
ABSTRACT:

My written thesis focuses on the collision and orchestration of three main subjects and other related 

subheadings.  These three subjects are Remix Theory, Chaos Theory, and Narrative Theory. 

My interest in Remix Theory revolves around appropriation in the internet era, and my view of the artist 

as filter rather than genius.  I have avoided stylistic branding in favor of creative play, and while I see 

threads of similarity throughout my work, I try not to force consistency. The similarities weaving 

throughout my bodies of work are not linear and work much like wormholes connecting alternate 

universes.

While the collision of multiple subjects/themes may initially sound disjunctive, in terms of my visual 

process and output it makes sense. This idea of finding order in the seemingly disordered is linked to my 

layman interest in Chaos Theory.  This field of science and mathematics arches over a wide area and has 

numerous branches that are of interest to me including Systems Theory and Complexity Theory. The 

aspects of my art that this theory supports and inspires are nonlinearity, interconnectedness, and self 

generated feedback in the making process that contributes to a hermetic quality in my art.

The way I bury information and purposely hide elements lends itself to this type of feedback, and while 

these early decisions seem small they may have a great impact on the outcome of the whole project.  

Although it may seem problematic to hide information if art operates on a communicative level, this 

activity functions as a generative process to tease out narrative implications.  This activity inverts our 

expectation in the information age.  Even as I include autobiographical elements, I am less concerned that 

the viewer gets an understanding of “me” from these works as they encounter relatable residues and 

sticky substances. These elements carry with them emotive energies that are more important than the 

origins of specific stories, and they can become immersed in a series of complex relationships.  While I 

desire my art to carry emotive qualities, I am not concerned with specific emotional elicitations, as often 

our emotional responses are complex series of tangled emotions.  The mixture is rarely clear or 

reproducible from one person to the next.
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Narrative is potent as a mode of knowing and understanding the world, as well as a way to convey that 

world to others.  I do not simply equate narrative with story: for me narrative must include discourse.  In a 

studio visit, Clive Murphy stated that “an attitude” comes across in my work, and that is what is most 

successful.  This was important to hear considering my thoughts on the artist as filter. If the artist is to 

filter, then that filter must be unique in some way and that filter must be used to project new meanings 

into the world. The ability for narrative to construct reality, and advance reality is one of its most 

important qualities.

While I have an appreciation for a wide range of art, the artists I tend to gravitate toward in relation to my 

own style are ones who do not necessarily exist neatly within a singular contextual category.  Some of 

these artists are Ivan Albright, H.C. Westerman, Ed Paschke, William T. Wiley, Robert Crumb, Peter Saul, 

Trenton Doyle Hancock, and Frank Magnotta.  For my thesis project I am thinking more spatially, and 

find comparison in the work of Ed and Nancy Kienholz, Jason Rhoades, and David Altmejd, and more 

currently Sarah Sze, Justin Cooper, and John Neff.

Other interests that surface throughout this paper include ambiguity, the grotesque, modification, folk and 

outsider aesthetics, the internet (not necessarily as a medium), open-endedness, Avant-pop sensibilities, 

and multiplicity: the collision of these subjects helps to explain  my interest in creating what I call “sub-

narrative-paths”.  One could think of this concept as the creation of interconnected narratives that the 

viewer can contemplate and interact with. This can provide insight to other inspirational or motivating 

aspects in my creative process.

SECTIONS:

 Intro

 Process
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INTRO:

I hypothesize that many artists gravitate toward communicating in a visual language to deal with a 

deficiency in communicating via word symbols and have developed an accelerated fluency in that visual 

literacy paralleled with a need to communicate.  In any communicative method there are degrees of 
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slippage between the sender and receiver, this does not always mean that a misreading has taken place.  

Many artists express anxiety about discussing or writing about their work. Hearing what an artist has to 

say about her/his work is sometimes important in gaining a better understanding of the art; however, 

relying too heavily on the artist’s intentions can create a limited understanding of the works; and on 

occasion hearing an artist talk about his or her work can “ruin it,” or tarnish some aspect that we as 

viewers once really appreciated.  In this text I strive for a delicate balance in providing clues, and 

establishing trajectories for my audience, and myself, without barricading potentials.  

There are exceptions to my hypothesis, but often times, artists are not capable of articulating with 

words in the same ways that they can communicate visually. Other times an artist realizes in retrospect 

what they were actually doing and rephrases it in word codes. Even though some artists combine text and 

image, my hypothesis revolves around the idea of an artist describing their work. This may provide a 

guided study of a work or artist, but a direct experience is more powerful. While this does not happen 

with every work, as an artist I aim to create something that is for a moment beyond words and that in 

doing so allows for the opportunity to stretch the functions of language toward that visual experience.

