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"I saw a white cat hunting in the field this morning", he says. I tum to look out the 

window and reply, "There's a big black and white one out there now." We hang up, and ponder 

the impact of feral cats on the local rodent population. 

Later, I back the car to turn around, disturbing the big black and white cat mid-stalk. She 

glares at me, turns. My eyes follow the path of the white cat as she disappears into the tall grass. 



Perception is subjective, and as demonstrated by our semi-domesticated cat, it often 

fluctuates between clearly defined possibilities.i Life experience and cultural mores, among 

myriad other factors, color the way we see things, influence our capacity for empathy, and shape 

the processes we use to interpret events in our lives. Historical narratives face constant revision 

as new information is unearthed, biased accounts are reevaluated, and previously 

unacknowledged perspectives are spliced into the record. Although we can never be aware of all 

sides of a story at one time, like the parable of the blind men and the elephant, we can try to 

assimilate as many parts as possible. 

With this observation in hand, I have undertaken an investigation in painting that 

explores the multiplicity of life experience through the exploration of perception, memory, place, 

and the life of things. By things I am referring to everyday objects designed for domestic use; 

things we hold in our hands or sit on, like teacups or chairs. Things that have borne generations 

of use are of particular interest to me as I grapple with notions of sentiment, nostalgia, and 

longing. 

I address place by incorporating landscape into my figure paintings, sometimes overtly, 

but often in a way that makes it impossible for the viewer to see both figure and landscape at the 

same time. In this way I make a statement about connectivity to place while simultaneously 

allowing figure and place to exist as independent concepts. These paintings comment on cultural 

transition, dislocation, and loss. 

Generations of handling and use leave indelible marks on objects handed down from one 

keeper to the next. A well-worn path hugs the contours of the land, and those who follow the 

path conform to a pattern of behavior designed by others. The original destination of the path 



may cease to exist, yet trekkers will continue to follow its logic. As Aristotle said, "We are what 

• we repeatedly do," and the behaviors we adopt shape who we become. 

In the same way, domestic objects gently cause those who use them to conform to a 

specific type of conduct. Teacups, spoons, and tablecloths reveal their inherent utility as 

embodied in their physical attributes. These same attributes shape the way the objects are used 

by subsequent generations, resulting in an unconscious repetition of motions, emotions, and 

thought processes, and initiating a cycle of choices and behaviors that are reenacted with each 

new generation. Much like DNA, familial resemblences recur in habit, gestures, and traditions. It 

may be unclear how much of our behavior is shaped by our contact and proximity with these 

inanimate things and how much is determined by free will of the individual, but it is almost as if 

much loved and used heirlooms become endowed with an animate will of their own. 

The real power of these objects lies in their ability to evoke memory. A much handled 

object contains a promise of recognition that becomes apparent only to one who is sympathetic 

to its history. I try to represent these moments of recognition by illustrating the objects at or near 

the instant of recollection and irrevocable change. The consequence of this recall is a form of 

self-knowledge, and as such, is the catalyst for irreversible change. Adam and Eve were expelled 

from Eden; a vase breaks; reality is altered. In my paintings the vehicle of change is ambiguous 

and unidentified, a comment on the nature of transformation itself. How can we really know all 

factors contributing to change? The instigator of change can be difficult to pin down, and is often 

a Medusa's head of writhing possibilities. Depending on an individual's perception of a 

situation, one may see many or few mechanisms. 

As a way of addressing these ideas, I have made a series of small stilllifes (8" x 8") of 

spilling teacups, tipping chairs, and rocking flower vases. A souvenir cream pitcher seems to talk 



to a salt shaker in the shape of a boy, a wasp clings to a petal, and a feather floats in a dark room. 

These pieces can exist on their own, but for this installation have been paired with a larger 

painting that creates a context for the smaller pieces. 

Together, the larger painting, Stain (47" x 44"), and the smaller panels, Displaced (8" x 

8" multiple panels), comprise the piece Specific Gravity ( 4 7" x 90"). The viewer is invited to 

contemplate the correlation between images disparate in size, painterly handling, and motif. 

These animated objects and figures are unbalanced and on the verge of catastrophe. Gestures, 

glances, and physical properties of inanimate objects are the vehicles employed to propel the 

narrative back and forth through the painting(s). Strong diagonals and dramatic contrasts in 

lighting act to push the viewer at varying speeds from one aspect of the composition to another. 

The result is a rhythmic dance moving backwards and forwards through space and time. Chaos is 

evident, but the catalyst of the tumult is left ambiguous. 

