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ABSTRACT 

My work expresses my studies of the human form as well as my experiences with 

acting. As an actor, I looked closely at human behavior, giving me insights into our shared 

human experience and giving me the tools to express my own experiences through 

performance. The actor brings life to the playwright’s characters, beyond what the author 

could project onto the page. Actors must unitize their imagination to bring gesture and 

animation to a character. This could also be said of visual arts. With drawing and painting, I 

am looking for clues in my observations of people and nature to find nuances that convey 

shared qualities in our humanity in each of my compositions.  I began drawing portraits of 

strangers in coffee shops in order to better my craft. Soon after, I turned to drawing and 

painting friends and family members, experimenting with color to establish my personal 

aesthetic as an artist. My work transformed yet again after joining the United States Army. 

During my service, I drew portraits of soldiers and family members. I found myself inspired 

each time I presented a portrait because I witnessed the personal connection that each 

individual felt for their likeness. My goal as an artist is to always depict my subjects honestly 

and with integrity. Ultimately, I came to realize that portraits are not static reflections, but 

dynamic mirrors of emotions and experience. 
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INTIMATE GLIMPSE 

DESCRIPTION 

Artistically speaking, there is nothing quite like a disaster to humble one’s process. 

My first MFA critique discussing my work between my first and second year at Laguna 

College of Art and Design was certainly one of these moments. To say there was no praise 

for the work is an understatement.  I am told by my peers that I handled the bludgeoning 

well. As a former actor, I have had some practice manipulating expressions, as well as taking 

rejection in the audition room. My thesis advisors had some questions about the direction of 

my work. My presentation focused on a dozen abstract canvases painted in vivid and thickly 

impasto oil paint. Everyone wondered why I was producing these color landscapes that had 

no semblance of figuration in a largely representational MFA program.  

The first abstract canvas I did was based off of a prompt from my studio mentor, John 

Brosio. I was looking for a more personal and emotional connection to figuration. I had spent 

the first year producing a number of portraits and figurative compositions with mixed media 

of oil paint and oil pastels. After working with soft pastels on paper, I felt like I wanted a 

stickier and less dusty medium that I could work with on panels and canvases. I gravitated 

toward oil pastel on canvas. One of the challenges I faced was the disconnection between the 

subject and the ground around it, representing the environment in my paintings. John 

suggested that I start viewing each moment of the painting with the same degree of 

importance that I was putting into my subject—the human form. For a few years I had been 

looking at the work of one of my favorite painters, Gerhard Richter, 1932-present, who spent 

much of his formative and early career focused on realism. But not wanting to be categorized 
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as a realist, Richter shifted his work 

mid-career to abstraction. Richter 

used a squeegee to spread, mix and 

reduce the paint on the canvas to 

produce highly chromatic and fluid 

landscapes (Fig. 1).  

 This allowed him to soften 

and unify the compositions of his figurative work. In one of his early figurative masterpieces, 

Ema (Nude On a Staircase), 1966, (Fig. 2), Richter painted with photographic precision his 

young wife descending a staircase in their apartment building. He then blurred the painting 

subtly to soften all the edges and even out the composition, with little evidence of 

brushstrokes. Richter has commented that blurring 

the composition makes each part of the painting as 

important as any other. During my second semester I 

was struck by this composition. There was a nostalgia 

about it, as if it was a discovered old polaroid that had 

not quite processed or had been taken hastily. During 

a photo session that I had arranged with a Laguna 

College of Art and Design model, Katie, I used the 

stairs in my home to photograph her walking down 

the stairs. At the bottom of the stairs, I took a 

kneeling position with my iPhone.  I wanted to feel 

the reverence toward the subject that was coming 
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toward me as well as a sense of the power in her figure. Rather than Richter’s quiet and 

direct Ema, I wanted Katie to feel much taller than the viewer. I took several photographs. 

The reference that stood out was as she was almost reaching the viewer, with her head, feet 

and right arm cropped out of the composition. I wanted the viewer to feel on the edge of 

confrontation with the subject. I could not ignore the implicit sexual context of this 

composition—the nude model so often seen in figurative art striking a classical pose. 

