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ABSTRACT
Art is an involuntary expression of the psyche. Through my own experiences, I create
sculptural paintings that represent both the physical and emotional interpretations of the human
form. They connect the body to the spirit to understand how people relate to a particular set of
feelings that is isolating, yet universal. By capturing emotional states during creation and making
a physical interpretation of those feelings and behaviors, the pieces show how the unexplainable
function of the mind is imagined in the physical realm.
Through my research of both PTSD, and memory I have discovered that the emotional
state of a human greatly affects their own identity. One’s identity is formed from their memory,
which is affected by the feelings and emotions that they exhibit. While PTSD might be
diagnosed to a small percentage of the population, the feelings and emotions that happen to a
patient with PTSD can occur within a larger number of the general population. This, in turn,
affects our memory, or our perception of our history—which is our own identity.
I use this connection between PTSD symptoms and memory to create art that
subconsciously tugs at the heartstrings. I intend for the viewer to have an emotional connection
to the paintings in an unexplainable way. Through the curation of my own work, I created an
exhibit that allows the onlooker to take a journey through their own memory.
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CHAPTER ONE

PTSD

Post Traumatic Stress Disorder is defined by the American Psychology Association as
exposure to actual or threatened death, serious injury or sexual violence by directly experiencing
it, witnessing it occurring to others, learning it happened to a family member or friend, or
extreme exposure to the aftermath—a police officer coming on a crime scene, first responders.”
It is commonly referred to as PTSD.
PTSD can occur after a multitude of events including but not limited to: “exposure to war
as a combatant or civilian, threatened or actual physical assault (e.g., physical attack, robbery,
mugging, childhood physical abuse), threatened or actual sexual violence (e.g., forced sexual
penetration, alcohol/drug-facilitated sexual penetration, abusive sexual contact, noncontact
sexual abuse, sexual trafficking) being kidnapped, being taken hostage, terrorist attack, torture,
incarceration as a prisoner of war, natural or human-made disasters, and severe motor vehicle
accidents.” (Trauma and Stressor Related Disorders). Although, people can experience PTSD
following a number of incidents, the highest rates—ranging from one-third to more than one-half
of those exposed—are found among survivors of rape, military combat and captivity, and
ethnically or politically motivated internment and genocide.
While the symptoms of PTSD have a range of physical and emotional responses, they are
categorized into four different expressions: intrusion symptoms, avoidance of stimuli, negative
alterations in mood, and marked alterations in arousal.
Intrusive symptoms must be involuntary and interrupting of ordinary life. They include
dreams that either directly relate to the incident, or just include similar feelings, emotions, or
actions. Dissociate states are also listed in this category and force the patient to act as if the
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trauma is currently happing. A dissociative state, or a flashback, can last from seconds to day.
The last symptom categorized under “intrusion” is triggers which can be anything from a word,
to heart rate increase to a particular smell. Triggers often lead to a dissociative mindset, but can
also create a moment of fear or a bout of depression.
Avoidance of stimuli symptoms occur when PTSD sufferers go to extremes to avoid
certain aspects of normal or everyday life. Symptoms can include changing up one’s daily
commute, completely avoiding large crowds—cities, bars, college campuses—or avoiding old
friends that one associates with the traumatic event. This is also the symptom set that forces the
affected to keep busy and forgo beneficial treatment, like medicine, or counseling. These
symptoms allow a person with PTSD to feel as if they are managing their symptoms, but inhibits
them from realizing that ‘avoidance’ is a PTSD symptom.
Negative alterations in mood, includes memory loss, or a changed perception of the
world. Some examples might be the inability to love someone that you once were very close to,
or forgetting important parts of the trauma. People usually experience this symptom in blaming
themselves for the trauma. This sort of symptom can also trick the brain into thinking that the
traumatic event didn’t happen, or allow the affected to remove themselves from the situation to
think of it as an event unrelated to their own life. (This set of symptoms will become important
later in relation to memory, and my own work.)
The last set of symptoms, marked alterations in arousal, is probably the easiest to
identify and define. These symptoms cause the victim to startle easily, increase in temper, have
trouble sleeping or concentrating, or become hyper vigilant. PTSD is often characterized by this
heightened sensitivity to potential threats, including those that are related to the traumatic
experience (e.g., following a motor vehicle accident, being especially sensitive to the threat
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potentially caused by cars or trucks) and those not related to the traumatic event (e.g., being
fearful of suffering a heart attack) These symptoms can be small—like sitting with your back to
the wall in a restaurant and scanning your surroundings for danger—or intense with incredible
explosions of anger at small annoyances.
Each of these categories includes many symptoms that any person with PTSD can
experience, however to be diagnosed with PTSD, you must: experience at least one symptom in
each of the mentioned categories, the symptoms must last for more than one month, and they
must interfere with social or work behavior without attribution to medicine or other drugs.
I have suffered from PTSD since a freshman year sexual assault and most identify with
the following symptoms:
Intrusion symptoms:
1.

