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I. Introduction 

Tenderness and rot 
share a border. 
And rot is an aggressive neighbor 
whose iridescence 
keeps creeping over. 

No lessons 
can be drawn 
from this however. 

One is. not 
two countries. 
One is not meat 
Corrupting . 

It is important 
to stay sweet 
and loving. 

- Kay Ryan 
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Heartfelt communion with nature is best expressed in poetry, or within the 

lyrical rhythms of paint. When I walk out onto the landscape my senses are 

awakened. My eyes are treated with gifts of vivid colors and unique textures. 

The whistle of nature's song permeates my ears, as my nose captures the sweet 

fragrance of life and sometimes of life's decay. I observe the cyclic chara9ter of 

nature and the ephemeral span of life. I have discovered that the space between 

me and the world is mysterious, spiritual , and supernatural---much like the space 

between painter and canvas. 

I find visual delight in both the tenderness of nature and the rot. In my 

work, tenderness is that soft touch of the wind that swings past my face, or the 

warmth of the sun shining down, gently kissing my cheek. Tenderness is also 

the delicate nature of the youthful flowers and light green in the leaves on trees. 

Decay is equally ephemeral. Nothing stays the same--we are forever changing, 

like the world around us. The sweet supple flowers will one day decay, 

• remaining only as a memory. As Kay Ryan reminds us, "Tenderness and rot! 
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share a border, I And rot is an aggressive neighbor/ whose iridescence/ keeps 

creeping over." One would not exist without the other. When I think of rot I 

imagine nature decaying, and I automatically begin to visualize what it looked like 

in its former state. I also visualize the circumstances that lead nature to this new 

state of being. I have found that one can either embrace life's impermanent 

characteristics or one can be frightened by them; I embrace life's changes 

through.my paintings. 

Over the past year and half I have been working on the same seven large 

scale paintings, creating a unique visual diary for each painting. My intention for 

each individual painting is to show a glimpse of the painting's history from 

beginning to end, while creating a feeling of mystery within the world of the 

canvas. A work of art is born of the artist in a mysterious and secret way.1 I am 

as much a part of nature as paint is a part of me. When observing the outside 

world I feel small. Because nature is vast, it was a natural progression for me to 

want to work on a larger scale. 

It is astonishing how may people 
cannot, or will not, hold still. I could 
not, or will not, hold still for thirty 
minutes inside, but at the creek I slow 
down, center down, empty ... I retreat- not 
inside myself, but outside 
myself so that I am a tissue of senses. 
Whatever I see is plenty, abundance. I 
am the skin of water the wind that plays 
over; I am petal , feather, stone. 

- Annie Dillard 

Although my paintings are heroic in scale, I invite the viewer into a space 

that is intimate. The soft character of white paint, as well as the multiple layers of 

color and line, creates a visually interesting space, drawing the viewer in. I 

1 Wassily Kandinsky, Concerning the Spiritual in Art. (Monument;:tl Printing Co., 
Baltimore, MD, 1966), 74. 



observe the outside world becoming a "tissue of senses" while my inner self 

begins to translate my sensual reactions into paint. The paintings become a 

mystical world of their own, but also reference, the outdoors in an abstract and 

mysterious way. 
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Joan Snyder often uses the word "magic" when talking about her creative 

process. The rhythm and momentum of decisions and gestures sweeps her in a 

kind of visual chant.2 Snyder says, "Painting is my religion." "That it is the altar I 

go to face myself."3 I also view painting as a spiritual event, it is the place where 

my soul connects to the environment around me. When I paint I let my 

subconscious and emotions flow freely. I listen to music and allow my hands to 

rhythmically sway with the canvas. For me, painting is similar to child's play, and 

I find pleasure in the material, manipulating it to convey what is going on in the 

confines of my mind. Because painting is such an instinctive process I have to 

live with the work for awhile before I can begin to understand what is happening 

in the two dimensional space. 

I am a physical painter and one that delights in process. To begin, I 

quickly make a large swooping gesture with an oil stick, a palette knife, or the 

blunt end of a paintbrush to originate curvaceous lines that to me begin to look 

like words (Figure 1). These lines are much like the scrawling curvaceousness 

and the looping elongations4 found in Cy Twombly's work (Figure 2) . With these 

marks, the mood of the painting is set. Once the initial character of the painting 

is formed I begin applying layers of paint, that establish texture and form. This 

process helps create the groundwork for the final piece. My underpaintings are 

filled with color and organic shapes that reflect the emotion I am feeling when 

experiencing the outside world. 

z Hayden Herrera, Joan Snyder, (Harry N. Abrams, INC., NY, NY, 2005), 17. 
3 Herrera, Joan Snyder. 17. 