There are conventional aspects to my art and I willingly identify historical precedence. I make a 

conscious effort to continually explore new avenues and avoid the confines of self branding.  Being 

known as the “the person who does ___” is something I’ve always veered away from.  This does not 

mean that I am not interested in creating and finding threads that link my various works together, or that a 

stylistic consistency will not evolve or emerge, but I do not want to force my creative energy into a mold 

compressed into the crevasses of a form difficult to get out of, but easy to reproduce via formula.  It is 

impossible to pinpoint exactly what I am doing as an artist, but I can elaborate on some of my interests at 

this point in my life.  Some of those interests include other artists, both contemporary and historic, and 

some of those interests are non-art related.  The non-art interests are both theoretical and visceral.  While I 

am interested in ideas, I am also interested in spontaneity and gut reactions.  My art stratifies numerous 

layers and at one end I want the audience to find multiple possible inlets as a means to navigate the work.  

I also want to evoke some kind of emotive resonance with the viewer.  Emotions are often jumbled with 
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an unquantifiable ratio of mixtures and I am interested in a “poetic image” where the viewer can process 

their own ration of these responses rather than hand them a singular emotion or a calculated ratio 

determined by me (Bachelard 15).  

PROCESS:

Introspectively speaking, I am a doer: I think with my hands.  I have seen too many artists squash 

their creative spirit by over-thinking their work before it is made.  This is not to be confused with the 

notion that an artist should self-reflect and be self-critical, but for my preference the art has to happen first  

and I have to allow myself the room to make a mistake, and if so, the opportunity to resurrect the work. 

This aspect of my personality lends itself to spontaneity in my art-making. Early artists dealing with 

chance, as well as jazz musicians, have provided a framework of validity for this type of creative gesture. 

I recall a DJ on the local jazz station KUVO, saying “life is like jazz: you have to improvise.” As an artist 

I am motivated by surprise and my method provides for a rewarding result.  In addition to operating this 

way with individual works I approach each work as part of a continuum.  My work tends to have a visual 

chaos in opposition to designed order, I am also considering the nature of Chaos in terms of science in my 

method and conceptual interests.  By working in a more intuitive manner my compositions evolve in an 

emergent fashion much like the way our immune system evolves in response to a threat (Johnson 103). 

This does not mean I do not make informed aesthetic decisions when I work, but rather that my way of 

working allows me to evolve more naturally.  While I do make informed aesthetic decisions in evolving a 

work, I am also interested in flirting with bad taste, and I think this is most evident in my affinity for 

kitsch.  

My goal is to make work that is accessible to a wide audience, although I also imbed my work 

with a high degree of personal neurotic chatter that is only accessible to me.  Although this may disturb a 

theorist who believes art should communicate, my thought is that this imbedded information, while 

indecipherable in specifics, does carry a flavor or impression to an audience.  Perhaps it is this hermetic 

nature of my work, and practice that has permitted critics to label me as an “outsider.” 
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My work comes from a place that is not completely comprehensible and perhaps that mystery is 

important as mystery.  Often times I work spontaneously and frequently make discoveries in the process 

and in retrospect.  Yves Tanguy once said that this element of surprise is what motivated him to paint,  

noting “I found that if I planned a picture before hand, it never surprised me, and surprises are my 

pleasure in painting,” and he found interest in “how one motif suggested a second, a third, a fourth 

unpredictably” (Tanguy 17). Even though it is important to have enough understanding of my sources, 

subjects, motivations, and inner workings, to articulate “directional clues” to my viewers, it is also 

important not to destroy the mystery that underlies what I feel compelled to do.

My drawings and studies operate as works in and of themselves, and almost everything I achieve 

informs my other creative endeavors.  Some of my creative works may seem disjointed in comparison to 

one another, but I am not interested in stylistic cohesion, as much as process.  My creative by-products do 

relate to one another. These relationships are not overt, but function much like a series of wormholes 

connecting alternate universes. Although process is a part of how I work, the term "process artist" does 

not apply. I am not as much like Richard Serra, as I am Paul Thek. Richard Serra's work makes process 

the content. Thek's work uses process as an integral part of the works meaning, yet still alters the ongoing 

narrative of his menagerie of elements.

My menagerie of elements are the objects I collect as material to protect the creative energy in my 

studio. I believe that the artist’s studio is the most appropriate space to see art, and this notion was echoed 

by a show at the Chicago MCA called Production Site: The Artist’s Studio Inside Out. The show is a 

contemporary perspective on the artist’s studio as a type of art (MCA Chicago). Two Artists I found 

interest in based off this show are John Neff and Justin Cooper (who I later learned attended CU Boulder).

A large component of my artistic research is scouting for both physical objects and source 

material, which acts as both a muse for drawings and something with the physical potential to manipulate 

into something else.  My quasi anthropological digs uncover recently lost cultural artifacts, low-fi 

technologies, or obsolete oddities, along with the commonplace of contemporary life.  Part of my 
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selection process results from the types of objects I saw around me growing up. These sources are 

collected and reassembled through my personal filter in a way that reactivates their narrative potential.

