
For more than two decades, California artist Rafe Affleck has
been combining the crisp rigidity of stainless steel with the
shimmering reflectivity of flowing water to create a substantial
and distinctive body of work.  His sculptures, in which liquid
is much, much more than a mere  accent to  metal, grace
dozens of commercial, public and private
spaces, in every case making bold
statements that puzzle, de-
light, sooth or inspire
those who pass by.  

By Rafe Affleck
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From the beginning of my career as a sculp-
tor, I’ve mostly given myself over to two sim-
ple elements – metal and water – and have
tried to develop approaches that turn one into
an extension of the other.

I like the sense that a sheet of flowing water
completes the simple stainless steel shapes I
create. I also like to play with illusion by cre-
ating the impression that the water appears to
come from nowhere. And I like getting in-
volved in the hydraulics of laminar flow by
making the water emerge from steel as a
smooth, cohesive sheet.

In a sense, I draw constant inspiration from
knowing that I could work with these two el-
ements for my entire life and never come any-
where close to exhausting the creative ideas
that await me.

An Artist’s Life
As I see it, art really is a way of life for me. It

definitely pays the bills, but it’s not a job and
I rarely consider it to be work. I’ve been at it
for more than 20 years now and have com-
pleted hundreds of projects from small to
monumental, but I’m always surprised when
I look at my list of commissions and see just
how much I’ve done. Time really does go by
when you’re having fun.

I was a Midwest transplant who moved to
the West Coast at an early age, when my dad
followed a business interest to Los Angeles. As
a child, I spent hours playing with the back-
yard hose,making waterfalls and troughs and
pools of water. As far back as I can remember,
I’ve had this fixation with water. My dad, a
mechanical engineer, encouraged me to work
with tools and build things. This set an ideal
foundation for my later interest in sculpting.

In high school, I developed keen interest in
design and went on to study the graphic arts
in college. Upon graduation, I was hired by
North American Aviation to work as a graph-
ic artist in their security sector and subse-
quently worked as an art director for a variety
of graphic-arts firms in the Los Angeles area.

It was during this time that I became inter-
ested in sculpting and started with metal wall
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sculptures of various sizes. These early
works were well received, and several
commissions followed. Before long – and
in what seemed a completely natural pro-
gression – I started indulging my child-
hood affinity for water by incorporating
it in my work.

To house my many large projects, I built
a three-story studio in North Hollywood,
where many of my monumental sculp-
tures have since been created. I have three
30-foot chain hoists in the main studio
that enable workers to move the large
metal pieces.

I do all the design work myself, and a
handpicked staff assists me in fabricating

my sculptures. I also work with my clients
and an engineering firm on various tech-
nical specifications, such as the size of the
pools that will contain my sculptures as
well as their placement and hydraulics.

All pieces are pre-assembled at the stu-
dio and evaluated in a 13-foot-diameter
test pool before being shipped to the job
site. The test pool is also used to set up
functioning models and prototypes of
new designs.

Companion Pieces
This isn’t the kind of activity that lets

you keep regular hours: I’ve been known
to wake up in the middle of the night and
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Windows in Space
For this project, set in the plaza in front of an aerospace company, I used the architecture of the adjacent building to inspire the de-

sign.  The square windows appear to be tumbling through space, an effect accentuated by the flow of the water.
I’d say that more of my work draws inspiration from nature than from surrounding architecture:  I’m a big fan of Japanese art and

have a deep appreciation for its devotion to simple, minimalist forms.  But in this case, these window forms made sense.    

Crescents
The pieces pictured here are among dozens

of sculptures in which I’ve explored combina-
tions of stainless steel crescents and arcing
sheets of water.  These are still among the most
popular of my designs, and to this day many
prospective clients say they want some sort of
variation on this theme. 

It was in designing these pieces that I really
got the hang of working with laminar flow.  In
other sculptures I’ve seen, sheeting water usu-
ally breaks apart at about three feet out.  By bal-
ancing the length and width of the nozzle’s
opening with the flow and pressure of the wa-
ter, I’ve been able to create sheets that hold to-
gether up to ten feet.



go to work on a new idea.
Through all those long days and

nights, I’ve never grown tired of find-
ing new ways to combine stainless steel
and water. They work well together in
so many ways,and I’ve spent countless
hours working, for example,on details
of designs that use arcing sheets of wa-
ter that visually defy gravity.

There’s much to be done to get
these effects to behave the way I want
them to, and the same goes for the vi-
sual effects I create for all sorts of de-
signs in which my basic goal is to
make these contrasting elements of
water and steel appear as though
they’re suspended in space.

In many of my designs, the sheeting
water picks up the line of the stainless
steel and completes the shape. Visually
and metaphorically speaking, the wa-
ter becomes the steel just as the steel be-
comes the water. In other situations,
however, the water might simply trick-
le over the steel surface – or spray wild-
ly into the air. I’ve also done pieces
where the work sits above a reflecting
pool of perfectly still water.

I’m passionate and playful with steel
as well. Just as water has differing re-
flective qualities depending on how I
manipulate its flow and surface tex-
tures, for example,stainless steel can be
finished to a variety of reflective looks.
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Simple Elegance
I’m often surprised and frequently

amused by what art critics and other ob-
servers say about my work in their drive
to find meaning where none is intend-
ed – and this is one of those pieces over
which you could probably go crazy try-
ing to affix some interpretation to it.  

The truth of the matter is that I de-
signed this because I thought that a sim-
ple steel column with a dual-action crevice
would be visually interesting – no more,
no less.  The fact that it works well against
the landscaping of a private residence
is also nice. 
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Earth Science
This piece was built for a wealthy couple in Rancho Santa Fe, Calif.

In this case, there is some obvious symbolism, and lots of people
who have seen the piece find specific California references in its etch-

ing and cracks and other “seismic” qualities.  It’s all there in plain view.
Also of interest is the unusual use here of the low, grass-cov-

ered knoll as a key design element. 

55WATERsHAPES �FEBRUARY 2002






	50-55; Affleck
	56Feb02
	57Feb02