4 KirkVarnedoe, Cy Twombly. (The Museum of Modern Art, NY,NY,1994), 20. 
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The next step in my process is to go back into the piece and edit areas 

that are not working, or that have become too chaotic. During this part of the 

process the painting can feel confused, like an adolescent that can't quite fit into 

his or her ever-changing body. I rely on my instincts, and allow the understanding 

of nature that is always present in my subconscious to guide me. If I think too 

much about what is happening within the realms of the canvas there is the 

possibility of ruining the artwork. I will often rotate the painting to see if the 

composition could work better in another orientation. I also sit and stare at the 

painting not really thinking, but waiting for an area that needs more work, or a 

different direction, to show itself to me. 

When the painting is about 60% finished I begin applying white paint. 

White paint then acts like a veil covering parts of the information that appears as 

I paint. The veil creates a mysterious atmosphere in my work; the viewer can't 

completely see what is under the veil, but I enable the viewer to create a space 

with the information that they already know about nature, and the painted 

elements that I give them. Like a piece of sheer gossamer it simultaneously 

covers and reveals the paints history. 

I go to nature/ to be soothed/ and healed, I and to have/ my senses put/ in tune 

once more-John Burroughs 

As stated previously, my connection with nature is spiritual and 

mysterious, much like my connection with painting. Within my current body of 

work, white can be seen as light, texture, as well as a veil like form. White paint 

begins to show the tenderness of nature and at the same time it acts like a gauze 

band-aid healing the rot. This idea goes back to my earlier work as a painter, 

where I stitched the canvas, like a wound that need to be mended; and then 

removed the thread, leaving a scar behind. The scar became a beautiful symbol 

of healing and growth. In my recent work, the white paint has become a spiritual 

&, vehicle for light, uplifting the areas of life that were once rotten. 
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A constant shape that occurs in my underpaintings, and some of my 

finished paintings, is a fish like form. In ancient Greek mythology "Fish" and 

"Womb" were synonymous with one another, linking the fish to fertility. In spring · 

and summer the earth becomes fertile again. Some people believe life is cyclic 

and, drawing from a Kabbalah belief, the righteous man will return to the earth as 

a fish . Humans begin life in a womb surrounded by water, and maybe that is why 

· a person who has lived a righteous life is reincarnated as a fish and returns to the 

water. My painting , Cycles (Figure 3) embodies this cyclical idea of life. This 

painting went through many stages, but the fish form in the upper right corner 

stayed constant. This painting seems to be set in a body of water. 

Once the veil has been applied and the paint has dried, another technique 

I have adopted at the later stages of my process is scraping away layers of paint 

with a small nail. This technique allows the viewer to see the history of the work. 

These abrasions reveal the paintings past life, physically interacting with the 

painted surface, are grouped together in a linear pattern of bright colors. They 

dance over the surface of the painting, creating an implied line that allows the 

viewer to travel across the entire surface of the painting . 

· Within the elements of art, as well as life, there needs to be a balance 

between good and bad. In my paintings, the use of black holes and the veil 

create this balance. We understand a black hole in the universe as a space that 

is so compact that its gravitational force is strong enough to prevent light or 

anything else from escaping.5 In my work, the black hole is synonymous with 

the parts of our lives we wish we could forget. A second difference between the 

universe's black holes and the black discs within my paintings is my black areas 

do not exist as a vacuum: they exist as a layer of paint covering up another layer 

of paint. In this case the layering of paint acts as metaphor for those portions of 

life that we all wish we could change. But because time can only move forward 

SBrian Greene, The Fabric of Cosmos: Space. Time. and the Texture of Reality. 
(Alfred A Knopf, NY, NY, 2004), 20. 
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and never backward, 6 there has to a different way of addressing these negative 

areas of life. Scraping through the darkness in these holes and showing the 

brightness of the under painting is a way of growing beyond the negative issues 

of the past. 

Once the black areas within my painting have dried I go around the 

perimeter of the shape with thick white paint. This act goes back to white's 

symbolic nature of healing, and uplifting . The white paint seals the space around 

the dark area like a thick bandage. To create depth within the black holes, and to 

add to the idea of healing, I have begun to go into the space with color. Color 

brightens the space, creates a feeling of playfulness, and adds to the mysterious 

element of the painting. When the viewer peers into the black portion of the 

painting they are presented with a lighthearted color. The notion of adding color 

to black area of the painting is symbolic of all the times that I have been 

depressed, and a friend or a family member has done something to cheer me up. 

Just like I feel it necessary to bring color back into my paintings, they are bringing 

color back into my life. When a painting is nearing completion I begin to paint 

white or color muted "spheres" of energy. These circular forms create the visual 

equivalent of systematic thought. When considering my process as a whole, it is 

a system of maturing that comes together to develop the final piece. 