recurrent involuntary and intrusive distressing memories of the traumatic
event
2. dissociative reactions—flashbacks—in which the individual feels or acts as if
the traumatic event(s) were occurring
3. intense or prolonged psychological distress at exposure to internal or external
cues that symbolize or resemble an aspect of the traumatic event(s).
Avoidance of Stimuli:
1.

avoidance or efforts to avoid external reminders (people, places,
conversations, activities, objects, situations) that arouse distressing memories,
thoughts, or feelings about or closely associated with the traumatic event(s).

Negative alterations in mood:
1.

2.

inability to remember an important aspect of the traumatic event(s) (typically
due to dissociative amnesia and not to other factors such as head injury,
alcohol or drugs.).
persistent, distorted cognitions about the cause of consequences of the
traumatic event(s) that lead the individual to blame himself/herself or others.

Marked alterations in arousal:
1. Irritable behavior and angry outbursts (with little or no provocation) typically
expressed as verbal or physical aggression toward people or objects
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2. Reckless or self-destructive behavior
3. Hyper vigilance
4. Exaggerated startle response.

**the above are not the ONLY symptoms found in each category, but instead are my own symptoms from
each category

Symptoms usually start around three months after the incident and can be experienced for
any duration of life—documented in some cases for 50 years. It should be noted that symptoms
can disappear and reappear at any time, becoming apparent due to certain stimuli or triggers.
Older adults—ages 65 and up—typically experience a shorter period of PTSD, while younger
people are more likely to struggle with symptoms for a lifetime. In terms of gender, females
generally encounter longer cycles of PTSD than males. At least some of the increased risk
for PTSD in females appears to be attributable to a greater likelihood of exposure to traumatic
events, such as rape, and other forms of interpersonal violence. Within populations exposed
specifically to such stressors, gender differences in risk for PTSD are attenuated. (Trauma and
Stressor-Related Disorders)
When looking through national statistics, it is hard to identify how many people
suffer from PTSD each year; so instead I looked at the numbers of people who suffer from
reported incidents most closely related with PTSD. I decided to search violent crimes because
this is more easily documented through police reports, and suffering from this sort of
interpersonal violence creates a higher risk for PTSD.
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Looking at the above chart we see that between 20-26,000 victims (or households) are
affected each year in the in the United States. That number—while incredibly high—is only a
representative of reported crimes, and only encompasses one small sort of PTSD related
trauma—violent crime—leaving out military related incidents, car accidents, and natural
disasters. It is also important to note that according the RAINN network 68% of sexual assaults
are not reported to the police, which means that there is a large chunk of interpersonal violence
that is not cataloged in the chart. While not all of these people will be diagnosed with PTSD,
they may experience certain symptoms, or may go undiagnosed.
It is imperative too, to note that the definition of PTSD includes those who have
not suffered a traumatic event directly, but have heard stories of close friends, or have witnessed
events happening to others—police officers, first responders and bystanders. I find this part of
PTSD diagnosis the most interesting in that it shows the spread of this mental illness and its
symptoms. One source even states that PTSD symptoms overlap with many other sorts of
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anxiety disorders—which again increases the number of people who experience these traumatic
symptoms. It is also noted in many sources that in order to have PTSD you must experience one
symptom of each category—this in and of it proves how many people can feel these singular
symptoms because it shows that psychiatrists have had patients who have felt certain aspects of
the symptoms without experiencing the entire spectrum.
This knowledge of symptoms, affected people, and spectrum of PTSD are
important to my work, and the far reaching affects of my work because I aim for my work to not
only relay an important message of the feeling of PTSD, and the way I felt because of particular
symptoms, but to also prove to people who encounter my art that my feelings and their feelings
are not singular, but can be experienced by all of humanity. Even if someone has not suffered the
same particular set of symptoms that I have, or even experienced the same trauma, there is a
connection between us in the suffering. That connection is something that I try to document in
my work.
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CHAPTER TWO

