take pictures of a 
consolidation site and use them in a digital collage, which is what I eventually projected in 
Experience Studio.  
 

 
 
I set up a site visit through the Sustainability Manager for Montgomery County, Bill Long, as 
well as an interview. The interview was a great opportunity to learn more about waste 
management in Montgomery County. Pictured below are just some of the labels and signs from a 
consolidation near where I live.  
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I think it is interesting that even in a place where discarded objects are supposed to be, there are 
regulations about how people are to interact with those objects. When I spoke with Bill Long, I 
asked him if there was anything he could say to residents of the County, what would it be? He 
said that there is not a “magical trash fairy” who picks up trash from the curb, never to be seen 
again. He also urged people to consider their spending habits when choosing products. A full 
transcript of the interview can be found at the end of this document. I took pictures of the inside 
of a recycling dumpster for reference photos. I wanted audience members to feel as though they 
were inside the dumpster, and for what is usually unseen to be at the forefront of the experience.  
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VI. Exhibition  
 
 I transformed Experience Studio in the Moss Arts Center at Virginia Tech into an 
underwater “trash” filled environment. I chose Experience for some logistical reasons, like being 
able to have bare walls for projection or using a pipe grid for hanging things. I also chose 
Experience because it is in a central location for faculty and students of Virginia Tech. I think 
that sometimes students do not necessarily see themselves as part of the larger community in 
Montgomery County, and I have heard faculty refer to Virginia Tech as an oasis from the rest of 
the world. I wanted to highlight the divides that people create between themselves and objects, 
so I felt compelled to place the exhibition in the middle of campus, but still in a place where 
people must look closely in order to see.  

In terms of how the audience approached the space, objects were hung in the hallway 
outside the studio as a teaser for what they were about to experience.  
 

 
Upon first entering the room, pipe and drape separate the installation so that people could not see 
everything until they were facing the center of the room. The other purpose for the curtain is to 
represent how trash and recycling is currently being closed off from view.  
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I created corridors around the diorama island so that as someone is trying to see the re-
contextualized objects on the table, they are forcibly reminded of the objects they are treading 
on. The other consideration with the corridors was accessibility. I spent a portion of the semester 
studying disability, so it became important to me that while the environment be messy and 
immersive, I did not want it to impede someone from walking around.  
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In the exhibition, I mainly used projections as a digital integration. Projections are yet 
another skill I picked up through being a technical director in theater. Oftentimes, the reason for 
using projection in a live theater setting is to expand the narrative or to provide a visual effect for 
a musical number or dream sequence. For Ocean of Objects, the projection anchors the setting in 
the room the audience walks through. Trash and cardboard boxes litter the space, but it is the 
digital projection which establishes the area as a type of landfill. I used projections because I can 
manipulate imagery, creating a custom collage which fits not only the narrative, but the artistic 
practices used throughout the exhibition. The other instance where projection is used is within 
the diorama. An animation created in Maya is used to reinforce the tidal wave sculpture as 
something made of water and in motion. The plastic structure is somewhat abstract, and the 
visual effect of the projection combined with sound are what help identify the structure as a tidal 
wave.  

During the opening of the exhibition, I received lots of feedback. Some people were invested 
in the diorama scene, and others were only focused with the “trash” laying around in the 
corridors. There was one woman who did not even look at the table and was caught up with 
navigating the corridors. While I did not necessarily intend for kids to be a part of my target 
audience, I was pleasantly surprised to have a group of kids walk though, and I was happy to 
hear “this is so cool” as they browsed the various objects. Finally, I wanted to highlight that there 
were several audience members who walked in and said something along the lines of “oh, this is 
about consumer culture, isn’t it?” Trying to piece together concepts around objects was a 
complex undertaking for me, so I am pleased that the message of the exhibition came through so 
clearly for some.   
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VII. Conclusion  
 

