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ABSTRACT

Truth relies on objectivity, but we are not capable of objectivity. In contrast, reality is
subjective. With this in mind, I begin with the position that truth cannot be understood as
anything other than a person’s reality. In other words, objectivity can only be experienced
subjectively. Through my art, I try to explore the objective subjective and subjective objective,
and play with this paradox. For this thesis, I specifically discuss how I believe I have found an
interesting paradoxical playground through painting an immediate image of what is credibly an
objective place, while being cognizant of what felt true to me within that shared place.
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CHAPTER ONE

IF YOU NEVER TOUCH IT IT ONLY EXISTS IN YOUR MIND

The lilac bushes that grow as more of a wall than a plant around that one school near my
parent’s suburb could exist in my mind without me ever knowing any words or understanding
any concepts about them. I could be a smooth brain baby and think about and love those lilacs.

Painting is a kind of liberating I can best describe as “fun” if “fun” also meant “you are
wind and the stairs are spiral and the clouds are stained glass and birds do not talk they sing” and
I knew this when I started painting, but thinking about what to paint was not liberating. One day,
though, I decided what if I did not think about what to paint, what if I just painted the things I see

that already kind of feel the way painting feels.

The Circle Part When You Draw a Flower

There are two completely identical cubes in front of you. If you hold them, they feel
exactly the same. You will never see them as exactly the same, though. No matter how you
arrange the cubes, you will see them as being different shapes and very likely different sizes,
even though they do not have different shapes and sizes. Because the cubes cannot exist in one
single space and you can only exist in one single space, both of those cubes will always look
different. Your perspective is completely and inescapably distorting— it disables you from being
able to literally see the identical cubes as identical. It shows how things exist to you, but not how
things are. Spheres do not follow these rules. Perspective will not change the shape of the sphere

to an onlooker. A sphere is a sphere from every angle.
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I think what I am saying, or another way of saying what I am saying — is I have learned
that what I have learned cannot have been learned by anyone else in the exact same way as I
have learned it. The sharing of the experience will never be the original experience from my
perspective. Trying to achieve two identical results not only will never end in two identical
results, the way to the results will never be identical either. If the way is never the same there
will be different understandings of the destination. This suggests there can be no true
understanding of another’s understanding, and therefore there is no core of understanding, and
therefore there is no true. For the subject, there is only subjectivity.

Bleak. I accept it but also what if it is not true? That seems like a good question to ask
here, since the assertion that there is no core of understanding is essentially an argument for the
complete absence of truth, which means maybe it is not true. I would like it to not be true. I love
the idea of truth, it feels....uh. True. A sphere looks the same no matter whose perspective it is
being seen from. Since I do not like explaining my art (it feels impossible) and I cannot explain
why something feels true (it is impossible), maybe I can use unexplainable art to explore
unexplainable true.

Maybe I explore the possibility of a shared understanding, between creator and audience.
I acknowledge that I cannot make my art feel like anything to anyone else, in the same way |
cannot make something true for anyone else, nor can anyone make something true for me. |
experience my own art and my own truths in my own reality. To me, they are legitimate; it would
be narrow of me to discount the validity of the truths in other people’s realities. I am inclined to
think that the potential for a shared understanding through art is more likely to occur if my work

does not insist solely on my own perspective, but rather thoughtfully considers the validity of



other’s perspectives and adopts partial forms of these perspectives to create a more obtainable
shared sense and understanding.

Doing this effectively for the sake of a thesis requires me to come up with some kind of
definition or argument for truth. However, the word “truth” is a consistent paradox throughout
every layer and approached at every angle. The fact that by definition it would be /e definition
but there is no shared definition is only one and perhaps the most appropriate paradoxical
example that I could give in an attempt to help define the paradox. I cannot argue for a definition
of truth and I recognize the naive entitlement of insisting on my own truth.

