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ABSTRACT 

 The process of creating the work that makes up Bareable was unexpected for me. It was 

an opening to self-healing that I was unaware that I needed so badly. With each painting that I 

created during this process, I made a new discovery about myself that I sought to explore further. 

What began as an inspiration to paint fruit still life slowly transformed itself into a metaphor of 

personal empowerment, self-acceptance, and understanding. The figures within my work are 

bare as they handle fruits that have been torn apart to reveal what is inside. The act of handling a 

fruit that has been torn apart has come to be a metaphor of self-acceptance and control over 

sexuality after a history of abuse. The figures and exposed fruits are supported by floral patterns 

and colors that appear vibrant and beautiful. By creating paintings that are so vibrant and fill me 

with joy to experience, I have been able to transform pain and self-destruction into healing and 

empowerment. 
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BAREABLE  

The paintings that make up my thesis work tell a story of transformation. Not only is 

there a transformation within myself, but also in the way I express myself through paint. This 

transformation begins from the history of sexual abuse I experienced growing up and the dark 

secrets that surrounded it. Through most of my life I have gotten by without having to speak 

much about the serious impact this trauma had on me. It is something for which I have always 

felt shame. It has affected my relationships with others and especially with the way I see myself. 

I carry its festering pain with me, but I have learned to live with it; to live with it silently. 

I have existed silently about it most of my life, so I was not expecting to suddenly be 

comfortable with laying bare my experiences to a group of my fellow peers at Laguna College of 

Art and Design (LCAD). I was especially not expecting to develop my whole thesis work around 

the trauma, but as I approached my work more expressively in terms of style, the trauma I had 

buried kept surfacing as I developed more work. I found that I was unable to deny its presence 

within my choices of subject matter and use of symbolism. By embracing my pain and allowing 

myself to be vulnerable enough to share it, I was able to create a body of work that is both self-

empowering and self-healing.  

The self-empowering quality of my work comes, in part, from the way I compose the 

close-up, cropped figures of women, which are intended to dominate the canvas with their 

presence. Their hands hold luscious fruits that have been torn open to reveal the inside. The fruits 

have become a symbol of sexuality in my work, and the handling of them is a metaphor about 

being able to have control over something that was taken from me long ago. There are also self-

portraits within my work that reveal my states of being during the making of this work. I end my 

thesis work with a self-portrait in which I lean into the feeling of self-acceptance.  
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The way that I paint went through a transformation as well. As I was revealing of secrets 

within myself, I triggered forms of expression in my paint handling that I had not previously 

done. It felt instinctive. When I recognized the power of it, I then began to learn how to have 

control over it in order to convey what I intended. At times within my paintings, the 

compositions can appear fragmented or broken up by my paint application while other parts 

remain put together and rendered with greater details that I can get lost in. I find this duality 

important to who I am on this journey of self-healing. There will always be broken parts of 

myself that will never be fixed, but there is also an inner strength that I find clarity in, which 

keeps me moving forward. 

DESCRIPTION  

The paintings in my thesis work, Bareable, stem from events that have shaped my 

identity as a woman regaining my power. They are told through figures and still-life and are 

supported by my expressive use of color and texture. My paintings turn deeply psychological as I 

painted them and began to understand their real meaning. By projecting my own experiences 

into my paintings, they have become a personal source of expression which has allowed me to 

transform my trauma into something beautiful. In this way, each painting is evidence of the 

acceptance and self-healing I have experienced in the process. 

Before I began expressing myself through the female figure, I was painting fruit still-life. 

Fleeting (2018) was the first still-life that I set up.  It is a peeled orange which lays on a colorful 

floral-patterned cloth, opened to reveal the insides of both halves. The inspiration to paint the 

orange in this way came after watching someone peel an orange and set it on a counter to be 

forgotten after they were distracted by something else. I was struck by this orange that was just 

left there; admiring the way that the light played upon its soft, translucent flesh and how the 
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brightly colored peel reflected back onto it. 

It was so stunning to me in that moment. I 

was attracted to the boldness of the color 

and the tenderness of the fruit, inspired by 

how fleeting the life of the fruit itself would 

be. I also began thinking about the two 

halves of the orange in a more sensual way 

and its uncanny similarity to the human 

form. I then began to think about all these 

different ways to look at this seemingly simple fruit and decided it needed to be painted. 

Initially, I was only concerned with making the fruit appear realistic. However, as I painted 

the orange, I started sensing a strong connection to it. The texture of the orange instinctively made 

me want to pick up more paint and make thicker, more expressive brushstrokes. The hues of 

oranges and yellows of the fruit excited me and made me forget about the details of the cloth 

surrounding it. The likeness of the orange to female genitalia felt sensual, which I also wanted to 

emphasize and express through the paint. During the process of this painting, I was only vaguely 

aware of my attraction to exploring the inside of the fruit and why I felt a need to open it and 

express it in that way. I first attributed this need to paint the inside of the fruit with being more 

aesthetically interesting inside than outside. Although on further speculation I began to realize how 

personal of a meaning this torn piece of fruit held for me.   

The feelings I got from the small orange study led to another exploration of a new fruit in 

my painting, Torn Apart (2018). This time I felt compelled to paint the insides of a pomegranate 

(Figure 2). In this painting, the pomegranate is torn and exposed in the center of the composition 

Figure 1. Alyssa Fields, Fleeting, 2018, Oil on Panel, 8 x 10 

in, private Collection. 
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just like the orange had been. It lays on a white abstracted cloth. I was drawn to it by its deep 

crimson color, and distinctive internal pattern. I was expecting a similar feeling during the process 

of painting this fruit. However, psychologically it had 

a much different effect on me. As I painted the slick 

red seeds, I realized just how violent this visual was. 

It felt like a sinful act to rip apart something that had 

an uncanny likeness to my own insides – flesh and 

blood. It filled me with a familiar dread and a recall to 

my own sexual abuse and trauma. It was in this 

painting that I first ever felt the intuition to reach for a 

palette knife. I had never felt the urge to do so before, 

and I was not familiar with how to use it, but it would 

be my first step into how and why I would come to use 

it in later works.  