Every person’s ability to process an aesthetic experience and look beyond the mundane 
facets of life is different. Solid waste and recycling management in America varies depending on 
where you live, meaning that not everyone has the same access to disposal services. If there is 
not a universal buy-in that products be made and disposed of with sustainability in mind, then the 
current trend of overconsumption leading to non-degradable waste in the environment will 
continue. I hope people become better at having a deep understanding of how their consumer 
habits impact the relationship between themselves, others, and the environment. The goal of the 
thesis research is to describe and explore a narrative relationship between humans, digital 
technology, and objects. Finding an analytical relationship, where the thesis is explicitly tested 
by the exhibition and a firm set of subsequent results are studied, is a much more difficult 
undertaking. The hope is that, regardless of any boundaries or cultural complications, audience 
members can view the exhibition and consider the larger implications of the objects in their own 
life. For this reason, I also made sure that the objects also reflected the local area, preventing the 
audience from assuming the issues exist far away. I was satisfied with the reactions of audience 
members who viewed the exhibition. Highlighting the vibrancy of objects was a crucial way to 
open the door to sustainable possibilities.  
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IX. Interview Transcript 
 

Bill Long is the Sustainability Manager for Montgomery County and oversees several 
departments including the consolidation centers which handle solid waste and recycling. On 
April 5th, 2022, I had the pleasure of talking with Bill over the phone about the waste 
management process in Montgomery County. I also talked with Bill about environmentalism and 
what the residents of Montgomery County should know about the government employees who 
handle their waste. Below is a transcript of that interview:  
 
Joe Link:  

Let’s go on ahead and get started. I just have a few questions here, and um, hopefully 
none too hard-hitting, yknow? So, let’s start out, why don’t you tell me a little bit about your job 
title and what it is that you do? 
 
Bill Long: 
 Well, I started at the county back in May of 2012. I was brought on board as the 
assistant general services manager, helping oversee this department. We have different 
divisions: lawns and landscaping, our maintenance department, of course the consolidated 
trash and recycling sites. We’ve got animal control here in general serviced as well. Um, did that 
for approximately 8 years, and then the county was looking for a sustainability manager. I had 
worked for the town of Blacksburg prior to coming here to the county, and actually worked with 
the sustainability manager over at the town of Blacksburg, so I guess the county had me in 
mind. I have some connections to a board of supervisors’ member who is familiar with my work 
at the town of Blacksburg who was a great champion for me and who spoke highly on my 
behalf, so the county created a sustainability manager position and then I moved from the 
assistant general services manager to the sustainability manager title. Didn’t really change my 
job responsibilities, I still oversee the trash and recycling sites. I still handle and help with the 
day-to-day operations but trying to get a little more involved in the sustainability aspect here at 
the county. We’re running pretty far behind on things we could be doing here to be more 
environmentally sustainable. So, yknow, trying to balance my existing responsibilities as well as 
that new role. 
 
JL:  
 Yeah, that sounds good! It sounds like you have a lot of things in your wheelhouse!  
 
BL:  
 OH yes! Oh yes. I stay busy and I’m pulled in all sorts of different directions. So, I’m kind 
of a jack of all trades over here!  
 
JL:  
 Was there ever any other interests or options for you besides this sustainability position? 
 
BL:  
 Well, no. I graduated from Virginia Tech in 2008, in December of 2008, as an 
Environmental Policy and Planning major. I had worked for the town of Blacksburg during that 
time when I was in college. I basically did summer labor. I worked at West View Cemetery off 
Roanoke Street. So, I was a grave digger for two summers, oddly enough. I helped mow and 
weed and assisted with burials and whatnot. So, I kind of got my foot in the door with the town 
of Blacksburg, getting to know the staff and the folks there at the public works department. So, 
when I graduated, there was a woman in the community recycling coordinator position who was 
moving on to a different job. So that position became available, and since I had connections 
with the town of Blacksburg, I had the opportunity to step into that role as the community 
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recycling representative. I did that for about 3 years. Didn’t really plan on getting into solid waste 
management, y'know being an environmental policy and planning major. Yknow I did a lot of 
sustainability work, environmental law and things like that. So, I didn’t really have a strong 
desire to come out and handle trash and recycling. It kind of just happened that way, Joe. I 
would like to branch out, but I kind of feel like I’m in this niche now. I’m not opposed to it, and 
there is an aspect of environmental protection, so I am utilizing my degree and my passions and 
interests, but I didn’t plan on having that be such a strong aspect of my position after college.     
 
JL:  

For sure, and this was a question I was going to ask later, but it seems almost 
appropriate to ask it here because you kind of mentioned it. Could you talk a little bit about your 
personal philosophies or practices related to environmentalism?  
 
