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The concept of identity is constructed by societal means, and for the individual, it may be interpreted in many ways. 

Identity can be recognized by external means such as the clothes a person chooses to wear, but it can also be 

internal, as personal as one’s spiritual practice. For my own understanding of identity, I was in search of an 

autonomous version of successful self. However, it is difficult to be completely free of cultural expectations, and I 

have discovered autonomy is not necessarily the answer. A healthier version of self is the ability to identify with one 

another. One’s own uniqueness, or characteristics that separate the individual from norms, may be understood as 

positive in a group. I seek positivity for the individual who does not fit standards seen in American culture. 

 

My creative output derivative of society’s input on the individual is addressed through a series of heads. This body 

of work is being used as a platform to discuss identity in terms of healthy and unhealthy versions of the self. The 

human head is complex. It is responsible for our ability to think, perceive, feel, problem solve, create, and 

communicate. These cognitive traits enable a sense of uniqueness. Similarly, we all share the same attributes such as 

eyes, nose, mouth, but are all formed in a way that set us apart from others. Each head created is distinct in attributes 

as well as narrative. The narratives discussed are a critique of societal expectations in hopes of communicating 

relatable values to belong and identify in the world. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

Media Narrative 

 

How to Lose Yourself in 10 Days 

Samantha Sparks skipped to school every day with a smile on her face. She had many friends and was a 

good student. Her priorities were simple. One rainy day, Samantha was confined to the inside of her house. Unable 

to play outside with her friends due to the weather, she decided a movie would be appropriate for entertainment. 

Scrolling through the channels on the television she felt compelled to stop on one movie that carried themes and 

values she was not aware of yet. It was a love story not unique from other love stories and one that would be 

repeated. 

 

[Cue man in vulnerable state of desperation, dim lights to a night’s sky full of bright 

stars, pluck the heartstrings of sentimental sound and epiphany, and…. ACTION! "Shut 

up, just shut up. You had me at 'hello'.”]1 

 

 Samantha was barely in middle school and in this moment, became aware of herself from society’s 

perspective. She knew little of what was expected of her as she grew older, or that expectations even existed. The 

romantic film indirectly had an impact on Samantha. Suddenly, she began to look at her male friends differently. 

She became uncomfortable with herself and interactions with others. She performed less vocally in class, began to 

care about her appearance, and perhaps too much of what people thought of her. This sudden shift in Samantha’s 

point of view would stay with her, and she would navigate her own path in life by affirmation of others in ways that 

had a negative effect. 

Now, at the age of twenty-five, Samantha has begun to understand what impact Jerry Maguire had on her. 

On that rainy day, Samantha became less familiar with who she thought she was in the world. Her goals now 

revolved around herself and another. With the help of her stuffed animals, she acted out her dream wedding. 

Samantha became distracted at school and focused her attention towards planning her future home with a charming 

boy. Her future husband would propose to her at Gate 23 of the Atlanta Airport, minutes before her plane was about 
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to board for Africa. She knew she wanted a three-story house with a white picket fence, a dog named Spot, and four 

children. Samantha’s desire to be with another is not unhealthy. The obsessive expectations and stereotypes 

Samantha became aware of from romantic movies and the loss of her own identity was unhealthy. 

 

Identity Overload 

I am Samantha. I am that little girl who became aware of herself through movies and entertainment. 

According to an excerpt by Martha Rosler in her book “Decoys and Disruptions,” she states, “One of the basic forms 

of mass culture, including television and movies, is the narrative. Narrative can be a homey, manageable form of 

address, but its very virtue, the suggestion of subjectivity and lived experience is also its danger.”2 For me, that 

narrative was seen through romantic movies. As Rosler discusses the narrative seen as a “homey, manageable form 

of address,” I viewed love stories as being my sense of home. From romantic movies, I learned how to ease a broken 

heart with junk food, to wait impatiently by my phone for a text or phone call from someone I was interested in, and 

ultimately how to be a vulnerable and overly emotional woman. Romantic movies played a major role in how I 

viewed myself as a woman. I viewed my comfortable narrative through romantic movies, but other forms of social 

expectations occur outside of movies alone. 

Through media, billboards, advertising, etc. people are told how to interact and behave in the world. 

Whether walking through the streets of New York, or driving on the interstate, we are collecting images. We are told 

how to appear a certain way, act and be successful. For example, Calvin Klein is known for having somewhat overly 

sexualized advertising as seen in this billboard in Manhattan, New York. (Figure 1) 

 

Figure 1: Calvin Klein ad, Manhattan, New York. 
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With images like this posted casually in the streets of New York, how is the promiscuity in pre-teens questionable? 

How is the desire to appear a certain way or be someone else avoidable? Billboards and advertising instill idealized 

values in adolescents and adults through subliminal messages. 

One piece I think of when readdressing our place in the world is a sculpture by Anish Kapoor. Outside the 

Rockefeller Center in New York is a polished, stainless steel sculpture by Kapoor titled, “Sky Mirror.” (Figure 2) 

 

Figure 2: Anish Kapoor, Sky Mirror. 2006. Rockefeller Center.  

 

According to Public Art Fund, a non-profit organization located in New York City, Kapoor states: "I am really 

interested in the 'non-object' or the 'non-material.' I have made objects in which things are not what they at first seem 

to be. A stone may lose its weight or a mirrored object may so camouflage itself in its surroundings as to appear like 

a hole in space."3 Messages in advertising might be hidden, like Kapoor’s “camouflaging” Sky Mirror, but both are 

objects in the world. The Kapoor piece is a mirror in a space, reflecting its surroundings. The mirrored images are 

not staged, romanticized or an ideal situation. The piece reflects what is happening outside of it. This sculpture 

might reflect some of the New York billboard images around it, but it also brings the passerby to view offering a 

presence to the person. No longer are you seeing yourself in the advertising, but you are seeing yourself. That 

moment of seeing yourself in the world is important. Culture is impossible to escape. By becoming aware of the 

influences that impacted me when I was a child, I am in search of healthy norms I choose to identify with in hopes 

of others finding their own. 
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Southern Dialect: From Deer Heads to Fried Food and all the Family Fixins’ 

 

Education/Career: College or Carpet Mill 

Now, at the age of twenty-seven I look back to when I was a child and how I feel I identified in the world. I 

have broken it down into a few key ideas that I carry with me today: regionally, being raised by a single mother, my 

upbringing in a Christian Baptist Church, and relationships outside of my own household. 