What we have come to think of as art throughout history constantly serves as a kind of reflection 

of a culture, or cultural milieu, without overtly setting out to be that reflection.  I work from the heart as 

opposed to the head, and I fear that too many conscious restrictions can paralyze my creative process.  

This desire for a stream of consciousness approach is similar to approaches developed by the Surrealists.   

Even though I would not classify myself as a surrealist I do identify with this emphasis on automatism.  

DESCRIPTION OF PROJECT:

Ever since I have operated a functional artist studio I have made a practice of collecting objects 

and arranging them inside my studio as a personal curatorial project that works its way back into small 

sculptural assemblages or drawing forms.  In many of my critiques here at CU I often noticed studio 

guests interested in the environment of my studio as much as the art. Perhaps at times these things 

appeared inseparable. Professor Francoise Duresse has mentioned that being in my studio “feels like 

being inside [my] brain.”  For my thesis project I decided to formalize this perpetual exercise by creating 

a “finished” work for display in the museum’s project gallery. 

Although I am after an open-ended and non-linear narrative, the basic factual scene can be 

described as at initial glance an unfinished stick-frame wall filled with insulation in which is a video 

image of people engaging in shaking one another’s hands (Fig.1). This trapezoidal image is projected on a 

sheet of 10-mil plastic roughly framed in the upper left portion of the insulated wall. As a viewer 

curiously moves around the wall they will see a larger and more intricate scene involving a funky 

motorcycle accident involving a bi-cephalic hermaphrodite and a human pig hybrid (Fig.2-3). Behind the 

crash to the right is a parade of brick-a-brack on metal stems that double as flowers and seem to move 

outward from a wooden cocoon structure (Fig.4). 

This structure is a furniture object constructed with dowel joinery. It houses a functional drawer 

in that the drawer slides along a track yet the position of the track keeps the drawer at an upright and 
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faced down position to limit its ability to contain anything. Next to the cocoon is a cluster of vintage 

televisions that display randomized sin waves that suggest lightning (Fig.5) based on the painted cloud 

imagery behind the cluster. This cluster of televisions is suspended by bungee chords mounted to a 

structure made to display an image of outer space.

 This space image is also echoed by a poster of a constellation and another of earth’s moon which 

leads the viewer back toward the left of the composition. Below the moon and in front of the motorcycle 

accident is another furniture object. This one is constructed from steel and black lights and functions as a 

coat-tree (Fig.6). This object also doubles as a real tree image in that in its upper shelves sit glowing owls 

and at its base sits a florescent Buddha figure. Behind the Buddha is a cheap mirror framed light box 

illuminating an image of a waterfall emanating noises of “nature.” Two sets of white wires come from this 

object. One overlaps the vibrant Buddha and connects to a kinetic object that I call “The Chaos Switch.” 

The Chaos Switch controls the lighting at the opposite end of the overall installation. Because the 

switch was designed to control the lighting at unpredictable rates it makes sounds that are also difficult to 

predict and sounds similar to raindrops (Fig.7). This switch is embedded in a platform that suggests both a 

road and a stage. The other white chord coming from the waterfall image falls behind the stage and 

connects visually to a complex series of other extension chords visible below the stage. Included among 

the chords that lay on the same floor plane are objects that suggest death such as anatomic models, a cow 

skull, and a 4 foot neon sign that reads P-I-T which visually connects to the lightning because of its 

proximity to other functioning televisions (Fig.8). 

This entire scene is lit from within and the majority of lights combine to create a purple/pink hue 

which contrasts the blue of the motorcycle and illuminates the translucent fiberglass of the rider’s torso 

which is made from a mannequin. This torso has been modified to look as if its stomach is a monstrous 

mouth being gently stretched open by a gold leafed hand reaching from a Knock-off Louis Vuitton 

Murakami Cherry Blossom purse also doubling as the biker’s saddle bag (Fig.9). As a way to lead the 

viewer back toward the projected image on the wall are four glowing lines radiating from the 
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motorcyclists belly. These lines act as edges for the projection and connect to the corners of the frame of 

the actual projected video image.

 This overall scene takes place in front of a light purple color that gradates gently up the wall 

toward the ceiling because of careful lighting. This scene is populated with numerous subtle details 

contributing to the narrative such as a psychedelic poster of a slobbering scream that becomes the mouth 

of the pig, which is an actual hunting target (Fig.10). Other details include a 24” glow-in-the-dark dong 

entering the opening to the motorcycle’s gas tank and coming from the furry waist section of the 

motorcycle rider, or Mother Mary as the biker’s lower jaw (Fig.10, 11). Such details are too numerous to 

list and can perhaps be seen in some of the photos. This detailed inclusion of imagery also takes place in 

my drawings, but this physical environment has also allowed me to infuse an abundance of various 

materials as well. These range from found objects like taxidermy forms, toys, animal skulls, commercial 

signs, plastics, metals, fur, light, concrete board, fiberglass insulation, and wood.