After painting the orange and pomegranate, I had to take time away to analyze why they 

had such an effect on me. One had filled me with sensual curiosity, the other with painful dread, 

but both made me instinctively use paint in a way I had never done before. The orange had made 

me use thick, luscious paint in a way that swirled wetly within the fruit to describe its juicy quality. 

Whereas the slick, deep red insides of the pomegranate seeds caused me to want to use sharp, 

jagged marks with a palette knife to cut into the paint. There was an obvious effect on my emotions 

that each painting caused, which in turn had an effect on the way I painted them. It was brought 

up to me many times after painting the orange and pomegranate that perhaps I should focus on 

painting even more fruits. I was surprised by the response that these seemingly simple still-life 

Figure. 2 Alyssa Fields, Torn Apart, 2018, Oil on 

Panel, 8 x 10, Private Collection. 
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paintings had received, and I was not quite sure how I should proceed. I knew that there was more 

to what I wanted to say than just a fruit still-life. It was deeply personal; I was just not quite sure I 

was ready to say what it was. 

I explored painting other fruits here and there, to see if they would give me the same kind 

of emotional response. I came to understand that the fruits I responded to have some sort of 

similarity or symbology to the human form in one way or another. It was also the act of opening, 

tearing, and exposing the visceral quality of the insides that interested me. I mostly found this 

through various citrus fruits which have come to be the most exciting to paint. The insides of citrus 

fruits are luscious, and their colors vary so much that it allowed for a change of mood where I 

needed. Among others were peaches and papayas. When these fruits are opened, they reveal a 

center that is so visually interesting to me – whether it be textural quality, pits, or seeds within 

them. I found that I was attracted to something inherent in the fruit and needed to paint through 

the feelings I had towards it to understand its significance and meaning. In this way, I found that 

fruits became symbols and metaphors only after I painted them and put meaning onto them. 

During this time of exploring the effects that different torn fruits had on how I painted and 

what they brought out of me, I was also painting the figure. I was trying to apply new discoveries 

of my expressive paint quality to my figurative subjects. I was able to create two figurative 

paintings that I feel exemplify the use of my newfound discoveries at that time. The first painting 

was Repair (2019) (Figure 3). 

In this painting, a figure appears to be moving forward. The figure makes its way from a 

blue background, as pieces of her move in and out of herself. As she moves her way forward, 

parts of her become much warmer in color and there are hues of very hot orange which contrast 

with the blue background. The figure is cropped, with the head existing outside of the border. 
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This cropping was done as a way to 

provide a sense of mystery, for the 

viewer to wonder who this figure 

is, why their head is gone and why 

is there fragmentation of the body. I 

found a very personal expression in 

the cropping of the head and 

fragmentation in this particular 

painting. 

This was done as a class 

assignment, where we were 

encouraged to push the boundaries 

of the figure. The class was led by 

Justin Bower, who pushes the 

boundaries of the figure in his own 

work, appearing fractured, broken, and smashed back together. We were able to take reference 

photos of a model, and after I collected my reference photos, I chose a couple of my favorites. I 

asked a fellow artist and studio neighbor what he thought of the ones I had chosen, and he 

pointed to one and said the colors looked “clinical.” That word immediately flashed many harsh 

memories of being in a clinical environment. It made me think of psychiatric hospitals, of 

deteriorating mental health, and efforts to find emotional strength to keep going. During my stay 

being treated in psychiatric care after attempting suicide, I was put under many drugs that 

completely altered my thoughts, and made me think of nothing, feel nothing, although I was still 

Figure 3. Alyssa Fields, Repair, 2019, Oil on Canvas, 24 x 32, Private 

Collection. 
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physically present. I wanted this to be mimicked in the painting which is why I chose the 

cropping of the head. 

I decided to paint the figure based on these overwhelming flashes of memory. I knew that 

my approach to it would be much different than I had ever tried before. I was going to have to 

deconstruct the figure in order to convey the emotion that I needed. I felt myself grabbing for my 

palette knife again and applying chunks of thick skin tones at a time, one after the other. I piled 

skin, scraped away, piled more back on. I eventually started to see a body slowly begin to present 

itself painfully before me. It was a very new process to learn; it went through many phases of 

uncertainty. After so many frustrating tears, I began to finally see a painting that I was not quite 

sure I had actually created. I had created a painting that expressed an emotional experience that I 

knew I would never fully be able to talk about with most people. It felt exhilarating to me.  

I think that this painting represents a lot more than just a painful experience in my life. It 

represents all painful experiences and how moving forward to take control of my future can be 

difficult when some days my mind wants to travel back and tell me I belong to the suffering in the 

past. This painting also demonstrated to me that I had it in me to paint something in a way I had 

never done so before. It gave me a leap of courage that I desperately needed. I do not think this 

painting is just about me. I find that others can have a similar read to this painting, from the body 

language to the broken quality as well. I find that this is true because when asked about this 

painting in person, I do not need to go into details at all about my past and the emotional 

experience. The title and the image itself say it in a universal way. 

My next major figurative work that would go on to influence the way I paint would be 

Ebbing Efflorescence (2019) (Figure 4). I wanted to embrace my softer side after dealing with 

the emotions that Repair (2019) made me feel (Figure 3). This painting features an art model 
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who I had photographed. The pose I chose was beautiful to me in her body language. She is 

nude, leaning on a wall, with one hand protectively on her chest and the other on her torso. Her 

face is soft and almost in a daydream state. She leans back into a background of huge flowering 

peonies that engulf her. At the time when this was being created, I was developing a new 

romance and wanted to express the vulnerability of allowing a new embrace to occur.  I loved 

her somewhat protective 

body language set off by 

this background of huge 

gestural peonies that 

seemed to want to 

embrace her. Some of 

them even begin to 

become part of her and it 

is unclear where her skin 

begins or a petal ends. I 

did want to borrow some 

of the techniques used in 

Repair (2019) by using a 

palette knife and thicker textures of the floral pattern moving in to juxtapose the calmer brush 

handling within the figure. This painting was important for me because I was able to paint 

another figure in a completely different mood, while using the palette knife I had only previously 

used in an emotional way. This one was more sensual and romantic, whereas the previous 

Figure 4. Alyssa Fields, Ebbing Efflorescence, 2019, Oil on Canas, 36 x 36, 

Private Collection. 
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painting was more emotional, and I was able to have more control over my new tool. It made me 

realize that I was capable of finding control of whatever I chose to paint. 