To begin with, the region in which I grew up has shaped me more than I knew. I am from the small town of 

Eton, Georgia. We only had one stoplight, and according to Wikipedia, the population as of 2000 is three hundred 

and nineteen people.4 There are a few family names that have been around for decades and most people do not leave 

the city. 

In this town of three hundred and nineteen people, as well as its surrounding cities of Chatsworth and 

Dalton, there were two options after high school. Upon graduation one option for people was to find a job and start a 

family. Dalton is known as the carpet capital of the world. It is a major industry in the area, and most residents work 

in the mills. For me, the idea of working in a carpet mill was suffocating. My grandmother tufted, a type of weaving, 

her entire life, and my mother worked in a carpet mill for a few years as well. I remember her telling me stories of 

some of the factories’ conditions, the floor manager’s terrible disposition, and I knew I did not want that for my 

future. I am grateful for the income the carpet industries provide for the city, but I felt like I needed to escape that 

path. 

I went to community college with my best friend, and within the first semester she started working at one 

of the carpet mills. She began prioritizing the job rather than her academic studies, until she dropped out and went to 

work in the carpet mill full-time. To her, education seemed to unnecessary. If she had not been feeling pressure from 

her family to make that choice, I wonder if she might have followed through with school. Rather than gaining what I 

think is a sense of independence from higher education, she wanted to remain dependent. Her sisters had a livable 

income and were getting married or engaged, and it seemed she thought that was her only option. 

I also endured those pressures while living close to my regional home. My stepsister was getting married 

when I first started college, and I had been in a relationship for some time. The moment that detoured my desire for 

marriage occurred when I caught the bouquet at her wedding. It was almost as if she threw the flowers at me, like a 

pitcher to a person up to bat. Everyone screamed, “You’re next!!!!” and I immediately cringed. There is nothing 
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wrong with choosing to take that path, but when you begin to feel pressure from your family because you have not 

quite escaped their opinions, it can be damaging. 

 

Relationships: Permission to Paint the Kitchen Walls 

The roles between men and women are another regional expectation I witnessed. There is unfortunately a 

male dominant presence in the home. I recall a specific incident in my life in which I saw unhealthy roles within a 

relationship. This incident was something I would have never thought I would have seen in today’s age of feminism. 

I was visiting a friend at his mother and stepfather’s house. They recently married and moved into his home. His 

prized deer heads hung on the wall and trophies proudly sat in display cases, but her presence was not known in the 

house. I was going to help with dinner, and went to the kitchen and noticed something bizarre -  the walls were half-

painted. There was orange from the floor to midpoint of the wall. I was curious and asked the mother if she was in 

the middle of remodeling the kitchen. She responded by stating she started to paint the kitchen months ago, and had 

to stop. Her sudden halt was due to the awaited permission from my friend’s stepfather to finish painting the kitchen 

walls. 

I was taken aback. I grew up with a single mother who was in control of all her decisions. She managed her 

own life, and here I was standing in a half-painted kitchen with a tentative wife who appeared to have no control. 

This situation was not unfamiliar when visiting friends. Now I will forever associate deer heads with bravado and 

suppression of an individual’s own identity. 

 

Religion: “Bible Belt” 

My understanding of relationships, or marriage, began in church. In my hometown people attended church 

in hopes of finding a partner. Church, as some would say, is “where you meet your husband.” I was raised in a 

Christian Baptist church, until I was sixteen years old. I believe my mother grew tired of fighting me in the 

mornings to attend, so she eventually let me decide. I have rarely attended church since. The stories I heard as a 

child have shaped my values today. Treating others with respect is a great value I gathered from church. Yet, I 

learned within this institution how to judge people who were different. People identify with others in the church and 

I agree to that sense of home, but pressures are placed on others to conform. In the town where I grew up, believing 
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in anything other than the Christian God was unspeakable. My boyfriend in my earlier years of college was agnostic, 

and I recall many disapproving and sometimes even judgmental discussions he and his mother had about his choice. 

My mother was a devout Christian, and my spiritual viewpoints contrasted her beliefs. That said, she 

allowed me to make my own choices of the subject without persuasion. Unlike many Christians I knew regionally, 

she never condemned what I chose to believe. Oddly, the first time I felt judged for my beliefs was from an 

unexpected conversation I had with a stranger. Coming back from New York by train and I was seated beside a 

woman with a quiet demeanor. After riding for an hour, she decided to strike a conversation with me. She was from 

North Carolina. Our exchange was casual at first. Then she hit me with the tough question, “Do you believe in Jesus 

Christ?” My heart sank. I tried to avoid delving into that personal conversation by responding with, “Well, I was 

raised in church.” She said, “That doesn’t mean you are saved. Are you saved? Do you believe in Jesus Christ as 

your Lord and Savior?” She caught me. I immediately felt judged by her. Reminded of my upbringing in church, I 

began to question decisions I had made. She insisted I reconsider my beliefs. Trying to persuade people into sharing 

the same beliefs is another example of how society wants to conform individuals. 