One element I am working with in particular in regards to my thesis exhibition is the construction 

site.  Not the construction site as a place, but the place as a construction site.  In this regard my work 

becomes site specific.  My accepted proposal of a specific site within the new CU Art Museum allows for 

my work to greet the audience at the door by a projection of various anonymous (to the audience) 

individuals shaking hands with one another.  Upon further investigation of this projection one is able to 

access a “behind the scenes look” at another, more complex image.  Because of this special function, my 

piece demands a specific relationship to the gallery entrance. 

 In working with the site I decided to comment on my sentimental attachment to the new VAC, 

which is that of something in rapid flux.  The majority of my relationship and understanding of this 

building while attending CU Boulder has been that of a construction site.  Future generations will have a 

drastically different relationship to this desirable site and I am playing with the language of this site as 

one that is unfinished and evolving.   This element corresponds with aspects of my drawings which 

present a morphing world in transition.
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In this environment I am after ways to engage the audience that a two dimensional work on paper 

cannot.  This does not mean that a two-dimensional work is obsolete, as there are many reasons and 

circumstances for it being a more appropriate means to generate imagery and worlds, but in this case I am 

considering actual objects and specific materials, as well as ways to physically approach, and be 

confronted by the work.

Our understanding of reality is from limited view-points and access points in a given space. This 

is, for the most part, how we come to understand the world in general, but our understanding of or 

interaction with/through the internet is a microcosmic manifestation of this nature. While I am interested 

in this phenomenon, I am equally interested in the mystery, curiosity, and taboo created by this scenario.  

We have limited access to other beings, information, and things by nature of our own perceptual 

apparatus, as well as limited understanding. Science tells us a great deal about how the world works, yet 

science continually corrects itself in front of the layman, and mystery is interwoven among the concrete.

In many ways this project is a dialogue with painting. I am using some of the primary elements of 

painting as it has been considered throughout history such as light, color, restricted space, and flatness.  At  

first glance the aspect of flatness seems nonexistent in this work, but I have purposefully created a 

shallow space for the viewer in consideration of and in replacement of the idea of flatness. Physics tells us 

that a flat surface is not flat so long as it is on an object that is composed of atoms, etc. Even a piece of 

paper has depth.  This alone does not discredit the artistic use of illusion on a surface, as I will continue to 

do, but it does promote the idea of playing with shallow space.  In terms of color and light, I am primarily 

lighting the work from within, via colored lights.  I have created a dark atmosphere, but this does not have 

to be the case in future works using colored lights to “paint” the environment. 

 The inherent color of objects and their juxtaposition with other objects with inherent colors is 

something I am also considering.  I am not working with this as a dominant conceptual concern; however, 

I have no qualms about actually painting objects to make the experience function.  Actually I believe that 

my openness to these various means of applying and controlling color coincides with my aesthetic 

opportunism, or willingness to throw anything into the mix. Like the traditional western notion of 
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painting as a window onto the world, I want this environment to act as a window into another realm that 

parallels our own.

CHAOS:

One of my conceptual interests is in the way one object/event connects to a multiplicity of others 

in complex and unforeseen ways.  While I have an intuitive quasi-mystical interest in this notion, Chaos 

Theory explores these concepts and has impacted our everyday understanding of the world. I am 

fascinated by the way one thing or event can be influenced by or created by numerous seemingly 

unrelated others.  I am also interested in the inverse relationship; how one thing or event has the potential 

for great impact on a multiplicity of others.  The common example when discussing chaos theory is the 

butterfly flapping its wings in one hemisphere of the globe and affecting the weather on the other side of 

the earth. While my images often take on a disorderly, messy, or raw sensibility, I am not interested in 

“chaos” in this way as much as I am in what it means as a way to understand hidden orders, 

interconnectedness, nonlinearity, feedback, and systems relation. Chaos theory explains the way small 

events can have a large impact over time, or how systems are connected in unexpected ways (Briggs 

19-20). As an artist, conceiving the “big picture” is left up to the imagination and certainly shifts as an 

individual accumulates new information. 

I have a layman’s interest in the fantastic, or even mystical ideas that contemporary science 

presents: alternate universes, black holes and wormholes, chaos theory, the big bang, the big crush, and 

anti matter.  As we have shifted to a primarily secular understanding of the wonderful and marvelous, I 

find comfort in scientific explanations of interconnectedness or how parts make up wholes (the one and 

the many) and how all parts within a system relate to each other regardless of immediate cause effect. As 
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well as how systems connect /overlap with other systems in complex ways. The idea of multiplicity and 

complexity is a more fitting model for today’s culture and psychology than the archaic one of duality. My 

imagery can potentially function as both poetic, and profane, as well as amass of other things that perhaps 

cancel out being either, and both. This possibility reminds me of the Buddhist concept of middle way.