Casually walking in a comfortable and personal space, Katie approaches the viewer on the 

right, as if to give someone else the space to pass. The viewer may wonder who this might 

be? I began She Descends, (Figure 3) with an 

imprimatura, or wash of color, over the white 24” x 36” 

stretched canvas with ultramarine blue. I wanted to 

emphasize the warmth of Katie’s figure and skin tone. I 

hoped the deep cool of the ultramarine would help 

balance some of this warmth. Next, I blocked in the 

value structure of the figure and stairs with a 

combination of alizarine crimson and ultramarine blue. I 

used a very warm palette of cadmiums to paint in the 

light and figure structures alla-prima (wet on wet). To 

balance and cool down some of the more chromatic mixes, I left much of the ultramarine-

blue imprimatura on the stairs and wall exposed. After this layer dried, I began using a wider 

palette range in warm tones as well as some neutral greens into the figure. 

Shortly after painting She Descends, I set out to create a series of paintings without 

reference trying to create a unified picture with no central object or figuration. This was 

Figure 3. She Descends, Mark Silverberg, 
2020, 24 x 36 Inches, Mixed Media on 
Canvas. 
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again a challenge prompted by my mentor, John Brosio, who wanted me to open my sense of 

space past a need to identify a subject. Another favorite artist, Willem de Kooning, 1904-

1997, had his own breakthroughs with abstraction in the 1940s and 50s. An accomplished 

figurative painter, de Kooning, inspired by what he was seeing in his peers such as Jackson 

Pollock, moved to obliterate his intensely 

colored figures into abstract articulations. 

His process of deconstructing the figure 

resulted in compositions that were much 

freer than his earlier work. In 1950, de 

Kooning began one of his early abstract 

masterpieces, Excavation (Fig. 4). At more 

than six feet by eight feet, it was at the 

time the largest canvas he had ever 

painted. “It began as a multi-figure composition—most likely three figures in an interior—

but slowly the figures dissolved into their surroundings and the pictorial space flattened out 

into a stretched scrim of fleeting forms twisting and breaking and puncturing the surface” 

(Smee 322). Looking at this composition, the eye moves around, investigating different 

forms and colors popping in and out of existence, forms that feel both random and inevitable 

at the same time.  The composition feels unified as well, nothing seems out of place or 

extraneous. “The mobile structure of hooked calligraphic lines defines anatomical parts—

bird and fish shapes, human noses, eyes, teeth, necks, and jaws—that seem to dance across 

the painted surface, revealing the particular tension between abstraction and figuration that is 

inherent in de Kooning’s work” (Art Institute of Chicago). 
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Like in de Kooning’s and Richter’s work, I want my painting to feel evenly balanced.  

I began painting small canvases using de Kooning compositions as reference. My goal was 

not to copy his work. I was “copying” the nature of de Kooning’s organic movements with 

brush and paint in the same way that I empathize 

with the structure of the figure and its form by 

observing a human body.  One change of perspective 

that came immediately from this exercise was the 

treatment of the medium itself. The paint became 

more than a practical tool for the purpose of 

articulating form—rather I wanted to highlight its 

inherent energy and creative potential.   

My painting, Passages, (Fig. 5) was created 

toward the end of this experimentation. Painted in oil 

on a 24” x 36” canvas, this painting encompasses many of the techniques I developed. I used 

a palette knife and squeegee to mix, spread and scrape medium on and off the surface. I 

began by thinking of conversations with my mentor regarding nature and painting. We 

looked at how we could imbue more subjective importance into each articulation in painting, 

taking nothing for granted. The English painter and poet William Blake wrote in his poem 

“Auguries of Innocence:” 

To see a world in a grain of sand  

And heaven in a wild flower 

Hold infinity in the palm of your hand 

And eternity in an hour.   
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Blake’s line resonates with my approach. Rather than have a singular subject with 

greater importance than any other part of the painting, I wanted each part of the painting to 

feel in balance with the other parts—every stroke, movement, color choice, effecting the 

other areas of the picture plane. Color was a major factor in both the structure of the 

composition and the freedom to paint with spontaneity. I chose a range of colors that I felt 

would react with each other in complimentary and contrasting ways. Pure, phthalo-green and 

blue, dark and earthy in tone, reminiscent of vegetation and the night sky, were layered 

underneath and above magentas mixed with titanium, cadmium yellow and orange. The 

piercing and warm light activates the earthier tones. 

After presenting these paintings to my peers and professors at my critical discussion, 

it was regarded as too much a departure from formal drawing, and that my direction toward 

my thesis needed rethinking. I wanted to return to figuration, but I was unclear how to find 

my way back. It was at this time that I had another reference session planned with a model 

Emma, with whom I had previously worked.  I wanted a variety of expressive poses to work 

with. I longed for the same expressive feeling that I felt in my abstractions. I was ready to dig 

deeper into emotions and sensuality that I experienced in great figurative art. Among the 

artists that I return to for inspiration is Edgar Degas (1832-1917). I had previously been 

struck by the intimacy and emotion of his pastels at the Norton Simon Museum in Pasadena, 
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California—especially that of  his pastel drawing 

After the Bath (Fig 6). Degas’ color choices show 

his reverence for the subject. He both highlights the 

flesh tones throughout his environment and 

balances this warmth with complimentary greens in 

an abstracted but carefully considered background. 