I like to think paradoxes exist because nothing is something. Lack of truth is lack and
complete lack could be nothing? Nothing cannot be understood, though, because our way of
understanding is through the somethings and the its, but nothing is not an it, and we cannot
escape the it to properly comprehend it.

Truth is often projected as something that is the final word, but nothing is the final word
on anything, not even in mathematics. There are defined truths that can be precisely measured
and there are defined personal truths that cannot be measured at all —we call them the same
thing but they feel like opposites. Maybe they are opposite sides of truth, and everyone falls in a
different place on the spectrum between which of those is more compelling but also it is not a
spectrum it is a mixture being stirred.

This leads to the issue of faith. Many people say they have faith in the truth, and since
faith and certainty are mutually exclusive, faith is a way to say something is true without
certainty. Although I have never experienced that kind of truth, I would never say that way of

experiencing it could not be true because I have never experienced that perspective, and
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therefore I cannot be certain it could or could not be anything.

I choose to not apply any faith-based version of truth to myself because I am
uncomfortable with the implications of believing in that kind of truth. If someone can say
something is true without certainty then someone can say anything is true and if someone can say
anything is true then someone can justify anything and if someone can justify anything then
someone can justify horrible things, and I do not want horrible things to be justified so I do not
want to assert truth without certainty. Faith is as close to certainty outside of oneself as anyone
can get, and therefore faith is as close to truth as anyone can get. Faith does not make anything
true, it only makes it true for you, and only true for you is not true, unless you have faith. Either
way, you cannot be certain or have faith for anyone other than yourself, so your truth can only
ever apply to you, unless you would like to try to force it on someone or manipulate them into it.

I would not.

My reality is that I approach my art for the reasons I do because those reasons are true to
me. But I want my reasons to feel true to others looking at my art. I do not want my art to be
alienated. I have to admit, I partially make art because I yearn to share a sense with others, to feel
legitimately connected. I mentioned at the beginning, I feel like the possibility of a connection
and shared sense through art is much more likely to happen if my art does not insist on my
perspective and instead considers other perspectives as equally valid, even if not justified. As
mentioned above in the section discussing truth without certainty, anything can be justified.

This affects my process. Because anything can be justified, at the beginning stages of my
exploration of a concept through painting, I am not interested in justifications. I do not want to

reach my topic of exploration through a justification, I want to reach it through a feeling that is



powerful without thinking about it. In this way especially, I consider my paintings to be
explorations of subjectivity and objectivity. They are the thoughts I have had because of my time
spent with shared structures, identified as significant through unshareable feelings.

An initial reading of my paintings likely offers the viewer an immediately recognizable
image because the artwork so prominently features a literal, credibly shared perspective. Within
this image of a shared perspective, though, I attempt to infuse my emotion in a very specific way.
Before I paint the representational image, I paint an abstract mess of colors that, to me,
communicate what it felt like to be in the represented space. I essentially build the shared
perspective on the structure of a feeling, and thus offer a second reading—one of an underlying,
hidden sense that can slowly be picked out from the immediacy of the first reading. My paintings
are how I have condensed the subjective and objective into a manageable activity.

How, then, do I describe the condensed image and feeling? The image is the condensed
description. The only way to describe it is to re-expand it, and it re-expands into something very
big and messy. I’ve decided to sort through this mess by first finding my intention.

I believe my intention is to create art in order to share a sense with others. After
considering this intention, however, it became clear [ would need to understand what senses I
share with myself in order to effectively go about sharing a sense with others. I cannot share
something I do not have. If I can be honest with myself about what I share a sense with, then

maybe I can share that sense.

In Which I Share a Sense With Myself

I feel like what I care about is what I share a sense with, and since I was programmed

with the sense that God is the most important thing to care about, I will use that word to define
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what I deeply care about. Not to be disrespectful, but because when I turn something into a God
with words, I can understand its importance to me clearly and simply. I will therefore be using
the words

God and the word worship

to describe

things 1 care about

without limiting myself to common conceptions of God or worship.