Although much of my work starts out with a particular idea or vision, I am open to self generated 

changes along the way. These changes are generated by the piece and fold back in on itself, and often 

these changes seem small, but in the end can totally redirect the outcome of the piece. This type of 

feedback loop is an important part of Chaos theory, and an idea that is echoed in various ways throughout 

my art. We live in a world with a lot of uncertainties and unknowns, and we have to operate on a degree 

of faith.  This could be both/either secular or spiritual.  Fields of knowledge are so specialized that almost 

everyone is a layman and we laymen have to trust the experts in that field, however it is not always 

definitive what the experts think.  There are frequent debates among experts. I have wrestled visually with 

this feeling of confusion and uncertainty in our contemporary world in terms of where it is going, but also 

how to deal with spiritual concerns in a world that places faith in a secular system of knowledge.  My 

imagery may seem erratic to a viewer, but to me it incorporates layers of associative orders. My studio is 

much like this as well. Studio guests express interest in the clutter and seeming disorder, but I have an 

acute understanding of where things are within that system. Chaos does not explain disorder as much as it  

is a way to find patterns. As it pertains to my art, “Chaos affirms that individual details matter” (Briggs 

30). Popular culture is familiar with the trippy poster images of fractals based on the Mandelbrot set as a 

way to explain this concept. These images appear random and formless but upon further in investigation 

the overall is echoed endlessly throughout the image. This echoing can also be seen in nature. My art 

incorporates illustration as a tie to the low, but I do not simply seek to illustrate these concepts. They exist 

more organically so a personal order underlies the overall image. In terms of Chaos I am interested in the 

idea that I as the organizer in my art have a reason for every placement. Some of those reasons are layered 

in terms of aesthetic choices, personal meanings, cultural content, and a functional narrative, but still to 

the viewer understanding each of those reasons is impossible, but  they can get the sense that no matter 

how complex the image is, an underlying order exists.
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REMIXOLOGY: 

My role as an artist is one of a blender, mixing various sources to give new form to the existing bits of 

information that exist in the world around us. The phrase “mash-up” is applicable to the way in which I 

work.  While this phrase is commonly associated with music, the way in which I make images is similar 

to this musical process of taking multiple pre-existing sources and mashing them together to generate a 

new form. As a boy I remember my father driving me around on a trike (a three wheeled custom 

motorcycle) made from the rear-end of a Volkswagen Beetle and the front end of a Harley-Davidson. This 

contraption included a beer-keg for a gas tank. Economic necessity taught my family opportunism, and 

my father’s connection to motorcycle culture taught me to appreciate the act of modification. Growing 

simultaneously alongside and into the internet has taught my generation to easily make art from other art 

and miscellaneous bits of an entangled network of information. The idea that the artist is not a genius but 

a filter who repurposes pre existing source material is engrained in our youtube and garage band culture. 

Because of this nature I need preexisting material in order to generate new imagery. The importance in 

this activity lies in the ability to take ownership of the visual world that engulfs me. Remixing these 

readymades is a way for artists to subvert power structures and image systems.

The act of cutting and pasting or (as Mark Amerika puts it) surf, sampling, and manipulating is 

much the same activity whether processed on the computer or with information existing in everyday 

space, or a post production activity of information being digested by my brain and printed by my hand.  

The internet has exacerbated the postmodern decentralization into a palimpsest of coexisting worlds.  My 

art reflects this new mode of existence.  My process encourages the collision of various imagery and 

avoids overly neat packaging or labels.  I often incorporate a language intended to explain, but upon 

further investigation the imagery opens mystery and wonder. With our current remix culture there is an 

attitude of openness and willingness to “put anything into the mix.” This attitude suits me well. Perhaps 

this is because I have evolved alongside this culture.

13



By the time I was graduating high school the internet had become a common household fixture, 

and was causing fundamental changes in the way we access, transfer, and understand information. I have 

developed a way to navigate visual narratives based on this new model I call “sub-narrative paths.” This 

allows viewers to enter at a multitude of points, find their own entangled path within the work and 

stumble upon new places within the larger nonlinear narrative system. A viewer could repeat this activity 

within the same work even though an entirely different path may function. In working with my 

autobiographical narrative as a structural subsystem, I am developing an iconographic sub-language.  I 

have stories that I share about my upbringing, but I do not see it necessary to explain that iconography; it 

exists for me as a way to generate images.  Usually when multiple people experience a singular event, 

each person will have a unique vantage point from which to talk about or reconstruct that experience.  In 

my art I want to provide an image that will act as an open-ended event that each individual can, in their 

own way, possess as theirs.  

NARRATIVE:

While narrative open-endedness is a postmodern concept it remains relevant as hyperlinking has 

allowed for the generation of new textual discoveries. We construct realities and understand reality 

through narrative; we learn about ourselves through characters and their struggles. Narrative has been a 

part of art forever and constantly surrounds us. 

