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ABSTRACT 

 

My large scale drawings use depictions of the human figure to address the influence 

of society and electronic media on personal versus public identity.  The messages that the 

media communicates have affected my opinion of myself, as well as my thoughts on life, sex, 

and body image. I am also influenced in how I interact with strangers and casual 

acquaintances, as well as those that I have personal relationships with. The lengths that we go 

to look a certain way as defined by the mass media have so much to do with our social 

interactions that I wanted to make a body of work that dealt with this subject.  Placing near 

life-size figures on simple backgrounds allows me to confront the viewer with an image that 

is as much about the subject's personality as it is the viewer's.  

There is a narrative that runs through each work, some more obvious than others, and 

viewers are challenged to pay attention to slight nuances in order to uncover meaning. The 

body of work is presented as a series of multiple images; groups of panels make up each 

piece. Each panel in a piece shows one side of a person's identity, whether it is a private 

identity or a public presentation. Thus, the viewer is often seeing multiple sides to the 

subject's personality at the same time. The artwork strives to confront the viewer with his or 

her own feelings on these issues. Everyone will react to a certain type of person in a different 

way, depending on his or her personal belief system and what they have grown up feeling 

comfortable (or uncomfortable) with. Therefore, there may be a piece in my series where one 

viewer will see a huge difference between the dual personas presented in a diptych, while a 

different viewer may see the two side-by-side images as nearly identical. Ideally, I would like 

for each viewer to bring his or her life experience to each piece of my art and get as much, or 

as little, from it as those experiences dictate.  
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DESCRIPTION  

 

The biggest battle that I fought in grad school was against myself: am I making art for 

art's sake or is there something that I want to say? I had to ask myself, even if I feel that I've 

simply selected an image to draw based on aesthetics, why did I pick that image? Is there a 

deeper meaning behind my choice? And the answer always came down to YES. I found there 

was an overarching theme to everything that I chose to draw: who we are as individuals. The 

struggle for identity. I feel like it's the most common thing in the world to ask yourself, "Who 

am I?" and to then try to be who we think we should be or who others tell us we should be. 

It's much more rare for a person to be who they really are on the inside, and to put on that 

'true persona' and go out into society each and every day. A friend of mine put it succinctly: 

"People tend to form their opinions about who you are and what you're about before you get 

a chance to even open your mouth and tell them." So, while cultivating character and 

personality are critical, it is equally, if not more so, important to 'look' the part. To fit in. 

Looking the part will ensure that you connect with the 'right' people. The need to fit in is 

something that has been part of all of our lives at one time or another, or still is. I know that 

it's an issue I personally deal with, and that I watched young people deal with every day in 

the high school that I taught at. This is one of the experiences that helped shape much of my 

interest in creating this thesis body of work.  

Throughout the beginnings of my time in the MFA program, identity always played a 

key role in every image that I created. Upon realization of this, I became involved in 

exploring how we all play with our personas. Many of us wake up each day and consciously 

put on a personality that we present to the public while simultaneously hiding all or parts of 

who we really are. It can be as unassuming as having to put on a long-sleeved shirt in order 
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to cover sleeves of tattoos; or perhaps it runs much deeper, such as having to hide the fact 

that you are gay in order to keep your job or so that your friends and family do not find out. 

Whether we impose these outward changes on ourselves willingly, begrudgingly, or 

subconsciously, it is all an effect of the environment and time that we live in. Popular culture 

is the culprit. 

How, you ask? Simple. Just look around. In the fashion industry, size 0 models show 

us the latest fads to wear and how our bodies ideally should look in them. In today's day and 

age, we must have hit a ceiling if even the greats of the fashion industry are boycotting 

London Fashion Week in an effort to get rid of size 0 models and promote better health 

among them (http://fashion.telegraph.co.uk). We are told that spending a week's salary on a 

pair of Jimmy Choo shoes is ok, or that driving German engineering is worth a second 

mortgage. Everything is sold with sex. Clothing, cars, jobs, and even water are sold to us in 

the guise that we will look better or get more out of life if we buy them.  Even 'good girl next 

door' actress Jen Aniston has an ad for Smart Water in which the company made a strategic 

marketing move to 'leak' the ad out as a "Jen Aniston Sex Tape" in order to get as many hits 

as possible on the internet (www.forbes.com).  

In the entertainment realm, constant advertisements from our 'role models' 

(celebrities) for plastic surgery push us to strive to look older when we are teenagers, and 

then to look younger as we grow older. These same celebrities, whether from TV, movies, or 

sports, make our children aspire to be in a band or play basketball rather than be a 

veterinarian or a teacher. After all, they make more money and are more loved. These 

celebrities also dictate how we act and what we do in our interpersonal relationships--it must 

be ok to go out, drink, get in fights, and act misogynistic towards women since it gets you 
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your own TV show and high-paying endorsement deals, and it also must be ok to overtly 

sexualize yourself, since men will see you as independent and powerful when they realize 

that you can do an amazing striptease. When you get the milk without having to buy the cow, 

why do women still wonder why men don't want to get married anymore? However, the 

wedding industry is worth billions of dollars, and seems to be one of the only industries not 

affected by the downhill turn in our economy. The average American wedding cost $26,501 

in 2011 (www.abcnews.go.com). Girls especially still grow up in a society that tells them 

they must get married and have a baby to be a 'successful' woman, even if they have a well-

paying, fulfilling career and are happy being single or in a committed (although non-married) 

relationship. But many of us feel the pressure of society (our families, friends, and 

coworkers) to conform--to find Mr. or Mrs. Right, to get married before 28, to buy the 

perfect house, and have 2.5 kids and a Golden Retriever all before you are 35. 

This is not just about me looking around and noticing what is happening to others. 

These are all things that affect me as well. They are things that I have had to deal with as I 

grew up, or that I still deal with every day as I navigate through life. I realized that I wanted 

my artwork to speak about my own condition--the 'human' condition. Each issue that I spoke 

about in the previous paragraph has sparked an idea for a piece of art. And even though each 

piece depicts other people in my life and the world around me, they are all also about me. 

They are about things that are constantly going through my head and issues that I am 

personally dealing with, whether that be as a private person or as a member of society. Artist 

Adrian Piper says, "I am a paradigm of this society. This society's treatment of me shows me 

what I am, and in the products of my labor I reveal the nature of society, whether I intend to 

or not" (40). The issues that my art speaks about are all issues that I face as a woman, as a 
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teacher, and as an American in a consumer/media dominated society. But they are also issues 

that nearly every person can relate to in some way--either big or small. I have grown up 

trying to come to terms with who I am as a woman, a member of society, and as a sexual 

being while still trying to stay true to my individuality. We all do this; it is a universal rite of 

passage. 

 I also started paying attention to what other young and contemporary artists were 

creating; I wanted to see what they were saying (if anything) and what imagery people were 

responding to.  It is clear that many artists in today's contemporary art market are capitalizing 

on popular culture's powerful sway over us all. Images that I come across in contemporary 

art magazines like Juxtapoz and Hi-Fructose remind me of album covers, and MTV video 

stills and galleries in Culver City show paintings that remind me of couture fashion ads in 

Vogue. Artists have figured out that if they utilize imagery from pop culture or mass media, 

and play into our love of the entertainment industry and sex, that their pieces will sell. 

 One local Los Angeles artist whose work I have followed that does just this is 

Natalia Fabia. A graduate of the Art Center, her paintings are technically brilliant. However, 

her subject matter plays right into the hands of a society that has been raised on MTV videos 

and reality TV. Fabia has a troupe of 'hookers' (as she lovingly calls them) that are her 

models and muses. She creates a line of "hooker jewelry" and even the description of her 

artwork on her gallery's website (Corey Helford) talks about her depiction of sexual 

situations and pop cultural paraphernalia. The list of artists who tread the thin line of fine art 

and kitsch is endless; Will Cotton, John Currin, and Jeff Koons, to name a few, all have used 

overtly sexualized imagery in their newest bodies of work. Other artists, like Kehinde Wiley, 

juxtapose R&B and Rap superstars, modern graphic design elements, and Renaissance 
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composition to capitalize on the draw of celebrity portraiture and 'hot button' topics like the 

war in the Middle East, religion, and racial identity.  