I worship the Me God

I worship the You God

1 do not worship the Money God

I worship the Worship God

1 Worship the Me God

I care about myself, deeply. I care about my vessel and I care about the me this vessel
keeps. This vessel does a very good job of holding me. It takes me where I want to go, it allows
me to communicate with other vessels, it lets me know what it needs, it is low maintenance and
effective, I think it is pretty and gorgeous and magnificent, and honestly I really just feel like it is
doing its best. I love the idea of something doing its best, it is a genuinely precious and adorable
and admirable thing to do. So my vessel is important to me and I love it. The me inside of the
vessel is less definable and understandable, but I do know it wants me to listen to it, and when I
do I am rewarded with a small amount of self-understanding. Art is a good way to combine
listening to myself through the vessel, speaking to me collaboratively. Sometimes I think I make

art simply because I deeply care about myself.



I Worship the You God

I do not want my art to only be for myself. Because I love myself, and I listen to myself
when creating art, I can tell that I genuinely want my art to connect with others. I cannot
guarantee it and so do not make an attempt to control that, but I do think I can observe others, see
what is commonly shared, and make room for what I share with myself and others in my art.
There are spaces that I can literally be in with others, and I can represent those shared spaces in a
way of seeing that is also commonly shared. This is partially why I paint representational spaces.
It is the most simple, potent way of finding common ground in painting between you and me that

I have found.

1 Do Not Worship the Money God

If it is something I do not worship, I have no room for it in my art, unless [ want my art to
be in part something that even I do not care about. This then, for me, excludes money. I identify
this because it has immense potential to inform or interfere and I need to form my thoughts on it
to either let it guide me or get it out of the way. Money is a method for caring about myself,
which is something I care about doing (I do worship the Me God), but it is an abstract way of
caring about myself. It is a way to access caring about myself, but simply having money will not
help me care for myself. That abstraction, that form of separation from caring about myself while
being a way for caring about myself, makes it messy and difficult to manage and distracting. [
am justifiably scared of the power of that distraction, I think it is massive, I think it interferes
with people, and I do not want it to interfere with my art. In the simplest sense, not caring about
money as best as I can makes it easier for me to continue to make things I feel true about, as

opposed to things money encourages me to make and others to want.



I Worship the Worship God

I care about caring. I would rather feel almost anything than feel not caring. I have felt
not caring before, and I think this way of being can be a comfortable place to put my
consciousness for a while. However, if I get too comfortable in a feeling of not caring, and want
to stay there, I require barriers to caring. These barriers take many forms. In my experience
apathy is easiest to maintain through distraction — I can spend hours looking into my phone and
forget that I have my own feelings about my own experiences that can happen and be considered
without digital manipulation. Caring is sometimes more powerful than my intentions and
avoidances, though, and when I try to turn myself off to caring, very powerful emotions can still
make their way through my barriers. When this happens, because I have only fostered not caring,
I am not prepared to deal with the amount of care I am having. To go from so little feeling to so
much at once is too much for me to handle, and the situation is one where I have less ability to
work with the feeling than if [ had been fostering a feeling beforehand. I am the only force that
can truly create a space within my own mind that [ want to be in, and though I can never create a
perfect one, I find I am more capable of handling the day-to-day task of creating a mindspace I
want to be in if I intentionally focus on my caring, handling the cares that come in and out,
where I put my caring, and what the caring feels like. This form of worship informs all previous

forms of worship.

An Abundance in Common

Spending a lot of time with the children of a community I deeply disagree with was very
useful for understanding that we are all products of conditioning. Conditioning is not something

children are responsible for, adults condition things into children they were conditioned for as
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children. Adults have the potential to make their own decisions about the conditioning they
received as children, but watching the children being conditioned makes it evident that this will
not be simple to do. That one little sentence has a whole world of questions and choices and
trauma and relationships and every emotion that comes from those to sift through.