After assessing multiple paintings, my aim was to find what worked in them. I felt as if I 

had tried on many different styles with some being more successful and enjoyable than others. I 

wanted to know why some created an emotional response in others, and especially within me. I 

needed to discover what it was I was trying to say through them. For the longest time I kept being 

told I was an intuitive painter, but I needed to understand what that meant for myself. I needed to 

understand my own intuitions and why they were failing or working rather than just getting lucky 

sometimes. At this point I realized how much I enjoyed texture and expressive mark making, but 

I knew that I also craved refinement and details to get lost in. 

I paint realistically, but in a way that is altered to fit the way I feel on an emotional level. I 

learned from my paintings that I needed to trust my instincts and let my internal energy show 

through in my intuition and expressive mark making, while also providing places of rest and detail 

such as a person’s gaze or the inside of a fruit. My loud, energetic urges that stemmed from 

repressed expression needed to be present in a way that was cradled by a need to represent them 

in a real way. After this newfound knowledge, I suddenly felt like a woman with control, 

something to say and knowledge of how to say it. I took what I had learned from the emotional 

response conveyed in torn fruits, the powerful quality of storytelling through paint itself, and the 

bare body language of my figures, and finally felt the connection to what I had been needing to 

express all along. 

My first painting in my thesis series was At the Edge of the Garden (2020) (Figure 5). 

The composition is at a diagonal, the flesh of the female figure takes up the majority of the top 

half, while the colorful grapefruit and garment she wears takes up the bottom half. The grapefruit 



 10 

is the subject of focus in this painting. This painting was important to me because of its cropping. 

In figurative art, it is commonly advised not to crop or cut a figure at a joint because it can result 

in the figure looking awkward. 

In this painting, the figure is 

cropped at the joint of her wrist, 

but I felt strongly about making 

it work anyways because I liked 

that it was cropped there. I liked 

the mysterious effect of her arm 

coming up and out of the 

composition. The viewer is left 

not knowing what she is doing. 

This cropping was also a first 

for me as far as including a 

figure in a painting but not 

making them the focus. 

I wanted the grapefruit 

to be the focal point as a symbol of the woman behind it. The grapefruit is torn, and it is the most 

textural part of the painting. Its torn openness faces the viewer and demands to be seen first. This 

painting has the only figure within this body of work who is not holding a fruit. The torn fruit is 

simply placed by her. The cropping of the wrist is done in a way that plays homage to past self-

harm and destruction as it is cut off from the painting. The viewer would never know that 

though, as they would speculate that she is simply holding another piece of fruit. I like for my 

Figure 5. Alyssa Fields, At the Edge of The Garden, 2019, Oil on Canvas, 

24 x 32, Private Collection. 
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paintings to hold private narratives that only I know. My hope is that when painting them and 

having these thoughts, they can resonate in a psychological way that transforms a nude woman 

with fruit into something deeper. This painting meant a lot to me because it felt like an 

awakening. I felt as if I was no longer painting a figure or agonizing over a portrait but rather 

painting flesh itself in context with the flesh of fruit. It was the first time I had used the palette 

knife in a way that scraped in flesh, both human and fruit. It gave an overwhelming sense of 

storytelling in mark making alone. 

My interest in presenting the female nude up close paired with torn fruit continued. My 

next painting would be the 

largest figurative work I 

had ever done (Figure 6). 

This time I wanted the 

subject again to be a 

grapefruit. However, it 

would be shown in the 

process of the woman 

opening it as bits of the torn 

away fruit lay on her torso. 

I wanted the fruit to be 

framed completely by her 

flesh. As you venture away 

from the flesh, the rest of 

the composition becomes more about the folds of fabric that surround her. They are colorful, 

Figure 6. Alyssa Fields, Tender, (Unfinished), 2020, Oil on Canvas, 48 x 48, Private 

Collection. 
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patterned fabrics that serve to support and glide the viewer’s eye throughout the composition. 

Amidst the folds of fabric lay other citrus fruits still intact. They are slightly covered by these 

folds, almost as if they are an extension of the woman herself, who holds one grapefruit in her 

hands. This painting really made me realize how much I enjoyed painting flesh at a large scale. It 

kept me excited to come into the studio. It allowed me the freedom to pick up a palette knife and 

get lost in layering huge paint applications without thinking about the figure, or the subject. Just 

the cathartic experience of paint. Experiencing this made me realize how unimportant the nudity 

of the subject was, when it was all really just scrapes and piles of paint smeared around. 

My third close-up fruit painting would be more suggestive of the fruit as metaphor due to 

its placement on the figure. In Orange Tree (2020), a partially nude female figure is seated with 

her kimono opened, as she peels open an orange in her lap (Figure 7). The fruit becomes not only 

a symbol for female sexuality but takes on a 

more literal role of female genitalia. I 

wanted to paint this one in a different style 

than the previous two, which were more 

detailed. I decided to paint it more 

aggressively, piling paint and scraping it 

more than the others. I wanted it to have a 

more expressive use of the paint to reflect 

my feelings towards the posture and 

placement of the fruit. I chose to leave the 

legs and area around the fruit abstracted and 

Figure 7. Alyssa Fields, Orange Tree, 2020, Oil on Canvas, 

24 x 32, Private Collection. 
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unclear, and paint heavier in the areas around the torso and patterned kimono, leaving the 

cropped head less clear.  

The reason I felt a stronger reaction to fragment the painting with looser and more 

abstracted paint application was because of my reaction towards the pose and the placement of 

the fruit. With how suggestive it was, I 

felt that it required more work to be 

done by the viewer. Since my paintings 

are about the woman having power and 

control, I felt that this decision to 

fragment the figure and force the 

viewers eye to make a pattern helped to 

give the female figure in this painting 

more control over the viewer. 