With these ideas stewing around in my head, I began to get excited about the content 

of my work, but I was still having a hard time creating images that conveyed this content 

successfully, both formally and conceptually. I dealt with overcoming wanting to make my 

ideas too easy to interpret by the viewer, and wanting to render everything in my drawings as 

realistically as possible. Through numerous critiques and working with my mentor, I was 

able to reexamine what I was making and why. Some of the themes that had intrigued me in 

our required Modernism and Postmodernism classes became essential in getting past some of 

the artistic blockages I was experiencing my first year in the program. 

American Post-Structuralist philosopher Judith Butler's thought that the viewer is 

king helped me understand why I didn't want to force the viewer into seeing the art in the 

specific way that I intended it only. In the Deconstructionist/Post-Structuralist view of 

imagery and the viewer’s reaction to it, the viewer and how he or she interprets the art is the 

most important thing, not the artist and their intended meaning/content. She goes even further 

to say that matter itself is a perspective. Matter can be a body, a written page, or a painting. 

Who is looking at this matter defines what the matter 'is'. All matter is cultural and based on 

the lives and experiences of the viewer. It takes a viewer to define matter--in this case, a 

drawing--regardless of what the creator intends (27-36, 47-55). This thought kept going 

through my mind; I needed to put enough of my idea into the work to interest people but 

leave it mysterious enough that people want to 'figure the piece out' or create their own story 

on what it is about. I discovered that I wanted people to be able to come to look at my art, 

bring their own lives and experiences with them, and see my art through that filter. I wanted 
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to emphasize the viewer's participation in, implication in, and interaction with my pieces and 

the subject matter of my art.  Adrian Piper, in her book Out of Order, Out of Sight, captured 

this yearning beautifully. 

The union of the personal with the political often makes work seem 

excessively confrontational or didactic to some viewers. I think this is because 

art functions for me as not only a medium of exploration but also a medium of 

communication between me and the viewer. (xxxi)  

I want to speak to the viewers and have an open communication with them, but in a non-

confrontational, non-didactic way. I want them to interpret and come to conclusions on their 

own, if they come to conclusions at all. 

 Some people may identify with what they see and others will not, but that is the 

beauty of art. The viewer's understanding of a figurative work of art will be different 

depending on what they think about the body and what it 'is' to them. For example, during a 

recent critique of my thesis work, we were examining my piece The "Lolita Effect"; a fellow 

male student said he saw the girl on the left as evil and the girl on the right as good. This was 

very interesting to me, especially his word choices of "good" and "evil" as a description, or 

rather a judgment, of the girl. Other students said they read it as two different sides to the 

same person. Others yet said they saw twins who had different personalities but only that one 

student used judgmental terminology, which was fascinating to me. To me, this was a 

signifier of some past life experience that had formed his outlook and determined how he 

would react/deal with/judge when faced with this type of imagery.  I liked that this was 

happening, and became even more excited to see how the other pieces were received and 
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viewed.  As my mentor Joe Gerges says, "If everyone likes your art, you might be doing 

something wrong. If a few people that look at it don’t like it or are offended, then keep it up!"  

In the end, the idea of Art as Catalyst (as artist Adrian Piper calls her own art) is very 

appealing to me.  She says, "One reason for making and exhibiting a work is to induce a 

reaction or change in the viewer. The stronger the work, the stronger its impact and the more 

total (physiological, psychological, intellectual, etc.) the reaction of the viewer" (32). I love 

the thought that art, in itself, can promote a change. It would mean a lot to me for a viewer to 

see my work, to read it in the way that I originally conceived of the idea, and to have a 

realization about themselves or to be able to identify with the message of the piece. However, 

if a viewer simply walks up to my art because they like how it looks aesthetically, but they 

'get' nothing from it, I still feel that the piece was successful in speaking to that viewer--even 

if only to have them walk away feeling that they saw something they liked. 

Description  of Pieces  

The "Lolita Effect" 

   
Figure 1.  The "Lolita Effect", 2012, charcoal on paper,  36" x 96" 

 

Once I knew what direction I was going to go with my thesis pieces, the sketch for 

this first piece flowed from my pencil. It was similar to a sketch I had previously done, and 
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was highly influenced by a news piece I had recently seen: a ten year old girl had modeled 

for a racy photo shoot in Vogue magazine (January 2011, French Vogue) and the images were 

being criticized everywhere. This young girl looked more than twice her age; the controversy 

revolved around questions of how a mother could think it was ok to allow her daughter to be 

depicted in such an overtly sexual way, and why grown women would want to look at a 

clothing ad featuring a junior sized pre-teen made up to look much too old? The image that 

caused the most controversy depicted her half-reclining on a bed in a deep v-cut gold lamé 

jumpsuit. It reminded me of Olympia's gaze in Manet's famous painting of the same moniker. 

I immediately looked at the image and tried to imagine what she would look like without 

make-up, in her pajamas, as a normal ten year old girl. In playing around with the image, I 

copied it, flipped it, and created a mirror image of her in just that--her pj's and bunny 

slippers. I liked how the resulting images was symmetrical and reminded me of a Rorschach 

inkblot test; this seemed fitting since my image was pitting two different views of the same 

person against each other and challenging the viewer to make decisions about whether the 

two girls were the same person, and what each side was depicting. Rorschach inkblot tests 

challenge the viewer to look into them and 'see' something--some object or image. What the 

viewer sees tells their psychologist more about their psyche. I feel like my drawing does the 

same thing--it asks the viewer to make a judgment on what they are looking at and, in 

psychological terms, it means that the life experiences that the viewer has had will most 

definitely dictate what they see in my drawing. Is one girl 'evil' and one girl 'good', or are 

they twins who have differing personalities, or is there really not much of a difference and 

the girls just seem like normal pre-teens? The latter seems like a conclusion that many 
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viewers in today's society might come to who aren't really looking for a 'deeper' meaning in a 

piece of art.  

Looking at advertisements and magazines today, even watching TV we are often 

confronted with images of young girls dressed up to look much older than their few years--so 

my image may not seem challenging to them at all. I feel successful in engaging the viewer 

in the sense that Donna Haraway's theory on "vision and sense of self" most certainly applies 

here: how a person sees something changes what they see. And what that person has been 

through dictates what they see as well. Haraway, a postmodernist feminist theorist, talks 

about this in her article The Persistence of Vision. How we see has changed historically; the 

"unregulated gluttony" in the sheer amount of images that we come into contact with on a 

daily basis means that we now see without perspective. We need to change how we look at 

things and make it about the personal relationship between us and the object/image of our 

attention. There should be a dialog with what we see. And that dialog depends on who we 

are, what we have been through, and all else that we have seen. What we have seen in our 

lives shapes who we are and our concept of our self. As I mentioned above, this concept of 

self changes depending on who we are with, where we are, and what we are doing. And our 

perception of self changes how we view things and how we view those around us--identity is 

a vicious circle. Thus, we each will have a different dialog with the same object/person (677-

684).  

In applying this to my artwork, it is easy to see how a mom who has dealt with a 

young rebellious daughter trying to grow up too quickly may identify with the image in The 

"Lolita Effect" and will see a totally different message in my piece than a teenage girl who 

herself dresses the same and sees nothing in the piece beyond a charcoal portrait of two girls. 
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However, images do have the ability to push us out of our comfort zones. For instance, 

perhaps there is something or some experience in your life that you are in denial of, or 

repressing; seeing an image which blatantly prompts you to recall that life experience can 

make you feel very uncomfortable while looking at it; however, the person next to you 

without the same experience may feel nothing. 

I felt compelled to create the piece on two separate panels in an effort to blur the lines 

even further of whether this is the same person. Even though my original intent for this piece 

was for it to be about this one girl's different personas, if the viewer sees this as two different 

girls, or even as twins, I do not feel that I have failed in conveying my intent. On the 

contrary, I feel that if the viewer is able to bring part of their own experience to the piece In 

even some small way (even if this means a slight misinterpretation of the piece) then I have 

been successful In my goal of engaging the viewer past the perfunctory glance. 

Unquestioned Cultural Conditioning 

 

  Figure 2. Unquestioned Cultural Conditioning, 2012, charcoal on paper,  75" x 79" 
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This piece is one that I would have posed for myself; I wanted to create a piece that 

deals with issues that we all, at some point in our life as we grow up, have to deal with. 

