An Artistic Invention for
Flaying Boundaries of Individual Mentality
and Self in Culture

Gabriel Adames

Submitted to the Department of Painting and Drawing
School of Art & Design
in partial fulfillment of the requirements
for the degree of Bachelor of Fine Arts

Purchase College
State University of New York

May 2019

Sponsor: Mathew Bollinger
Second Reader: Sharon Horvath



As an artist with autism, I work with various types of media to reflect on how I think
about my social identity. In my current process I explore my art as a therapy, focusing on my in-
ner struggles and how my creativity is different from that of other people. I conceptualize how
my autistic personality diverges from the norm of society. Part of my inspiration comes from
personal traumas, as well as looking at art by mentally ill people, punk rock culture, traumatic
stories, and darkly humorous cartoons. I use these sources as archetypes of psychological states
that show how our mentality has a hidden dark side which strays from a moral center.

Growing up, I experienced dysfunction all around me: at school, at home and within a
medical context. I faced many health problems including anxiety and epileptic disorder that led
me to reliving past traumatic memories in my adulthood. Also, there were times I was stuck in
arguments between my parents during their divorce. Sometimes, the anxiety caused me to lie
down on the floor with my stomach curled, shaking. I wished for a day that would never come, a
day that my parents would make up. Because I struggled physically and emotionally from all of
these problems, I had difficulty adjusting to public schooling. My parents tried to help by placing
me in a school with other children on the lower functioning side of the autism spectrum and

mental illness. This experience made me struggle and embrace my autistic personality.
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As a response to the negativity happening

around me, [ became interested in counter-cultural movements like punk rock, B horror movies,

and societal taboos. From a young age, I began to see the dark side of human identities in my

work. As I got older I started to embrace my traumatic experiences by expressing them as arche-



types in the telling of grotesque stories. While these stories sprung from my state of mind, they
also relate to other trauma, individual and cultural.

I express these experiences in a direct narrative by combining different materials that in-
clude painting, drawing, found objects, assemblage, and collage. Thinking about working with
these vast variety of sources helps determine how my idea will show through the materials. I be-
gin an artwork with an inventive thumbnail sketch or collage to plan out what I want it to look

like. Then I will arrange the pieces according to scale and materials to decide how I want to exe-

cute it.

Gabriel Adames, Unadjusted Levels of the
Cause for Anti-Power, Mixed Media, 2018.




In the beginning of finding my artistic language, the pieces I made usually came out of
thinking of working with painting as an object. I started incorporating things like punk clothing
into the work where I began to develop my own voice. This process led me to create a new ar-
chetype: “The Punk,” as a stand-in for the infatuations I have with punk rock culture. In collag-
ing materials I show how punk is an artistically driven concept that stands outside of what is
considered “normal.” Richard Hell’s torn shirts, Vivienne Westwood’s bondage clothes, and John
Lydon’s (Johnny Rotten from the Sex Pistols) colorful hair all inspired my obsessive inclusion of
studs and chains into my paintings. Later I started collecting things from Hot Topic or mall set-
tings to place in my work. With alternative clothing as my material, I convey how the Punk
movement has been impacted and is a reaction to American capitalism. A mainstream chain store
produces punk paraphernalia such as belts, jewelry, hats, etc. I collage them to demonstrate the
archetypes of what punk ethics were and what they’ve become. Initially the pieces represented
how punk arose against capitalism and showed this critique through music and symbolic fashion.
Seeing how this fashion has been glamorized over the years, I show how it became a commodity
to promote capitalist marketing.

Continuing to work on my paintings, I was able to reinvent myself reflecting my person-
ality within cultural iconography. In a different working process, I made painted archetypes to
represent my personal insecurities and traumas I have experienced. In The Wacky Serious Side
Effect of Interior Combustion in the Outer Exterior of an Expression Toward Internal Struggle
and Delusioned State of Mentality, | painted a cartoon character with a head surrounded by a
chaotic spree of expressionist black paint. I painted red intestines and collaged images of medi-

cine and nerves around the painting to show a struggle between the character’s mind and body.



The character’s clothes burst with aqua-green platform shoes with gold designs and neon green
and orange patterned pants. He is an eccentric person wearing the autism symbol caught in a
chaos of images showing that this person has more than one identity. I choose to convey this
meaning through the process of layering materials with paint. By combining different media—
pastel drawing, oil bars, and muted colors of opaque paint—the layers become cluttered. My car-
icatures provide structure in the composition while poured paint destroys it. My process helps me
explore my internal struggles by addressing the anxieties that challenge autistic people.