Outside of this series, I have created self-portraits as well. I do this in order to gain an 

understanding of my internal emotions and what I am processing through as a visual recording. 

With my work being a journey through overcoming trauma of my past, I find that self-portraits are 

fitting and important to my body of work. One of my self-portraits was a little different than how 

I normally approach a subject. It was done for a class assignment with the subject of “artist and 

the muse” in mind. Becoming (2019) features myself in the foreground, opening up the curtain to 

my studio to reveal the background of my studio surroundings (Figure 8). 

I rarely add in backgrounds because they seldom interest me. However, the “muse” in 

this painting was intended to be the studio surroundings, because it was in there that I had found 

the most inspiration and momentum. In this painting, the curtain that I am opening up is in the 

Figure 8. Alyssa Fields, Becoming, 2019, Oil on Canvas, 16 x 20, 

Private Collection. 



 14 

foreground and patterned with brightly colored floral elements. Behind it, I stand with a white 

blouse and a blank expression (Figure 9). To my side, there is a bookshelf with a vase full of 

roses and a book with patterning on it as well, containing the paintings of Gustav Klimt. Behind 

me, there are paintings on the walls, a painting in progress, and paintings propped up on the 

ground. The paintings are all blurred, and the viewer probably would not realize which ones they 

are, but I intentionally chose a few to show in this painting. One is of a pomegranate “Torn 

Apart” (2018), another is of a nude female surrounded by peonies, “Ebbing Efflorescence” 

(2019), and the one in progress on my easel is a portrait of a fellow student in the program, 

Jeremy (Figure 2) (Figure 4) (Plate 7). I chose 

them because of how frustrated they made me feel 

at the time. They all looked like a different artist’s 

hand had made them. However, the combination 

of the three felt like an important revelation as to 

how I would begin to try and combine what I 

loved about each. In fact, it was after this self-

portrait and around the time of its creation that I 

finally started feeling the idea for my thesis really 

come together. 

At the time, this self-portrait felt more like 

a class assignment, and I was not completely in 

love with it. It seemed so straight forward, a 

portrait of myself in my studio. When I see it now though, it is one of my favorite paintings that I 

created during my time in the program. It says so much about my whole experience and the 

Figure 9. Alyssa Fields, Becoming (Detail). 
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personal revelations that were made within that space to explore on my own. As I write about it 

now, I am quarantined in an apartment due to COVID-19, a global pandemic that caused our 

graduate school campus to close. I am sharing a small space to paint in the living room with 

Jeremy, another artist in the program at LCAD.  It is humorously painful to write about that 

studio space I can no longer use and reflect back to the elements held within it. It has become 

one of my favorite paintings because of how meaningful it has become to me and how important 

it will always be for me. It is interesting how time changes the meaning of a painting, in this 

case, so drastically and quickly. 

I had also been working on a drawing of a self-portrait during this time as well, in 

response to the feelings of frustration I had in Becoming (2019) (Figure 8). In my drawing, 

Knowing (2019), I gaze directly at 

the viewer (Figure 10). Only one of 

my eyes is clearly visible in the 

drawing, and it appears under a sliver 

of light falling on a small portion of 

my face. The rest of my face turns to 

shadow. The blouse I am wearing 

has a floral pattern on it, which 

creeps up towards my face. The rest 

of the blouse is left unfinished. 

During the time it was being drawn, I 

was processing my identity as an 

artist and how I would fit into the art 
Figure 10. Alyssa Fields, Knowing, 2019, Charcoal on Paper, 11 

x 14, Private Collection. 
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world. These thoughts came after a particularly harsh visit from an established artist. The 

opinions about my work from this artist stung, of course, and left me feeling unsure of myself.  

I had printed an old selfie of myself because it looked alright in black and white, and I 

needed something to draw during my travels over Thanksgiving break. As I drew it though, the 

expression turned into something that 

appeared to know more than I did. Then 

I realized that the portrait I was creating 

of myself was turning into a source of 

inner fire. The small portion of light 

that hits the face became a symbol for 

me. While most of the face is drawn in 

shadow, the part that holds the drawing 

together is the one eye that is in the 

light, which looks defiant. It was a 

reminder to me to keep holding on to 

the source of light within, no matter 

how small it can sometimes feel in the face of overwhelming shadow. I felt as if I was finding 

understanding of myself through self-portraits. I tend to not be so kind to myself internally, but 

somehow whenever I am able to translate myself into a painting, it becomes easier to accept the 

way I am. It became clear to me that self-portraits would become a significant part of my work.  

After discovering the importance in the process of self-portraits, I went on to paint 

Sanctuary (2020) (Figure 11). It was created as an expression of my own self-acceptance, an 

ongoing struggle I have in my life. I am shown under a fragmented kimono, a sliver of my bare 

Figure 11. Alyssa Fields, Sanctuary, 2020, Oil on Canvas, 

24 x 32, Private Collection. 
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skin shows through the opening of it and travels up to my face. My head is tilted to the side and I 

reveal a thoughtful expression. The painting is created with soft pastel colors. I wanted to mimic 

the mixed feelings that come from embracing myself. At my core I know who I am but 

sometimes find the inner louder thoughts fighting against that. The fragmented kimono is 

supposed to represent the louder thoughts that cover me, while underneath the kimono I am 

painted more refined and rendered. My calm, thoughtful expression appears accepting, with the 

body language of my head even leaning in. The title for this painting comes from seeking refuge 

within myself among the pieces that are not broken or fragmented.  

Bareable has become a visual recording of the process it took to find sense of personal 

power through acceptance and self-healing. Through my paintings, I have processed trauma that 

I did not realize still affected me. There were so many times throughout the process that I wanted 

to turn away from it. I did not want to open up about my experiences or have to explain what my 

paintings were about. I realize now how much I needed to talk about the effect of my experiences 

in my own visual language. In doing so, I have been able to transform my pain into a visual 

representation of my own power and strength that I needed to see for myself. 

RESEARCH 

What I choose to represent in my work is predominantly the female figure. Surrounding 

the female figure, I use metaphors and symbols through fruit still life and colorful floral patterns. 

