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My goal for the first semester of senior project was to express my experience living with 

my brother, who is a person with autism. It is a personal subject which had subconsciously 

influenced my works, but going forward I felt it deserved a more direct focus. I attempted to find 

visual analogies for the intense nature of his meltdowns, which he suffers frequently, and how I 

react to it based on my own anxiety. Whether or not this idea is communicated through the 

paintings, it serves as a conceptual base to develop abstract work and the viewer may receive it 

based solely on its formal elements without knowledge of the personal content. 

I began my process inspired by a digital image my brother drew of a dog. He described it 

in a single black shape, two blue eyes and jagged teeth. In preparation, I sketched the dog in my 

notebook. Then, on a large piece of paper, I painted the 

dog in a rapidly changing set of incarnations one on top 

of another. I kept the colors in line with the source 

drawing. The dogs are drawn with a cartoon language, 

mostly outlined, with exaggerated expressions of being 

rabid and petrified. My brother watches and enjoys 

cartoons, but when he’s worked up with anxiety it can 

become like delusions to him. Suddenly these characters 

are antagonists to his well-being. I think that’s why Joyce Pensato made an impression on me, 

who essentially painted deranged portraits of cartoon characters. I liked the severity of her black 

on white technique and let it influence this work and the next. On a new piece of paper, I painted 

the dog again but this time more literal to the source, even including my brother’s signage. The 

 



 

washes of white over black, and black over white, eventually faded the dog away a considerable 

amount. The haziness reflects a detachment from reality that my brother experiences. 

I moved onto working from a photo I took, which is a view from my room, sitting on my 

bed, looking into my brother’s room across the hall between slightly opened doors. This is a 

position I sometimes find myself in the event of his meltdowns, in which I’m not the one among 

my family to intervene but I am attentive. I reduced the shapes of this view into a simple 

composition, and used chromatic black to convey melancholy, orange above the doorway to 

symbolize vigilance, and white to express the paralyzing 

flash of a scream. I painted a stylized dragon over the 

door, standing by flames. Similar to the dog, it is like an 

actor that takes on the peril experienced. I look at 

painters of the hunt like Rubens, Delacroix, and George 

Stubbs, and I see animals that have this ferocity and fear, 

I look at contemporary artists like Robert Nava or Austin 

Lee who represent things in a very reduced fashion, and I want to reinterpret subjects in a similar 

way because the abstraction is there and the brevity is there, which means the emotion is there. 

Even more emotion seemed to lie in a series of small works in which I painted directly 

onto photocopies of an inbetween stage of the doorway painting. I jotted quickly some memories 

about my brother and also attached mythological beast drawings that portray a threat. I then 

mounted these paper works individually onto foamcore for stability and hung them in rows. The 

series attracted my professors more than my labored works. Working with haste seems to lend 

 



 

itself to a more authentic expression because you beat the pace of your brain in its compulsion to 

filter and refine. 

In addition to these projects, I learned how to apply my skills at plein air paintings, four 

of which I did in quick succession and am proud of. They are views of two different farms at 

sunset. I finally captured a good sense of lighting in these. I am still working on merging my 

touch for these plein air paintings with my stylized, abstracted works. 

My goal for the second semester was to return to a mode of working in which the mark 

making informs itself, subconsciously drawing from art sources. I planned to paint on a smaller 

scale based on feedback received in my last semester critique, when my professors praised my 

small paintings and cited problems with my larger ones. They said when I work small, the scale 

of the mark is more proportional to the dimensions of the painting, so there’s more cohesion. 

Whether it was one reason or another, I thought working small would benefit me in that I can 

hop from painting to painting and establish an idea before needing to expand.  

The next consideration was color. I wanted to reduce my palette to mostly cadmium red, 

yellow and burnt sienna or raw umber. At times I would loosen it up with blue and green. My 

first paintings ended up being pretty earthy with areas of high chroma colors. I take inspiration 

from the Abstract Expressionists who use a similar color range, artists like Robert Motherwell 

and Clyfford Still. 

Among my first brown works is a painting that 

actually started out pretty colorful before it was worked 

over and wiped multiple times, to achieve a more muted 

and reduced color range. This gave it some age and 

 



 

texture, some darkness, but still in the center there's an iridescent glow. It’s somber but there’s a 

silver lining. 

