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This term had challenges. I felt like I was behind from the very start. It took me some time to finalize a mentor, to finish my residency summary, to bring together a list of books. My goal was to continue to find ways to create images that let the viewer feel what I felt growing up in a dysfunctional family. I researched the psychology of mental illness and addiction, reflecting on the effects it had on me as a child. I dealt with the concept of empty spaces, loneliness, and isolation, as well as anger, grief, and loss. I was extremely excited about pursuing the idea of scars, whether visible or invisible, left by being part of a family with mental illness. I also experimented with mark-making as an expression of some of the scars, cuts, and tensions felt, and attempted to layer this with my photography.

During the residency there was a great deal of the discussion focused on the holes, punctures, and the shot from when I used the shotgun. I followed up this discussion by researching artists that were affected by childhood trauma and dysfunctional family life. I also researched the concept of destruction in art, the use of the gun and how it has been used to create art, whether through performance art or as with mine, shooting the artwork itself.

In March, I finalized my new mentor, Marie Navarre. We met, discussed my work and some explorations for me to begin in mark-making, and decided to meet every three weeks. While talking about my work with Marie, she observed two very different voices in my imagery. One is expressing what I felt as a child or adolescent in my home; the other is my reaction to it now. The distinctions between these are different marks. This dialog brought me to an awareness, a specificity in both looking at and creating my work that I had not seen before.

As I explored mark-making, I also saw a shift to marks that are not directly made but are artifacts or traces of marks. I became more interested in impressions, stamps, brands, embossing, cuts, and scratches, like my image of the teeth marks left in the Styrofoam. I also began to see the kinds of marks I am drawn to inform my investigation into the scars that are not visible, that may not even be physical but psychological impressions left over from a lifetime of behaviors.

I also explored ways to express my story by focusing on a very specific aspect, like the splitting of the mind with schizophrenia, or the fractured self, disintegration, falling apart, or the futility of trying to keep together something that can’t be held together. During critiques, I came to realize the duality that occurs when I create images that are extremely specific to me and at the same time I express broad fundamental concepts, opening the framework to including more interpretations of my work.

When visiting SMoCA, we went to a gallery talk by Claire Carter. While viewing the exhibit At the Crossroads of American Photography: Callahan, Siskind, Sommer, I was grateful to hear that Callahan had over 300,000 negatives as part of his estate when he passed away. Creating art is hard work, it is dedication, and that takes many failures to get to the image that sings. When re-reading a portion of Art and Fear, by David Bayless, I am reminded “the function of the overwhelming majority of your artwork is simply to teach you how to make the small fraction of your artwork that soars. One of the basic and difficult lessons that every artist must learn is that even the failed pieces are essential.” (Bayless 5-6)

During critiques this term, I have become aware of all the voices in my head, my self-editor that whispers even before the work leaves its perfection in my mind and is born in my imperfect hands. I hear so many voices mumble softly, they will think you are angry or that you are crazy. Who are “they,” and who cares . . . I care as I hear the voices of guilt and protection, protection for my mother and judgment that could break her, protection of my father’s absence, and my silence in dealing with my first eight years of life, as if my memories didn’t exist. The concealing of these times trained me to search for the dark reality I need to face. I need to be free to express my memories so these secrets are no more, yet these secrets are the ties that bind, the invisible string that makes me responsible for keeping up the pretence set in motion decades ago. I continue to push my work exploring all the things I missed, until the secrets that are unspoken, speak.

As the term comes to its resolution with final paperwork due and a body of work to complete, I remember something I read on a blog:

It will never be good enough. It will never cease, and there will always be more to do . . . Because the work of art is never finished. As long as there are patterns to form, as long as there is meaning to discern, as long as there are realities to reveal, the mind will continue trying to do what it does . . . But if we approach our days with possibility and hope we can see not all that is left undone, but all that is left to do . . .  We need to see what is unfinished as a gift to be unpacked rather than a burden to be born.  (Henry) 

As a perfectionist and a goal-oriented person, these words resonate with me. For the past decade, I have become aware of my need to see my art and my life as an ever-evolving process. Nothing is finished, completed, or fixed. My past, present, and future are all one continuum, just as my photographs speak to and inform my objects, as one body of work supports another. So I refocus on being in the creative process and move forward.

During the past month I have worked on and hopefully completed all my research papers, met with my mentor Marie Navarre, had final critiques, and put up a show of some of my new body of work, called bind. This term I have found a connection with Louise Bourgeois, her life and artistic process. Her work is underpinned by psychology and family relationships. She writes, “All my work in the past fifty years, all my subjects, have found their inspiration in my childhood.” (Morris 81) I have evolved from taking images of my family members to creating three-dimensional art to express my childhood memories. While working, I have found these new materials and the process of creating these objects more time consuming than I had anticipated, but I will continue to add to this body of work until our June residency.
This term, I continued to examine the silenced experiences of my childhood. Ignored and forgotten, years of my life had been swept away by family members, never to be acknowledged. My memories were traded for the pretense of perfection in order to create the flawless family snapshot.  

My need to express these invisible behaviors and how I felt as a child took various forms. I obsessively wrapped objects, examined the scars and the holes this left in my life, and I opened my eyes to the disintegration of my family. I looked back at my perceived role as the person needed to hold the broken pieces together, driven to protect our standing of all judgment that might potentially poke a hole into our ideal family image. 

I intuitively gathered objects that I was drawn to, and contemplated their role in my childhood and family dysfunction. I then began to recreate some of the compulsive behaviors by binding these pieces until they no longer had a useful function. 

I took my emotional scars and began to make them visible by wrapping my own body and creating temporary scars, giving them voice. I experimented with giving my body the holes and missing pieces that I have discovered in my life. 
I needed to give form to the years of my past that had no voice.  The stories that were confined within the walls of our house needed break free and be expressed. When we have pieces missing in our histories, when we are lacking the integrity and structure of our immediate family, the holes that are left are gapping wounds; we watch the missing pieces become invisible disintegrating into dust. 
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