I wanted my painting to reflect Degas’ care, 

intimacy, and sensuality. 

In Slow Shower (Fig. 7)— soft pastel on 

paper, 12 x 16 inches—the view is just above the 

shower faucet as Emma bathes below with her back 

turned toward the viewer. The viewer is hovering 

above the figure which, like in Degas’ 

composition After the Bath, feels voyeuristic. 

However, the layered use of soft pastel and 

compositional balance invites the viewer into the 

confined environment and speaks of intimacy 

rather than objectification.   Color plays an 

important role—skin tones are highlighted by 

layering soft, chromatic warm colors with soft 

cool blues and purples. Redder tones are balanced 

with the green chroma in the shower door on 

Figure 6. After the Bath, Edgar Degas, 1890-
1893, 26 x 20 3/4 Inches, Pastel on Paper 
Mounted on Cardboard, Norton Simon 
Foundation. 

Figure 7. Slow Shower, Mark Silverberg, 2020, 
12 x 16 Inches, Pastel on Paper. 
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the left of the composition and the blue shadow of the figure.  

Before the Shower (Fig. 8), is a more successful composition due to borrowing and 

building upon some of the compositional successes of Degas’ After the Bath. As in Degas’ 

pastel, the fabric of the towels and robe are used to compliment the figure and lead the 

viewer through the composition. This is also reflected in the lines of the hair, echoing some 

of the curves of the torso.  A strong light and atmospheric distortion soften the hardness of 

any straight lines. There is almost an abstraction outside of the subject—a diffuse, dream like 

atmosphere—but articulated enough for the figure to be believable in an environment.  

Larger questions about emotional connection becomes essential as my work is put 

into the public view.  What message do I send through these compositions of posed nude or 

semi-clothed muses? In contemporary realism we are used to seeing paintings of semi-naked 

Figure 9. Perfect Fold, Mark Silverberg, 2021, 12 x 
16 Inches, Pastel on Paper. 
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beautiful women. What do I bring to the conversation of figurative work with images that 

echo much of what I see in contemporary figure painting? As I engaged with this question, I 

thought of my time in theater where the performed story’s success was often a matter of the 

actor’s chemistry. I thought of the model’s and the artist's connection in this context. I 

wanted the connection between artist and muse to be believable and real, something that 

would suspend disbelief and hold the imagination of the viewer. Perfect Fold (Fig. 9) is my 

attempt to reach for this more truthful and intimate perspective. We see the model, or muse, 

folding laundry with a moment of enjoyment.   

I sought a more immersive and sensual language in drawing the figure. Through this 

discovery, I went through a period of transformations in style and medium, only to return to 

drawing with pastels. I also returned to the figure, with balanced color and form and more 

understanding of compositional structure. The dialogue established between the muse and the 

artist creates an intimate environment for the audience to come to a greater understanding of 

the complexities of that artistic relationship. 

RESEARCH 

“When the means of expression have become so refined, so attenuated that their 

power of expression wears thin, it is necessary to return to the essential principles which 

made human language…Pictures which have become refinements, subtle gradations, 

dissolutions without energy, call for beautiful blues, reds, yellows — matter to stir the 

sensual depths of men.”  - Henri Matisse (qted. By Harrison, Wood 384) 

I am an interpretive realist, seeking to use techniques and concepts that I’ve been 

influenced by in acting—sense memory, improvisation, and suspension of disbelief—to 

move my drawing and multi-media work toward a language that seeks an emotional and 
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sensory connection to the viewer, as Matisse recommends. My relationship with the arts 

began at the Carnegie Mellon School of Drama where I discovered a way of expressing 

myself based on techniques and classical training that grounded me to historical contexts, 

from Greek theater though modern methods. In my studies, I sought to express human 

behavior that would be fresh and alive and connected to my own experiences, seeking to 

elicit an emotional response or “catharsis” with my audience. Catharsis, rooted in the medical 

term katharsis (Greek: “purgation” or “purification”), in theater is traced back to Aristotle’s 

Poetics: “Tragedy then, is an imitation of an action that is serious, complete and of a certain 

magnitude…in the form of action, not of narrative: through pity and fear effecting the proper 

purgation of these emotions” (Butcher 1).  The actor’s job is to enact their imitation with 

such “seriousness” and “magnitude” as to allow their audience to justify their belief in it. 

