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Heaven and Hell


While I was installing my project a friend came up to me and asked me to explain my project to them. This is art.  I said. They asked me to explain it further. This is art. I said. They asked me to use a sentence. This is art. I said. They asked me to use a paragraph. 


This is art. I said.


And if you want three paragraphs you could have it this way…


This.


Is.


Art.
The world isn’t made up of words.  They exist in our brains as thoughts but they divide a world that is by its nature whole. When we look at things in this world do we actually look at things or are we looking at our own thoughts? Are we letting things be or are we tearing them to pieces with our words? And perhaps more importantly are we tearing ourselves to pieces with our words. Is this world and who we truly are encased in words? I think words and thoughts should be honored and have their own place but for too long I gave them too much importance. I observed that many of the words that came into my head were tainted with negativity in its many forms. And I started to wonder how true they really were. I felt possessed by these negative clouds of emotions and thoughts and as a result they were making me into a very unhappy person. 

In my many transformations this year the most profound ones have been times when I’ve gone beyond thought and words and finally began living and experiencing the present moment. Instead of thinking about where I had to go or where I’d come from I put my efforts into trying to exist where I was, the only place I could ever be. Slowly the world became richer. Colors became vivid, noises became crisper and my thoughts less clouded and disturbed. I wasn’t happy but I wasn’t unhappy anymore. There emerged in my mind a certain space around the thoughts and feelings which was a much more peaceful space to be rather than being possessed by my thoughts. 


What does this have to do with my IP project? It has everything to do with my IP project. My behavior and development (as convoluted as it was I still developed) in IP has very much to do with these inner changes. For the first semester and I was trying desperately to change how I thought about and made artwork based on my internal discoveries. At my review I proposed a process to making art that attempted to limit the artists input into the final piece. I wanted the light objects I was making to be developed for their own sake and not endowed with any meaning from my part. I wanted to do this because at the time I was questioning all the meaning I had put into my own sense of self. If I could exist in a space that was detached from my previous sense of self then was anything I had gone through or given meaning to in my past true or just an illusion? I could say at this point in my life I was a very confused individual without an identity. But I knew it was better to be confused about my identity then hold on to one that was making me miserable. 


Beginning the second semester I wasn’t sure where to take my project. After talking with Jan-Henrik and rethinking my previous philosophy about how to make art I realized that the philosophy didn’t feel right. The ideas had many holes and upon further examination appeared nonsensical to me. It seemed like a story I had made-up so I could justify doing nothing and protect myself from any kind of criticism. It seemed like a defense mechanism disguised as a clever argument. For the next few months I fooled around with a few more box exercises. I was trying to get the light to play with depth perception to demonstrate a special illusion. As time went on I came to realize my heart wasn’t in the project. My internal reality was in conflict with my external one and I had to stop or change what I was doing.   

I had an idea about a month ago to do two large paintings and then install them in the walls of the Slusser gallery. I knew I wasn’t happy with the direction my IP project was going and I had to change the idea. When I woke up in the middle of the night with a distinct vision of what I wanted the paintings to look like it furthered my ambition to change the project. I remember thinking that I wanted one painting to be called heaven and the other painting to be called hell. I would deal with the subject matter with the colors of black and white and use forms that would cause these opposing colors to clash, but also to integrate. I got really excited about the paintings in the morning as I thought about how they related a lot to the transformation I was going through. When I was able to put my thoughts and emotions aside I felt that I really was in heaven, a place of peace and bliss opened up to me that I had never before experienced. At other times I felt I was in hell when the clouds of anxiety overtook me. At other times I didn’t feel much at all almost in a kind of limbo state. I realized external reality was highly subject to change based on your internal state. I noticed quite obviously that if I was withdrawn to people they were withdrawn to me, but if I was open to people they were open to me. I wanted to mark all these new ideas and changes on a canvas. 


When I worked on the canvases I tried to be as free as I could. I would often sit in the corner for a long time not doing anything until I felt the time was right. Then I would paint for an hour or two and then stop again. I was trying to be open and alert but even if I felt closed and cloudy I tried to paint that too. After I got the background of the paintings in was when I was able to be the most free. I felt I could be more open with the forms and more reactive because I had more forms to react to. I started to form nondescript faces from my imagination. I wanted them to be emerging from the other forms around them almost like a nightmarish dream. In congruence with their morbid aesthetic I tried to give them a playfulness and a spontaneity as if they being freed from the dream and coming forward and off the canvas. It was kind of how I felt at the time; like I was being freed from the dream of waking life. 


After I finished the paintings I thought about the most effective way to install them in the walls of the gallery. I wanted to keep the paintings dimly lit so I devised a strategy to use lighting from the gallery space. I wasn’t interested in giving the viewer an easy glance at my work. If they were truly interested in my work I wanted to reward them by giving them many different dimensions to enter the work. If they weren’t curious and still operated within the boundaries of superficiality then that would be all they would see. Every object in this world has incredible depth but we usually don’t see it. We’re too caught up in the surface layer of reality to notice the glorious simplicity of a can of beans, a cardboard box or a blade of grass. I wanted my work to reward people willing to look and to penalize those who aren’t. 


I decided to allow people to enter the space. This aspect of the work serves many functions. The inside is meant to be a kind of void. It’s a quiet dimly lit space where you are closed off from the rest of the world. At the end of the hallway are two objects stacked on top of each other. The first one you look through contains two hexagonal cones of mirrors. Then your eye meets a pool of water, which contains more mirrors at the bottom. The reflective qualities of the water and mirrors are meant to inspire self-reflection. The fact that you can barely see yourself and that it is so dark implies that who you truly are is an unknown and mysterious but peaceful void. An open hand from a broken Buddha antique sits atop the objects. This hand traditionally means no fear and means that you can only access this peaceful void if you can remove the psychological fear that resides in yourself. Before you exit the space the two labels which say heaven and hell confront you. It was my wish to ask people whether they would choose to create heaven or hell on earth because the nature of your reality is truly up to you. The paintings on either side of you are meant to dramatize and bring attention to this question. 

Are our thoughts unsatisfactory? Is the artwork unsatisfactory? Or are we just unsatisfied with them? I believe we have to decide or at least consider these questions first before we can make judgments and criticisms about each others work.

Often I feel there is nothing you can do or that can be said to explain ourselves and our lives. Where does this need for an explanation come from? Maybe it’s this need that is the problem rather than the lack of an explanation. A need will always have a lack attached to it because that is what that emotion is designed to feel. What if we were able to transcend these intellectual needs and desires rather than blame our inability to create a fulfilling explanation? 

I went through a whole year trying to explain myself and I couldn’t do it. I don’t know what to explain. I don’t know why people want me to explain myself. I also don’t know what we’re going to gain by explaining ourselves. But I know I can say:

This is art