My imagination is more active than passive meaning that my mind combines new things out of 

stored information rather than simply recalling information. Like Salvador Dali’s use of the paranoiac 

critical method, my images often morph and appear in flux subverting the idea of a fixed universal truth 

with a singular interpretation.  My narratives are composed of multiple intersecting sub-narrative paths 

completed by the viewer in a non-linear way. The systems I create are about the relations of its parts, not 

just the sum of its parts. These narratives operate much more like a system where all parts create the 

whole and relate to all other parts; they should generate thinking or conversation rather than make a 

statement. I want my viewers to place themselves in a complex, but not always overwhelming, set of sub-
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narrative systems that can be navigated based on their own levels of connection.  The ambiguity in my 

work allows for open-endedness and viewer participation.  Visual puns, tautologies, and innuendos 

become playful elements that challenge language.  This provides an intersection between both a written/

verbal and visual language.  

The story of my birth involves my father and my uncle taking an Easy Rider style motorcycle trip 

across the states and buying acid from a Hell’s Angel. My father Decided not to take the drugs and go 

back to my mom, while my uncle ended up seeing god at a Midwestern Dutch Festival. Helping my uncle 

to find his new place in society became a bonding experience for my parents. My uncle wound up living 

on The Farm in Tennessee for nearly 20 years. Hearing this story from the multiple voices of both of my 

(now divorced) parents, my uncle, his wife, and my cousins has shaped my understanding of narrative as 

nonlinear and entangled. These stories also showed me how language nuances shape our understanding of 

the world and its shortcomings in that.

AESTHETIC ROOTS:

Robert Rauschenberg and Ed Kienholtz were known as "hicks from the sticks" and this 

background certainly shaped their aesthetics and their attitude toward art (X-TRA).  My aesthetic roots lie 

in a similar place where  raw creativity is infused with a high degree of naivety.  Even though I have an 

undergraduate degree in art history, and am earning an MFA in painting, surely my aesthetic roots have 

factored into my own outsider aesthetic.  My awareness of this has allowed me to play with those 

sensibilities, but my outsider aesthetic may also stem from an aversion to “playing along” with art-world 

norms, or a flirtation with aesthetic inappropriateness, and “bad taste.”  As I entered graduate school I 

played with the genre of paint by number kits and am becoming interested in playing with the genre of 

welded muffler men figures called Manifold People.  These figures allow me to focus on the concept of 

complexity through the image of the manifold, a device that splits one opening into many exits or vice 

versa.
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  In addition to my proximity to folk art growing up, I am sure that my childhood domestic life 

and the regional landscape of the West and rural Midwest have affected my sense of space. These polar 

opposites of sublime expansiveness and uncomfortable density are something that I continue to explore.  

As a boy I lived in a trailer with my mixed family of 8 children and two adults. In the summers I would 

go and live with my grandparents and my father. My grandpa was an auctioneer (in addition to farming) 

who filled up entire portions of the house, and farm yard with collections of unsold leftovers. This 

sensibility was transferred to my father who decorated his house with Actual motorcycles and other 

oddities. I remember a period when my father did not clean his house for two years; as a favor my sister 

and I cleaned the house and buried among the rubble of clothes and crushed aluminum cans we found 

dead rodents with fur rotting off the carcass, a Nazi war helmet, weapons, religious objects, the visible 

woman, and numerous other banal and charged objects.  The violence and humorous mischief of the 

bedtime stories told to me by my mother about her childhood, as well as the violence and mischief of my 

own childhood is something that creeps into my visual narratives.  These autobiographical messes do not 

end at identity for me as these issues are echoed in larger cultural contexts as well.

While I am interested in pushing and crossing boundaries, I am also interested in playing with 

traditional forms and walk a fine line between worlds on multiple levels.  Due to this constant battle, the 

way in which I push boundaries is subtle, and is often noticeable within the framework of a given 

vernacular. Perhaps this interest in shifting boundaries explains my interest in the grotesque. According to 

Robert Storr, to be grotesque, something must be in conflict with something else yet indivisible from it. 

(Storr,16). This presents, and coincides with, my interest in conflict with categorization. This type of 

imagery has historically been associated with low culture. Perhaps my attachment to class struggles and 

seeing social inequity from a specific vantage has provided me with the appropriate attitude to make such 

imagery. I make images that express the complexities of contemporary culture, nature, and self. Much of 

our current feelings on these subjects are entangled in anxieties and discomfort.  Perhaps these feelings 

lend themselves to monstrous imagery or a Gothic Pop quality.  I am interested in that I can both create a 

new flavor out of readymade sources, as well as allow for the subtle coexisting of conflicting flavors.  My 
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use of cartoon imagery maintains a humorous and uplifting presence alongside horrifying aspects, while 

the overall image is something completely invented. 

Humor is an important aspect to my work and life. The way I use humor parallels my own 

quirkiness and is an acquired taste. I often joke that I have a bad sense of humor; and this, like my use of 

doodling, aligns itself with the low and irreverent. Humor provides lubrication for rough ideas, or 

subjects, and can add to the disturbing discomfort of the grotesque in a work. If something is funny and at  

the same time horrifying, then we as viewers are presented with an emotional conundrum forcing us to 

confront and balance our personal boundaries on ethics, taste, and  behavior. 