 

 

Within My Own Household 

 

A Lineage of Gender Neutral Names 

One of the first things I learned how to do in kindergarten was write my name. As simple as this practice 

may seem, there was also a sense of ownership given when I began writing my name. One place to start with 

identity and individuality is established by a name. A name can allow for a sense of pride by ownership of the name 

itself or a sense of pride from the heritage or meaning from the name. “In general, identity plays an increasingly 

important role in name studies. People consider their personal name(s) to be part of their identity, after all. And no 

less importantly from the onomastic perspective, cultural, social, ethnic or national identity is at least to some extent 

related to names.”5 

While growing up many decisions are made for the child by his or her own parent, much like my mother 

choosing to take me to church every Sunday. Before I was born, my mother told me a story of a decision I made in 

which I relate to establishing a sense of my own identity. When my mother was nine months pregnant with me, she 
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was lying on her back in bed. She said she felt something, me, from her stomach move up and out of her mouth. She 

spoke the word “Alexandra.” As bizarre as the incident may seem, I believe that story and my mother telling me I 

named myself.  

My grandmother’s name was Willie June, but everyone knew her as Bill. My mother’s name was Jo Anne, 

but people called her Jo. My name is Alexandra but I prefer Alex and some refer to me as Al. For women in the 

Ingle family, there is a lineage of gender-neutral names. This fact might seem minimal in the broader sense of 

breaking gender roles, but for me, I was separated by norms before I was born. I do not know if our shared gender-

neutral names were planned, but I will carry this unique attribute for the next generation of Ingles. 

 

Miss Independent 

The name Ingle is my mother’s maiden name. She was a single mother, and very proud of that fact. As a 

child, it was difficult grasp how influential she was to me. It was hard to attain the special bond formed from our 

uniqueness. I only recognized my differences with the other children. “Where’s your dad?” “Do you know your 

father?” As a child, I never questioned the absence of my father until I got into school. Friends would come to my 

house, or notice only my mother picked me up from school and they would say “Where’s your dad?” At a young 

age, that question was flustering. I experienced displacement. Suddenly, I was different from my fellow peers. This 

was the first time I became aware of the societal construct of marriage and my regions notions of children being 

raised by single mothers. 

“Critics tell us again and again what is wrong with single mothers, how pathological their behavior is, how 

they deviate from the norm. They are often portrayed as “dependent” rather than “independent,” as lazy rather than 

hardworking, as unworthy and undeserving. The culture is rife with denigrating descriptions of women raising 

children on their own.”6 It seems more acceptable to have a household with two parents rather than one. 

Unfortunately, there is a stigma associated with single mothers. A red letter A was branded on my mother’s chest. 

Perhaps I was a little abnormal from growing up without a father figure, but they were wrong about the 

effects of that being negative. My mother taught me to question my surroundings and be proud of myself. She was a 

kind and inspiring person for myself and many around her. She taught me how to be accepting of others’ different 

opinions and to fight for what I believed in. 
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My mother was in college in the seventies. She protested injustices and I remembered how active she 

wanted me to be when I started college. My first year of college was during the 2008 Presidential Election. She 

would say, “Why don’t you guys protest for what you believe on campus?” At the time, I did not take those public 

forms of protest seriously. Even though I did not fight the way she did, she taught me how to believe in something. 

While I was living at home, I would often wake up in the morning to the words of Bob Dylan singing You Gotta 

Serve Somebody. My mom would say that she did not care what I believed in as long as I believed in something.  

She had such a positive impact on me, and I am aware of that now more than ever. She passed away in 2015, and I 

am strong because of her. 

 

Identity After Loss 

Many things occurred when my mother passed away. I lost myself. I started analyzing who I was without 

her words to guide me, and I could not do it. My mother was my backbone, and I no longer had her strength and 

love to push me through struggles. She was fond of this quote from the movie The Help in which one of the nannies 

would repeat to her child, “You is smart, you is kind, you is important.”7 How was I expected to move forward on 

my own? I was angry. 

I was meeting my boyfriend’s parents for the first time when I experienced an unexpected and meaningful 

moment. Oddly, the occurrence had nothing directly to do with him or his parents. I went to the bathroom and 

noticed a magazine open. The article, which was marked and facing up, seemed to glare at me. The subject touched 

on coping with the loss of one’s parents. My mother had passed away not even a year before that time. It could have 

been coincidence or my boyfriend’s concerned parents – either way, I was thankful for that moment.  

A detail in the article brought clarity to a few of the emotions I was feeling. The article discussed identity 

after the loss of a parent. It stated that what some people felt after the loss of a parent was also a loss of their own 

identity. No matter the age, a parent places their child in this world. The son or daughter knows the parent before 

one’s self. Most parents are the first to establish a sense of home and identity for their child. When the parent is 

gone, it is as if that identity and idea of belonging in the world has been erased. A firm ground has been removed 

from the child’s feet. 
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“The idea that one’s sense of self is affected by the loss of a loved one is not new. 

Freud (1917/1957) described mourning as the state resulting from loss of an object 

(i.e., person) integral to ego identification and functioning. Yet, a fully articulated 

explanation how identity is related to loss and the implications for the experience of 

grief has not been developed. In attachment theory, the self is in part characterized by 

expectancies of positive regard and support in close relationships, which is developed 

and maintained through regular interaction with attachment figures.”8 

 

That idea had not been introduced to all the other ways of grieving I was trying to grasp. The understanding 

of myself in relationship to the world was changed after the loss of my mother. I was twenty-six when my mother 

passed away. Not only am I dealing with identity issues from societal input, but I lost a healthy sense of identity 

provided by my mother. After this discovery, where do I go next? This finding has pushed me to identify ways in 

which people can form healthy relationships. By becoming aware of ways in which I deem to be negative forms of 

established identities, I hope to target positive ways in which people identify in the world. I am my mother’s child. I 

am carrying her goals of trying to celebrate differences in others while establishing healthy versions of the self. In a 

sense, I am protesting for her.
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PROBLEM STATEMENT 

 

Society’s Convention 

 

Defined Roles, Standards, and Groups 

“In New York the opportunities for learning, and acquiring a culture that shall not come out of the ruins, 

but belong to life, are probably greater than anywhere else in the world.”9 After visiting New York for the first time, 

I realized people created their own families. People in New York are different and proud of it. I once visited my 

boyfriend in Brooklyn during a Puerto Rican parade. Puerto Rican music was blaring and flags were flying. I felt a 

sense of chosen community and pride. People outside of the Puerto Rican community celebrated, including myself. I 

cheered as the cars drove by and in a sense, I felt I was joining their community. 