Process influences the way I handle subject matter, and the intellectual underpinnings of 

the work determine my approaches to process. My narrative and the processes I employ are, 

therefore, inextricably entwined. Because the expressive range of oil paint is broad, I find it is 

the best medium for communicating my narrative. Alternately viscous or dry, oils can be 

manipulated to represent complex ideas and emotions. The inherent plasticity of the medium

the the ability to move pigment in liquid line or a dry scumble-creates opportunities to 

communicate visual concepts directly. In my work, I exploit the qualities of oil paint by 

alternating between juicy and dry, detailed and ambiguous, large and small scale, in 

combinations that invite the viewer to make associations between pieces. 

Much like other present-day figurative painters, I look for ways to make my images 

contemporary. This is especially challenging for me since my motifs (agrarian/wooded landscape 



and domestic heirlooms) are more commonly associated with a pre-technological culture. I am 

compelled to use this imagery because it is an important part of my world. As a modem-day 

working artist, I argue that this imagery is also a part of a larger contemporary milieu: the 

detritus of life. The way I manipulate these images also belies the contemporary relevance of my 

motifs. Although a directly observed subject is the basis for drawing studies, I often employ 

Photoshop to cut, resize, and combine selected digitized drawings to help me conceptualize a 

composition and speed the painting process. 

Domestic objects and interiors are counterbalanced by paintings of my external 

environment. Woods and ravines abut the field edges near my home. The fence rows and briars 

define the limits of domestic cultivation, and those edges function as a metaphor for the tenacity 

of tradition. At the same time, every farmer knows a field left fallow for a season will rapidly 

revert to ragged wildness. These landscapes have worked their way into my narrative as a way of 

defining place. 

Ties to our birthplace were once considered inviolable, and almost everyone had a home 

to return to. In a culture that encourages upward and outward mobility, however, ideas about our 

belonging to a place are evolving. From a contemporary standpoint, attachment to place may be 

considered nostalgiac or out of fashion in this electronic age, but landscape is still there if we 

bother to look. Artists like Andrew Wyeth and Stanley Lewis have made a life's work by 

observing and painting their physical environments, imbuing them with psychological meaning. 

In a catalog description of an exhibition of Wyeth's work, the author talks about place 

and shared experience. Excerpts from visitor's comments about the Olson House, the location 

that inspired Christina's World (Plate 1) indicate a strong emotional bond with a place they had 

previously visited only through the painting. 



" ... when we are drawn into an artwork, when it pulls in all our senses as 

Wyeth's paintings do, we feel transported . .. We wonder about the reality of the image 

before us, constructing a narrative and imagining at what point this scene falls along its 

plot line .... over time the image blurs into our own stories, and we see elements of our 

pasts, presents, and futures painted directly into the landscape. (this becomes) ... a sort 

of autobiographical self-discovery, with our reactions revealing much about who we are. 

Wyeth captured the imagination of viewers by creating a strong sense of place in his 

work. In his painting Christina 's World, viewers identify with the figure, becoming her, 

occupying her space, and travelling to her place in time. 

Wyeth borrows from Giotto in his use of the faceless every man figure; a trope which 

allows the viewer entry into the narrative. His Christina is positioned with her back to us, her 

gaze presumably on the farmhouse in the distance. Christina suffered from a debilitating disease 

which forced her to get from place to place by dragging her body with her arms. Her longing for 

a nearly unattainable goal parallels that of Giotto's figures in their desire for grace. 

In the large panel of Specific Gravity (Plate 8) I borrow a different motif from Giotto, 

who used rhetorical gestures codified in antiquity to help communicate his narrative. In the 

fresco Sacrifice of Joachim (Plate 2) a disembodied hand appears in the heavens above the 

burning altar. In Giotto's painting the hand is a visual trope for the presence of God. I have 

adopted a looser interpretation, using the hand as a metaphor for fate and inevitable 

consequences. The hovering hand in my painting is, in fact, a leftover image from a previous 

iteration of the composition, and functions to reinforce both process and narrative. 



Like Wyeth, I try to communicate a sense of the spirit of place, something elusive and 

mysterious. But in order to find landscape paintings where the paint itself is at least as important 

as the ostensible subject, I had to look to Stanley Lewis. 

Lewis' landscapes rarely depict people, but their presence is palpable. His surface is 

active, his compositions dyanamic and spatially atmospheric. He is master of a device used by 

Seventeenth-century Netherlandish painters like Jan Aertsen and Lucas Leyden called doorzien, 

or throughspace. It was used to direct focus to important narratives in a painting while at the 

same time creating the illusion of three-dimensional space. iii Through the employ of doorzien 

foreground objects act as framing devices for focal points in the composition, often allowing the 

existence of non-synchronous events to be portrayed in a way that contributed to the narrative. 