These are things that our grandparents and parents have had to deal with, and it's no different 

for our generation, even though many are more accepting of non-traditional choices. As we 

grow up, in order to help us learn about the path in life that will help us be the most 

successful and comfortable, and also because it is more than likely the path that our parents 

went down, our parents teach us about getting a good education and going to college, about 

meeting the 'right' person, and from there about starting a 'career', getting married, buying a 

house, having children--all of the choices that are the accepted path that one goes down in 

life in Western civilization. This path leads to success, stability, comfort, and happiness. It's 

important to know that you follow this path in the steps as they are laid out for you by 

previous example; deviation or skipping steps usually isn't looked highly upon. For example, 

you shouldn't have children before you get married, and you usually can't get a house before 

you find a career that will finance that purchase. But is this path the one that will make us, as 

individuals who can think and choose and reason for ourselves, the happiest? Do success, 

stability and comfort equate with happiness? What if choosing an alternate path or 

skipping/mixing up a few steps along the way works better for you and will, in the end, make 

you happier?  

These are questions that many of us ask ourselves. I, and many that I have known in 

my life, have found that doing these things gets confused reactions and frowns from others. 

For example, a couple who are close friends of mine met and were married within one year, 

at the prodding of the young lady. Once they were married, they were pregnant within two 

months and already saving for that dream house. One day, when the young man and my 
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fiancé were fishing, my fiancé asked him if he was happy, to which he answered, "Of 

course", as if there could not possibly be any other answer since he had done all that he was 

'supposed' to do. The young man then proceeded to ask my fiancé when we were getting 

married and having a baby, to which my fiancé replied that we were not ready for that yet, 

and weren't actually sure that we wanted to have children. The friend looked confused, shook 

his head, and just said, "But that's what you do. You like her, right? Get married. And you 

would have beautiful babies. Do you want to be alone when you are older?" But my fiancé 

and I don’t see things this way. Is fear of future loneliness really a reason to have a baby? 

Should we get married since that's just what people do who are in a loving relationship? Or 

should we do what is right for us, even though it goes against what our parents and friends 

are whispering in our ears? This situation is exactly what I strove to represent with this piece 

of art.  

In this piece, I wanted to show the public exterior of a couple's life together; their 

relationship, their interaction with each other, and their choices in addition to showing a little 

insight into each individual's interior personality (their self/identity). Are they happy and at 

peace with their choices and life, or did they head down the path laid before them as they 

thought they should do without stopping to assess if they were happy with this path? 

Sometimes, when you finally stop to ask this question of yourself, it's a little too late. I have 

seen this look on people's faces every now and then--this look of "Uh oh, is this what I really 

want?" at a point where it may be too late to turn back. I wanted to capture this vulnerability 

when a person finally stops to think about their life's trajectory juxtaposed against the 

bravado that they show to others when they are faced with having to live with the choices 

they have made.  



 13 

To do so, I determined that a triptych would best visually show this  exploration of 

the dynamics in a couple's relationship. In the middle panel, I could show the couple 

together--their intimate interactions with each other, how they look at each other, their body 

language around each other, etc. This would be a depiction of their outer personas. On each 

side panel, I could depict each of them as individuals. The hardest part to decide was which 

persona to show on these side panels--the outer or inner?  

As I sketched, this issue solved itself. I chose to ask the couple who had questioned 

my fiancé about our choice to not have children and who had embarked on this endeavor 

together oh-so-quickly to be my models. In the middle panel, I chose to show them in a 

intimate, private moment where Terry (the husband) has placed his hand on his wife Tanya's 

pregnant belly. He looks down at his hand and her belly, so you can't see much of his facial 

expression. Tanya, however, looks right at Terry with a bit of an expectant grin on her face. 

The moment has a slight awkwardness and discomfort to it that, in passing, one might not 

notice, but frozen in time it helps to show a bit of their relationship dynamic to the viewer. 

This middle view of the couple is cropped, such that the viewer is only afforded a small 

glimpse of their life together, whereas each side panel is full size and shows each person in 

full figure with plenty of white space around them. I wanted the viewer to spend more time 

getting to know them as separate individuals and to be able to juxtapose the expressions of 

the individuals with the scene on the small cropped middle pane.  

On the left side panel I show Terry, staring face forward, arms hanging at his sides. 

There is a blank look on his face, as if he doesn't know what to do, where to go, what to say. 

It's as if he has faced his life and decisions and is feeling a bit overwhelmed and at a loss. We 

see his inner thoughts plastered right there on his face. We have caught him at his most 
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vulnerable moment, when the outer persona of happiness and content that he puts on for all 

has faltered, and we are seeing the doubt and loss of control. On the other side Tanya is 

shown in 3/4 profile, her very pregnant belly on display and her hands hugging it to show it 

off. She smiles as if this were the best day of her life and she wants the world to know it. She 

has gotten all that she has wanted in life--a husband, a baby, and security. She is showing this 

confidence to all; however, it seems a little too fake, too good to be true when compared to 

Terry's expression. The viewer isn't sure if this is just Tanya's public persona, a face that she 

puts on to make us all believe that she is happy with all that she has, or if this is what she has 

to do to convince herself that she has chosen well and that she truly has all that her heart 

desires.  

In size, this is a very large-scale piece at 6 feet tall. I really wanted viewers to have to 

confront this piece of art. The subjects are nearly life-size which increases the level of 

voyeurism such that the viewer may feel that her or she is truly encroaching on a moment in 

the models' lives. If these figures were smaller, the subtleties of the expressions could 

possibly be lost.  

BLENDER 

In my short life and with the few people I have met that have had cancer, I have 

found that most do not want to draw attention to the fact that they even have the disease for 

fear that it will run their lives, and their identity will become about this disease. They want to 

keep control over their life and who they are--and not put a nice pink label on themselves. 

Some, on the other hand, feel comfortable taking up the cause of promoting awareness of 

cancer and become almost a poster child for it. Their very identity is constantly associated 

with a disease that almost killed them. And then there is one woman who hangs in limbo 
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            Figure 3. Blender, 2012, charcoal on paper, 48" x 60" 

 

between those two personas. I have never met someone like Ingrid Qua. In her own words, "I 

am 1 in 8--this is about adversity turning into opportunity. Cancer is my adversity and it has 

given me the opportunity to become a voice." Ingrid's life changed 180 degrees when she got 

breast cancer. She has told me to my face that she is glad she got it, that it has made her who 

she is and put amazing people in her life, and if she had to, she would do it all over again. In 

trying to figure out how to deal with having cancer, and in not wanting to allow the breast 

cancer to change her, she realized that it wasn't the cancer itself that had the power to change 

her, but rather it was finding her own seat of strength and power that transformed her and 

affected her life.  Cancer helped her open her eyes to a life that she was not a participant in, 

and gave her a way to make the changes and get the life she's always wanted. It was about 

shedding her past--like she shed her hair, and then her wig once her hair began to grow back. 

She became independent in her job, her choices, her relationship--her life. She realized that 
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she could do it all on her own, and would rather find people that truly supported her instead 

of feeling like a victim and sticking with a relationship and life that were drowning her. She 

gained confidence through the year of her battle with cancer. She told me that during this 

time she truly learned what carpe diem meant--doing the most that you can do at that one 

moment in time, and not having a feeling or thought about what you could or should be 

doing. "If you can climb the mountain, climb it. If you can walk to the base of the mountain, 

then do that. If you can only look out your window at the mountain and dream, then do that, 

and do it well."  

In the face of a world-wide breast cancer awareness campaign, for which she was San 

Diego's spokesperson, she goes on to say that cancer is so much more than a pink ribbon. 

"Cancer took my boobs, hair, family, mortality, shoved it in a blender, crushed it beyond 

recognition, and wrapped it with a pretty pink ribbon." Cancer is not about pink ribbons, it is 

about how much this disease changes everything about who you are as a person and 

everything about your life as it was. It is about being a warrior, NOT a survivor. She notes 

that breast cancer has gotten so commercialized--people see the color pink and forget what it 

really stands for: actual people battling for their lives. "I am fighting for my life NOT to 

survive it, but to grasp it by the balls and LIVE it. Contentment with the status quo in 

whatever it may pertain to is NOT ENOUGH." Ingrid is a very inspirational woman; you 

may see how it was hard to even start thinking about how to represent her plight. 