I choose representational art because it is a vehicle to convey the familiar. Since my past is 

something very real that happened, I choose to tell it through the human figures and metaphors 

that people can recognize. However, I seek to express my emotions of the subject more than how 

realistic it looks. 
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 The way that I paint now, the energy that comes out of my paintings I believe comes 

from years of being hushed about traumatic events that took place in my life. Painting gives me 

the ability to speak. I used to hold onto a lot of rage and torment that stemmed from years of 

abuse. I still often struggle to keep myself in check over whether or not I am being too cruel to 

myself or if I deserve it. I am still constantly trying to rebel against the hushed, mousey shell that 

can take over me if I allow it to. Anyone who gets to know me starts seeing the cracks and my 

overly self-critical ways come out. It has taken a very long time to get to a place mentally where 

I am just here peacefully existing and not living in a state of self-loathing and dread about what 

to believe around me.  

A pivotal point in my life which fuels my narrative began when I was young, after my 

mom and dad divorced and moved away from each other. My dad remarried, and with that came 

an older stepbrother who became my sexual abuser for much my childhood. Eventually, the 

abuse became known to my dad and stepmother, but instead of protecting me from it, they 

resented me for it. My stepbrother was consequently viewed as severely damaged and it stirred a 

hatred in my stepmom that she aimed right at me. The abuses continued. Only now, in addition 

to the continued sexual abuse came new kinds of abuse –from persistent verbal and mental 

attacks to various forms of discipline like creatively thought out ideas for prolonged intense 

physical labor from six in the morning to sundown while the other kids played. It never seemed 

to end. There was never enough punishment for my existence. My history is often perceived to 

be very strange and perversely secretive. It went on to fuel an intense rage inside of me. Hate is 

an extremely powerful force – able to destroy, a poison that can eat you up inside and cause 

destruction. Love, however, is also a powerful force, and it is what saves me now as I continue 

pushing forward, determined to transform my pain. 
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I have always fiercely clung to the things that bring me bits of joy, and I display them in 

my work as metaphors of support and comfort. In my darkest times growing up, when I did not 

understand why I had been put on earth, I would always 

escape into the woods around the fields or take shelter 

there. I loved the trees and the plants when I needed their 

comfort and protection. To this day I still cannot help 

myself when I walk by plants or leaves and not want to 

touch them, my old friends. This plant life often shows up 

in my work, usually in the form of the patterning on the 

cloth that surrounds my subjects. The women I paint get 

to be soft, they get to express love, and they get to be 

vulnerable. They get to do all of this while being 

supported by patterns, colors, and expressive fruit.   

The use of these metaphors is very prominent in my work and I use it to drive the 

narrative of sexuality and self-empowerment. Fruits, patterns, and soft folds of fabrics are used 

as guiding symbols behind my paintings. I am drawn to beauty that I find in such soft luscious 

things. I enjoy their vulnerability and fleeting nature. When I portray these things in my work, 

the haunting quality of lingering trauma seems to also find its way in as well – through the subtle 

violence within the symbols of fruit. The fruits are usually torn open, exposed, and raw. They are 

placed around the flesh of the female figure, becoming a symbol that I can recognize as my own 

trauma to embrace and repurpose the power     

The first spark of influence as to how I would use metaphors and symbols in my art 

would come from Frida Kahlo. The first self-portrait I ever saw of Kahlo’s was her gazing 

Figure 12. Frida Kahlo, Self-Portrait with 

Thorn Necklace and Hummingbird, 1940, 

Oil on Canvas, 24.11 x 18.5, Harry Ransom 

Center, Austin, Texas. 
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directly out at the viewer (Figure 12). Thorns piercing her small neck, while she seemed 

unaffected and almost patient that the pain of it would pass. Or perhaps enduring it as if it did not 

exist. I could not stop staring at that wonderful face. Those dark pools of eyes gripped me. At her 

neck lay a small lifeless bird; I thought it was mysterious. On top of that, a monkey was 

fastening her necklace of thorns while a black cat creeped menacingly behind her. I did not 

understand the meaning behind these things but their placement around her was of obvious 

importance to her. 

I find inspiration from the personal meanings Kahlo placed on everything she included 

through her symbols and metaphors. In some sense, she can even be seen as a Symbolist painter. 

Sometimes the line is blurred between Symbolism and Surrealism, but a clear way to 

differentiate the two would be as follows: 

Despite the common characteristic of placing objects in bizarre juxtapositions in both 

(Symbolism and Surrealism) art styles, there is one main difference: in a Symbolist 

artwork, everything is meaningful. Also, there is always a single, coherent idea that ties 

up all the strange symbols in one painting. As for Surrealist art, symbols are often 

irrational and nonsensical. Sometimes they’re used in a playful and humorous way which 

is foreign to Symbolist art. (Zaki) 

The work of symbolist artists and writers was fueled by psychological content, particularly 

erotic and mystical. Common themes included: love, fear, anguish, death, sexual awakening, 

and unrequited desire (Tate). I identify my art as having symbolist influence in a similar way 

that Kahlo uses symbolism and metaphor within her work. I use fruit as a way to metaphorically 

express transformation and empowerment. The transformative nature comes from the torn fruit, 
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which is a symbol of my own trauma, but it is held in the hands of a woman who transforms it 

into her own source of power. 

Another reason why Kahlo’s work resonates with me so much is how she transforms still-

life into such a personal source of expression. I admire how they were able to tell such a raw 

story. She is able to elevate the fruits and flowers in her work to something that is not-so-still-

life. In the book, Frida Kahlo, The Still Life, Salomon Grimberg writes: 

Frida Kahlo’s still lifes are as reflective as her internal reality as are her self-portraits. Her 

biographer, Hayden Herrera, addressed their significance: ‘she would probe the insides of 

the fruit and flower, the organs hidden beneath the wounded flesh, and the feelings 

hidden beneath stoic features. (Grimberg) 

Her still-life depicting fruit also contain at least one fruit that has been cut open to reveal the 

flesh inside. This is often done to show the seeds within, a nod to fertility, or red juice that spills 

from the opening, or sometimes she just 

chooses to paint in very obvious 

representation of female genitalia 

(Figure 13). This is what draws me into 

painting fruit as well; in that there is 

such an obvious correlation between 

opened fruit and much of the physical 

resemblance to female anatomy. There 

is so much to be done with the way the 

fruit can be cut, opened, and torn that 

Figure 13. Frida Kahlo, Still Life, Round, 1942, Oil on Copper, c. 