A part of my research for my paintings is exploring life's multiform 

energies. There is energy everywhere. Human beings are made up of energy 

and the world outside is entrenched with energies. 

From the ancient Pythagorean "music of the spheres" to the "harmonies of 
nature" that have guided inquiry through the ages, we have collectively 
sought the song of nature in the gentle wanderings of celestial bodies of 
the riotous fulminations of subatomic particles.7 

6 Hubblesite, Black Holes : Gravity's Relentless Pull. Interactive Encyclopedia 
http: I lhubblesite.orgl explore_astronomy lblack_holes I encyc_mod3_q1.html 
7 Brian Greene, The Elegant Universe: Superstrings. Hidden Dimensions. and the 
Quest for Ultimate Theory, QN.W. Norton & Co., NY, NY, 2003), 135. 
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When I imagine the invisible vibrations of nature, I imagine spheres of 

energy. For me, theses spheres of energy are forms that float through the 

environment like melodious waves. They bounce off of each other as well as 

visible forms found in nature, simultaneously releasing their unique energies. 

For sonie the world is made up of multiple organisms and infinite realms that are 

unconnected to one another. I feel that there is something greater--a celestial-

force that connects us to nature. I understand that every living creature lives 

within its own unique realms of reality, but when I go outside and breathe in, by 

means of my sense of smell the flower becomes a part of me. When I imagine 

these spheres of multiform energies I envision them as particles of life that link 

everything together. 

For some viewers, my work is presumed to be finished at many different 

stages, but I feel that a painting can be revisited, reworked, and then completed. 

As stated previously, my paintings go through a process of maturing. When I 

had a two-person show at the Halcyon Contemporary Gallery during the fall of 

2008, I was able to see that many of my paintings were not mature. They did not 

convey the symbolic meaning of the veil as clearly as I felt they should. I noticed 

that the black holes and ellipses sat on the surface of the painting rather than 

acting like a hole. They just did not feel complete. The surfaces were not 

luscious enough, and I wanted to give the viewer more. These are among the 

reasons I have begun to take photographs of my work in numerous "finished" 

stages (Figures 4, 5, 6,) (Figures 7, 8). 

It was very easy for me to bring my paintings back to my studio after my 

show and begin to rework them. I wanted them to feel complete, to better 

convey the ever-present element of mystery, and to show more of a dream-like 

quality. The dream-like presence in my paintings is important to me as an artist 

because of where I do my research and how that research is translated into 

abstract paint. When I am researching, I am collecting images, sensations, color, 

,. light, and many other aspects of nature. Then I bring those components back to 
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my' studio, and it is a memory, a part of my life that has passed and is now more 

like a dream. When I view my paintings now. they feel finished. They speak of 

life's tenderness and rot; they have a dream like quality, and they are mysterious, 

spiritual worlds filled with references to nature. 

When I am considering my painting's completion, I think about all the 

artists and their artwork that has inspired me. Because I am such a "painterly" 

painter, the surface of the painting has to have a rich tactile quality. When I view 

artwork by my favorite painters I examine their surface treatment and the quality 

of their brushstrokes. I aspire to have a unique surface quality that emulates that 

type of tactile beauty found with in the great artwork of these artists. One of 

these artists is Joan Snyder. 

Snyder is an abstract painter whose thick, painterly canvases reference 

the female form as well as nature. I feel a connection with her work, and looking 

at it always makes me want to be in my studio painting. One of the pieces that 

inspired me to paint with white paint was Women Make Lists (Figure 9). This 

painting is filled with lush surface treatment. There are areas within this work of 

art that could be framed and made into separate paintings, which is also 

something that I strive to do. For me, the right hand portion of the painting is the 

most inspiring part of the piece: here is where I fell in love with the use of white 

paint. I enjoy how this portion of the painting still has color, and mixed media 

elements, but the use of white makes the piece seem · uplifted and carefree, like 

the part of the woman that doesn't need a list. 

Someone else that inspires me to paint the way that I do is Charles 

Burchfield. Burchfield was a landscape painter who had a strong sensitivity to 

nature. When I view Burchfield's paintings I see emotional landscapes that 

awaken my senses. With his work the viewer can feel the painter within the 

brushwork of the painting. One can walk and dream in his landscapes-aware of 
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the land, the trees, .and the forest noises.8 Although Burchfield's work is more 

representational, while mine is abstract, I see similarity in our sensibilities. We 

both paint with our instincts, allowing our senses to guide the paintbrush. His 

use of organic forms and his sensitivity to the mysteries of the unseen energies 

of the outside world, correlates with my own. Like Burchfield, in my work I aspire 

to awaken the viewer's senses, and some have told me that they can hear the 

echoes of nature singing within my canvases. 