With this piece, I got a little too into Ingrid's head at first. When she reminded me that 

she was excited to see the final drawing because she wanted to see how I interpreted her and 

her battle, not how accurately I could portray her own experiences, it helped me to better get 

a grasp on this piece and breathe some life into it finally. I went through so many stages of 



 17 

sketching and composing, trying to capture all of the stages of emotional and physical health 

that she went through--I wanted to portray her as she was pre-cancer, both emotionally and 

physically; to show the physical devastation of her body, breasts, hair, nails; to show her 

beginning to shed her past and gain her confidence while at the same time undergoing major 

reconstructive surgeries; and I wanted to show her now, as a completely new person in all 

ways possible. But, I kept forgetting that I was giving way too much information to the 

viewer and losing all of the intrigue and power of nuance in imagery. She said that the most 

positive things that have come out of cancer are her now being a better parent, being more 

confident in her professional life, opening herself to the possibility of finding the man she 

was truly meant to be with, meeting new people who are true friends and confidants, and just 

being a generally super happy person. Her choices are her own, not ones that anyone has 

imposed on her. 

Thinking of this, I knew that the piece could not just be about the physical aspects of 

getting and battling cancer (the surgery, losing hair, physical scars, reconstructive surgery), 

but I had to be able to show who Ingrid was in the piece as well; there needed to be a 

powerful emotive quality too. In my sketches and brainstorming, I began to revert back to 

earlier thoughts about plastic surgery and how many women in today's society have no 

problem treating their bodies as objects that they can manipulate however they like in order 

to look more like what society puts up on a pedestal. 'Before and After' photos are rampant 

on the internet as people scour celebrities' bodies to see evidence of alterations. Even on 

clinics' websites the same types of photos depict the 'before' patient with slumped shoulders 

and an 'unhappy' stance, while the 'after' photo (with the perky, larger breasts or newly lifted 

cheeks or brow) always has a more confident, 'happy' stance or pose. I started to think about 
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what Ingrid's 'before and after' photos might be like: would her 'before' be pre-cancer, or pre-

reconstruction? Would her 'after' be after her mastectomy or after reconstruction as the 'new' 

Ingrid? Would the 'before' stance be exuberant, showing her face with a huge grin (whereas 

most before and after pictures hide the patient's face)? And in the end, what did I want to say 

about what she's had to go through? How do I see her? How do I see her battle and what it's 

done to her, her family, and her body?  Tough questions.  

This piece gave me the most trouble of all. I could never figure out how to merge the 

visual quality that I wanted to achieve with the content. When I 'said' all that I wanted to, the 

piece held no visual interest for me. When I worked more on composition, the content felt 

weak. I had to sit on this idea for quite a bit, and work things out with my mentor on multiple 

occasions before a solution finally felt tenable.  I decided to use the 'before and after' images 

of plastic surgery as inspiration to loosely base the composition on. I show Ingrid from three 

viewpoints, centered in the middle with plenty of white space surrounding her on one panel, 

and I wanted to make sure that the edges of the panel did not bind her in. I also envision the 

viewer reading this as one would a monogram, from far left to far right with the most 

important part (the last name, or Ingrid now) in the middle. The figures are not as large in 

size as in the Unquestioned Cultural Conditioning piece because I felt like this piece needed 

a little more intimacy to it. I wanted to it to be large and powerful, but I didn't want the 

viewer to feel overwhelmed when presented with so drastic a physical bodily change and so 

much emotion. 

On the left side we see Ingrid in profile, facing the left edge of the panel. This is her 

'before' shot; she has her long, glossy hair and her well-endowed chest is unaltered. However, 

she is mostly in shadow and shown in silhouette; this is the stage of her life where she 
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actually felt 'in the dark' and that she wasn't living the life that she truly wanted. On the right, 

we see Ingrid in profile again, but this time facing the right edge of the panel. Here, she is in 

the midst of her battle with cancer; she is depicted with no hair and the mastectomy scar is 

evident on her bare chest. In her hand, she holds the wig that became her crutch. She wore it 

to face the public and not have to answer questions from everyone that crossed her path, and 

yet when it came to the point where she could take it off, it was one of the hardest things that 

she had yet to do. She was afraid to show the world that she had been vulnerable, but at the 

same time, her own hair growing back was a signifier that she had beat cancer and was 

moving forward with her life. In the right image, we see more of Ingrid's face, as she is 

becoming enlightened and awakening to the possibilities of life that she never allowed 

herself to see before. The hand that holds the wig and the lower body is still in shadow such 

that the viewer may not know it is a wig, as they only see the general form of it in her hand. 

It is not important for me for the viewer to know exactly what this object is; I enjoy that there 

may be some openness in the interpretation. 

 Lastly, in the middle of the panel we see Ingrid facing us. She is rendered in a 

manner consistent with the other pieces (more high-key than the two figures flanking her) 

since at this last stage she has fully realized what she needs to do to have happiness in her 

life. She faces us, her head uplifted and a look of confidence, warmth, and power on her face. 

A slight smile is on her lips. The viewer sees that her hair is growing in and she has had 

reconstructive surgery--her physical body looks normal again. Actually, if the viewer quickly 

glimpses, it is even possible to not notice what is abnormal about the bare-chested beautiful 

woman. A second glance reveals the scars of what has paradoxically made her a whole 

person.  
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As with The "Lolita Effect", I know that the viewer may see this piece as about three 

different women, and not see it as depicting one person and her evolution through an 

experience. This is something that I struggled with; did this matter to me? Did I want for it to 

be clear that this was one person? With this piece, I did feel that it was important, so I made 

sure that Ingrid's tattoo was visible in as many of the figures as possible to help this, and 

really worked on the likeness to get it accurate. But in the end, the viewer may have to read 

into the piece more, may have to interject their own life experiences into creating a 'story' for 

what they see. This interaction with my art is a goal that I am striving for, and so a correct 

reading of any piece that I create is not essential. 

Identity IV, V, VI, VII 

[No images at time of publication. All pieces are 18"x 24", 2012, charcoal on paper] 

With the ambitious size of the previous three pieces, I was unsure for a while if I was 

going to be able to complete any additional pieces for the body of work. After creating such 

large scale pieces, I felt that the viewer would appreciate a few smaller, more intimate pieces. 

I also wanted to challenge myself to apply the techniques from the bigger pieces that I was 

gaining confidence with to smaller scale work. Around mid-March, a bit of an idea came to 

me. Instead of just exploring the effects of the identity struggle on specific individuals, I 

began thinking more about how the issue of Identity affects us all on a larger scale. I began to 

want to see more and more faces of those coping with every day identity struggles. In what 

small (or large) ways do we all change each day when we come home and take off our 

'public/work/school/mom/husband persona'? We are each a different person depending on 

who we are with, what we are doing, and where we are. What does that look like? I thought 

that if I could work with a larger model base, such as a cross-section of an entire community, 
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then I could showcase a cross-section of an entire community and the myriad ways that the 

issue of identity is dealt with. 

I decided to send out a mass email to everyone that I knew inviting them to an open 

photo shoot at my house/studio. I asked them to be prepared to take a photo as both of their 

personas--who they are on their own private time and who they are in public. To help them 

understand my idea and why I was doing this,  I explained succinctly the theme of my body 

of work with examples, and also what my intention for these new pieces was. I talked about 

who we truly are on the inside versus the persona that we put on for the public/society, and 

mentioned many of the themes that you find in this paper.  I posed specific questions in my 

invitation to help engage the recipients in a thoughtful dialogue with themselves. I hoped 

that, in addition to this being an eye-opening artistic and interpersonal experience for myself, 

that they could each use the experience (if they chose to participate) to learn more about 

themselves as well. In an effort to help them decide how they would portray themselves, I 

asked them simply, "If you were taking your own picture and creating a self portrait, how 

would you portray yourself?  Who would you be?" They had to be ready to visually express 

who they were on the inside and out. Additionally,  I let them know that the photographs 

would be translated into drawings, and that my goal was to capture how a cross-section of 

society, of our community, starting with the people that are in my life, dealt with the issue of 

identity.   