63 cm, Museo Frida Kahlo, Mexico City. 
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can tell so much of a story and creates the potential for an emotional response within the viewer 

One artist I draw inspiration from is Gustav Klimt, a Symbolist painter. I find most 

influence in the way that he uses his pattern and cloth around his female figures. I use patterned 

cloth in my work as well, with 

its botanical patterning, to 

represent transitions of 

growth and bloom. His use of 

pattern is captivating in a way 

that is not only decoratively 

stunning, but visually wraps 

around his figures and 

surrounds them with mystery 

and otherworldliness (Figure 

14). This mystery and otherworldliness suggest that the women within his paintings hold a 

source of power. Like Klimt, I also use pattern that surrounds the figures within my work. I do 

this in a way that is intended to be adorning, but also to provide a natural movement contained 

within the folds that fabric and pattern naturally make. I believe that movement within a painting 

can offer a sort of magical quality that I want in my own paintings. The adorning fabrics that fill 

my compositions with color and decorative pattern are also used to help stimulate and engage the 

viewer in the psychology within the composition. The way that Klimt’s paintings have been 

described resonates with me, with this being one of my favorite examples: 

Klimt’s paintings seduce with rich visual delights and an overload of aesthetic pleasures 

while they simultaneously disturb with subtle hints at psychological secrets, moral 

Figure 14. Gustav Klimt, The Bride, 1918 (Unfinished), Oil on Canvas, 

The Upper Belvedere, Vienna. 
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ambiguities and the debilitating effects of the wide-spread disease of nervousness and 

neurotic oversensitivity. Behind the dazzling and deeply attractive surfaces loom 

unexpressed emotions, repressed traumas, and unfulfilled sexual urges. (Natter) 

Like Klimt, I also find that on the surface, my paintings look colorful and delightful, but contain 

subtle hints of a darker history and secrets longing to be told. In order to tell more of a story, and 

provide mood, I infuse my paintings with expressive paint, color, and perspective. I find my 

work inspired in these ways by contemporary realist painters today 

A contemporary artist today that I have found inspiration from is Jenny Saville. Saville 

has a paint quality in her work that is so visceral and she forces viewers to view this in the way 

that she crops her images. Although very different from my work, Jenny Saville’s work has been 

influential in the way that I choose to crop my figures and change the perspective from the 

viewers standpoint. It was during a class visit to the Broad that I saw Strategy, 1994 (Fig 15).  

Strategy (1994) features an obese woman seen at three different views. These different angles of 

the woman suggest her sizing herself as if looking in a mirror. The viewer is in a strange position 

due to the size of the paintings, they stand below her gaze looking up at the woman and forced to 

take it all in. The viewer is complicit in judgments placed on the woman’s body based off of 

idealized body standards created by mass media.  

Figure 15. Jenny Saville, Strategy, 1994, Oil on Canvas, 108 x 251.5 in, The Broad. 
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Standing below the three standpoints of the woman, I was forced to be faced with her 

overwhelming presence and her face looking down at me. She stood against a neutral grey 

background, which aided in the focus on her 

alone. I felt in that moment such a strong pang 

of empathy. The weight of her body has a 

psychologically emotional effect on me, and I 

was intrigued by this effect. Afterward, I began 

to wonder about the possibilities of cropping 

and perspective, except I wanted to manipulate 

the emotions in the opposite way. Since then, I 

have heavily used cropping and perspective in 

order to guide the emotional response of the 

viewer. Instead of incorporating a whole nude 

body, I prefer to crop at some of the most 

important parts, focusing on flesh. It is not the 

nude figure that inspires me but the flesh of the figure, the flesh that you carry with you, that 

grows and changes with you. I find that it tells so many stories.   

The paintings of Soey Milk, another contemporary artist, have also been a great source 

of inspiration for me. Unlike Saville’s work, whose subjects are set against neutral backgrounds, 

Soey Milk completely surrounds her subjects. The women that she paints are carefully rendered, 

while the rest of her composition becomes filled with color, pattern, floral elements, and 

sometimes surprising physical elements such as a plant or feather (Figure 16). Milk’s work 

charms me, there is something satisfying to be found within the whole painting. I find myself 

Figure 16. Soey Milk, 2018, Medicine, Oil and Collage 

on Linen, 48 x 36, Private Collection. 
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taking inspiration from her paintings through her use of filling the whole canvas. I use that 

within my own work, surrounding my subject with color and patterns. I do this in order to 

overwhelm the viewer and make them search around the composition. I want them to spend 

more time with the subject and get to know it more, to find what is actually there. Soey Milk 

does this beautifully, giving a sense of mystery held within her delicately painted works. 

Describing her work, Laura 

Connelly writes: 

Characterized by the high 

level of meticulousness, 

attentiveness to details and 

powerful combinations of 

colours and shapes, her 

work evokes a certain 

level of sensibility and 

mysteriousness, floating 

between realism and 

abstraction. The porcelain faces of her often nude muses reveal an interior less innocent 

and pure than lead on to believe at first glance. (Connelly) 

Another contemporary artist that also tends to use cropping in her work is Alyssa Monks. She 

herself also claims to have been inspired by Gustav Klimt and Jenny Saville (Seed). Like 

Saville, she uses textured brushstrokes, close ups, and different perspectives. The females in 

her figures are large, all-consuming works. But I find it most interesting that she was inspired 

by Klimt. I see that in the way she uses pattern, especially in her latest work using more 

Figure 17. Alyssa Monks, I Said No, 2018, Oil on Linen, 36 x 36, 

Private Collection. 