BL:  

Um, boy. That’s a good one, Joe. Could you ask that question one more time so I’m sure 
I understand what you’re asking?  

 
JL:  

Sure! I was just curious if you have any philosophies or practices related to 
environmentalism? In my own research, I’ve been studying things such as greenwashing: how 
companies will make products more environmentally friendly than they are. It just gives me an 
interesting sense of how people approach certain materials to begin with. I think it affects our 
sensibilities of materials and objects, so I’m curious if you have any philosophies or practices 
related to environmentalism.  
 
BL:      

Y'know the plastics stand out to me. I think it’s a terrible product. I completely 
understand why it’s utilized, but I also think that the producers of plastic were not necessarily 
forthcoming with the potential environmental impacts of plastics. So, I’m all for getting away 
from that. Styrofoam is another big one for me. I think it's an awful material, and I always 
question why Styrofoam is not recycled more. It doesn’t seem to be as prevalent as it was, 
yknow, five, ten years ago. So, I think things are improving, I think companies are moving away 
from Styrofoam. I thought it was interesting I have a strong connection to the Montgomery 
regional solid waste authority because all our trash and recycling goes to them. It was described 
to me when it comes to processing or reusing Styrofoam, from a financial standpoint, think of 
filling a tractor trailer full of Styrofoam. There are fuel costs, costs you must pay somebody to 
drive that truck, and you’re going to have a full trailer with about 50 lbs. of Styrofoam, since it’s 
80% air. It’s just a horrible product. I’ve also learned, and I don’t know if this is philosophical or 
anything, but I learned early on that everybody believes that there’s just a magic trash fairy that 
comes and your trash and recycling just magically disappears. I don’t think a lot of people 
realize the back end, the impacts, or potential impacts on the environment, whether that’s 
recycling or landfill solid waste disposal. I think a lot of people have the truck pull up on their 
curb, trash disappears, and ‘okay I’m done with it lets generate some more trash.’ I just don’t 
think a lot of people think about, um, these behaviors, what they’re purchasing, and habits when 
they’re shopping. But y’know it’s also difficult to avoid, the way things are manufactured now. It 
can be tough. “Oh well I’m going to eliminate plastics.” Well, that’s next to impossible. I mean 
you go to any grocery store and to do that it’s virtually impossible. Y’know I just think individual 
behavior matters and not a lot of people think about that when they go to make purchasing 
decisions. We accept number one and number two plastics, but I don’t think people read the 
chasing arrows on the bottom of the package and decide based on that. I think if they want a 
clean earth, they want a product or whatever the case may be that’s in a plastic bottle and “ooh 
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I’ve heard good thing about this, I’ll go ahead and grab it,” and not even look at the bottom just 
to ensure that once they’re done with that product, they can recycle it. 
 
JL:  
 Unfortunately, that does seem to be the case. I was curious, from your perspective, how 
well do you think the residents of Montgomery County recycle and throw their items away?  
 
BL: 

I think all-in-all the county does well, Joe. But I also believe there's different areas in 
Montgomery County, there's different demographics within Montgomery County. So, I'll just say 
that I think certain areas do better than others. And, as you get closer to the Blacksburg area, I 
think people were more engaged in recycling. So, you know, our recycling cottages are better at 
locations like Prices Forks, or Eleic Valley, or Cole Bank Hollow. There on the outskirts of town, 
we tend to see more recycling in those locations. Compared to maybe some other locations in 
the county like Shawsville, you know, on the way down to Salem or Plum Creek or on the way to 
Radford. So, I think all in all Montgomery County does quite well, but I think you know, certain 
areas could do better, and I think localities within the county has an influence on that.  
 
JL: 

What I find interesting is you mentioned the fact that it could have to do with different 
areas. I've lived on two different sides of town in Blacksburg and on the one side I got a 
recycling container for the front of my house with my trash, but in the other I did not. I just 
completely changed the way I recycled by taking it to the consolidation center or like a bin 
somewhere in town. 
 