New York was a new experience for me. As stated, I grew up in a small town. Caucasians were the 

majority, and families of other races were somewhat segregated. Differences in culture were not combined. Groups 

by race seemed to be exclusive to their own culture, rather than joined of others. In the city of Eton, the presence of 

“other” was apparent. My understanding of differences of uniqueness has been defined by a means of separation. 

That interpretation of separation can be positive and negative. The traits or characteristics that make a person unique 

often group the individual in unwarranted ways. Expectations and misunderstandings of one’s own uniqueness occur 

and society often stereotypes groups of individuals in ways that are unfit or, simply, wrong. 

For example, romantic love is viewed as a two-person, male and female, relationship. Gender is defined by 

boy and girl. Blue characterizes boy and pink illustrates girl. Boys are masculine and girls are feminine. According 

to Dictionary.com masculine can be defined as: “pertaining to or characteristic of man or men,” and “having 

qualities traditionally ascribed to men, as strength and boldness.”10 Dictionary.com also defines feminine as, 

“pertaining to a woman or girl” and “having qualities traditionally ascribed to women, as sensitivity or 

gentleness.”11 Why are the terms strength and boldness applied to men only? If a woman is bold, is she then 

masculine? The term “sensitive” has a negative implication, and that is how women are defined. Also, it seems in 

our culture if a man had the characteristic of being sensitive he is assumed as weak. Women are viewed as rude if 

they are assertive and show too much strength.  
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In terms of occupation, society has negative and positive ideas of the proper job. For instance, if you ask a 

child, “what do you want to be when you grow up?” and the child says, “an astronaut” the reaction to the child’s 

response is more than likely positive. If the child answers “a garbage person” would the reaction be different? 

Perhaps society has groomed us in a way in which we value monetary wealth over happiness. Our values and 

decisions are more than often dictated by society. Looking both ways before crossing the street is a healthy 

convention. An unhealthy standard can be body image. The idealized image of body has contributed to many 

harmful forms of dieting, anorexia, and bulimia.  

Self-image and identity are informed as a means of convention within society. Embraced, rejected, or 

unknown, a sense of self is constructed by standards embedded in society. Identity can be recognized by external 

means such as the clothes a person chooses to wear, but it can also be internal, as personal as one’s on spiritual 

practice. For my own understanding of identity, I initially sought a version of self, removed from American societal 

constructs such as beauty, gender, love, and etiquette. Being raised by a strong independent single mother still could 

not prevent unrealistic expectations of love I gained from romantic movies. Regionally, I became aware of gender 

roles by associating hunting with men and washing dishes with women. In terms of beauty, magazines such as 

Seventeen taught me airbrushed beauty, and why is it wrong to put my elbows on the dinner table while I eat? As 

part of American culture, constructs are a set of norms to abide by, often discouraging a sense of individualism. I 

seek positivity for the individual who does not fit standards seen in American culture. A version of healthy self is the 

ability to identify with one another. One’s own uniqueness, or characteristics that separate the individual from 

norms, may be understood as positive in a group. I use narratives to critique standards of society’s idea of a healthy 

self and celebrate the empowered individual. 

 

Unmet Expectations: Billboards and Industry 

Referring to the introduction, much of Samantha’s input on how to be in the world occurred from watching 

romantic movies. However, we have values imposed upon us when we simply step outside our front door. Most 

troubling is the impact of the deemed appropriateness which is cast on developing minds. These developing minds 

are not quite able to distinguish what are healthy or unhealthy standards. It is impossible to avoid what it means to 

be a beautiful woman or man. However, posed and sexualized models are not always of adult ages. It is even harder 

to accept some of these posters and billboards due to the age of the models.  
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Not unlike most people, middle school years were the toughest school years I endured. At that age, one’s 

body and mind are changing beyond comprehension and control. Pimples, acne, and stretch marks from rapid 

growth occur alongside internal fluctuations such as hormones. Jealousies are quick to arise due to any small 

discrepancy of routine. Unable to understand emotions, comparisons to other peers most likely create insecurities. 

Yet beautiful young models are printed and plastered on walls larger than life. The images are taunting and perhaps 

cause questions such as, “why can’t I look like that?”.  As a woman, it is challenging to see women playing the sexy 

and provocative role. It is another standard I am responsible for as a woman, but young women being portrayed as 

seductive is damaging, especially to the young models.  

 

Gender: Beyond Boy and Girl 

We begin to be identified in many ways before we can make choices. One example is how we begin in the 

world. When we are born, we are established by our sex. Our sex defines certain things, but what really begins is 

how we start to be identified as boy and girl according to social standards. Ideas established from the past are that if 

the child is a girl, the color that defines girl is pink. If the baby is a boy, the color defining boy is blue. These color 

associations although seemingly insignificant do in fact impact future behavior. 

Girls play with dolls, boys play with trucks. Jenny Holzer, a conceptual contemporary installation artist, is 

well known for her publicly displayed phrases. As part of her Truism series she stated, “Raise Boys and Girls the 

Same Way.” This phrase, originally stated in 1977, has been repeated and posted in areas throughout United States. 

It is so popular that it has been designed on T-shirts, pins, and hats. Mary Pipher is a clinical psychologist and author 

of the book “Reviving Ophelia: Saving the Selves of Adolescent Girls.” Referring to girls in the “Latency Period” 

between the ages of six and seven Pipher wrote, “They can be androgynous, having the ability to act adaptively in 

any situation regardless of gender role constraints. An androgynous person can comfort a baby or change a tire, cook 

a meal or chair a meeting. Research has shown that, since they are free to act without worrying if their behavior is 

feminine or masculine, androgynous adults are the most well adjusted.”12 Society dictates how males and females 

identify. We are responsible for their comfortableness/uncomfortableness in navigating her/his sense of gender 

identity. 