 



 26 

floral elements and landscapes to create patterns that veil her female figures. I am interested 

in the way that she uses this veil of patterning to distort or even sometimes mask the identity 

of the woman (Figure 17). This is similar to how Klimt began bombarding and covering the 

figure with pattern and decorative elements. I am interested in this because of the mystery 

this creates. I believe that mystery holds power, and because I am giving my subjects control, 

I will often hide their identity as well. It differs in that instead of covering the face I am 

purposefully cropping it. There is something psychological that occurs whenever the viewer 

cannot see the face of a person. There is something about not allowing the viewer to find 

what they are looking for that gives more power to the image. 

My paintings are ultimately guided by a past that I am only able to tell through the 

women and symbolic metaphors that make up my work. In order to do this, I do find that I 

need to stay grounded in realism. It requires a slow, transformative process that brings my 

inner thoughts and feelings into a recognizable world. I ultimately want my paintings to 

come across as much more than just a representational female nude. Like my past, I want 

them to reflect the slow crawl and eventual assemblance of self-worth and reclamation of my 

own internal power. 

METHODOLOGY  

To me the process of painting is such an intimate experience. The act of creating is akin 

to the development of new love. Initially I find spark and excitement in something that becomes 

attractive to me. This attraction leads to investigations and new discoveries within the process of 

painting. I am attentive and completely in tune with the luscious quality of the paint touching the 

canvas. Every part of me desires to explore and understand the range of possibilities in its 

development. When I start a new painting, it is all I think about. Like the spark of intimacy, it is 
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all consuming. I want to spend all of my time getting to know the painting and develop it more 

and more. This is how the initial spark of being attracted to the luscious qualities of an orange 

turned into an entire body of work based upon transformation and empowerment. 

When I started painting fruit, it was always from life. I still prefer to paint a fruit from 

life, although I tend to work mostly from reference photo now. When it comes to narrative and 

incorporating figures within my paintings though, I understand that the practice of painting from 

life has its limitations. Whenever a figure is not incorporated within a still life painting, I will 

always at least start it from life. I do this so that I can paint based off the intuitions I feel while 

interpreting the subject before me. This is important to my work because of the gestural quality 

of mark making I tend to make when having to 

work within the time limitations imposed when 

painting from life. If I find that I have run out 

of time to work on the open fruit in front of me 

then I will take photos and work from them 

later. I When I look at the photos in 

comparison to the painting I started, I see 

where I intuitively wanted to make marks or 

gestures with paint that were based on quick 

responses to what I saw in person. I tend to let 

these marks show and build the painting 

around them rather than what is in the photo. I 

find that there is more life and freshness in the paint this way. The fruits I choose to paint are not 

random, they are based on the visceral quality that can be achieved through paint when I 

Figure 18. Alyssa Fields, Tender (Detail) 
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interpret them. I tend to   choose fruits that will provide excitement for me, and this comes 

through the tenderness of the flesh within the fruit (Figure 18). Citrus fruits are by far some of 

my favorites to paint, as they have boundless opportunities for layers of thick paint. They are 

packed with brightly colored juice vesicles. The coloring can also lend itself to the desired 

overall mood. For instance, an orange or lemon provides notes of colors associated with 

happiness and hope. Whereas a grapefruit or blood orange can offer a deeper red color, which 

results in something more ominous in tone. I do not always conform to the actual color that I see, 

it all is set by the mood I want to convey.  

Whether I paint fruit or the figure, I typically like to surround them with floral elements 

and fabric. These come from the patterning on fabric that I keep in my studio. Whether I choose 

to represent them literally as a pattern on fabric or not is determined by what the process of the 

painting asks for. Sometimes within my work the fabric pattern becomes more abstracted and more 

of a colorful guide to lead around the composition. I also enjoy using fabric within my work 

because of the diagonals and directional lines they naturally make. These can develop more interest 

and movement that support the composition. When photographing or painting my subjects, I 

surround them with the fabric and let the colors and values naturally create an interesting 

composition. 



 29 

When I come to the start of a new painting, I always prefer to start drawing out my 

composition directly onto the canvas rather than 

sketch it out neatly beforehand or use a 

projector (Figure 19). This is because I prefer to 

paint intuitively, and by starting my drawing 

process with paint I can already get a feel for 

what needs to be adjusted based on my reaction 

to what is happening on the canvas rather than 

copying the reference photo exactly. I also like 

to work with paint at the beginning because I 

can quickly lay in values from the very start, 

which also contributes to the intuitive 

compositional design. 

After the initial layer is dry, I start to paint in my next layers based off what is most 

important to me. For instance, my interest and what I find the most important is in fruit. When 

there is a figure present, I tend to want to paint the flesh first, that way it can recede into the 

background as I apply thicker layers later. The thicker layers are saved for the fleshy parts of the 

fruit. 

Figure 19. Alyssa Fields, Sanctuary and Orange Tree 

(Initital Drawing Stage) 2020. 
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The fleshiness of fruit takes me away from overthinking the flesh of the figure. I get to 

indulge in the act of lusciously applying paint and that is what brings me into the zone. I would 

say that I am a fast painter, which is why a lot of 

my paint handling remains alla-prima. This means 

that I create much of my work while the paint is 

still wet, rather than working in multiple layers. 

When I first started painting fruit it was from life 

and I had to work quickly in order to maintain 

that visceral quality and vivid color. I prefer to 

paint fruit wet into wet. Since the fruit is slick, it 

only makes sense to paint in that way, even at a 

large scale. I like to heavily apply paint with a 

palette knife, as if it were icing a cake. Then I 

apply highlights with a brush and softly but thickly apply a lighter tint into the wet paint. I prefer 

to use white highlights towards the end once previous layers are dry, but even then, I think it 

looks more natural if you can apply them into the wet paint in a convincing way (Figure 20). 

In my studio practice, I tend to have multiple paintings going at once. This keeps me 

floating from one painting to another whenever things grow stale or I reach a point in a painting 

where I am unsure of what to do next. It keeps me motivated and constantly learning new things 

that I discover to apply to each of them. You can simply move to another and learn from it in the 

meantime until you see the beauty and potential in what you had all along. My previous 

experience painting in a more chronological way resulted in many heartbreaks and failed 

attempts. Instead of being patient and slow to know what the painting was asking from me, I 

Figure 20. Alyssa Fields, At the Edge of the 

Garden (Detail), 2019. 
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would sabotage the idea and move on. I find that I have to force myself to slow down by taking 

on multiple projects. I will usually turn unfinished works around so that I cannot see them, later 

on I can view them with a fresh eye and see what is beautiful within the paint and worth keeping.  