Those who came sat for a short photo shoot in exchange for one of the images that I 

took. I made sure that each photo session was private, in case anyone was afraid to have 

others around, and even discussed with some that I could change the drawing to hide their 

identity (if I were to choose their portrait to draw) in case they were afraid of having their 
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hidden persona put on display in public. It was interesting to see who came and what they 

wanted to share about themselves. I was prepared to not be surprised with what most of them 

felt about who they were--this was my personal friend base after all, and I feel that, with 

most people in my life, we are honest about who we are and accept others likewise. My 

friends are all (for the most part) open, non-judgmental people and we feel pretty 

comfortable with being ourselves around each other. But on the other hand, we all are 

average Americans who come from all walks of life, with different upbringings and 

experiences. We all have different hang ups on who we are, who we want to be, and how to 

come to terms with the difference between the two.  

Girlfriends whom I viewed as confident go-getters came and posed as body-conscious 

recluses. I saw tattoos covering people that I didn't know were even into tattoos. One ex-

student even sent me his coming-out headshots; he had just told everyone he knows that he is 

a transgender and is slowly making the transition to female. An interesting aside I didn't 

process until recently in selecting which images I was going to draw, was that mostly females 

showed up for the photo shoot. Very few males even responded. This seems like it deserves a 

whole separate line of research and thought in itself! Perhaps for the future body of work that 

I hope comes from this idea.  

All in all, I was astounded and touched that my friends, even though these were 

things they battled with allowing others to see, allowed me to be witness to their true selves. 

It was truly a day that I will remember forever, and that has created deeper bonds with many 

people in my life. And it truly proved my point that we all have things we aren't so sure will 

be accepted, and therefore keep to ourselves. And we each do it in a very different way. 
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I chose four portraits from the group based on wanting to get a varied representation 

of those who participated, and then created 18" x 24" drawings from them. I focused solely 

on the head/upper torso and used the same techniques from the larger drawings.  

In the future, I plan to go to other communities and announce open calls such as this 

in order to get a cross-section of that specific bubble of society. I may even do a cross-section 

that is much more specific, such as cross-dressers, tattoo enthusiasts, people with odd 

hobbies/fetishes, etc. The idea is to involve the community in the art-making process and in a 

topic that is part of ALL of our lives. I feel like many times, people don't want to go to 

galleries and museums since they feel that they don't know how to look at art and interact 

with it. They feel that they do not understand it and therefore cannot relate to it. I'd like to 

break down those barriers and involve the community in a positive way. If this same public 

were more involved in the actual process of the art creation, then they would be more prone 

to going out to look at it and feel more comfortable in the future doing so as well.  

**After the deadline of this paper, the final images I decided to create for the Thesis 

body of work and show changed considerably. I did not complete the above mentioned 

Identity IV, V, VI, and VII; instead, with some large changes and issues going on in my own 

personal life, I decided to make a larger piece that reflected the inner turmoil that I was  

experiencing with my own identity. This piece, called anger hurt fear frustration anxiety 

doubt love need joy guilt pride jealousy hope shame, was extremely cathartic to create and 

held a special place of meaning for me as I hung it on the wall for my show. I also decided to 

include some other pieces that I created the first year of the MFA program when I was 

exploring the general theme of 'identity' and which, even though they stylistically do not 

exactly match the bulk of the work I have made this year, are very cohesive thematically. 
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I thus decided to include Don't Look and the Creation/Destruction triptych in my Thesis 

body of work as well. 

 

Figure 4.  anger hurt fear frustration anxiety doubt love need  joy guilt pride jealousy hope shame, 2012, 

charcoal on paper,  29" x 29" 

 

 

Figure 5.  Don't Look, 2012, charcoal on paper,  24" x 47" 

 



 25 

 

Figure 6.  Creation/Destruction triptych, 2012, charcoal on paper,  each 18" x 24" 

 

RESEARCH 

Technical and Visual Inspiration 

In the past, I have been influenced mostly by contemporary figurative painters who 

have a more realistic, yet unique, style and edgy content. I like to see the artist's hand in the 

artwork; I like to see some reflection of who they are and what they believe in in their 

brushwork, marks, color choices, or content. Natalia Fabia, Will Cotton, John Currin, Lisa 

Yuskavage, and Eric Fischl are artists whose work I have followed. Some of these artists 

have intrigued me with their tip-toeing back and forth over the line of kitsch and their playing 

into society's fixation with pop culture. Are these artists making commentary on societal 

issues or participating in them? Whichever it is, it has drawn me into their work, so they are 

successful in their intentions! However, I sometimes am confused looking at their art and 

wondering if I am really seeing them; am I really seeing who the artist is? Or am I seeing 

who he wants me to think he is?  

Once I got to graduate school, the first question my mentors always asked me was 

why I was not looking at more artists who drew. So I have been spending as much free time 
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as I can exploring the art world for draftsmen. Drawing is finally starting to take its place in 

the art world as a respected form of art and medium. It's also been enlightening and helpful to 

have professional artists surrounding me and introducing me to new art and artists.  

Two artists in particular have been influential to me recently, Julio Reyes and 

Golucho. A graduate of LCAD, Julio Reyes creates works on paper that seem perfectly 

rendered and realistic from a distance; however, when you get to see them close up and in 

person you immediately notice the layered marks and the passionate decision making that  

      

Figure 7.   Julio Reyes, Kite Flyer, 2011, Graphite on Paper 

Figure 8.   Julio Reyes, Red Winds, 2011, Graphite on Paper 

 

goes into each piece. What looks like a fold of cloth is really just a knowledgably placed line 

and a slight shift in value. His work has shown me that something can be realistic but you 

don't have to render the heck out of it. His marks allow his personality to come through in the 

drawings, as do the areas that he chooses to add more or less detail and attention. I strive to 

follow his example in creating thoughtful and confident marks and leaving them, and to 
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allow my marks to help blur the line that separates subject from surroundings. On his 

personal website, it says  

Reyes’ work differs in the field of contemporary realism, in that it does not 

have the 'academic patina,' as he would call it. That is, the usual or prescribed 

visual language/techniques so popular in “realism” today. He is openly 

antagonistic towards the prevailing influence that Post-Modernism now enjoys 

over all aspects of art and culture; and sees it as antithetical to his values. 

(www.julio-reyes.com) 

 The other artist whose technique has influenced me is Golucho. Golucho himself was 

highly influenced by Spanish artist Antonio Lopez Garcia, which you can see in the delicate 

areas of rendering paired with ghostlike unfinished areas. The areas that have detail and are 

rendered draw your attention immediately to them, a very thoughtful technique that the artist 

knowingly employs. A viewer looking at one of his drawings or paintings is privy to so much 

more information about both the subject and the artist with his use of this technique rather 

than if he had rendered the piece perfectly from edge to edge. It creates a sense of narrative 

and mystery, and imbues the piece with passion. Additionally, I feel that this affords us a 

glimpse into his decision-making process; we can see how knowledgeable Golucho is in that 

he is confident enough to leave his drawings in what others may call an 'unfinished' state 
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Figure 9.   Golucho, Mariantonia, date unknown, Charcoal 

Figure 10.   Golucho, La Abuela de Gabriela, date unknown, Charcoal 

 

because he knows the power of his choices. His drawings have changed the way that I 

physically work on a piece of art--I am much more conscious of placing confident marks and 

only rendering key areas, thereby allowing the viewer glimpses of my process, my choices, 

and who I am as an artist. 

Artistic Inspiration 

It's been hard to find artists whose content inspires me. Every artist has a message in 

their art that is important to them, and many to which I have found myself drawn as well. 

However, I feel that content is a very personal thing and one of the most important factors in 

creating a relationship with your viewer. I knew that I wanted to 'say something' instead of 

just making art for art's sake, and I knew that whatever I said I had to be passionate about. It 

had to come from within. I began to look back to my Modernism and Post-Modernism 

classes at LCAD to some of the theories I learned there that were extremely influential in 

understanding my place as an artist in the 'big picture' of things. I am not making art in a 
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vacuum or a bubble--there is a long history of other artists and their struggles that has 

influenced how I think, what I create--even what I have the freedom to create.  