BL: 

Right. Right. And you know, I learned a long time ago that you know, recycling needs to 
be just as easy or easier than throwing an item away or will not be utilized. You know, people 
want to go about their business, life is busy, and you know, I think that's the benefit of like single 
stream now. Less sorting and less thought go into it. So, you know, I think going from multiple 
different streams down to one has been good for the area. That started probably about four or 
five years ago. And I think that was beneficial for the area when people who just throw all the 
items into one bin as opposed to separating glass from metals and you know, things like that. 
That just takes more work takes more effort and I think you tend to have your recycling rates go 
down in those situations; but when you can implement things like single stream, I think it just 
makes it more convenient for people and takes less thought. And I think it's better utilized in 
situations like that. You know? 
 
JL: 

Yeah, yeah, that makes sense. 
 

BL: 
So yeah, I learned that a long, long time ago back when I was in the town of Blacksburg. 

Yeah. Recycling needs to be just as easy as throwing something in the trash or people just 
won't do it.  
  
JL: 

You bring up a good point there about, you know, the fast-paced lifestyle. I think that's 
something that is sort of encompassing of the whole issue in general. In the line of reduce, 
reuse, recycle, recycling is only one part of that whole process. Changing our buying lifestyles 
or consuming lifestyles of you know, if we didn't have as many things to throw away to begin 
with, maybe we wouldn't have to have such convenience given to us to make it work. 
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BL: 

Yeah, and that brings up two things. One is, you know, the reduce the reuse the recycle; 
it's in that order. Recycling is last and Reduce/Reuse are far more important. When it comes to 
cutting down on purchases, or utilizing the reuse aspect instead of buying new, that's where 
your Goodwill's come into play, or yard sales even or Craigslist. I think a lot of people don't 
realize that it's out there. I think it's common knowledge, reduce, reuse, recycle, but I don't think 
a lot of people think about how it's really in that order. That recycling is really the last leg. I'm not 
trying to downplay recycling, but I think a lot of people don't think about that.  

The other thing based on what you were saying is, and I just had this conversation with 
my supervisor, is you know, companies years ago, Joe things were made to last. Quality was a 
big deal. Caring for items, was a big deal. I know personally, in my family, we didn't have a 
whole lot of money. So, you know, when you spent on an item, you took care of it and valued it. 
Because money didn't grow on trees. Also, those products that you were purchasing years ago 
were just better built. And part of the problem with today's world is we have a throwaway 
attitude. And I think companies capitalize on that. I think there was a realization that, “we can 
make a good product that will last 20 years, or we can make a crappy product that lasts three 
with the hopes that that person will come back and buy from us again.” So, I think it's 
disappointing that we just kind of have this attitude if you're done with it, you just toss it. The 
ability to repair things, you know, my supervisor and I were talking about it. Back in the day, you 
know, you had home mechanics who would fix a toaster or fix a television and put a new tube in 
the old tube televisions and that item would last another 5-10 years because you know, 
somebody was able to make a simple repair. Things are so complicated, and technology is so 
far out of reach for so many people these days, that the ability to get into an item and repair it is 
virtually impossible. A lot of the times, your average Joe years ago could get a screwdriver and 
a pair of pliers and fix something that would last for another five years. You just don't see that 
anymore, which creates more waste that winds up in landfills. You know? So, I think the culture 
is there. Now, I think corporations have a lot to do with it where they just, you know, they don't 
so much focus on quality as they do quantity, and the hopes that “oh, if we make this last five 
years, people enjoy it, they'll come back and buy from us again instead of doing it right the first 
time.” Because yeah, we just generate and toss, generate and toss. 
 
JL: 

And I think, you know, we're seeing maybe even another wave of how people buy things 
with online shopping. And I think the pandemic made it okay, like it sort of gave people the 
thumbs up to purchase things online. And all this extra shipping material that they just throw 
away.  
 
BL: 

Absolutely, absolutely. I agree.  
 
JL: 

Even after, you know, certain restrictions are down, the convenience is still there. I even 
buy things on Amazon so it's tough to get around that convenience. 
 
BL: 

Oh, absolutely. And it makes perfect sense. But yeah, you're taking away from local 
businesses and yeah, like you said, the packaging material, the fuel costs of shipping and, you 
know, once again, I don't think a lot of people think about that kind of stuff when they really 
should. If you need an item from Amazon or wherever it may be, that's great and all, but will a 
local business have that where you're cutting down on all that packaging material or all the fuel 
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costs from an item coming halfway across the country? When you maybe can find that item 
downtown or locally. I agree with you, Joe. I think that's a very, very valid point.  
 