MEMORY

When researching memory in the scientific domain, one can find many related theories to
memory retrieval, including trace based, cue based and a combination of the two. Although none
of the theories have not been yet proven or disproven, the most accepted theory attributes
memory recall to a combination of both trace based and cue based recollections. This means that
in order to remember a specific event or information, one must both have a stored memory that is
traceable, stored in the mind, and have some sort of internal or external cue that forces memory.
This cue can be conversation, smell, thought, image, etc. While this knowledge pertains to the
understanding of memory, and is important to the development of memory as an identity in my
work, the discoveries made by psychologists have a more applicable approach to my pieces.
Further investigation in psychology would prove that an individual’s memory creates
their identity. Psychologists have discovered the following about memory and identity: 1) that
social identity is created through a shared collective of the past, and 2) that all memory is
malleable and subject to change. Memory in this sense is constantly reimagined and in some
studies imagination has been proven to change one’s memory. The more often you recall a
specific memory the more inaccurately you remember the event. This is because each time that
you remember an event, you are remembering the event from the last time you remembered the
specific event—each layer builds on the next until you remember a different circumstance
altogether. Your memory is not a link back in time, but is a distorted image of the past.
Many philosophers, and theorists have studied and written about the memory of humans,
and how we relate our memories to the above mentioned theories. A philosopher and film
theorist Siegfried Kracauer wrote about the first theory—social identity is created through a
shared collective of the past. He explains that memories are remembered because of their
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personal significance to an individual. He mentions that the memories are arranged in a certain
order that have significance to the individual, and not necessarily in chronological order. His
understanding of memory not only brings to light the uncontrollability that a human has to chose
his own memories, but also how the memories that one has chosen creates one’s own history,
and one’s own life. The memories that one collects and organizes become not only one’s history,
but also their relationship to those around them. In this way, an identity—both social and
personal—is created.
Another Philosopher, Maurice Halbach, writes in his essay on Space and the Collective
Memory, about how humans collect spatial memory. According to his findings, memory is
formed by objects that surround you; when you live in a house with items a certain way for a
number of years, your memories include the furniture in your house. This object memory does
not occur because you remember the chairs and couches, but because your brain can imagine—
after years of seeing them in a certain way—how the items were arranged. His writings point to
truths in the second theory mentioned above—all memory is malleable and subject to change—
because it shows that your brain will insert later understood knowledge into early memories.
[e.g., when you were a young child, you remember playing with a toy on the ground in
the living room. Your memory includes a couch that your grandmother was sitting on. The couch
in your mind is the same couch that you sat on to watch movies as a teen. Your mom informs
you later in life that the couch in your memory as a child was a different couch than the one you
sat on as a teen. Your childhood memory was changed by the regularity of your older and more
recent interactions with the couch. Because of your knowledge of the room, you now identify the
couch in your childhood as the same one from your current life.]
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Philosohper Paul Riceour has a similar view to Halbach about the flexibility of memory.
He believes that there are two points of memory; the memory itself and the imprinter. He takes
his idea from the ancient Greek words for imprinting, and writes about the method that one
remembers. Riceour believes that the actual event is different from the memory and that the
memory is changed in the original imprinting process where imperfections can occur—like a
stamp in sealing wax. His theory is that the imprinting process is where the flaw in memory
occurs, and that no memory is pure memory.
It is important to understand these ideologies of memory and recollection when
looking atmy paintings. Memory is constantly changing as is our own history. If we remember
our lives in a distorted lens, then we are not remembering our own past. These theories make me
wonder if we can ever grasp onto a memory, or even remember a specific feeling. Do we look at
art, and movies, and read books in order to recall certain feelings? How can art reflect an
accurate memory, or feeling if our own memories are constantly changed?
I find the changing memory issue a particular problem when I place it in relation
to PTSD symptoms. If PTSD is constantly changing the way we understand our own surrounds,
then how is memory affected?
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CHAPTER THREE