This principle of early dramatics led to the concept of suspension of disbelief. “Poetic faith,” 

according to Norman Holland, author of Literature of the Brain, “encapsulates what our 

brain is doing. It isn’t that we stop disbelieving—it’s that we believe two inconsistent things. 

We accept that we are sitting and reading or watching a movie. We also believe or, more 

accurately, feel that what we are reading, or viewing is happening” (Mueller 1). It is this 

belief or faith that allows the audience to fully invest in what they are seeing and transport 

themselves to other states of consciousness.  

In my theatrical studies I also discovered the practice of “sense memory” that can be 

used to achieve more “truthful” emotions by connecting the emotional reality of a scene to a 

real sensory experience. In this practice, an actor can recall a sensory experience surrounding 

a memory, such as the smell of one’s favorite food. The sense of smell connects to the 

memory so much so that recalling it can elicit an immediate emotional response connected to 
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that memory.  This technique was developed with other exercises by actor and director Lee 

Strasburg in the 1930s. Along with his colleagues, including actor Stella Adler and director 

Elia Kazan, they “…focused on ‘inside-out’ performance, stirring past emotions from the 

actor’s life that they could draw upon during performance. This became known as sense 

memory” (Kantilaftis 1). This developed an actor’s ability to heighten the sense of reality to 

their performance.  Strasberg said of using this exercise to gain control over the emotional 

content of a performance, “Every human being contains within himself the keys on which to 

play all types of emotional experience. The means by which we are able to avail ourselves of 

this experience of ours is through the process of emotional memory, or memory of 

experience” (1). 

At first in my practice, I would rehearse scenes over and over again, breaking down 

into sections each moment, dissecting the intentions of the characters and discovering small 

nuances until I believed that my behavior was “truthful.” However, once in front of an 

audience, these rehearsed scenes needed to seem to the audience like they were happening 

for the first time, like an inevitable moment in life.  To add the possibility that nothing in any 

given scene would be predetermined, I endeavored to allow that each scene, no matter how 

many times rehearsed, remain present to the moment and sensitive to the possibility of 

change.  I began using improvisation in my work, letting go of what was rehearsed and 

allowing myself to discover spontaneous ways of reacting based on inner intuition.   

My relationship with the arts expanded while I was working as a professional actor in 

Los Angeles after college. An artist friend of mine invited me to a figure drawing session 

with live models. While I had some basic knowledge of drawing and painting from high 

school, I had never had the experience of working directly with a live model. There was 



   

 

12 

something intriguing about this experience that opened me up to a new avenue of expression. 

I began attending weekly, trying to observe and react to the human form in chalk, pencil, pen, 

and acrylic paint.  During these sessions, I was reacting to the energy of the space and other 

artists working in their own mediums as well as the model holding a pose. I felt compelled to 

bring a greater degree of presence within this group structure, allowing this energy to move 

and push me to capture the sense of what was being experienced. In short poses that lasted 

five, ten, and twenty minutes at most; I would work with heightened awareness, looking to 

my feelings to direct my reactions on paper. I began to practice drawing the human body on 

paper in bars and coffee shops where capturing the moment was even more limited by time.   

I spent four years as an active-duty soldier. I began the practice of drawing fellow 

soldiers during training and continued 

drawing portraits throughout my time in 

service. At my first active-duty station as a 

chaplain’s assistant in northern Alabama, I 

was asked by one of my congregants to draw 

a picture of her patron saint, Saint Theresa 

of Lisieux (1873-1897).  While sketching 

her portrait (Fig. 10), I imagined that Saint 

Theresa was not in a photograph, but posing 

in front of me. I wanted to take in the reality 

of her presence and the energy that she 

would bring with her. Could I imbue a 

sketch with such energy, and do so with the constraints of time? I continued drawing portraits 
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of saints and soldiers in black and white conte crayon. These drawings led me to want a fuller 

knowledge of craft and technique. When my active-duty service was over I applied to 

Laguna College of Art and Design, which had a high reputation as a figurative and 

representational program.  Though based in classical technique and live studio practice, many 

of the professors and mentors who teach at LCAD were moving toward a more contemporary 

style of expression that appealed to me. Professor John Seed, author of Disrupted Realism, 

saw emerging out of the schools of realism artists breaking the rules of tradition into a more 

intuitive expression. Seed coined the term “Disruptive Realism” for artists following in a 

realist tradition and continuing to push perception forward, sometimes with the use and help 

from new forms of technology and how they interact with the artistic mind to discover truth: 