 How people identify in association with gender has moved beyond the standards of boy and girl. For 

example, the world’s largest social community on the internet has embraced the gender phenomenon. Now upon 
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opening an account on Facebook, there are fifty different ways in which people identify in terms of gender. 

According to Russell Goldman, writer of an ABC News blog states that Facebook as over fifty-eight gender options 

including: 

 

(Agender, Androgyne, Androgynous, Bigender, Cis, Cisgender, Cis Female, Cis Male, 

Cis Man, Cis Woman, Cisgender Female, Cisgender Male, Cisgender Man, Cisgender 

Woman, Female to Male, FTM, Gender Fluid, Gender Nonconforming, Gender 

Questioning, Gender Variant, Genderqueer, Intersex, Male to Female, MTF, Neither, 

Neutrois, Non-binary, Other, Pangender, Trans, Trans*, Trans Female, Trans* Female, 

Trans Male, Trans* Male, Trans Man, Trans* Man, Trans Person, Trans* Person, Trans 

Woman, Trans* Woman, Transfeminine, Transgender, Transgender Female, Transgender 

Male, Transgender Man, Transgender Person, Transgender Woman, Transmasculine, 

Transsexual, Transsexual Female, Transsexual Male, Transsexual Man, Transsexual 

Person, Transsexual Woman, and Two-Spirit).13 

 

Goldman furthers discussion with one of the Facebook software engineer, Brielle Harrison, stating that for some, 

this would mean nothing, but for the few who embrace this inclusion, it would mean the world. Facebook seems is 

acknowledging more than two ways in which people identify in terms of gender. 

 

Generation: Identifying by Age 

According to Age UK, a charity organization who helps support older people, ageism is defined as 

“discrimination or unfair treatment based on a person’s age. It can impact on someone’s confidence, job prospects, 

financial situation, and quality of life.”14 To me, ageism is a fairly new concept. I am my mother’s first and only 

child. She became pregnant with me when she was forty years old. The forty-year gap between my mother and I 

caused a different upbringing in comparison to children my age. I recall a time in elementary school when my 

teacher brought up the Beatles. Not expecting the class to know, I proved her mistaken by not only knowing who the 

Beatles were, but I could name all the members. “John, Ringo, Paul, and George” I said with much assurance. In 

that moment, I knew because of my mother’s age and the values she instilled in me, I was different. I never felt I 
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could identify with children in my age group. Society forces us throughout school to be with peer groups of our own 

age and defying that causes tension. 

Much of my information is derived from movies and television, as stated in the introduction. When 

thinking of how we identify or do not identify by age, I am reminded of an episode of “Modern Family” entitled 

“Boy’s Night.” One of the characters, Luke, is in elementary school and befriends an elderly neighbor named Mr. 

Walt Kleezak.15 Luke’s parents think the situation is unusual and forbid Luke from spending time with Walt. Walt’s 

demeanor appears to be that of the standard stereotyped grumpy old man. However, Walt and Luke’s family begin 

to understand one another and the “Walt Strike” subsides. It seems the immediate reaction to a young person and 

older person being friends is odd. However, movies such as “Up” and “The Little Prince” are joining people of all 

ages. The duo of younger generations and older are learning from one another in these movies. 

Not until college did I feel I started to relate to individuals because I was able to be around people of 

different ages. Society was not encouraging my group of friends based on age. Comments like “move over 

grandma” make me cringe. It as an insult and furthers the stereotypes of older generations of people. Relating by age 

seems to be ingrained by society. However, it often creates expectations younger generations have of older 

generations and the opposite. It is another example of separation in society. 

 

Myths in Beauty 

Christyl Boger is an artist, who works primarily in clay, and the subject or object of her work is women. 

Covered in decals and gold luster, she is enhancing her idealized forms of women. The gold luster and blue decals 

are desirable decorations. According to Evoke Contemporary, a gallery in Santa Fe, New Mexico, describes Boger’s 

work as, “They stand as metaphors for a human subject shaped by social and cultural traditions and conflicted by the 

pull of unnamable desires.” 16 Historically speaking, blue decals were served on dinnerware, or fine china. Gold 

luster is made from pure gold which is always desirable and valuable. Boger is associating the beauty of a women 

with value and discussing women as objects. 

In Naomi Wolfe’s book, “The Beauty Myth: How Images of Beauty are Used Against Women” she states, 

“The beauty myth tells a story: The quality called “beauty” objectively and universally exists. Women must want to 

embody it and men must want to possess women who embody it. This embodiment is an imperative for women and 

not for men, which situation is necessary and natural because it is biological, sexual, and evolutionary: strong men 
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battle for beautiful women, and beautiful women are more reproductively successful.”17 Wolfe’s theory elaborates 

on the objectification of women in biological terms. It seems in evolutionary terms that beauty in women equates to 

prosperous offspring. In my opinion, that is a myth, society deems what is attractive. Society engrains unwarranted 

idealized values of beauty daily. 

 

Occupation/Work/School 

Throughout high school and community college, I worked as a secretary in a District Attorney’s Office. 

While working there I discovered how interchangeable an occupation is with someone’s way of life.  People can 

relate to one another on many levels, outside of society grouping the individual. A person’s choice of occupation is 

one example. Working with lawyers was one of the first examples I witnessed of people relating, or finding a similar 

purpose, within their chosen career. Their sense of attorney identity encompassed them, so trying to have a dialogue 

with a lawyer outside of the judicial system was quite difficult. 