The people who condition us are often the people we are put in a position to love the
most. So what happens to people who abandon codes given to them by loved ones? When a
person takes responsibility for their conditioning, they may find some codes that caused harm.
That person might choose to leave those codes behind in the hopes of causing less harm, to both
themselves and others. This, unfortunately, may cause the code giver to feel rejection. It is
difficult to reject someone who loves you. It can even mean they do not love you anymore.

I love and am loved by people whose codes I have rejected. This is not unusual. They are
Mormon, I am...not. When I chose to reject the codes of those who love me, I chose to see the
possible limits of our love. I did not, however, want to actually limit the love and became
determined to see if I could expand it with my art practice. It was a slow process, but at some
point, I reasoned that the lack of a shared code could possibly be compensated for by the
presence of a shared feeling (love <3), and a shared feeling, as opposed to a share thought,
behaving as connection between separate ideologies is likely a concept I could apply to painting.

I began painting common places that any rural community member might recognize from
their own experience partially because I had observed the distance my art played no part in
bridging between my specific rural community and my own way of being. My parents did not

attend my undergraduate BFA exhibition because I did not invite them and they never asked
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about it because we both knew. I knew they would not care about what I had made, and they
knew it would make them feel weird.

Maybe that could be a good challenge for them — a reasonable suggestion from anyone
who did not experience the challenge that simply being who I am already is for them. Robert
Irwin, a contemporary artist who had a Mormon mother, describes the experience of sharing his
accomplishments with her in the book Seeing Is Forgetting the Name of the Thing One Sees,
“...when I tell her I’ve been doing terrific, she’s visibly disappointed...It’s like she’s just waiting
for me to get clobbered, as if that would vindicate something very important to her life.” I relate
to this. It doesn’t matter if the art I make is institutionally labeled as “good” because I am not
“good”. I had confronted and abandoned a code my community had given me for one I felt more
naturally inclined towards. I had moved from Christian codes for obtaining transcendence to Art
Institution codes for obtaining transcendence. They are not mutually exclusive but they are

oftentimes at odds.

I painted gestural, unresolved portraits that essentially explored identity and
existentialism as related concepts. A line from my Bachelor’s thesis states, “I am a mirror which
distorts...the viewer is then faced with the task of processing a sensory-rich depiction of a
certainty-free image.” I wanted to explore the precariousness of my own perceptions of being
and that being’s relation to perceptions of identity using paint and portraiture as my tools.
Creating this way validated my experience for myself and garnered approval from many whose

perspectives I continue to respect.
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Figure 1. Daisy Interior She Is Interior She Is Exterior You Are Exterior
Oil on Canvas
4x6 ft

Once I sat down and really looked at the gallery wall filled with my large, gestural
paintings, however, they felt redundant. Being and observing myself being is already abstract. I
began to feel that a less redundant, more expressive counterpoint to this already abstracted sense
of being might exist in the places I can actually be.

I originally began painting representationally not to show a shared space mixed with my
subjective interior feelings, but to create art that communicated to those I love that I love them.
Despite our differences, I have a community that [ was given, and I have seen their struggles, and
I know what kind of art comforts them. Unlike the oft circulated phrase, “art should disturb the

comfortable and comfort the disturbed” I see everyone as basically disturbed. A shade of
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disturbed I see my community walking in often is the need to be comforted before other
disturbances can be recognized.

I use this concept to make my way over to a belief that it would be beneficial to make art
that can comfort my disturbed community, which is labeled by outsiders as comfortable. This
label is given, I believe, with a lack of understanding. My previously mentioned concept—that
an understood place and understood feeling might be able to generate enough understanding to
heal some misunderstandings—can be plugged in here. As a result, my abandonment of
community codes could be understood partially by that community because I was offering them

a piece of myself that we did have in common.
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CHAPTER TWO

[ UNDERSTAND ART AND KNOW WHAT IT IS

Art is a sport. It has rotating rules contingent upon specific individual tastes and larger
social dynamics. Someone can be coached on the rules (whatever they happen to be) for creating
art well, but without developing the intuition that comes with practice, they will not make art
well according to those rules. If someone is naturally gifted then they will be better at it faster,
but they will not have to work as hard (if they are not trying to accomplish anything with it
though, that is okay, they are allowed to just enjoy being very good at something). Generally, the
most successful artists are playing very successfully into the most successful rules. The meaning
of the word successful as it applies to anything, but especially as it applies to the highly
debatable meaning of the word art, is highly debatable.