ARTISTS OF INFLUENCE OR GENERAL COMPARISON: 

My favorite artists defy artistic categorization, they have followed a personal vision, their work is 

hermetic, and they don’t easily fit into an artistic compartment.  I can appreciate an artist who operates in 

a cerebral fashion, but identify more with artists who work from the gut. 

I am leery of following “the new” in fear of artistic fads and am more interested in what remains 

relevant.  Many of the artists I find influential have stood the test of time, and the contemporary artists I 

find interesting capture qualities that are beyond a specific period.  Art history, like all history, has a 

cyclical nature, and if there is a return to formalism, a stronger backlash/resurrection of the anti-aesthetic 

will likely follow.  As dualities become replaced by more accurate models of entangled complexity, I find 

myself drawn to consciously exist in multiple worlds.  My intention is to have a tentacle in the clean and 

formal, as well as the grungy and flaccid. I want tentacles in the new, the vintage, and the retro. I want 

tentacles in fine art, anonymous Poetic Terrorism, street-box theatre, and the visionary. I desire my work 

to have moments of density among moments of openness, and moments of the finished among moments 

of the haphazard.

My wardrobe of favorite and influential artists goes back as far as Giuseppe Arcimboldo and 

Hieronymus Bosch (Fig.12). These artists both represent their time, yet their personal vision reveals a 

curious psychology that transcends their time. Ivan Albright also embodies a similar nature though he 
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lived in the early 20th century. Like me, he may carry an outsider quality, yet was informed by a 

mainstream art world. Many of my preferred artists peaked in the 1960’s and 70’s like Ed Paschke, Peter 

Saul, Ed and Nancy Kienholtz, William T. Wiley, Robert Arneson, and Robert Crumb(Fig.13-18). These 

artists maintain a balance between personal vision, while infusing pop culture elements without becoming 

too-cool like many of the New York pop artists of their time.  Contemporary artists that balance the 

sensibilities that I find interesting are Christain Schumann, Jonathan Meese, David Altmejed, Sarah Sze, 

John Bock, Linda Sormin, Chuck Moffit, Frank Magnotta, and Trenton Doyle Hancock. (Fig. 19- 28)

The connection of my thesis work to Ed and Nancy Kienholtz is obvious.  I am intentionally 

rooting myself in this aesthetic as I think its art historical branch needs further development. While there 

is an obvious visual similarity, a primary difference is the relationship of my sculptural environments to 

my drawings. Most artists use drawing as means to record thoughts, or generate new ideas for other 

works. For me the inverse is true: drawing acts as an end result, and the collection, tinkering, 

manipulation, arrangement, and display of objects in the studio is my means to inform the drawings.  The 

reference of our aesthetic to outsider artists is apparent, but I do not believe our raw yet crafted 

assemblages end at mere neurotic impulse. The emphasis on the grotesque is something that is 

conceptually at odds with refined culture.  The high/low debate may be old, but it is not old news.  Classic 

tastes continue to dominate over the “unrefined” and class separation still exists and is getting worse. 

Some may argue that we live in a no-brow world were anyone can afford a knock off Louis Vuitton purse, 

but I can assure you that those buying the authentic overpriced goods do not support a no-brow plane.  

Like Duchamp’s final piece Etant Donnes, the Kienholtz’ sculptural work has on occasion focused on 

restricting the viewer’s access to the created space.  It is this conversation that I think allows for their 

work to exist as a basis for a trajectory in the dialog of painting.  By the traditional role of painting to 

exist on a flat surface and suggest a world outside of that space, the idea of a viewers limited or controlled 

access to that space becomes an integral aspect of painting.  Many painters are engaging space, and I 

think this specific role of the painter to engage space rather than control or restrict the viewers access to it 

is worth exploration.
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A more contemporary trajectory of that type of assemblage is David Altmejd. In the summer of 

2008, I visited New York and saw exhibitions of both David Altmejd and Jonathan Meese. In these artists 

I found elements that were both contemporary and classic. I admired the ways in which each of these 

artists followed their own vision despite trends. Altmejd’s return to the monumental figure is an example 

of this integrity (Fig. 27, 28).  Meese’s use of traditional materials such as bronze casting in combination 

with the lowest of kitsch, beanie babies, was also inspiring. In Meese’s work I identified with the way that 

they are part of a larger and more complex life. While they seem to relate to a larger performance context, 

my own drawings are intertwined in my own personal life in terms of acquired experiences, collections, 

observations and unique ways of digesting information. In both Meese and Altmejd there is a hermetic 

quality that I identify with as well. Their work has complex layers that perhaps only they understand, but 

somehow a communicative essence still leaks out. This essence seems complex enough that various 

audiences can connect with the work. Both Meese and Altmejd utilize representational imagery along 

with abstracted elements, while many other contemporary artists such as Julie Mehretu, Sarah Sze, Linda 

Sormin, and Chuck Moffit convey similar qualities of complexity in ways that are more strictly abstract. 