ARTISTIC INFLUENCE

Artistsic influence is the most important way I have discovered to better understand my
own artistic language. When you understand the relationship of art from the past, with art of the
present, you can better identify the meaning of the pieces you look at. The art that one creates
now is wholly connected to the art and history of the past, and I find it impossible to speak
through art without studying the creations of the previous generations. I find my influences from
an array of artists including: Eva Hesse, Robert Ryman, Lygia Clark, Agnes Martin, Gustav
Klimnt, Jay Defeo, Louise Bourgeoise, Tracey Emins, Doris Salcedo, Michelle Lopez, Nicola
Constantino, Sue Williams, Hannah Wilke, Cindy Sherman, Laurie Simmons, and Dorothy
Cross. While these artists might not have things in common with each other, or with myself, it is
through my study of their work that I have created and recognized my own language.
For the sake of this paper, I will focus my findings to my main influences; the first and
foremost being Eva Hesse. Hesse was born January 11, 1936, in Hamburg, 3 years later her
family fled the Nazi regime and moved to New York. Her mother committed suicide when she
was 10 years old which contributed to much of her lifelong anxiety—much of which entered her
own artistic language. She attended a number of prestigious art schools including Pratt, Cooper
Union, and The School of Art and Architecture at Yale University. Hesse was diagnosed with
brain cancer in 196 and died the following year. Her artwork has been displayed in exhibitions at
museums and art galleries across the world.
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Figure 1 Eva Hesse, Repetition Nineteen I, 1967 (Paint and papier-mâché on aluminum screening)
Figure 2 Eva Hesse, Expanded Expansion, 1969 (Fiberglass, polyester resin, latex and cheesecloth)

The forms and materials that Eva Hesse used to create her art spoke to me on many
levels. She creates work that seems both familiar and foreign—new forms made of familiar
materials or familiar forms of new material. Not only does her work include a multitude of
mediums, but her ideology resonates clearly with my own work. The sad, linear, childish
uncanny work is a major influence. The raw color she uses speaks on a natural level. Without
resonation of bright color, one can see how her work related on a basic connection to the natural
form of earth and human. She writes about her own color use and her form use “I end up with
red, yellow, blue, green and I hate it. It is dumb, uninteresting, and I know better. I guess I am so
involved in creating my own forms that I can’t at times be concerned that much.”
Her drawings inspired many of my own lines. My own attempts ended with many nondominant hand drawings. I believe it is the childish line that helps relate this sense of
helplessness in a situation. The knowledge of what is happening to me is present, but the freeness
of my hand helps to insinuate my inability to save myself. Eva Hesse’s work lead me into the
connection of physical trauma and spiritual revelation—my concepts spoke best through the
work I created after studying her.
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Louise Bourgeois has had a similar form and material type of influence on my work. A
Parisian born sculpture artist, Bourgeois has become a leader in the sculpture innovation of the
20th century. She too focused on the materiality of her work and related her forms to the human
body. Working in wood, metal, plastic, rubber, her pieces relate to the sexuality that each human
body possesses. Bourgeois, like Hesse, uses themes of personal significance that relate heavily to
humanity.