The first eye-opener was in discussing Manet's painting Olympia and the themes 

present in it--implication of the viewer and the viewer's gaze. Throughout most of early art 

history, paintings were created to convey an illusion of realistic space. Viewers were 

supposed to feel like they were really looking at a object, a person, a space. Manet, in having 

the subject of his painting actually look at the viewer, begins to blur this line of reality in 

implicating the viewer and inviting them to be yet another character in the painting. The 

viewer meets Olympia's gaze, feels as if Olympia is looking at him or her specifically, and 

another level of reality has been reached through art. The viewer then begins to feel emotions 

looking at the piece that they would not have if Olympia had not been looking at them; the 

              

 Figure 11.   Edouard Manet, Olympia, 1863, Oil on Canvas, 51" x 74.8", Musée d'Orsay, Paris 

 

sense of voyeurism creates dueling feelings of desire and shame. I was intrigued with the fact 

that the simple choice to have the subject's eye meet the viewer's eye can do so much for the 

piece. As humans, we are drawn to things that look like our own faces. When someone looks 
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at us, it is hard to turn away. Incorporating psychology such as this into art can be powerful. 

In my own art, it's a specific choice that I have made in many pieces to have the subject 

directly confront the viewer by meeting their gaze. It enables the viewer to form an 

immediate connection with the piece of art, and a new level of questioning to happen based 

on the viewer now feeling an emotion. I incorporated this phenomenon into all of my pieces 

in order to make my work more confrontational, and help form more of a relationship 

between the viewer and the subject. 

Societal Inspiration  

 Beyond artistic inspiration, I was greatly influenced by what I see every day around 

me. I started doing research within the mass media that I knew I wanted to comment on. It 

was only natural to look on the internet for examples of how the internet itself (along with 

other social networking sites and the entertainment industry) affects our sense of identity. In 

thinking about issues that surrounded the idea for The "Lolita Effect", I looked into the 

hypersexualization of women in today's culture. It hasn't always been a good thing to be 

overtly sexual; there was a time when posing in Playboy or participating in a pornographic 

film was enough to ruin your career, such as what happened to Vanessa Williams in her bid 

for Miss America in 1983. Now, being sexual (and being in porn) is enough to catapult you 

to stardom, a la Paris Hilton, Kim Kardashian, Pamela Anderson, and numerous other 

Hollywood stars who had porn tapes of themselves released. How did we get to where we are 

now? The mass media, music, TV and film, and advertising corporations all had a large part 

in this recent development. I knew from personally seeing certain music videos and magazine 

ads that this would be a good place to start my research.  
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 Back in 1998, an unknown 17-year-old Britney Spears' released her first hit, "Baby 

One More Time" in which she put an underage sexual twist on the school girl outfit, 

complete with pigtails. Many critics point to Spears and the starlets who followed suit as the 

catalyst. According to science20.com:  

Studies by the Kaiser Family Foundation and other research organizations 

show that sexual content aimed at children has increased steadily since the 

1990s, Durham said. Times were prosperous, Britney Spears emerged as the 

sexy schoolgirl on MTV, and 'tweens had plenty of disposable income--a 

perfect alignment for marketers trying to expand into a new demographic. By 

2007, 8- to 12 year-olds' consumer spending was $170 billion worldwide, 

according to the market research firm Euromonitor.  

In her book The Lolita Effect: The Media Sexualization of Young Girls and What We Can Do 

About It, M. Gigi Durham talks about how girls have come to accept stars like Spears, and 

what is dangerous about it. 

The midriff-baring seductiveness of today's pop culture stars is framed in 

terms of liberation and power. There are of course such possibilities inherent 

in the idea of girls' accepting and expressing desire and pride in their bodies 

and embracing femininity. But a closer look at the imagery would reveal that 

only certain kinds of bodies are positioned as sexual, and only certain types of 

sexual display count as desirable--and that desirability is still very much a 

matter of appealing to a traditionally defined male gaze, despite the fact that 

most of the audiences for these images are female. (34) 
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The male gaze has been what art has been geared to for centuries. Women's bodies have 

traditionally been displayed for men's scrutiny. Feminists in all realms of creative expression 

have worked hard to redefine the female's place in society, but media culture is setting all of 

those efforts back. Even in reading magazines geared towards females, we see pictures of 

how we are supposed to look as the male population sees fit--the male gaze plays a role even 

as we, as women, look at ourselves. According to art critic John Berger in his book Ways of 

Seeing: 

Men look at women. Women watch themselves being looked at. This 

determines not only most relations between men and women but also the 

relation of women to themselves. The surveyor of woman in herself is male: 

the surveyed female. Thus she turns herself into a object--and most 

particularly, an object of vision: a sight. (64) 

Berger recalls that in the history of art, the depiction of the female nude has been a 

"patriarchal ploy"; artists were traditionally men, and to bare the female body, to show them 

as submissive sexual object, was to further the empowerment of man even more. 

 With this all in mind, I started looking online for examples that are being set for our 

youth by people in the limelight. It took literally five seconds to pull up a music video racier 

than Britney's 1998 attempt. This one had simulated sex scenes, barely-there clothes, and a 

very questionable message. The video, Rihanna's "S&M", created quite a controversy when it 

came out, to the point where you have to sign in to YouTube to prove your age in order to 

view it. And it's not hard to see why. With lyrics like "I may be bad but I'm perfectly good at 

it, sex in the air I don't care I love the smell of it, sticks and stones may break my bones but 

chains and whips excite me", a simulated fetish orgy scene in the video, Rihanna dressed in 
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    Figure 12.   Video stills from Rihanna's "S&M" video, gossiponthis.com, accessed March 2012    

 

leather and rubber fetish costumes whipping tied up men in front of video cameras, 

suggestively eating a banana in slow motion, and Rihanna herself restrained in Japanese style 

bondage ropes, it's hard to pay attention to whether it's even a good song. The video was 

eventually banned in 11 countries. 

 In her next big hit, "We Found Love", the farmer whose acreage was being used to 

film the video came out and stopped production due to the offense he took with the graphic 

sexual nature of the action. This video, with its scenes of drug and alcohol abuse, implied 

physical abuse, graphic sex, and gritty arguments, was relegated to post-10 p.m. time slots in 

many countries and deemed a disgrace by anti-rape campaigns for portraying women as 

objects to be possessed by men. Eileen Kelly of the Rape Crisis Center tells Britain's Daily 

Star, "Rihanna's new video is a disgrace. It sends the message that she is an object to be 

possessed by men, which is disturbingly what we see in real violence cases" (starpulse.com). 

More recently, a song by Enrique Iglesias, who is trying to break back into the music scene  
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Figure 13.  Video still from Rihanna's "We Found Love" video,snazzyitems.com, accessed March 2012 

Figure 14.  Screen grab from Rihanna's "We Found Love" vide, YouTube.com, accessed March 2012 

 

after enjoying stardom in the 90's, came out with a song collaboration with rapper Ludacris 

entitled "Tonight I'm F-----g You". Is there nothing to be left to the imagination?  

 Even movie and TV stars are trying to get in on the action. Initially just another L.A. 

socialite, reality star Kim Kardashian's fast rise to fame is linked to the release of a sex tape 

of her and rapper Ray J. Miley Cyrus, the actress who portrays Hannah Montana and who 

millions of young girls the world over look to for fashion and relationship advice, has made 

many a blunder, from being caught with a bong on film, posing for racy ads, simulating 

fellatio with a phallic-shaped item on a birthday cake, sexually dancing on a stripper pole, to 

giving a chair dance to her much older agent--the list goes on and on. Our youth have fewer 

and fewer true role models to look up to.  