“Disrupted Realism isn’t exactly a style and it may not even be a tendency. It is perhaps best 

described as an overlapping set of developments in painting that crosses international borders 

and stylistic boundaries…” (Seed 1). These artists belonged to a long tradition that began 

with the impressionist movement that moved through to contemporary art, using reality as a 

basis to move perception forward into something more truthful. Seed further recognized that 

photography allowed artists to go into new directions including earlier academic artists such 

as Jean-Léon Gérôme who used photography as direct source material to produce paintings 

that moved toward a heightened sense of realism (1). Seed wrote “artists, who took the most 

radical course of action, including Cézanne and the Cubists who followed him, realized that 

the most dynamic course of action was to steal the idea of multiple points of view and move 

away from mimesis towards subjectivity and feeling” (1).  

It was the strong emotional connection that I was having with these “radical” artists 

that began to lead my perception forward. In the canvases of artists such as Matisse, I saw a 
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heightened perception that was communicated in choices based on intuition and inner feeling 

as much as direct observation. Matisse wrote in a note that appeared in the publication La 

Grande Revue in 1908: “My choice of colours does not rest on any scientific theory; it is 

based on observation, on sensitivity, and felt experiences…” (qted. By Harrison, Wood 73). 

While Matisse would work from direct observation, he would also draw from the emotions 

natural phenomenon gave him and how color especially was interpreted through emotional 

responses. He further wrote: “The expressive aspects of colours, imposes itself on me in a 

purely instinctive way. To paint an autumn landscape, I will not try to remember what colors 

suit this season, I will be inspired only by the sensation that the season arouses in me…” 

(qted. By Harrison, Wood 73). 

Wassily Kandinsky (1866-2944), one of the first pioneers of abstraction in art, saw 

the sensory effects of color. He actually may have had synesthesia, a neurological condition 

where when one sensory pathway, such as sight, gets activated. It then produces an 

involuntary reaction in a second sensory pathway, such as taste. Kandinsky wrote, “There 

occurs a purely physical effect, the eye itself is charmed by the beauty and other qualities of 

the color. The spectator experiences a feeling of satisfaction, of pleasure, like a gourmet who 

has a tasty morsel in his mouth” (qted. by Harrison, Wood 87). I learned how to cook from 

my grandmother, Sarah, who learned it from Italian cooking master Marcella Hazan. I have 

been making her classic Italian Bolognese from her recipe with very little deviations ever 

since I learned it. But recently I discovered a taste for topping this classic pasta with Thai 

chili sauce. My first feeling about adding this ingredient to the recipe, was guilt. I pictured 

my grandmother giving me a scolding look as her ungrateful grandson ruined her perfectly 

good sauce. But to me, it tasted like the ingredient that had been missing.  
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In a similar way, I had been working with oil pastels on both paper and canvas until I 

felt like I was missing something in the medium. Although I was attracted to the chroma and 

bold colors of the pastels and their ability to create strong contrasts with complimentary 

colors, I missed the textural component that I found with oil paint. I went back to my 

previous medium, starting a few figurative compositions with oil paint and stopping after a 

few layers of paint were applied. Once dry, I continued to work the figure and background 

with pastels, allowing some of the layers of oil to show thought and contrast with the layer of 

pastel on top of the paint.  

My mentor, John Brosio, gave me a challenge one semester to create an interpretive 

copy of an abstract painting by Willem de 

Kooning, Untitled XXV, 1977 (Fig. 11). 

Built up in my muscle memory was the 

practice of making marks based on a 

figurative subject. It seemed at first 

strange to interpret an abstraction. What 

was I rendering in the elusive forms and 

colors of his compositions? But I could 

see in his canvases a range of expression 

well beyond what I had been doing. There was a layering of textures and movement of 

shapes that seemed organic and inexplicably truthful. De Kooning also combined mediums; 

pastel, charcoal, plaster, sand, playing with paint like there were few boundaries. I painted a 

number of studies that used his compositions as references. Like much of the liberties that I 

had taken with color in my portraiture and figures, I allowed my intuition to deviate from his 
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palette. My interpretation of de Kooning’s painting (Fig. 12) hopefully captures a sense of his 

composition, but it is far from a direct copy. After these smaller pieces I began a series of 

larger abstract paintings. I wanted to add new tools to mark making.  I was drawn to 

Richter’s use of a squeegee and the risk he took 

midway through a successful career as a 

representational painter to begin painting large 

abstract canvases. I loved the way the paint reacted 

to being squeezed, flattened, raked and dragged by 

this tool and adopted it into my work. I began these 

larger canvases by using a large palette knife to 

apply paint directly on the canvas, using a simple 

palette of primary colors. After a few canvases I 

opened up the palette to a range of colors and white 

and premixed complimentary colors. I started to 

feel differently about the medium itself, I was not 

disguising the paint or manipulating it to represent 

something logical but something more purely sensory.  

