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My travel mug is made out of silver stainless steel with a black plastic handle and cover. It's about six inches high, with a circumference of three inches, though it narrows at the bottom two inches. The cover and some of the side are covered with dried coffee residue and other stains and scratches. There is a sticker near the bottom that is circular and red and white with the word (acronym) BUDS written on it. It used to have an image of a tree and the word "Brown" on it but those got rubbed off long ago. I've used my mug nearly daily for the past four years and it shows, though it would also help if I washed it a bit more frequently.


The basic shape of the mug could be sculpted simply by two cylinders stacked on top of each other, the narrower one on the bottom. Another curved and flattened cylinder would make the handle. A more sophisticated model would include a cone segment as the transition from the narrower cylinder to the other, as well as more detail about the handle. The cover is simply a very flat cylinder, more precisely a ring (diameter 3 inches, width half an inch) with an angled surface spanning the center hole. There is a small oval hole to one side of the cover, and a half circle tab stuck to the other side of the cover.


The two materials of which the mug consists have very different surface properties. The plastic parts reflect light in a very diffuse way, and the reflection is marred by the coffee stains. The texture of the plastic is slightly porous, but the bumps in the 'texture map' are barely visible, though they certainly change the reflective properties of the plastic. The stainless steel is a specular material, but very imperfectly, due to the many scratches. The original grain of the metal wasn't completely smooth either; there are very fine horizontal lines that also distort the reflection. This texture isn't apparent to the touch, although some of the later scratches are.


From a semiotic standpoint, the mug has little to offer. It is a straightforward instrument, used to contain liquids of various sorts. The initial designs on the mug (the tree and 'Brown') were multilayered signs. The drawing of the tree implied not simply a tree referent but the idea of preserving trees by not using them, by their non-presence. Owning a mug with the word 'Brown' on it indicates a sense of belonging to the university that has the same name, although the relationship between mug owner and university may be quite tenuous. The sticker now attached to the mug, that says "BUDS - Happy to be a... Student Employee 2004-2005" refers to Brown University Dining Services. All student employees get this sticker, and when they put it on a mug, it serves as a sign to cashiers around campus that the contents of the mug are free (student employees get free beverages on campus). Thus the sticker is not only a symbolic sign, but also a pragmatic one, in that it causes an action (or the non-action of non-paying). 


There is not much to the design of the mug: it is a very functional object. The narrowing at the bottom is presumably to allow the mug to fit into a car cupholder. I've seen plenty prettier mugs working at the Blue Room Cafe - mugs with a more pleasing shape or a nicer pattern on the outside, or with a functional gimmick like a handle that clips on to a bag. On the other hand, I like the cheap simple functionality of my mug.


Due to the fact that I use my mug every day and I miraculously haven't lost it in four years (though I've come close often enough) it's an important and meaningful object to me.

However, I don't think that examining my mug from a computer graphic, semiotic, or design perspective has added much value to it for me, since it is a primarily functional and not an aesthetic object (though I'd never actually thought about the functionality of the narrow bottom before). I had a difficult time coming up with an object for this assignment because I am primarily attracted to simple functionality and not so much visual sophistication.