I want anyone at this point in these thoughts to be aware that, as I have learned to reject
codes I recognized as harmful given to me by the Mormon community I was born into, I have
also learned to reject codes I see as harmful given to me by the Art Community I found. One
such code is any code at all being applied to art, even if that code is no code. I do not think we
should be certain about any thoughts we have concerning art, including certainty about our
uncertainty.

The concept of success applied to art currently is an appropriate example of this paradox.
If successful art is art that plays by the rules successfully, then there is no such thing as
successful rebellious art, unless rebellious art is the standard for success. Rebellion is a fight
against the rules and rules tell you what is and is not allowed, but when anything is allowed

everything becomes something we have seen and then there is no novelty and when there is no
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novelty everything is boring and why would you want to look at boring art? You probably would
not. Emergency! The art is boring, someone do something unexpected please, something against
the rules, something I have not seen before. And then someone does and it is an art miracle,
finally something revolutionary. In this way rebellious art becomes the standard for success. As a
side note, the only reason I have an issue with this is because established institutions do not
actually benefit from successful rebellion. The art institution has managed to create deep
trenches in our social habits about the ways to think about successful rebellious art, and I wonder
if, before it was so accepted by the institution, the ways to think about rebellious art were not so
limited by being established.

This issue with successful, rebellious art is ironically countered by traditional art. If
revolutionizing something is the standard, then traditional is the revolution. That is how I reason
the situation, at least, for now. There is something tangibly unpalatable, politically transgressive
even, about making art that connects with people who are traditional, or people who like the
rules. And some people do like the rules. There are plenty of people who would happily define
themselves as people who like the rules.

Having two clearly divided sides (traditional and revolutionary) to aesthetic preferences
is a problem when art is supposed to mean something. In art, whether the rules were or were not
followed according to the viewer’s subjective preferences is generally immediately obvious. A
set of rules that do not uphold the viewer’s reality cannot be explored if the viewer’s cognitive
dissonance is triggered by the art. Meanings will likely only be looked at and considered

thoroughly by people who are already in agreement with the artist’s approach to revolutionary or
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traditional aesthetics. Therefore, the ability for art to generate Big Empathy between different
realities is severely damaged.

The code that there are codes, and understandings and justifications for those codes, is
not one | want to engage with, then. Not in the realm of Art, where I can reach people before
anything is understood or justified. If I can establish an immediate understanding with someone,
all following misunderstandings can be taken back to the place we understood each other. And
what better way of finding understanding than with the language of the people you do not
understand? Because of this, I find the expectation that my art not speak to a regressive code to
be regressive, and the perspective that traditional approaches to art are regressive is no longer a
valid concern for impeding progress.

Artfully capturing an emotion can convince others to give that emotion a try, even though
it did not originate from their own experience. Sometimes people will even feel like they /ad the
experience because they tried having the emotion through art. Art can help people feel things
they have never experienced, and anything that encourages empathy is kind of extremely cool, so
I would like it if my art could maybe encourage empathy with the people who I feel like
understand me the least and who I do not understand well either. This is why I choose to be
aesthetically empathetic with people who like the rules—because I do not like the rules and I
think we need to change some rules but I do not think we are going to change them
empathetically without empathy. Seems very obvious, but I have been an artist trying to be
understood without trying much understanding, and that is the same thing as thinking there can

be empathy without empathy.