 The fashion and marketing industries have their share of the blame as well; image is 

everything in advertising. Success in an ad campaign is based upon creating an image that 

people will want to emulate, and there's no better way to do this than to utilize beautiful, 

skinny models, celebrities who are known for simply 'being known', and young sexualized 

girls. One popular brand, Levi's jeans, was decried for running a short-lived ad campaign in 
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2010 that boasted "hotness comes in all shapes and sizes" yet included only images of all 

similarly figured slender models (shine.yahoo.com). And we all know that sex sells by seeing  

  

 Figure 15. Levi's jeans ad, shine.yahoo.com/fashion, 2010  

Figure 16.  Calvin Klein billboard, abcnews.go.com, 2009 

  

              Figure 17.   Diesel ad, huffingtonpost.com, 2010 

ad after ad by designers like Calvin Klein, but brand Diesel pushed it to the limits with their 

new campaign in 2010. Two ads were banned from being used as billboards or posters in 

England due to their graphic nature and allegations that "they are indecent, could be seen by 

children and might promote bad behavior" (huffingtonpost.com).  It's no wonder that the 

youth of America (and the world) think that they need to be grown up sexual beings as 
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quickly as possible in order to succeed and be popular. This gave me plenty of fodder to 

move forward and create The "Lolita Effect". 

 In thinking about plastic surgery's effects on our psyche, as well as the psychological 

effects that a potentially fatal disease can have on a person, I began to look into the toll that 

society has taken on our vision of our own body for Blender. Plastic surgery has literally 

changed the face of our society, from celebrities to soccer moms and their daughters who 

want 'new boobs' for their 18th birthday. Young girls want to look older and sexier, and older 

women want to capture eternal youth. Even around the globe, our American culture has 

caused a shift in how women want to look: 

Multiple industries depend on girls' yearning for the Barbie body . . . . 

Because the Barbie body is a doll's body, molded in plastic and manufactured 

in a factory, its achievement can be reached only through the purchase and 

consumption of non-human products, products that are supposed to induce the 

body to approximate plastic, or in some cases to substitute or insert plastic 

into human tissue . . . . This is why girls in China are undergoing excruciating 

leg-lengthening operations, and girls in India and Africa are slathering on 

carcinogenic skin-bleaching creams. (Durham 101-102) 

Granted, this is a voluntary procedure for many women who want to feel better about how 

they look and assume that a surgical procedure will do this for them. However, for women 

who have had breast cancer and have had to undergo the removal of one or both breasts, 

plastic surgery sometimes becomes the only option that will allow them to feel like cancer 

did not take over and completely alter their lives. It presents them with options and can help 

boost their self-confidence.  
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 It's a fascinating thing to examine--the role of reconstructive breast surgery on the 

physical and emotional outcomes of cancer survivors. In a 1999 study reported in the Journal 

of the National Cancer Institute, the data collected confirmed that the type of primary surgery 

a woman receives for her breast cancer continues to play an important role in her body image 

and feelings of attractiveness. The majority of women requested breast-sparing surgical 

approaches, which emphasizes the importance to women of conserving body image as part of 

their care and recovery. However, in the test groups that were studied, so few differences 

were found in the survivors' psychosocial or health-related outcomes one year or more after 

diagnosis that the researchers concluded that this suggests that a woman's primary surgery 

may be less important in determining her subsequent quality of life after breast cancer than 

other factors, such as age, exposure to further therapies, and other health problems 

(jnci.oxfordjournals.org). 

Even our relationships with others fall victim to society's assault on our sense of how 

we should act and how we should look. We all strive to find someone that we can be 

ourselves with, who treats us well, and with whom we can feel unconditional love, but are 

there any true examples of good, healthy relationships for us to look to in the media? There 

seems to be plenty of examples of what not to do, and plenty of talk shows and magazine 

columns proclaiming the woes and wrong-doings of relationships so that we can all feel 

better about what we do or don't have in our own relationship. There are even plenty of 

advice columns in magazines like Cosmopolitan and Maxim telling us exactly what we 

should want, how we should act, what types of sex acts will turn your partner on, and how 

we should talk about our feelings, but even the advice that is good and that we should listen 

to gets lost among the cultural conditioning that we see everywhere. Most of us grow up with 
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the learned belief that it is desirable to find a mate, get married, and have children. As we 

grow into adults, we hold everyone we date up to a litmus test of whether they are 'marriage 

material'.  

But times are changing. According to a March 2012 study by the Centers for Disease 

Control and Prevention, it was discovered that marital statistics had drastically changed. 

More men and women are living together in a sexual relationship without being married than 

before; it rose from 3% in 1982 to 11% in 2006-2010, with roughly 60% of couples living 

together at some point before marriage. Also, the average age at first marriage has increased 

to 26 for women and 28 for men. For those couples that do marry, there is a 52% chance that 

a first marriage for a woman will survive 20 years. For men, the number is a little higher at 

56% (cdc.gov). With marriages happening later and later in life, a new phenomenon has 

arisen-- that of settling for Mr. or Mrs. Good Enough simply due to the desire to get married 

and procreate. Entire books have been written on it, like Lori Gottlieb's Marry Him: The 

Case for Settling for Mr. Good Enough. How many couples have gotten married simply due 

to their thought that time is running out, and with little consideration for if they are truly 

happy? Again, this theme fascinated me enough and touched a chord enough for me to 

explore it in my piece Unquestioned Cultural Conditioning.  

Art Historical Evolution of Format and Content 

 At first glance, my artwork closely resembles portraiture. Why did I choose to portray 

my subjects in such a manner? I am using the ideas created by the Expressionists and the 

Surrealists to create contemporary "portraits" --I have drawn real people, but my drawings 

are not intended publicly to depict the actual persons as themselves -- only as symbols. I am 
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drawing in a metaphorical and suggestive manner, endowing particular human images, body 

language, clothing, and adornments/objects with symbolic meaning.  

 I was influenced by the Renaissance era painter Leonardo da Vinci, who gave us our  

 

Figure 18.  Leonardo da Vinci, Lady with an Ermine, 1489–1490, Oil on Panel, 21" x 15", The Czartoryski 

Museum, Kraków, Poland 

 

first example of the 'modern' portrait with his Lady with an Ermine. Hailed as a breakthrough 

in psychological portraiture, we learn about the subject (even if we do not know specifically 

who she is) through the details of the piece--her dress tells us her station in life, and the 

ermine in her arms symbolizes purity. 

 Looking later in art history, we can locate other influences of my choice to create 

portraits for my thesis. With the Expressionists, the Abstract Expressionists, and the 

Surrealists, I found work that dealt with no specific person, but rather with women or men in 

general and the artists' feelings towards the genders. If we look at Expressionist artists like 

Egon Schiele and Edvard Munch, we start to see that there is less specific detail, and fewer 
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Figure 19.  Egon Schiele, Standing Woman in Red, 1913, Watercolor on Paper, no size, Private Collection 

Figure 20.  Egon Schiele, Standing Nude Young Girl 2, date unknown, Mixed Media on Paper, no size 

Figure 21.  Edvard Munch, The Scream, 1893, Oil/Tempera/Pastel on Cardboard, 36" x 28.9", The National 

Gallery, Oslo 

 

surroundings or well-placed objects that are meant to give us more information about the 

subject. In their place is a sense of emotion, or 'expression' if you will, that gives us more of 

an understanding of the artist's mental and emotional state as well as a glimpse into how they 

feel towards the subject in general. The 'portraits' have become more about the artists and 

conveying an idea than about their subjects. The subject matter simply helps convey what 

they artist wants to say or allows them to express how they feel.  

 This is where I feel like I fit into the history of depicting the human figure (we can 

call it portraiture) in my work. My pieces are symbolic in nature, even though they are 

depicting real people. However, the actual person is not what I want the viewer to pay 

attention to; I want them to pay attention to the subtle nuances, the differences in the figures, 

the similarities, the poses, and what the body language and facial expressions are saying. In 

short, the figures in my pieces are simply vehicles for my message. The girl in The "Lolita 
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Effect" represents all of the hypersexualized young girls in today's society, just as Ingrid in 

Blender speaks to large population of people who have battled cancer and lived through it. 

The viewer is looking at a 'state of mind' or a 'state of being' (of the subject, and perhaps of 

his or herself) instead of at merely a likeness of a person. The state of mind they are 

witnessing could be self-worth, identify, self-image, a sense of belonging, or any number of 

other topics that I have covered in this paper. They are seeing an image of one person that is 

representative of many; thus, how this one person has dealt with identity is how many would 

deal with the same issue.  Additionally, I hope to have created a private symbolism that is 

highly personal and is shared by the subjects and myself--these depictions could all represent 

snap-shots of myself at various stages of my own life. 