This concept is relatable to my wanting to work in ceramics. The language I have and related identity I 

have attained from the few years of working with it would confuse a person outside of the field. This is my chosen 

way to be in the world. Due to this interest in dialogue, I wanted to extend the conversation further than a finished 

piece. I have been seeking collaborations with other artists. It is fulfilling to share my artistic identity with another 

artist. Artists create identity through their work. A person who has studied art can look at a painting by Picasso and 

know it is the work of Picasso. A potter will know the handle of another potter, etc. My interest in collaborative 

work is about the community action of the process as well as the celebration of the identity of the artist. I am 

creating my heads in clay and asking the artist to add her/his own sense of identity as an artist to the piece. The 

process acts as a way to identify by working with another. 

 

Similar Interests 

Recently, a friend of mine came to visit. My friend’s name is Zachery Lechtenberg, and he is a former 

Metals graduate student at East Carolina University. During the phone calls leading up to Zach’s visit, he expressed 

he wanted to make a collaborative piece. The idea was appealing to me. I am used to working solo, and so far, my 

themes of identity were solely based on my own understanding. I am using my own visual language to express my 

ideas of identity. Now I can work with an element, the heads I am making that I feel I identity me and apply another 
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person’s identity. Zach is also an illustrator and has developed a sense of his own language within his work. 

Applying his identity on top of mine created a new identity based on our shared interests. (Figure 3 and Figure 4) 

 

 

Figure 3: Myself forming the head, East Carolina University. Figure 4: Zachery Lechtenberg carving his illustration into the head at 
  East Carolina University.
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SPECIFIC AIMS/IMPLEMENTATION 

 

Narratives through Sculpture 

 

Heads as Representation of Uniqueness for the Individual  

Not only do the attributes of the face, the eyes, nose, mouth, and ears, have specific functions, they also 

have many symbolic interpretations. In other cultures, their meanings differ. For example, the interpretation of eyes 

has varied for centuries. In Ancient Greek culture, coins were placed over the eyes of the dead to pay the toll while 

their bodies floated on the River Styx to the Underworld. Other religions followed this Ancient Greek tradition by 

placing pennies on the eyes of the dead. The phrase “eyes are the window to the soul” is a quote interpreted from the 

Bible. The translated phrase comes from Matthew 6:22 “The eye is the lamp of the body. If your vision is clear, your 

whole body will be full of light.”18 In a spiritual context, the eyes are directly related to the soul. By an aesthetic 

sense, the color of eyes is important as well. Certain iris colors are associated and stereotyped to different 

personalities, and the most attractive iris color discussed seems to be blue. According to an article in “Aesthetic 

Plastic Surgery” studies were conducting that proved the color blue for eyes is more attractive.19 As a child, I wanted 

to date a blonde hair and blue eyed boy because that is what I was familiar with as being attractive. In movies, blue 

eyes and blonde hair are popular, and often when the actress/actor is not born with these attributes, they can disguise 

themselves. Colored contacts were very popular when I was growing up. I desired poor vision in hopes of owning a 

pair of blue colored contacts. I wanted to be a part of the blue-eyed beauty group. 

Even the direction of the eyes can communicate. Officers study the movement of eyes as part of police 

training. A person is considered lying if they look upward and to the right. In American culture, we are informed to 

look people directly into their eyes to show assertiveness and respect. In terms of fine art, one of the reasons 

Leonardo da Vinci’s “Mona Lisa” is so widely discussed is because of her gaze towards the viewer. With the heads I 

create, the eyes are wide and stare in many directions. Some heads look above and away from the viewer, denying 

access into the window of the soul while others are more direct with the viewer, locking eyes in confrontation. 

Depending on the head, the eyes are intended to elaborate to the narrative of each piece. 

The nose, the sensory that serves as our strongest tie to memory also serves as an important feature to the 

heads I make. Noses are used to hunt and defend, especially for animals such as sharks and dogs. They are used to 
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defend and protect. In the story of “Pinocchio,” the puppets nose would grow when he told a lie. The more lies told, 

the longer Pinocchio’s nose would grow. Large noses are viewed as unattractive and rhinoplasty is a very common 

cosmetic surgery. Most of the noses for my figures are large because society tells us large noses are unattractive. By 

creating these undesired features, I am empowering them. 

In charge of words and voice, the mouth is a powerful attribute. Responsible for communication, our 

mouths help us survive. A baby cries when it needs something, and words direct nations. Mouths are very intimate 

and even without words, they are able to show much emotion. Smiling, frowning, and pouty, the gesture of the 

mouths say a lot. The heads I make are detached from necks, removing their ability to speak. Lips closed tight, they 

are only able to comprehend their surroundings without opinion, celebration, or rejection. Without the ability to 

speak, the heads are only subject to listen. All heads I make are subject to listen to their surroundings, except for the 

head below, (Figure 5). Rays of color wrap around the bottom half of this head titled, Stop the Negative Chatter. 

The color begins where the lack of ears would end. Above the invisible ears are shades of black and white. The 

black and white rays are symbolic of the commonly used phrase I have heard throughout my life, “not everything in 

life is black and white,” meaning not every situation in life is straight forward. As represented on this head, there is a 

gray area in between. I associate this phrase to individuality. Not all of society’s written or unwritten rules apply to 

all. Everyone is unique and some more comfortable when not abiding by ideal standards. 
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Figure 5: Stop the Negative Chatter. Studio Photo 

The heads I make are a platform to the uniqueness of the individual. As individual pieces, they stand alone. 