Painting is all I ever want to do. I have to remind myself sometimes to leave the studio and 

allow freedom and fulfillment for myself in other ways too. Creativity needs passion. I know that 

if I burn myself out in the studio and do not allow 

time away, I begin to lose the spark that fueled 

me from the beginning. To do this, I often try to 

have a new experience, explore nature, or 

transfer my creative energy into gardening, 

cooking, or knitting. Through these acts, I force 

myself away from painting and begin to reflect 

on my surroundings and state of being. 

Even with just a one day break from 

painting and the language of what goes into 

artistic practice, I am already craving to come 

back and spend all of my time with them. I feel 

newly attentive, awakened to nuances, and 

subtleties in the forms and colors that I see around me. I revel in the physical act of painting. The 

touch of paint to canvas is such an enthralling activity. I crave the experience of seeing what the 

paint can do. Whenever I go to galleries or museums, I lose myself within the paint handling by 

the artist. It is actually what I care about the most. How photo realistic a painting appears 

actually offers little interest to me, it is how they achieved it through their medium that indulges 

Figure 21. Alyssa Fields in her studio at Laguna College 

of Art and Design, 2019. 
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me, especially if it is done in a surprising manner. I try to take away as much as I can and apply 

it within my own work. In my own studio, I have to paint by trial and error. Once something 

finally occurs within the paint, something that I have wanted all along but did not have the words 

to describe, it is like a new discovery within an old love. I believe this is the reason oil painting 

continues to captivate and hold my attention, it is an ever-present mystery that keeps me wanting 

more.  

CONCLUSION  

Bareable has become a series of paintings that prove to me that I have the power within 

me to push through life’s difficulties. Not only did I have to revisit many painful memories that 

inspired my work, but I did so while going through uncertainty of my worth and belonging in the 

program. I wanted to quit and go home where it was safer and easier for me, but deciding to stay 

in the program opened me to art and experiences I would have never had if I had stayed in 

Oklahoma. I had to move, be alone, and be forced to face myself again and again within my 

paintings. At the beginning of the program, I found myself realizing how little I knew about oil 

painting. I was exposed to new styles and approaches to this medium that I was previously 

completely unaware of. I looked around at my peers and fellow artists who seemed to be far 

ahead of me and felt panic. I felt the urge to learn and practice as much as I could within this 

medium. For the first half of the program I felt as if I was trying desperately to catch up to a level 

of painting that I wanted to be at. What felt like me being lost and behind at the time was really 

just my longing to understand this medium and all I could do with it. I still know so little about 

it, which is fascinating to me. It is something I know will keep me craving more knowledge and 

experience for the rest of my life. 
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I did not have this sense of awe and acceptance at the beginning. At the start of my first 

semester I was completely overwhelmed, and certain that the institution had made a mistake, that 

I did not belong here. I felt that it would have been best to back out and save myself the time and 

debt. I was convinced to not give up and to stay in the program by MFA Chair Peter Zokosky. 

From that point on, I was determined to make the time worthwhile for myself, learn as much as 

possible and try as many approaches to painting as I could. Any weak area was on opportunity to 

grow. This resulted in a studio full of paintings that looked so very different from each other. 

However, I see them now and I am proud of their progression. I am proud of myself. Throughout 

all of the paintings that I thought were simply just practice, I was unknowingly leaving hints for 

myself about how and what I truly wanted to paint. 

I am proud that I was able to complete a thesis body of work, but that is not what I 

believe is most important from my time at LCAD. When I compare myself before and after this 

experience, I come away with certainty of my transformation as a painter. It is who I am, and it is 

who I will always find a way to be. My identity as a painter I realize will not be the easy choice 

in life, but it is what I need. This drive will be what keeps me moving forward, what makes me 

strive to make it work, even when times become painful and seemingly unbearable. 
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APPENDIX A 

 

 

 

 

  

Plate 1. Alyssa Fields, Fleeting, 2018, Oil on Panel, 8 x 10 in, Private Collection. 
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Plate 2. Alyssa Fields, Torn Apart, 2018, Oil on Panel, 8 x 10 in, Private Collection. 
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Plate 3. Alyssa Fields, Around We Go, 2018, Oil on Canvas, 11 x 14 in, Private Collection. 
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Plate 4. Alyssa Fields, Touch, 2020, Oil on Panel, 11 x 14 in, Private Collection. 
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Plate 5. Alyssa Fields, Two Hats, 2019, Oil on Canvas, 30 x 40 in, Private Collection. 
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Plate 6. Alyssa Fields, Repair, 2019 Oil on Canvas, 24 x 32 in, Private Collection. 
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Plate 7. Alyssa Fields, Ebbing Efflorescence, 2019, Oil on Canvas, 36 x 36 in, Private Collection. 
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Plate 8. Alyssa Fields, Jeremy, 2019, Oil on Canvas, 36 x 36 in, Private Collection. 
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Plate 9. Alyssa Fields, Kate Looking Forward, 2019, Charcoal on Paper, 11 x 14 in, Private Collection. 
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Plate 10. Alyssa Fields, At the Edge of the Garden, 2020, Oil on Canvas, 24 x 32 in, Private 

Collection. 
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Plate 11. Alyssa Fields, Tender, 2020, Oil on Canvas, 48 x 48 in, Private Collection. 
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Plate 12. Alyssa Fields, The Orange Tree, 2020, Oil on Canvas, 24 x 32  in, Private Collection. 
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Plate 13. Alyssa Fields, Becoming, 2020, Oil on Linen, 16 x 20 in, Private Collection. 
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Plate 14. Alyssa Fields, Knowing, 2019, Charcoal on Paper, 11 x 14 in, Private Collection. 
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Plate 15. Alyssa Fields, Sanctuary, 2020, Oil on Canvas, 24 x 32 in, Private Collection. 
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