After spending the summer between my spring and fall semester producing more than 

a dozen paintings with no reference, I had a studio filled with over a dozen highly chromatic 

landscapes. I felt like I had opened up to a new approach to expression but also felt highly 

anxious about this change of direction. Rather than having the anchor of a reference or 

subject to gauge the success of a composition, I found a new way of constructing an image, 

one that was relying on unconscious decision making, intuition, personal aesthetics, and 
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improvisation. As freeing as it felt, I also had an uneasy feeling. It was hard to explain what 

was guiding my decision making, and for the purposes of an academic program, especially 

one that is grounded in figurative realism, these paintings had the potential to beg more 

questions than I felt like I could answer. Removed from these canvases were classical notions 

of structure, shape, and value.  In their place were movement, texture, and intensity. I felt 

these canvases more than I could describe them. But was that enough to make them 

successful? I was asking a lot of the viewer to spend time in these visual collages of color 

relationships — was their time worth it? Art critic Harold Rosenberg coined the term “action 

painting” in his article “The American Action Painters” published in Art News, in December 

1952. “With traditional aesthetic references discarded as irrelevant, what gives the canvas its 

meaning is not psychological data but role, the way the artist organizes his emotional and 

intellectual energy as if he were in a living situation. The interest lies in the kind of act taking 

place in the four-sided arena, a dramatic interest” (Rosenberg 23). I aimed for these 

abstractions to have for the viewer this kind of “dramatic interest” that could elicit an 

emotional response.  

During the presentation of this series of abstractions to my MFA class for my first fall 

semester critique, I did not know what to expect from my peers and mentors. What I was 

presenting felt raw and honest, but it also had very little context as far as narrative 

explanation, and I was reticent to try to explain it. Also presenting these canvases on zoom 

was problematic, because the size and textures are lost in the slides and photographs of the 

works. The smallest pieces were 10 x 16 inches while the largest canvases were 36 x 60 

inches.  The largest canvases especially were somewhat three dimensional. With the marks 

from the squeegee and the palate knife cutting deep valleys and ridges, it created a 



   

 

18 

topographical map in the canvases—asking the viewer to move around the painting rather 

than just see it in two dimensions.  

Some of my peers harshly rebuked my canvases. Their immediate reaction was that 

my paintings were too chromatic as well as chaotic. One comment alluded to the idea that, 

“Anyone could slap a tube of paint onto a canvas and move it around with a squeegee.” Were 

these acts of painting an exercise in overindulgence? Did they lack risks associated with 

honest painting? In his article “The American Action Painter,” Rosenberg describes canvases 

that “…lacked the dialectical tensions of a genuine act, associated with risk and will,” and 

were merely decorated with the artist’s “own daily annihilation” (qted. by Smee 337).  

Rosenberg further describes the new abstract painters as existing “…between a discipline of 

vagueness by which one protects oneself from disturbance while keeping one’s eyes open for 

benefits; and the discipline of the Open Road of risk that leads to the farther side of the 

objects and the outer spaces of the consciousness” (48).  I was hoping to reach the 

consciousness of my viewer, but perhaps I needed to anchor my work in something less 

vague than intuition alone. In order to reinterpret reality successfully I needed to use reality 

first as my guide.  

Soon after my critique I had a photo reference session with a figurative model, 

Emma, with whom I had previously worked. I wanted to explore the figure in relationship to 

the abstract canvases, hoping to integrate the energy of the abstractions with figurative 

compositions. However, as we explored different poses in my home, I began to see a more 

personal narrative developing into something that felt more inclusive of my surrounding 

environment. Emma sat in my bathtub with a glass of white wine as my cat jumped onto the 

edge of the tub. As they interacted, I began to feel my own sense of empathy with Emma and 
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my cat in the moment, and I wanted to reinterpret this experience. Continuing to explore the 

environment, Emma posed in my shower. I moved my camera to the top of the faucet, and I 

was able to capture a perspective of her from above. I began to think about what the camera 