METHODOLOGY 

 In addition to my thematic and stylistic concerns growing and changing over the two 

years of this program, I definitely learned in leaps and bounds what materials I wanted to 

work with. I had become frustrated with working on loose pieces of paper; presenting the 

final images was always an issue for me and storage was tricky too. I had begun to play 

around more and more with how to archivally mount paper onto panels, in order to make 

presentation, storage, and transport simpler, cleaner, and more professional. 

I began working with artist Joe Gerges at the beginning of my 2nd year in the 

program. He helped me explore my thematic ideas and hone down how to successfully 

visually represent them. We also talked about how I envisioned these ideas format-wise. I 

knew that I wanted to work much larger than I had in the past; I'd been to quite a few art 

shows in that time frame and was beginning to realize that larger pieces make more of an 

impact and I really wanted some of my ideas to truly confront the viewer. I also knew that if I 
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was working in large format, I would be more free to let my hand show in the drawing; it 

would be easier for me to not render things so tightly, to let go and let the drawing evolve on 

its own, which was something that I was in dire need of doing. 

Materials and Techniques 

Once I decided that I wanted to work on paper and for the works to be large in scale, 

the issue to deal with was in physically how I was going to make that happen. I already knew 

from my past year of experimenting that I did not want to work on gessoed panels. In that 

time, I had also played around with mounting paper on panels at the beginning of my MFA 

experience, and now the idea came back up with Joe. Mounting the paper meant that large 

pieces could be shown, transported, and stored much easier than if they were done on loose 

pieces of paper. Thus, the majority of the 3rd semester was taken up by experimenting with 

the panel building process as well as choosing paper that I liked, and learning how to 

successfully and archivally mount it onto the panels. My father, an avid woodworker, was 

able to come to town to show me how to choose quality materials, how to use the tools I 

needed to, and how to build sturdy large panels. I then embarked on the intense process of 

trial and error paper mounting.  

Essentially, I found that there needed to be as little moisture as possible involved in 

the adhering of the paper to the panel. An archival paste is quickly and uniformly applied to a 

primed panel and dry paper cut to just slightly larger than the size needed is rolled onto the 

panel from end to end. When adhering the paper, I used a short-nap mini paint roller to 

firmly push the paper onto the panel and get rid of air bubbles. Once the paper was on the 

panel, I bent the excess paper edges down over the sides and placed another larger flat panel 

on top; I then applied as much weight on top of this panel as uniformly as possible. I would 
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let the paper dry for at least 24 hours, and then check for bubbles and ripples on the surface, 

lightly dampening the paper and reaffixing it to the panel surface as needed.  

My actual drawing process progressed and changed as well over the third semester. 

Up until that point, 95% of the drawings I had made were graphite and were very high key. I 

started with a hard pencil and worked my way through darker and darker pencils, which 

proved to be very tedious. I had always learned in school to start with the light values since 

you can always add value to get darker, but once you put down a dark, it's hard to get rid of 

it. Thus, I never get fully realized dark value ranges in my work. Joe encouraged me to try 

working in charcoal in order to round out my value range, and showed me his process for 

applying the charcoal in layers so that I would have greater control over the detail and value. 

He also clearly let me know that I needed to apply my darks first, so that I could gauge what 

the other values in the drawing needed to be. In my thesis drawings, I start by applying a 

light uniform layer of charcoal powder with thick paper towel to any large areas of dark 

value on the drawing. I then block in the shadow masses in a medium value with soft vine 

charcoal, using a blending tip to smooth over the value. I then use a hard Cretacolor Nero 

pencil to lay down a very light but uniform area of value in whichever area I choose to work. 

It's my intention to work holistically, thus I try to keep the whole drawing at the same level 

and not allow myself to render more or get to tight/detailed in any one area in particular. I 

use a softer Nero to start to render realistic value in layers, and then use a medium soft Ritmo 

charcoal pencil to add even darker areas of value. Any time I apply value, I use the blending 

stump to dampen down the paper's grain, so that the viewer isn't focusing on a distracting 

texture at all. For my darkest areas I add a layer of Char-kole and then smooth out the value 

with a chamois, going back in with my Ritmo pencils to add detail and subtler layers of dark 
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values. All along the way, I use line quality and determine which areas I am going to tighten 

up or leave looser in order to allow my decision making process and "artist's hand" to be 

evident. 

Format 

Lastly, a really simple question has yet to be addressed here. Why drawing? Why not 

paint or photography? I have taken courses in all kinds of art. Granted, I never had a proper 

painting course to allow me to explore what I wanted to with a full 'tool belt', but drawing has 

always spoken to me. It is basic, it is immediate, and it can effectively convey an idea or 

message in a very direct way. There is nothing else to distract from what the artist wants to 

say, and there is no color to read into.  

To me, there is nothing better than the immediacy of pencil or charcoal on paper. 

Throughout the history of art, drawing has usually been looked at as a 'means to an end' -- a 

drawing is a study for or the 'prequel' to a painting and not normally the final product. For 

me, the drawing is the epitome of the artistic process; the layering of marks and the rawness 

of the drawn image are just as important as color palette or painting technique. They speak 

about who the person was that created the drawing and (I feel) that the immediacy of the 

drawn image can capture emotion and passion in ways that other mediums cannot. Why did I 

choose to do charcoal images for my thesis, when photographs of the subjects might be just 

as effective? To me, portrait photographs are very specific. If I look at a photo of a person, I 

see a specific person. It doesn't speak to me of a general subject; it speaks to me of ONE 

person, what they look like, and what they are going through. I do understand that other 

artists may feel very differently about this. But to me, a drawing is a translation of an image; 

the artist looks at a person or a photo and draws what they see and how they see it. The 
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drawing is not going to look exactly like the photo/scene before the artist since the artist is 

making decisions on what to show and what not to show the entire time they are creating the 

image.  

In my case, I have specifically whittled down the amount of information that I want to 

present to the viewer in my drawings. There is no color; black and white is basic and 

effective. Color would add a whole new layer of meaning on top of the subject matter. Color 

is a psychological tool that artists can use to help control how the viewer feels while looking 

at art; however, like many other things, viewers are all going to have different reactions to 

specific colors. I want to eliminate that element from my pieces so that I have more of an 

opportunity to subtly control how the viewer 'sees' my art without their full knowledge of that 

control. Additionally, there are no backgrounds in my pieces either. Again, this extraneous 

information might detract from the image of the subjects that I want my viewer to pay 

attention to. If a background or environment were included, the viewer would have even 

more information to interpret, which could open up even more ways to look at my message.  

CONCLUSION 

 One of the most important things that I heard someone ask while I was in the program 

at LCAD was, "Why are you here and what did you hope to gain by completing this 

program? What is your personal definition of success?" Luckily, I had thought about this 

before coming to the program. I took time off from my teaching job and knew that I needed 

to set goals and expectations for myself to get the most out of this experience. Getting my 

Masters degree in itself has always been a goal of mine, and simply accomplishing that has 

been enough to make me happy. However, I also determined that if I came out of the 

program creating work that felt completely out of my comfort-zone and that really pushed me 
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technically and conceptually as an artist, then I had succeeded. Gallery representation or a 

certain number of shows had no place in my definition of 'success in grad school'.  

 Getting my masters degree has prepared me for numerous aspects of my future. I feel 

better prepared to teach art in college, and have even more structured ideas should I choose 

to go back to teaching high school. I can organize and plan a gallery show, and know how to 

create an artist's identity with which to market myself to galleries and museums. I have built 

connections with other artists and people in the art world and learned how to act like a 

professional, collegial adult who can fend for herself, and yet I have also learned to navigate 

the world of artist egos. But most importantly, I have learned how to go through the process 

of conception through final visualization of an idea on my own, and feel that I now have 

tools in my bag to allow me to go out into the world and sustain this process as I keep 

making art.  

 In the ideation process, I have learned to NOT follow my gut; my first idea always 

will need to be reworked and revised to add in the layers of subtlety that my initial ideas lack. 

But I have also learned that I have the ability to stretch my skills and create mature powerful 

art. I feel confident that I will be able to keep art as part of my everyday life now, and use 

what I have created here to fuel the next body of work. My ideas will grow, my skills will 

grow, my art will mature even more, and I hope that I can grow to be a relevant voice for 

society and my generation. 
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