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ixteen years ago he 
was driving away 

from Ralph Brawley’s 
shop in North Carolina. After 

resigning from a position with Boeing 
post-college, Shenk crossed the country 

looking for someone who did what he really 
wanted to do: craft metal. 

“All my life I’ve done a lot of drawing; I’ve tried 
different types of art—I’ve done pottery, I’ve sculpted in 

clay, I always draw with pencils. I don’t really go throughout a 
day without drawing something,” Shenk relates. 

His love for shiny sheets of bendable metal, however, 
didn’t manifest itself until after he graduated from 
Western Washington University, where he was part of its 
award-winning Vehicle Research Institute. 

There he designed and built chassis – the frames of cars 
– and shaped car models that got 70 miles to the gallon 
and went 200 miles an hour. Custom cars like these, and 
old-fashioned custom models Shenk also liked, required 
sheet metal, machines to shape them, and a whole lot of 
expertise. Having veered from his passion after college, a 
few thousand miles of road-trip drive time seemed a fair 
price to get it back.

It wasn’t a straight shot, but eventually he ended up in 
expert metal craftsman Brawley’s custom automotive 
shop. If metal were candy, this was a sweetshop for 
Shenk. In it he saw every machine and tool he would ever 
need to shape that shiny sheet into whatever design he 
wanted. Unfortunately, he couldn’t fi nd what else he’d 
hoped for: a job. 

BUT ALL WAS NOT LOST.

“As I was driving away from that city and that town, I was 
thinking to myself, ‘Well, what do I do now? I’ve seen what 
I’d like to do, and I don’t have a way to get there, and I 
don’t know what to do about it.’ And as I was driving 
away a voice said to me, ‘You know one day, David, you’ll 
have everything you saw in Ralph Brawley’s shop. But 
when you get it, it won’t be the most important thing to 

“When I look at children and different ethnic groups and adults, and the 
whole range of people, I think, we’re not different species; we’re not 

even different races. We all have red blood. Even our color—
it’s the same melanin; it’s just some people have more of it.” 

~ ARTIST DAVID SHENK

you,’ which is absolutely true.”

Shenk returned to Renton and to various jobs, 
eventually earning enough to purchase and 
construct a shop larger than his house, and 
every single one of the machines and tools 
that allow him to hammer sheets of hard 
metal into striking likenesses of fl esh and 
bone.

But true to the words he’d heard, the shop and 
its contents waned in importance. 

In the face of diffi cult personal circumstances, 
Shenk didn’t step foot in his shop for fi ve 
years. It was a spiritual awakening that fi nally 
resuscitated his creative life. He began to 
think of other applications for his skills, ones 
that could honor his faith in God. Eventually 
he tried hammer-sculpting human faces, and 
something clicked.

“To me the art isn’t important enough all by 
itself. If all it is is to make something look good, 
it just doesn’t matter to me anymore,” Shenk 
explains, “This is the best me as a human can 
do, but God puts a brain in there and a person 
in there and it moves and walks and lives for 
many years.” 

Though Shenk has been an artist for a lifetime 
and had fi ddled with the idea of faces years 
back, he’s been hard at it only for a year. With 
several sculpted faces now before him, Shenk 
stands back, laughs, and chats like a creator, 
“That was my fi rst ear. That was my second. 
That was my fi rst open mouth. That was my 
fi rst try at hair.” 

“Every face starts out as a fl at sheet of metal, 
and a few hundred thousand hammer blows 

later, an original, unique, sculpted face is 
fi nished. The texture is like thousands of little 
mirrors everywhere the hammer struck,” he 
says on his website. 

The challenge, he writes, is to take a 
two-dimensional picture and turn it 
into a three-dimensional sculpture, 
all by paying attention to where the 
shadows fall on the face. And everyone 
is different.

 “I’ve been learning these male and 
female traits, you know, it really makes 
you look at things. I have a mirror I keep right 
out there so any time I forget what a person 
looks like I go look at it,” he explains, grinning.

Shenk sculpts all ethnicities in his three-
dimensional metal pictures, fueled by his 
deep conviction that every human being is 
beautiful and his deep desire that all people 
see themselves as such. 

“Through the faces, you can show the 
importance of each ethnic group, you can 
show them as the sons of God, the sons of 
Adam. When I look at children and different 
ethnic groups and adults, and the whole range 
of people, I think, we’re not different species; 
we’re not even different races. We all have red 
blood. Even our color—it’s the same melanin; 
it’s just some people have more of it.” 

His sculptures of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., 
recently on display at the Renton Public 
Library, were his tribute to one of his heroes 
who preached this very message. 

Carrying the torch, Shenk tries to put into 
metal what the civil rights leader put into 

words. 
When 
people look at his work: “I want 
them to have a great respect for 
one another. I want them to look at 
us as the human family, and then when 
we are talking with people, we should 
look at them as a long lost brother or 
sister. Just imagine if your family was 
really big, and we all got together for 
the extended family event, there would 
only be 6.8 billion people there. Hey,” he 
sums up, “We’re supposed to embrace each 
other.”

More about David Shenk’s 
work can be found on 
his website, www.
facesofman.
webs.com. 

BY SARAH ZUGSCHWERDT

RENTON MAGAZINE / JAMES BAVENDAM
Shenk’s tools come in a wide range of sizes and shapes, 

from the 3-lb. manual hammer to a 5,000-lb. power hammer. 
He fi nds inspiration in people’s faces, and in the words of Dr. 

Martin Luther King Jr., who asked people to look beyond skin 
color. In Shenk’s work, all faces are the same color. 
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