was viewing in relationship to my own frame of reference. How was it different for me to 

draw and paint from the point of view of a photograph rather than from life?  This reminded 

me of the differences in theater and film. In a theatrical setting everything is immediate in 

terms of the artist’s action and the audience’s reaction. In film, the action takes place in front 

of a camera, where multiple takes are possible and post-production editing can change the 

rhythms of the scene. With a photograph, the editing and post-production of the scene could 

be reinterpreted. By choosing what to reinterpret, I had an opportunity to disrupt the view of 

reality. The seriousness with which I interpreted these references through my experience 

would determine their effectiveness.  As Rosenberg stated and I felt, “The test of any of the 

new paintings is its seriousness — and the test of its seriousness is the degree to which the 

act on the canvas is an extension of the artist’s total effort to make over his experience” (48).     

The resulting drawings from this series allowed me to explore more fully a 

suspension of disbelief, sense memory and improvisation that had previously guided me in 

acting. I chose to use soft pastel on paper for this group of drawings. I felt that the delicacy of 

the medium would add to the intimacy of the pieces and feel more personal.  In one of the 

drawings, Emma and Jack, Emma is standing in front of the window, holding my cat close to 

her body as she and the cat look toward the artist (Fig. 13). Emma wore a mask for 

protection. This added to the reality of our current pandemic. This view of reality offered 

various sensory experiences to reflect in my drawing — the warmth of the sun and light 

coming through the window, the touch of the cat’s fur against her skin. Using sense memory, 
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I reflected on my own feelings of holding my cat, feeling his fur against my own skin, 

experiencing feelings of comfort and warmth. I felt the mask added a dramatic reminder of 

our current times and a sense of vulnerability that heightened the narrative. In order to elicit 

the willingness of the viewer to suspend their disbelief in the composition, I needed to find in 

the interpretation an empathy with not just Emma, but all of those elements of the 

environment that she would interact with. The 

more deliberate I was about interpreting the 

light coming through the window, the more I 

would describe the atmosphere of the room and 

what it was like to be present there. The more 

elements that drew the viewer’s eye to 

experience the moment, the more willing they 

would be to suspend their disbelief. The modes 

of improvisation came in my willingness to 

discover new ways of interpreting these 

physical phenomena. There was not a script to 

guide how I would use soft pastel to interpret physical nature.  I had to remain open to the 

possibilities that each mark would guide me to the next.      

As an interpretive realist, I have used principles of acting to interpret nature more 

truthfully in my drawing. In this endeavor, I have found that the more I explore the nuances 

and sensory effects of nature, the more willing the viewer might be to be transported to a 

suspension of disbelief by my work.  Matisse wrote, “Those who work in a preconceived 

style, deliberately turning their backs on nature, miss the truth. An artist must recognize, 
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when he is reasoning, that his picture is an artifice, but when he is painting, he should feel 

that he has copied nature. And even when he departs from nature, he must do it with the 

conviction that is only to interpret her more fully” (qted. by Harrison, Wood 74).  

METHODOLOGY  

After having painted over two dozen small to large scale abstract canvases, I had to 

find my way back to figuration. I wanted my transition into the figure to be as freeing and 

improvisational as my abstractions had become for my process. I wanted the energy and the 

textures discovered in my abstract canvases to be in dialogue with the figure to prompt new 

discoveries. I felt the best way to capture the energy and movement of these canvases would 

be to paint my figurative compositions using the abstract canvases as my underpainting. This 

technique I hoped would enable the figure to be more integrated and in harmony with the 

environment rather than separated from it. In previous figurative compositions, I had 

struggled with this distinction, often with the environment as a mere backdrop, perhaps even 

an afterthought, which ultimately did not support the figure in a way the viewer could 

empathize with. To avoid an incongruous and even superficial relationship between the 

figure and the abstract ground, I felt it was important to have these two elements be in 

conversation with one another.  

I booked a live modeling session with an LCAD model, Katie, with whom I had 

previously worked with in the classroom. She was not only experienced in live figure 

modeling but had a background in dance and movement, and I felt she might be an excellent 

collaborator in this challenge. I discussed some of the context and background of the abstract 

canvases to Katie before our session. We agreed that it would be good for her to spend some 

time with the abstract canvases before her live figure modeling session. I wanted Katie, like 
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any actor playing a role, to make discoveries of her own and interpret the movement and 

color she saw in the paintings before posing. In acting, suspension of disbelief for the viewer 

is rarely achieved when the performer seems to be “pretending” or taking direction from a 

director. An actor must meet the material on his or her own terms and believe it 

themselves—or the audience will not believe it.   