Figure 3 Louise Bourgeois, Lullaby, 2006 (suite of 21 ink and pencil on music paper with cover letter)
Figure 4 Louise Bourgeois, Maman, 1999 (Bronze, stainless steel, and marble)

I find Bourgeois’ sculptures both delicate and heavy. She creates delicate looking
forms from some of the roughest, heaviest materials. I admire the weight of her work, using her
own fears to exorcise them. Drawing the viewer into her form and matter, she creates work about
things that she fears without anger, and without giving away too much.
I also find inspiration in her strong line work. Her drawings show a confidence in her
own creation; dark, thick, voluptuous marks and bright reds both seduce and disgust. Her
willingness to be inspired by her own life helps me believe that one person can speak and relate
to an entire humanity.
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Another major influence in my art was Agnes Martin. Her color pallete and themes resonated
with my own aspiration for my art. She was a Canadian born American artist from the late 20th century.
Her work focused on themes of “seen and the unseen, concrete and transcendent.” Although much of her
work was also influenced by her religious belief, her ideologies still applied heavily to my understanding
of physical and emotional aspects of the human body and spirit.

Figure 5 Agnes Martin, The dark River, 1969 (oil on canvas)
Figure 6 Agnes Martin, Detail of Dark River, 1969 (Oil on Canvas)

Her grids and subtle changes in line work spoke most to my understanding of minimalist art. By
far her paintings were the most structured of the artists that influenced me, but I wanted to see what would
happen if I tried to create her structure by also inhibiting myself—this is where my idea of left handed
childlike drawing really took form. By creating holes in a canvas with a heavy physical stabbing motion
and trying to control my hand to create a grid, I used her subtly methods to create a painting without any
paint. I thought that her perfectly mathematical appearance contrasted heavily with her close up
penmanship. The perfection we all strive for against the awkwardness of our own bodies.
These three artists are only a sampling of the artists whose work inspires me every day. I believe,
however, in my research and understanding of these three artists, that my work is most closely related to
theirs. I enjoy their craftsmanship, material use, form, color and ideology or theme.
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CHAPTER FOUR

MY WORK

This self-exploration and self--inspection of writing a thesis on my own artistic
expression, has been an interesting journey. I have found that many times, one makes art with
something thing in mind, and later realizes the art says another. An artist is always grabbing at
what their work means, and trying to pin it down in expression. I chose my language as paintings
and sculpture. Writing is a different language that the academic artists must master. Personally, I
aim to make work that needs no explanation. The work is my language, and my way of speaking
to the world.
Creating my own language from years of practice, I have found a way to evoke feelings
and sentiments without statement. I create work with a knowledge of trauma, and a memory of
feeling, hoping to arouse reaction from the viewer. I use my understanding of PTSD and my
interest specifically in the symptoms I felt to remind anyone who looks at my work of a time
where they felt that indescribable way. I hope to remind people that their suffering, and their
feelings are not alone.
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I wrote the following as my senior Thesis Statement:

As amemory
life is both
physical
and
tooconstantly
can a memory
be.
Our
is our
identity,
butemotional,
our brainssoare
betraying
The
paintings connect
the body
to thewe
spirit
with
physicality
and luster.
us;
transforming
memories
each time
recall
them.
It’s impossible
to
They showremember
how the unexplainable
function of the mind is imagined in the
thoroughly
an original event.
physical realm.
These pieces are imprints from memories and repeated thoughts.
show isdream,
titled aTake
Moredistance.
Than Nothing
as antoenticement
Each oneThe
a fleeting
delicate
Struggling
see the to
look deeperas
into
white washed
paintings.
atmosphere,
onetheattempts
to remember
theirThe
ownpaintings
history. can mean
anything to you—they are only memories. Sit with them for long enough,
their quiet subtlety will begin to speak.