Burchfield's Dream of a Fantasy Flower (Figure 1 0), for example, captures 

life's energies through luminous colors and spontaneous brushstrokes. His 

sensitivity to the dream-like presence is made visible with the use of the white 

veil in the background that covers what seems to be a row of trees. This 

sensation of the veil is one that I try also try to capture with the use of translucent 

white, and the movement of the spheres across the canvas's surface is how I try 

to communicate life's energies. 

Finally, I am inspired by the use and quality of the white paint found with in 

the surfaces of Wayne Thiebaud's dessert paintings. One piece that particularly 

stands out to me is Heart Cakes (Valentine Cakes, Four Valentine Cakes) 

(Figure 11). The lavish use of thick white paint and sharply worked brushstrokes 

used to evoke the form of the four small cakes evokes my sense of taste as well 

as my sense of touch. While looking at this painting I can imagine how the sweet 

texture of the cakes would taste as they touched my lips. 

Viewers have expressed to me that my paintings have a "yummy surface" 

One painting that caries this "yummy" quality is internal Mystery (Fig 12). The 

use of soft pinks and thick areas of white paint have an interesting association 

with icing on a cake. When I am putting the finishing touches on a painting I am . 

considering the viewer, and his or her sensual reactions. When I am out in the 

landscape, I taste the sweetness of nature, so it only seems natural that with the 

s Mathew Baigell, Charles Burchfield, (Watson-Guptill Publications, NY, NY 1976), 
19. 
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final touches of the painting the sense of taste is evoked in the surface treatment 

of my paintings. 

The more I grow irito my painterly abstract self the more I realize that paint 

guides the decisions I make on the canvas, as well as in life. When I look at my 

artwork I see worlds that evoke the senses and areas that my hands desire to 

touch. 1- get lost in the mystery of the veil, each time seeing something new--a 

reference to nature that was hiding. I view the use of white paint as the spiritual 

vehicle that lights the way and heals the dark areas of life that are always going 

to be there, but that are never monumental. I peer into the areas within the dark 

holes that have poignant swipes of color. I see thick circular forms, as well as 

thin translucent spheres flowing through the space, grazing other shapes within 

the painting that allow my eyes to permeate the surface. I try to create luscious 

surfaces for the viewer, much like a cake decorator putting thick icing on a cake. 

Although my work is spiritual, supernatural, and mysterious, I also find it to be 

playful, and painterly. 

At the end of the day when I go to turn the lights off in my studio I turn my 

head and take one last look at my paintings and realize this is only the beginning 

of a lifetime with paint. 



• 

• 

/ 

I 
, 

.. ' 
;A' - . . r , 

·" t" / .. 
• 

, 

' 

I -
/ 

( · 
'I 

·-

• • #' 

.!. · 
I 

t ' . 

/ 

- ·-' 
, 

f I ' 

(Figure 1) Cy Twombly Leda and the Swan 1962 Oil, Pencil , and Crayon on 
Canvas 
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Tsujimoto, Karen. Wayne Thiebaud. Seattle & London: University of Washington 
Press, 1985 . 
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(Figure 3) Crystal Vicars-Pugh Cycles 2008, Acrylic, Oil stick, and Oil on canvas 
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(Figure 4) Crystal Vicars-Pugh Meet the Fissures 2008, Acrylic, Oil stick and Oil 
on canvas 
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(Figure 5) Crystal Vicars-Pugh Meet the Fissures 2008, Acrylic, Oil Stick, and Oil 
on canvas 
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(Figure 6) Crystal Vicars-Pugh Leaving the Heaviness of Winter Behind 2009, 
Acrylic, Oil Stick, and Oil on Canvas 
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(Figure 7) Crystal Vicars-Pugh A Summers Dream 2008, Acrylic, Oil stick, and 
Oil on Canvas 
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(Figure 8)Crystal Vicars-Pugh A Summers Dream 2009, Acrylic, Oil stick, and 
Oil on Canvas 
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(Figure 9) Joan Snyder Woman Make Lists 2004, Oil, Acrylic, and Mixed Media 

Hayden Herrera, Joan Snyder, (Harry N. Abrams, INC., NY, NY, 2005), 167 
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(Figure 1 0) Charles Burchfield Dream of a Fantasy Flower 1960-1966, 
Watercolor 

http://www.artstor.org/index.shtml 
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(Figure 11) Wayne Theibaud, (Valentine Cakes, Four Valentine Cakes) 1975, Oil 
on Canvas 

http://www.artstor.org/index.shtml 
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(Figure 12) Crystal Vicars-Pugh, Internal Mystery 2009, Acrylic, Oil stick, Oil on 
canvas 
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