Katie connected to the primary chromatic colors captured in a state of motion on the 

abstract canvas shown in Fig. 14. She was struck 

with the liquid medium of the oil drying and 

holding the intensity and motion of the painter. As 

was the case with the process of making the 

abstract underpainting, I wanted to paint Katie with 

speed and physicality, using an alla-prima, or wet 

on wet, technique. The canvas at 36 x 60 inches 

allowed me to work close to life size.  

 Often during preparation for an acting 

scene, an actor might make notes of action words 

that resound with the spirit or feeling of the scene. 

This can often ground an actor in a thought line of 

the actor’s character and a sense of belief in the 

environment he or she is in. In preparation for our live figure painting session, Katie and I 

shared words that the painting environment invoked. Some of these action words included 

reverence, sensuality, and creation.  
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During the modeling session, Katie took a reclining pose, stretched with her knee 

raised. I found elements of this pose took on some of the movement in the canvas. I mixed a 

palette of a similar range of colors found in the abstract background, including cadmium 

yellow medium, cadmium red medium and ultramarine blue. I also added some alizarin 

crimson for chromatic blacks, as well as soft mixing white for grey and a sense of skin tones. 

With only two hours scheduled for live painting, I needed to use the limited time to push the 

sense of spirit and improvisation. I painted with 

both palette knife and large (over one inch thick) 

brushes to reduce the need for close detail, in 

deference to movement and suggestion of form. I 

allowed the painting to remain in this stage (Fig. 15) 

for a couple weeks and let it completely dry. At this 

point, I could begin to see which parts of the 

composition were now competing with the figure 

and needed to be further developed. Having 

experimented with oil pastels before, I chose them 

to work on top of the dried paint.  

 The main goal was to find harmony 

within the painting—for the elements to support and 

balance each other rather than fight for attention. I 

began to see the role of the artist like that of a film director or editor. I needed to make cuts to 

and reorganize elements of the composition, that while meaningful during the process, no 

longer supported the congruity of the composition. After the live painting, it was clear to me 
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that the chromatic primary colors outside of the figure were overpowering. I felt cooling 

them with purples, blues and neutral greens 

would cancel out some of the loudness. I 

also felt that the grey tones in the skin 

needed to be chromatically enhanced to 

push the figure forward in space and give 

the subject a sense of life and warmth.  

The painting that resulted, Katie 

Reclining (Fig. 16), brings together many of 

the elements of style and technique I had 

been experimenting with during the 

previous year. This process of 

rediscovering the figure has led me towards 

a more organic and dynamic direction. 

CONCLUSION  

As I moved back into figuration, I 

had to ask myself what purpose was behind these images. Where was I focusing my audience 

when they saw my work? As an actor playing a role, I often ask what I want my audience to 

“feel” for the character. These questions do not have easy answers, certainly not black and 

white ones. I always felt the best place to start with a role as an actor was from personal 

experiences. Start with the self and be as honest as possible, even if that means stepping 

outside the boundaries of good taste. Let honest inquiry guide each step. My work may even 

offend some people. But as I explore the personal and the intimate through the medium of 
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visual art, I hope to clarify my language of visual expression and engage viewers in an 

authentic experience.    
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Plate 2. She Descends, Mark Silverberg, 2020, 24 x 36 Inches, Mixed Media 
on Canvas. 
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Plate 3. Katie Reclining, Mark Silverberg, 2020, 36 x 60 Inches, 
Mixed Media on Canvas. 
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Plate 4. Morning Spring, Mark Silverberg, 2021, 12 x 16 Inches, Pastel on 
Paper. 
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Plate 5. Slow Shower, Mark Silverberg, 2020, 12 x 16 Inches, Pastel 
on Paper. 
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Plate 6. Emma and Jack, Mark Silverberg, 2021, 12 x 16 Inches, 
Pastel on Paper. 
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Plate 7. Yellow Slippers, Mark Silverberg, 2021, 12 x 16 Inches, Pastel 
on Paper. 
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Plate 8. Warm Routine, Mark Silverberg, 2021, 12 x 16 Inches, Pastel on 
Paper. 
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Plate 9. Good Read, Mark Silverberg, 2021, 12 x 16 Inches, Pastel on 
Paper. 
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Plate 10. Before the Shower, Mark Silverberg, 2021, 12 x 16 Inches, Pastel 
on Paper. 
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Plate 11. Perfect Fold, Mark Silverberg, 2021, 12 x 16 Inches, Pastel on 
Paper. 