“There is nothing like looking, if you want to find something. You
certainly usually find something, if you look, but it is not always quite the
something you were after.”
– J.R.R. Tolkein

My paintings are memories of my own trauma, and the trauma of those I am close to. I
paint about my own PTSD, but I speak in a way that relates to others, and other’s issues. I try not
to block myself off because of my own feelings, but instead look at my personal feelings as a
way of relating to human history—the history of trauma, the repeated diagnosis of PTSD, and
the symptoms—especially those that anyone can experience.
The work is also a showcase on the passage of time, the process of creating art, and the
repetition of mark making. The pieces ignore forms of stability to showcase the delicacy of
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time—how as time passes we use internal clocks to mark who we were, and who we aim to
become. Books, movies, family events become the history that we learn ourselves, but when we
realize that our minds are betraying us—through depression, anxiety, memories—our history is
lost. We lose who we are, yet we continue to exist, and mark time and remember.
This painting language uses textures, and holes that connect to the physical trauma that
inflicts the body and the roughness of the human form itself. Gloss reflects the viewer and places
them into a specific area of the painting, but that also suggests a perfection or a surface level
achievement. Charcoal and pencil that evokes a simple, childlike, yet historical, and ancient
drawing mechanism. Layering becomes a symbol of passage of time, forgetfulness, or repetition
and white a way of both covering up and highlighting. Through this language, I create a dialogue
that one both recognizes yet sees for the first time.
My bedroom is white and filled with light, with French windows leading straight on to the
garden. The light is important to me; it fights the darkness in my head.(Brampton, Sally)
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CHAPTER FIVE THE

EXHIBITION

My Exhibition included 16 of my pieces from this past semester. I chose to only include
my most recent works because I felt that they best represented the theme of the show. The
exhibition, titled Take More Than Nothing was held in the Patterson Gallery in the Patterson
Building at University Park, Pa from November 15-November 28h, 2015. The opening reception
was November 17 at 5:30pm and was advertised with the following image.

Figure 7 Advertising image for exhibition, Take More Than Nothing

The following are install images of the show and the pieces that hung in the gallery.
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Figure 8 Untitled (Drawing)

Figure 9 Untitled (Drawing), Show title, and She Isn’t Missing, She’s at the Farm Right Now
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Figure 10 Installation of There Were None

Figure 11 Detail shot of There Were None

Figure 12 Detail shot of There Were None
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Figure 13 She Isn’t Missing, She’s at the Farm Right Now (pencil, charcoal, Acrylic on canvas)
Figure 14 Detail She Isn’t Missing, She’s at the Farm Right Now (pencil, charcoal, Acrylic on canvas)

Figure 15 I’ve Believed as Many as Six Impossible Things Before Breakfast (Acrylic on Canvas)
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Figure 16 I know the Plans I have for You (Pencil, acrylic, joint compound and gloss medium on canvas)

Figure 17 Two Rights Don’t Equal a Left (acrylic and charcoal on canvas)
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Figure 18 TOP: I was a Different Person Then (acrylic and chalk on canvas) BOTTOM: Of Couse It Is
Happening in Your Head, But Why On Earth Should That Mean it’s Not Real? (acrylic on canvas)
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Figure 19 Untitled (Drawing #1) (charcoal on paper)

Figure 20 Pearl (medium on canvas)
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Figure 21 Detail, Pearl (medium on canvas)

Figure 22 Untitled (Drawing #2) (Pencil, acrylic, joint compound and gloss medium on canvas)
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Figure 23 They Use Everything about the Hog Except the Squeal (Butcher’s table, bed sheets and charcoal on
newsprint)

Figure 24 Untitled (Drawings 3,4,5,)(Charcoal on Paper)
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