Each head is varied in size, appearance, and narrative. I am creating distinct heads, larger than life, to celebrate the 

individual and critique societal standards. Although we have the ability to make decisions, we are educated by our 

surroundings.
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METHODOLOGY/INFLUENCES 

 

Process 

 

Hand Formation: The Importance of Creating the Individual 

 When constructing these clay heads, I use the coil building method, as seen in (Figure 6). The process of 

coil building has been used for thousands of years. Starting from the base of the piece, the desired form is built by 

rolling cylindrical clay tubes and stacking them. To attach each coil, the surface must be scratched, or scored, and 

then added with slip, a watery clay mixture. This method called slip and score, bonds the coils together. The hollow 

heads I create scale from two feet to almost four feet in height. I use this process to aid in stability while building 

and firing these larger scaled pieces. Although the appearance of these sculptures are heads, I view these forms as 

vessels. When not holding liquid or objects etc., vessels are hollow. They are negative space, empty of content, and 

an absence or lack. Conceptually, the emptiness/hollowness is relatable to my work. Structurally these heads are 

hollow, but symbolically/metaphorically there is a lack content within. Narratives to some of the heads discuss the 

inability to be true to their own sense of self. They are empty and lacking the ability to make their own decisions.   

 

Figure 6: Process Coil Building/Studio Photo 
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 Building with coils for the larger heads is primarily a structural decision, whereas the slab built process for 

my smaller series of heads as seen in (Figure 7) is content based. Similar to using a sewing pattern to make clothing, 

I made a pattern out of cardboard for the piece, Murse or Purse? What’s the Difference? I used the card board 

pattern to cut out shapes from clay slabs, which are pieces of flat rolled out clay. The pattern allowed repeatability of 

the same shape. Celebrating one’s own uniqueness is part of my concept. Yet, with this series I am creating an 

identical form. Conceptually I am using the pattern to discuss a society’s idea of grouping. The forms are the same, 

relating to my idea of society seeking normalcy and creating standards to follow an idea of normalcy. Contrasting 

that idea, on these flat forms are individual faces. The faces provide uniqueness symbolizing everyone is different.  

 For this series, I added another component to further the narrative. The ceramic forms are displayed on 

floating shelves. Each floating shelf corresponds with a color that each ceramic form has on it. The color unifies the 

group. On each floating shelf is a is a hand drawn object that carries value. The meaning of each object has different 

associations depending on the viewer, but in overall have associations of gender. For example, Murse or Purse? 

What’s the Difference?  has a hand-drawn satchel on it. Even in our open-minded world today, a satchel is generally 

associated with women. If a man is seen with a hand bag, it seems to be odd. To alleviate some societal pressure for 

men who want to carry a satchel, the P in purse is switched with an M, for murse a male purse. Like the trend of a 

man bun being called a mun. The term seeks an acceptance for men, but the objects are the same. It is how we 

associate with them. By grouping men and women on this platform discussing a typically feminine gender 

associated object, I am hoping to break certain standards.   

 

Figure 7: Murse or Purse? What’s the Difference? 
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Scale 

 

How People Approach and Evaluate Size 

Historically many cultures and regions around the world have portrayed sculptures in magnitude as a form 

of celebration and memorialization. Monuments such as the marble carved “Lincoln Memorial” in Washington, 

D.C. commemorates the sixteenth U.S. president by using scale. Renaissance sculptor Michelangelo carved out of 

marble the biblical “David” stands at seventeen feet, roughly three times the height of the average male. In Egyptian 

culture the Great Sphinx, located in Giza, was carved out of a mound of rock and used to protect the pyramid of 

Khafra.20 There are also unanswered questions to the exact reasons for the large scaled stone-carved heads of Easter 

Island estimated to have been made in 1250 to 1500 A.D. 

In terms of scale, people tend to evaluate size in comparison to their own size. The body is an immediate 

tool in understanding objects relative to scale. Contemporary artist Jun Kaneko creates large scaled ceramic pieces. 

Kaneko is known for pushing the limits of clay as a material by forming seven foot (plus) sculptures, managing the 

difficulties of building, firing, glazing, and transporting. Conceptually his work discusses the relationship of the 

viewer to the piece in terms of scale. In an interview with Mary McInnes for the archives of American Art’s Nanette 

L. Laitman Documentation Project for Craft and Decorative Arts in America, Kaneko states, 

 

“So when I’m making small piece, I don’t want to give a chance to the viewer to step 

back and then look around and look at my piece. I just want them to just grab right into it. 

They look at it. They’re drawn to it. Just go straight into the piece. If that was possible, 

this viewer is not outside the work anymore. They’re feeling inside the work. Therefore, 

they can’t compare this and that. They are it. 

 

So that’s why I think, if I did make a small piece to draw people immediately into the 

piece, I call that a pretty successful piece for me as a small object. And then, I call that a 

spiritual scale. So that’s my interest. And it goes same way to the large-scale piece, too, 

in a lot of ways, because as I said, if you start comparing with nature, then the big piece 

could be just like a dust. So the point to the scale, to make a sense as a visual artist, is just 
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pull them into it. Then, they just don’t have a chance to compare. They will become the 

thing itself almost.”21 

 

I have had the opportunity to see a few of Kaneko’s large scaled sculptures such as his heads and dangos, 

dango meaning “closed form” or “dumpling.” His sculptures, often glazed in bright patterned colors demand 

attention within gallery walls and especially public spaces. For my own practice, I am particularly interested in 

Kaneko’s heads. How I recognize beauty through facial features is important to my work, and looking at Kaneko’s 

androgynous heads is informative of my own artistic practice. 

Viola Frey also uses substantial scale in her ceramic work. Her figures, some over ten feet, tower over 

viewers. She discusses the roles of men and women in society. Brightly colored with glaze, these larger-than-life 

sculptures are difficult to avoid. “She sculpted women holding the world or gazing at it, placing them in a position 

of power. She created men standing, walking, seated or fallen, wearing their nature and vulnerabilities in their suits 

and their visages.”22 With the use of scale, Frey is magnifying societal standards and reversing roles between men 

and women. Her figures are styled in fifties clothing suggestive of domesticated women and “breadwinning” men. 

Women are empowered with Frey’s sense of scale, and men are displayed in powerless positions. Frey’s conceptual 

use of scale in her work brings awareness to societal standards. 