Most of the time the caricatures in my paintings intermix a playful use of color with my
cartoon subject matter. | currently draw inspiration from self-taught artists or mentally ill people.
Their disabilities or lack of formal training make them strand apart from societal norms. In con-
nection to my work these artists have a relation toward making different archetypes of cartoon
characters that challenge and expand what creativity means to me. They make their art apart
from their own cultural worlds, thereby adding to and expanding the culture itself.

I have a cast of archetypal characters: the autistic angel, the punk, the shooter, the horror
icon of a melting face, and Neo-Nazi caricatures. Because I invent these characters each comes
from my own inner vision, which in turn reflects my mentality. My archetypes also come from
real life events, from internet research, and imagined experiences. I insert them into worlds by
juxtaposing characters in a chaotic jumble. In addition, I include repeated motifs like grotesque
genitals, sprays of blood, and guns.

Martin Ramirez’s drawings influence the way I work with characters. He reused the
same images of swirly lines with his cartoony Madonna’s, trains, cowboys, etc. Priscilla Frank

wrote that, “The resulting works depict a visual realm of meticulous order and hypnotic repeti-



tion, in which interior and exterior spaces operate as vessels into the personal and
psychological.” (“10 Outsider and Self-Taught Artists Who Use Art to Create Their Own
Worlds,” Priscilla Frank,
Huffington Post). Ramirez
made his drawings from the
memories he had as a reli-
gious family member and
his Mexican-American her-

itage.
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I experiment with images of a head to construct a story related to trauma. Every time I
draw a singular entity it is overlapped with other images that are taboos in our culture or in this

person’s repressed mind. The compositions develop from simple lines to a complexity where



multiple things occur in the picture. The bodies of the subjects are always against a dark black
background either in a depressed stance of moodiness or squirming in a fainted position. I make
the heads with energetic lines of paint and pastels mixed together. It is a performance when I
draw these quirky and roughly painted lines because they abstractly show the internal thoughts
that the character wants to repress.

The heads eventually connect to the bodies representing the paranoia of one’s mind dis-
tressing about the whole subject. Out of the dark setting of the background, awkward forms pro-
trude, which are symbolic of the stomach, legs, and arms. From my own vision this aspect of the
work is very therapeutic because it indicates the personal levels of my own medical traumas.

These works illustrate how my childhood was plagued by both mental and physical ill-
nesses including Crohn’s disease, public anxiety, and panic attacks. When I paint my illnesses, |
make them into archetypes. My current paintings like The Wacky Serious Side Effect of Interior
Combustion in the Outer Exterior of an Expression Toward Internal Struggle and Delusioned
State of Mentality, project an image that is about chaos of the mind. The giant surface allows me
to experiment with the space between order and chaos. Through the process I cut out pictures of
my own medicine and the autism puzzle and collage them into this work. Then everything is
overlapping with patterns of swirly lines and colors like dull-yellow, hot red, or orange that are
reminiscent of internal anxieties. By the time the drawing was finished a number of different
identities became entangled with images of medicine and abstracted gestures of internal organs
in the body.

Because [ work in layers, I use an additive process, accumulating materials until the sur-

faces are dense with marks and social cartoons. I always paint them in different methods by us-



ing texture and color to deal with transgressive, disturbing images depicting agitated emotions.
Other works such as Undervalued Pride of progressive policies awakening inner wisdom of An-

archist intellect and outlawed Repressions combine a clear linear structure with destructive

painting moves.
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Usually my paintings on paper have a chaotic palette of electric blues, pinks, and yellows
next to darker tones of reds and greens. I use color to distort the interactions happening with the

characters. Some of them are painted very thickly in creamy oils to depict tension and anxiety.



Other layers are either dripped, or poured. The gestural lines that I draw are placed into the paint-
ing to disrupt the structure of the images. This lets the work display energy to speak about
thoughts of oppression and agitation towards politics and social morality. While in other layers,
the cartoons are painted differently. They’re created with more opaque layers of acrylics, enam-
els, or thinned oils to disrupt the chaos of the work. Then the characters start to interact as arche-
types creating a collision of abnormality.

One of my paintings (Undervalued Pride of progressive policies awakening inner wisdom
of Anarchist intellect and outlawed Repressions) shows a punk rocker with the autism symbol
having an awkward encounter with his erect penis. This encounter represents straying from the
norm in a few meaningful ways. First, the image presents the viewer with the intersection of
autism and sex (something not on most peoples’ minds). Then, oddly enough, the awkwardness
of the punk’s sexuality informs the viewers experience of the rest of the grotesque creatures in
the painting. For me, surface becomes filled with subliminal messages. For my audience, I
present The Punk and his erection in direct contrast to his setting or larger society. His repressed

feelings and inner turmoil have become public!
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