Another painting I worked on was somewhat automatic. I applied blob-like shapes of 

colors, just filling up the canvas, and I came upon the image of a rain cloud downpouring, a 

metaphor for the meltdown. There was something like a green figure beneath it, disoriented by 

his surroundings as he took a walk. I wasn’t so sure about the painting 

until I appropriated it as part of a digital work, and then I really found 

the emotion I was looking for. The digital work features the iconic 

Pokémon character Pikachu, who is neck-deep in sludge with an 

indifferent gaze, as a portrait of helplessness in the face of disaster. 

Pokémon was always something I loved, even as a child my earliest 

memory of drawing was when I would trace over a Pokémon poster 

on my bedroom door. I was completely captivated by the character 

designs, and I still am. Every creature is based on a real animal yet they have an originality all 

their own. So I put a Pikachu in the image as a nod to my own interests, and as a way to place 

myself in this allegorical environment. There are abstract shapes and colors that read like metal, 

oil and blood, and above is that rain cloud over a cyan sky. It’s 

satisfyingly melancholy. 

One of my favorite abstract works among my small scale 

paintings features the earthy palette but with a stunning emerald 

green. The marks are decisive and chunky, maintaining their 

edges with some color meshing. Some of the pink underlayer is 

 



 

peeking in through the bottom left, and becomes a purple in the bottom right. The brown vertical 

mark in the upper half of the painting slightly resembles a tree stump, and the solid green above 

could be an indication of a sky. I think it’s fantastically abstract yet just so slightly an indication 

of a landscape that it works, and the juicy texture of the paint gives one an idea of the process. 

This painting was a break from the main idea of my project, it came smoothly and felt 

therapeutic as opposed to a contemplation of dark emotion. 

I returned to a study I sketched last semester after a painting by the modern Indonesian 

painter Raden Saleh. The painting is called Boschbrand, Dutch for “Forest Fire,” and depicts 

some exotic animals fleeing their cliffside habitat set 

ablaze. I connect with the imagery and the colors, and I 

find the animal renderings pretty stunning. So I 

reinterpreted the painting with more abstracted forms 

and took some liberties with the color, making the tiger 

a striking, more artificial orange. It’s essentially an 

exercise in finding new shapes, gestures and color arrangements while also digesting the content 

as it relates to my experience. 

This painting went through many different 

layers and iterations tracing back to a year ago. It felt 

like the canvas was resisting me every step of the way, 

like it didn’t want to be painted. But in the process of 

laying colors and lines I was working through my 

emotions and I was working through my influences. 

 



 

Milton Avery, for example, makes a chicken out of very few shapes and then pencil marks its 

feathers in a simple pattern. I penciled some hatch lines and star symbols into this painting while 

it was still wet. Colors like the brown next to the electric blue are vibrating, because of their 

proximity in value, and I wanted pieces of the darker previous layer to remain between them as 

contrast. 

Finding visual analogies for my brother’s experience was generally successful, I think 

abstraction is the engine by which I process these emotions but also my own. Through color, 

texture, and shape, I’m developing an idiosyncratic language. Moving forward, I’m 

brainstorming ways to be even more direct while maintaining the abstraction. A new direction 

I’m thinking about is to abstract from observation of my brother himself, as portraits. All in all, I 

just hope I can bring positive awareness to this subject through a body of paintings. 
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Dog 1, 2019, 2 ⅔ x 3 ft., acrylic and oil pastel on paper 
 

 



 

 
 
 

Dog 2, 2019, 4 x 2 ⅔ ft., acrylic on paper 
 

 



 

 
 
 

Dragon Between Bedrooms, 2019, 4 x 4 ft., oil on canvas 
 

 

 



 

 
 
 

Doors, 2019, 10 ⅓ x 13 ⅔ in. each, 30 ⅔ x 55 in. together, acrylic on mounted paper 

 



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

Greenhouses, 2019, 16 x 12 in., oil on canvas 
 
 

 



 

 
 
 

 

 
 
 

Storm,  2020, 14 x 11 in., oil on canvas 
 

 



 

 
 

 
Tree stump, 2020, 11 x 14 in., oil on canvas 

 
 

 



 

 
 
 

Study after Raden Salehôs Boschbrand, 2020, 30 x 24 in., oil on canvas 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



 

 
 
 

Corrosion, 2020, 1003 x 1673 px.. digital 

 



 

 

 
 
 

Bones and things, 2020, 3 x 3 ft., oil on canvas 
 

 