16

Yeehaw and Other Words

Michael Corbett, a professor in the School of Education at Acadia University and a
researcher in “rural outmigration” aptly uses the phrase “resist” to describe rural reactions to
“abstract academic concepts” in his article Rural Schooling in Mobile Modernity: Returning to
the Places I've Been and suggests that “...formal education has been and continues to be what
Anthony Giddens (1990) calls a key institution of “disembedding,” loosening ties to particular
locales and promoting out-migration from rural places. I argue that this process generates
ambivalence about the value and outcomes of formal education within rural communities, and
crucially, that formal education is designed for those who leave.” My understanding of this is
pertinent to my aesthetic choices because it states that formal education is not created to fit rural
populations and, because institutional aesthetic hierarchies are in-part tailored by formal
education, it feels safe to extrapolate that these aesthetics are then also not tailored for rural
populations and specifically rural populations who cannot afford to attend a University.

There are schools and communities and churches and groups of people living in rural
areas who still appreciate art, they simply are not appreciating institutional art. And the jarring
insistence of art institutions, exhibitions, biennials and events (generally located in urban areas)
that art be adorned with abstracted concepts does not invite outsiders in, and oftentimes even
condescends to their lack of understanding which (for low-income, rural populations) they could
not afford to have. This leads to a serious conclusion—people who can afford an education pay
an institution for the supposed knowledge that there are justified aesthetic hierarchies, and then
use these hierarchies to condescend to the art often found in the rural populations that could not

afford those educations.
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This process is deeply tied to Capitalism and the allowances it makes for some people
and not for others to receive an education based on financial circumstances they have no control
over. I feel I have a responsibility to acknowledge the way this system, whether intentionally or
not, employs art to further exclude poor rural populations. For these reasons I intentionally create
art that is typically viewed as both traditional and representational, because these aesthetics are
valued in the low-income, rural communities I have been a part of.

Suggesting it is ignorant to appreciate a non-abstract, traditional aesthetic for abstract
reasons is not convincing for someone who does not have the opportunity to enter that abstract
world. I have found personally that this approach also tends to alienate and embitter those
someones. The abstract world created to foster understanding then moves even further from
being understood by people who do not already understand it.

Recognizing that all of these ways of approaching myself, others, and art are ones I care
about allows me to utilize them to hopefully find people who care similarly and a shared sense

can be formed.

A Shared Sense

I have a memory of a conversation with an academic researcher. They said their favorite
part of researching something is seeing it all come together — before a certain point the research
is only research, and there should be no un-completely-necessary attempts to imagine a
conclusion lest a biased scientist ruin a whole project. The way the answers are can be damaged
by the way someone imagines them to be. They made it sound like one moment you are just
holding a clipboard, making your millionth check mark and the next you are seeing your own

sun rise.



18

“When you make a painting, you have your picture and know where it is going. But with
research you’re walking in the dark until the very end.”

I think I said kind of mumbly, “Well no matter what you cannot see something that is not
there and a finished painting is not there until it is finished so it is not there until the end either?”
But also I wasn’t super interested in getting that concept across because I have tried it before and
it is usually pointless to describe how I never know anything, and maybe there is something they
are saying I am not getting, and is the response I am making responding more to myself than to
them?

Even when talking to people who have more in common with my practice, artists who
work in oil paints, who try to represent scenes or feelings or scenes and feelings, I find they
cannot share this exact thought with me. I can explain it as well as I know how, and anyone can
dedicate themselves to precisely imagining or understanding what I am saying, but like the
research and the paintings, a thought does not exist until it is there, and it cannot be there until
you have had it, and how you have it is a way very probably only you can experience. Something
is either understood because it was experienced somehow or it is not and oftentimes disregarded
as unreal.

If that researcher were in one of the spaces I have painted, they could touch it. Even
though they might not understand how I understand my painting of it, they can at least
understand the surface sight of the painting because the experience of the place is one we can
both have. If we can both touch it, and we can both see it, then the painting is of a shared sense.

Without any further understanding, the painting is a tether between them and me.
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