Unlike Aertsen and Leyden, Lewis does not lead the viewer to a focal point in the narrative, but 

into an airy space: a place in the painting where one can go to breathe. (Plate 3) 

In my own work I look for opportunities to open up the forms, creating a sense of 

atmosphere that keeps the paintings from feeling confined to the rectangular format. The 

doorzien concept is articulated in small spaces that help the viewer to understand the way a hand 

wraps around a teacup, for instance, or places a jar of honey behind a silver teapot. The same 

principle applies to still life as well as landscape, and I utilized small moments in both real and 

imagined landscapes in my work, Place/Memory. 

Place/Memory is comprised of four 12" x 12" x 2" doubled-sided panels. Each piece has 

a figure on one side and a landscape on its verso, reflecting the duality of individual and place. 

The paintings are displayed in a way that allows the viewer to navigate around the pieces, taking 

in the figure or landscape, then moving to the other side to see its counterpart. The experience 



parallels the act of being in one place while imagining another, and the role memory plays in our 

• identification with a particular location. The arrangement of the paintings evokes a sense of 

movement through time and space. 

Although only figures or landscapes in the series can be viewed at once, viewers make 

the connection between the two by remembering the scene on the opposite side. By the act of 

navigating around the piece, the viewer is physically engaged. Mobility and the engagement of 

memory are requirements for viewing the pieces, as the paintings become metaphors for the 

impossibility of being in two places at once. 

My focus on domestic scenes has been influenced by the work of Leland Bell. Bell 

observed apparently insignificant instances of domestic life and used them as occasions for 

studying gesture and movement. In Butterfly Group (Plate 4), a butterfly has flown into a room 

and the three family members react by jumping up from their seats and flailing their arms. Their 

movements are ineffectual , and reflect the fragility of our emotional, physical, and historical 

place in this world. The idea that such a commotion could be instigated by such innocuous 

happenstance appeals to my own sense of narrative. 

Like Bell, I believe that seemingly insignificant things have an impact on our daily 

existence. Everyone carries with them a legacy of some kind: of material things, property, or 

psychological inheritance, and that is the focus of my investigation. I create metaphors for the 

delicate nature of relationships by exploring the dynamics of and between objects traditionally 

handed down as family heirlooms. More than objects occupying space, these things represent the 

psychological baggage of our ancestors. Juxtapositioning of these various forms combined with 

the use of painterly techniques allows me to transmute tension palpable moments before 



irrevocable change occurs. The small objects represented in the multiples of Specific Gravity 

illustrate this point. 

In the upper right corner of the multiples, a pink teacup is practically ejected from the 

table top by the strong green space behind it. The linen cloth has become a looming rocky crag. 

Directional brushstrokes guide the eye diagonally across the picture plane and around a vortex of 

activity centered on the swirling oval of the foreshortened saucer. Golden liquid escapes the 

porcelein walls of the cup, flung into space by powerful centrifugal force. These precious items 

will not likely survive the fall. 

In Plate II of Harlot 's Progress (Plate 5), Hogarth turns the domestic parlor topsy-turvy, 

and makes use of every opportunity to emphasize the pandemonium. Hogarth has created a 

composition of angles and action, portraying a tumultuous moment in the life of the prostitute 

Moll, and everything happens at once. 

Moll accomplishes a delicate balancing act, distracting her primary patron from noticing 

the sneaky departure of another lover. She kicks the coffee table, simultaneously pulling open 

her chemise to reveal a breast. Scampering across the lower part of the image, a pet monkey 

makes a quick departure from the commotion, just as an exotically dressed black servant boy 

walks onto the chaotic scene. 

The uproar of the scene is in fact an illustration of the moment of change, for in 

subsequent panels of Hogarth ' s series, Moll's situation deteriorates. In my work I choose to 

emphasize the cataclysmic moment, but leave the viewer with the sense that subsequent 

developments will result in a positive outcome. 

The dialogue engendered by Hogarth through the juxtaposition of opposing elements is a 

trope I have borrowed in my own work, emphasized by physically placing these disparate 



elements back-to-back. As I blur the lines between tragedy and comedy, figure and place, 

• animate and inanimate, intentional and accidental, I begin narratives which the viewer must 

resolve. Humor makes the narrative more immediately accessible if the viewer is indifferent to 

the subject matter or finds it unpalatable. While William Hogarth used visual wit and punditry to 

bring attention to serious social ills in 181
h century London, I attempt to portray myself in 

painting both as a warning and example. 

In Hogarth's Times of Day: Noon (Plate 7), figures interact in either self-absorbed or 

uninhibited ways. Behavioral alternatives are clearly lined up on either side of a ditch through 

the center of the composition. On the left, a peasant woman is distracted as she is groped from 

behind and the contents of the tray she carries drip onto the ground. In Transportation (Plate 10), 

my figure cringes from the tickling branch of a tree outside the window, and shrugs as she eyes 

the overflowing sink. She is barefoot and slightly crude, yet sips her steaming drink with a pinky 

in the air. 