With Moffit’s work I am interested in his use of material and ready-made objects to carry meaning; and in 

my thesis project I am directly quoting the use of jack stands from his 2005 piece Eros Bruises Thanatos 

(Fig.25). For Moffit it seems that this object was a simple solution to function as a means to elevate focal 

points of the work. The jack stand also carries the conceptual essence of masculinity and social class as it 

echoes the automobile engine centered in the heart of the object.

CONCLUSION:

Coming into graduate school I was interested in resolving issues of creative intent, context, and 

implications.  While I think I have found a degree of resolution through peer and faculty feedback, I have 

also gained an appreciation for being open and continuing to discover myself as an artist. As I approach 

my graduation I am surprised, and inspired, by the questions I have about my art, and look forward to 

further discoveries. I am more interested in the possibility of generating new avenues as an artist than in 
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finalizing a signature style.  Having a signature style in today’s art world seems to me a type of brand 

marketing. This may be a necessary evil for an artist carefully navigating what Mark Amerika terms an 

“Avant Pop” sensibility, but if I want to remain interested in my creative evolution I must not force a 

singular style or cohesion  into the mix. Instead I will let my art graft itself into, and along with, my life 

and its relation to contemporary culture.
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Fig.1 Donald Fodness Creeping from the Woodwork… CU Art Museum, Boulder, Colorado. 2010

Fig.2 Donald Fodness Creeping from the Woodwork… CU Art Museum, Boulder, Colorado. 2010
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Fig.3 Donald Fodness Creeping from the Woodwork… CU Art Museum, Boulder, Colorado. 2010
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Fig.4 Donald Fodness Creeping from the Woodwork… CU Art Museum, Boulder, Colorado. 2010

Fig.5 Donald Fodness Creeping from the Woodwork… CU Art Museum, Boulder, Colorado. 2010
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Fig.6 Donald Fodness Creeping from the Woodwork… CU Art Museum, Boulder, Colorado. 2010
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Fig.7 Donald Fodness Creeping from the Woodwork… CU Art Museum, Boulder, Colorado. 2010

Fig.8 Donald Fodness Creeping from the Woodwork… CU Art Museum, Boulder, Colorado. 2010
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Fig.9 Donald Fodness Creeping from the Woodwork… CU Art Museum, Boulder, Colorado. 2010

Fig.10 Donald Fodness Creeping from the Woodwork… CU Art Museum, Boulder, Colorado. 2010
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Fig.11 Donald Fodness Creeping from the Woodwork… CU Art Museum, Boulder, Colorado. 2010
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Fig. 12 Bosch, Hieronymus, The Garden of Earthly Delights, 220 cm x 389 cm, Museo del Prado. 
1500-1505

Fig. 13 Ed Paschke, Mid American, 45 x 60 in, The Art Institute of Chicago. 1969

Fig. 14 Peter Saul, Bush at Abu Ghraib, 78 x 90 inches, Leo Koenig Gallery. 2006
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Fig.15 Ed Kienholz John Doe, 39 1/2 x 19 x 31 1/4 in.

The Menil Collection, Houston. 1959

Fig.16 Ed and Nancy Kienholz, The State Hospital (interior), 96 x 144 x 120 in. 

Moderna Museet, Stockholm. 1966
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Fig.17 Robert Arneson, California Artist, 68 1/4 in. x 27 1/2 in. x 20 1/4 inSan Francisco Museum 

of Modern Art, 1982
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Fig. 18 Robert Crumb,Sex Obsessions with Big Girls and Creepy Little Guys, Book Cover, 2007
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Fig. 19 Sarah Sze, Untitled (Portable Planetarium), Site Specific Installation, Lyons, France. 2009

Fig.20 Sarah Sze,(Detail)Untitled (Portable Planetarium), Site Specific Installation, Lyons, France. 2009
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Fig.21 Linda Sormin, Stow, A three-day installation with Seth Hisiger at Rhode Island School of 

Design. 2009
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Fig.22 Trenton Doyle Hancock, Untitled Preparatory Sketch for Cult of Color Call to Color. Dunn and Brown, Dallas, 

Texas.2008

Fig.23 Trenton Doyle Hancock, Descension and Dissension, 243.8 X 243.8 cm 2008
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Fig.24 Frank Magnotta, Monster, 50”x60”. 2004
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Fig.25 Chuck Moffit, eros bruises thanatos, Thing Show at Hammer Museum, Los Angeles, CA. 2005

Fig.26 Jonathan Meese, Installation view of Dictatorbaby Mary Poppin’s Cats, Dogs, and Eggpies (The Revolutionbaby 

de Large is Back) show at Bartolami Gallery, New York City, NY. 2008
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Fig.27 David Altmejd, installation shot at Andrea Rosen Gallery, New York City, NY. 2007

Fig.28 David Altmejd, Center, Andrea Rosen Gallery, New York City, NY. 2007
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