JL: 

Yeah. Well, I was wondering if we can switch gears here a little bit. I'm interested in 
asking questions related to, you know, maybe some of the things you may have seen or heard 
come through that backend process that we were talking about. What kinds of things would you 
see come through a normal day? 
 
BL: 

Pass that by me one more time, Joe.  
 
JL: 

I'm sorry.  
 
BL: 

No, it's all good.  
 
JL: 

Yeah, I know. We're kind of switching thoughts here. I'm just curious, what kinds of 
things do you see come through like, the consolidation site, on a normal day? 
 
BL: 

When it comes to recycling, or just in general? 
 
JL: 

I'm just curious if there's a particular item or type of material that's more prevalent. Do 
people throw away certain things more often than others? 
 
BL: 

Yeah. You know, cardboard is a tricky one. A lot of people throw cardboard away when it 
should be recycled. I know the town of Blacksburg has a recycling ordinance. Montgomery 
county does not so we don't have a requirement that folks recycle. Of course, we promote it. We 
want people to recycle whenever possible. But we can't make people recycle. We provide that 
opportunity, but it's individual choice on whether they want to utilize the services that we 
provide. Of course, plastics for recycling are always big. You know, we're getting tons of 
plastics. Electronics have always been big. Unfortunately, you know, we're not recycling 
electronics right now because the Montgomery regional Solid Waste Authority is not recycling 
electronics now, and we have a jurisdictional agreement with them that all our waste material 
goes to them for processing. So unfortunately, we don't do a whole lot of electronics recycling 
and COVID had a lot to do with that. The Solid Waste Authority was hit hard from a budgetary 
standpoint. So, they had to eliminate some of their services. That is the big one that I really 
hope the Solid Waste Authority will bring back, is the electronics recycling, because there's a lot 
out there. And currently, we're just putting those in the landfill, which makes me cringe every 
time I think about it.  

The one thing, Joe, about the consolidated sites is that we're the catch all, we’re the end 
of the line when it comes to waste. And the meaning I have on that is that places like the town of 
Blacksburg or the town of Christiansburg have curbside service where the truck will come and 
pick up your waste and recycling. They also have spring cleanup and fall cleanup where you 
can place random items at the curb and a truck will come by and pick those items up and 
dispose of them. Well, if the town of Blacksburg doesn't accept an item, if the town of 
Christiansburg doesn't accept an item, then where are they gonna take it? They're gonna take it 
to the county drop off sites. So, we are getting a lot of the materials that localities may or may 
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not accept through their curbside programs or spring cleanup or fall cleanup. So, we get all sorts 
of different items. I'm trying to think of standout items. Palettes may be the oddest thing I've ever 
seen or heard of making its way through the process. We get syringes from time to time, folks 
that have diabetes or things like that. A lot of people believe that those items are recyclable. Old 
needles are not recyclable. It's recommended by the Solid Waste Authority to put those sharps 
down into a sturdy plastic container like a laundry detergent bottle that's got thick plastic, write 
on the side “needles,” and then throw them in the regular trash. We don't get a whole lot of that, 
but we do get sharps from time to time. Palettes are big, a lot of people want to drop off 
palettes. Latex paint is another big one, and I think a lot of people don't realize that latex paint is 
not hazardous. We do ask that the residents dry it out before they dispose of it at our drop off 
sites. And a lot of that has to do with the mess it makes. It can run out and then leach into 
streams and creeks and yeah, so you know, we ask people to add you know, kitty litter or just 
take the lid off and let it dry and then throw it away, just to prevent a mess and any kind of 
potential for leaching into any other water source or whatnot. So, I think there's a big 
misunderstanding there. We get a lot of latex paint. But I think there's also a lot of people that 
think “latex” means you must go to an HHW event to dispose of that. When that's not really the 
case.  