Tina Newberry is a contemporary painter who also injects her paintings with humor. She 

often depicts herself nude in paintings described as " ... symbolic reveries. They're often 

leavened with sly humor."iv According to the Philadelphia Inquirer: "Tina Newberry's painting 

is autobiographical, but it looks inward. She's a traditional figure painter who casts herself 

pictorially in a variety of roles ... " In my concerns with family, heritage, and propriety, I share an 

affinity with Newberry. She refers to her Scots ancestry through self-portraits wearing traditional 

tams and tartans, whereas I use ordinary personal items that may not be immediately 

recognizable as aspects of my heritage. The motif is understood by the cumulative effect of 

seeing these objects in contextual variations within this series. 



The Philadelphia Enquirer goes on to state: "Self-deprecating humor is always attractive, 

but in these quietly beautiful little paintings the joke is on all of us. Newberry is not just herself 

but Everywoman and man who daydreams of being someone or someplace else. By exposing 

herself and her obsessions, Newberry makes her audience feel equally naked."v Newberry's 

figures are made more accessible to the viewer by her imaginative role-playing and wry humor. 

Newberry emphasizes subject and narrative in her work. In my own work I prefer a 

wetter, messier surface, while Newberry's paintings are dry and restrained, perhaps a reflection 

of her sense of humor. I try to allow oil and pigment the freedom to mingle, mix, and reformulate 

itself according to its own gravity: more slapstick, if you please. In our treatment of subject, 

there is a sense that we could both trace our roots back to Hogarth. 

Transportation is a wry commentary on the motif used by Newberry in her painting 

Queen for a Day (Plate 6). While Newberry enthrones herself on the commode, sporting a 

glorious crown of blooms, the subject is Transportation is less overtly enthralled. Occupying the 

traditional position of saint a Ia Berlinghieri 's St. Francis altarpiece is a portrait of the artist 

standing in the kitchen, seeming to levitate while sipping a steaming cup of tea. She slyly 

assesses the viewer from her elevated vantage point, as her subjects genuflect ever so slightly 

towards her. The feminine form is echoed throughout the composition, while a pregnant cat 

nonchalantly engages in the ritual of bathing. The tone is light, the surface painterly, but here 

Newberry and I diverge, as she generally works on a much smaller scale. Size is an important 

factor here in that Transportation is large, yet retains the intimate quality of my smaller works. 

While the recto of Transportation depicts an interior, the verso of the panel represents the 

landscape, perhaps the view from the kitchen window. Both images share compositional 

elements; the view seen through the window frame on the recto is framed on the verso by 



elements of the landscape itself. The bather has moved out of doors, and conceivably, exists in a 

freer state. 

As an investigation of the nature of change, transformation, and tradition through the 

metaphor of objects, ancestors, place, and personal identity, my work is at once both personal 

and universal. It is my desire to engage viewers in the act of remembering and revisiting their 

own experiences through my work. There are at least two sides to every story: perception and 

memory are necessary components contributing to unity and diversity of the tale. Perception of, 

and reaction to, even the smallest gesture harbor implications for subsequent actions that shape 

our world and destiny. 



Plates 

1. Andrew Wyeth, 1948, Christina's World, tempera on gessoed panel 



• 

2. Giotto, Sacrifice of Joachim, 1305-06, fresco 



3. Leland Bell, Butterfly Group, 1970, oil and acrylic on panel, 6 118" x 73/4" 



4. Stanley Lewis, North Gate (Chautauqua Inst.), 2002, oil on canvas 23" x 42" 



• 

• 
5. William Hogarth, 1732, Harlot's Progress, Plate II, etching and engraving 



• 

6. Tina Newberry, Queen for a Day, 1997, 14" x 14" 



7. William Hogarth, 1738, The Four Times of Day Plate II, Noon, etching and engraving 



8. Amy MacLennan, 2007, Specific Gravity, oil on panel, 47" x 90" 



• 9. Specific Gravity (detail) 



• 

10. Amy MacLennan, 2007, Transportation, oil on panel, 60" x 36" 



• 

• 

Notes 

i R. L. Gregory, The Intelligent Eye, McGraw-Hill, 1970, p 15 
ii Amber Lucero-Criswell, A House for Dreams to be Made, publication written to accompany 
the exhibition Andrew Wyeth: Watercolors and Drawings, Cincinnati Art Museum, February 3 to 
May 6, 2007, p. 23 
iii Martha Hollander, An Entrance for the Eyes: Space and Meaning in Seventeenth-Century 
Dutch Art, University of California Press, 2002, p. 
iv Philadelphia Enquirer 
v ibid . 
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