There’s a lot of yard waste, yard plastic, we get a lot of that. That's disappointing 
because there's not a whole lot of recycling of yard plastics. You know, lounge chairs, kids’ toys, 
and things like that. Or plastic furniture that may be outside. That's kind of a rough one, Joe, 
because there's not a whole lot of recycling opportunities for that type of material. And we do 
get a lot of that. I'm kind of torn, Joe, in my position. We do not permit scavenging at the sites. 
It's a big safety issue. It's a big safety concern. We try to address that when we can, but that 
also creates problems because we run into situations where somebody may bring a bike in. 
Somebody may bring an item in that somebody else may be able to use, and it really puts me in 
a tough situation because I'd much rather somebody continue to use something than for it to 
wind up in the landfill. So, we don't promote the giving away of items. But I also tend to kind of 
turn the other cheek when maybe I shouldn't, because I love the idea of “one man's trash is 
another man's treasure,” if you will. Sure. But it really puts me in a tricky situation as a manager 
because the county really considers it theft. Any item that's brought into a county site is 
considered the property of Montgomery County. So really, we could get people in trouble for 
theft. We also have concerns with scavenging because it's just, you know, these sites are 
inherently unclean, potentially unsafe, and we can't have people rooting through things and 
taking things. We do have people come in that'll set an item on top of the compact or set it off to 
the side, and then somebody else will come in and look at that bike and say, “I've got a 
grandchild at home that would love to have that bike” and the site attendant will say “well go 
ahead and take it.” Yeah, well, that goes against county policy. That's not supposed to be 
permitted. But you know, I don't say a whole lot about that. Joe, I think if somebody can reuse 
something, it's much better than us just throwing it away and putting it in the landfills. I find that 
a little tricky. Little tricky to navigate.  
 
JL: 

Yeah, that is a very interesting thing to bring up. I have heard for some time that different 
places have laws on dumpster diving and things like that. It makes sense from a safety point of 
view. There's liability and you don’t want to get sued by somebody who's doing something 
they’re not supposed to be doing. 
 
BL: 

You know, on a case-by-case basis, if there's something that's not really “trash,” it's just 
fine. I put a lot of faith in the site tenants in that situation, because they understand that they 
know the county policy. But we also recognize that there's a lot of folks out there, and maybe 
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less fortunate, where, once again, “one man's trash is another man's treasure.” Once again, you 
are getting into a demographics where you tend to see folks who may struggle a little bit more 
financially. So, you know that bicycle or I don't know, Joe, I'm trying to think of other items that 
may wind up at the drop off sites. I think you know where I'm coming from where someone says, 
“I could use that, I've got a grandson at home that really could use that.” I try to put faith in the 
staff to handle those situations appropriately, and if it's not hurting anybody and if it's not 
sending the wrong signal, then we kind of let that stuff slide. It sure beats those items winding 
up in the landfill. I've struggled with that one close to 10 years now here at the county. But yeah, 
I mean, if somebody can use an item that's so much better than just throwing it away, you 
know? 
 
JL: 

Yeah, for sure. I have just one more question for you.  
BL:  

Yes, sir.  
JL: 

If you could say anything to the residents of Montgomery County, what would it be?  
 
BL:  

Wow. “If there was one thing that I could say to the residents of the county, what would it 
be?” That's a good question, Joe. I guess it will be: “Think before you act.” I think that kind of 
goes back to the, the three R's. The Reduce, Reuse, and Recycle. Maybe you should question 
whether you really need an item before you make that purchase, or to weigh the options of that 
purchase. Does it have to be new, or can you find it used? Do you really need that item? Or can 
you make do without? I think it really leads back to that magic fairy that just kind of comes and 
your trash just magically disappears. I think that's a real problem. And I don't think that's local. I 
think that's national, that could be worldwide. I think people just don't think about trash. They 
want to get rid of it and go about their business. And I just don't think people think about the 
back end. And the environmental impacts. There's little accountability! You put it at a curb, a 
truck shows up and boom, it's gone. And once it's gone, people don't think about it anymore. So, 
yeah, being cognizant, being aware about your disposal, whether it's recycling or just solid 
waste. And trying to be more conscious of those decisions when it comes to those purchases, 
or when it comes to throwing an item away. Because I'm sure there's a lot of stuff out there, Joe, 
that's been thrown away when somebody else might really like to have it. I mean, I deal with 
that all the time. So, you know, utilize those YMCAs and, you know, Salvation Army stores or 
whatever it may be instead of just throwing it away. There may be somebody out there who 
might like to have it. So, I think it's just, in general, being aware when you buy something, as 
well as when you're about to throw something away.  

 
-END TRANSCRIPT-  