By understanding scale in the sense of a monumental or empowering reference, I made a large scaled 

female head. I am introducing substantial scale to my work with the piece entitled, Big Noses and Freckles Delight 

the Senses. The title refers to the term, “beauty.” According to Merriam-Webster beauty is defined as “the quality or 

aggregate of qualities in a person or thing that gives pleasure to the senses or pleasurably exalts the mind or spirit.”23 

In middle school, I became aware of expectations of external beauty. A friend inspected my facial features and 

processed them in negative terms. Her inquiry of my attributes was that my nose was too big, lips were not full, eyes 

too small, hair was thin, and my head was in the shape of a pea. From my understanding of how she viewed me, I 

gathered I was unattractive. Her unwarranted judgmental gaze made an impact on how I attributed self-worth and is 

a contribution to my body of work. 

The title, Big Noses and Freckles Delight the Senses, uses that definition of beauty. However, for this head, 

the attributes I ascribed to the face are not what society might deem as beautiful. By societal terms, big noses are not 

attributed to beauty. Rhinoplasty is no longer for better breathing benefits. It is for people who want smaller noses 
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because society has stated big noses are undesirable. For this piece, I am empowering certain unattractive attributes 

by making them larger, and in a sense confrontational due to scale. 

 

Display 

 

Barriers: A Physical and Metaphorical Means of Separating One’s Self from Society 

A three-dimensional object presented on a pedestal offers the viewer an opportunity to see the work from 

all sides. Depending on the artist’s idea, curator, or space, the placement of the pedestal is important. The piece 

Three Points Where Two Lines Meet is arranged to separate the viewer from the object, in this case, the ceramic 

head, (Figure 8 and Figure 9). Access to examine the piece more closely has been removed. The viewer is blocked 

by a window pane, separated from the piece on the pedestal. Pedestals act as a platform to discuss the fine art or 

institutional setting. As viewers in a gallery or museum, we know the rules: it may not be touched, it is not a part of 

this world, and it carries value (monetary or within itself.) Artists such as Marcel Duchamp, produced work that 

served as a satire on the hierarchical position of fine art’s idea of the pedestal. By questioning the framework of fine 

art, Duchamp placed a toilet on a pedestal and called it art. The position of the pedestal has been used in the past. 

Other artist removed the pedestal from the conversation and display art object in other ways. In the figure below, 

Three Points Where Two Lines Meet, the head is placed on a pedestal, an art object given institutional value by 

being placed atop a pedestal.  

On the window pane the phrase, “You are smart, you are kind, you are beautiful” is repeated. With this 

inclusion of window panes, I am creating another environment outside of the pedestal alone. The window pane 

carries a different value. The object was distinctly chosen to relay a specific message. The pedestal acts as a 

separator of viewer to pedestal, but now with the inclusion of the window pane, another separation is applied. The 

material of the window pane has a specific association. To me, the window pane represents home. The head is 

placed on an institutional platform within a home. The triangle head represents me. My mother passed away within 

my first year of graduate school, and has been sick throughout my college career. It was always difficult to balance 

my degree with her health. When she passed away, I felt my family was the academic institution. That is my home 

and life. The words written on the window pane face away from the head. That phrase was repeated by my mother, 
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and I am no longer able to hear that, yet the viewer can. I am offering access to the viewer as well as creating a 

barrier.  

 

Figure 8: Three Points Where Two Lines Meet. Installation Photo  Figure 9: Three Points Where Two Lines Meet. Studio Photo 

 

Pedestal as Metaphor 

As a child, I remember watching animations of boys splitting their pants and bright red and white polka dot 

underwear was revealed. This moment was embarrassing, and more embarrassing was the boy’s exposed red and 

white polka dot underwear. In contrast to the boy’s choice of wearing polka dot underwear, Minnie Mouse is 

approved of wearing a red and white polka dot hair bow. My awareness of pattern became understood as a way to 

identity gender. Due to my interest in pattern, I was encouraged to approach a piece through stream of 

consciousness. This process was to aid in how I view pattern. The piece I created was a stop-motion animation from 

a drawing. The animation began with painted polka dots, developed with text, and ended masked or covered with 

white paint (Figure 10).  
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Figure 10: Is Pattern Identity? Stills from stop-motion animation. 

 

 In response to this process, I discovered I use pattern, specifically polka dots, to symbolize society in my 

work. I identify pattern as being systematic and repetitive. The object, shape, and/or illustration that forms pattern is 

not unique nor does it stand alone. I associate the idea of pattern being uniform to society having systems and rules. 

Some rules in society may be a formal law, while others are less concrete, or unwritten, but remain understood. A 

successful use of pattern can be seen in Yayoi Kusama’s work, (Figure 11). Kusama works in many mediums, but I 

am drawn to her use of dots in forms of installation. Her use of polka dots are related to hallucinations she had as a 

child caused from an abusive mother. They also symbolize the universe. For her, these dots began at the age of 10 

and have followed her throughout her life. 

Although, to Kusama these dots occurred from a hallucination as a child, she is able to take a negative 

experience and create spaces in an inviting/engaging way. In this piece, The Obliteration Room, she invites people, 
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especially children to participate in applying dots in the space. Polka dots are symbolic of the universe to her, and I 

view this as a way of the universe coming together in positive celebration.  

 

Figure 11: Yayoi Kusama. The Obliteration Room. Queensland Gallery of Modern Art. 

 

My use of polka dots is seen on the piece, See Sam. See Sam Sad. Sam is Sad from Subliminal Societal 

Standards. The blue dots on the ceramic sculpture are symbolic of society, much like Kusama’s dots symbolizing 

the universe. Each circle is an imprint that represents a standard, covering the identity of the individual. Piled up 

around the head are one inch spheres, also representing society. These blue circles are no longer only symbolic as an 

imprint on the individual. They represent a standard in three-dimensional form. The three-dimensional form 

becomes a societal notion overlapping the individual. The imprint of the pattern, or symbolically learned societal 

norm, is flat. The flatness of the circles is associated to the flatness of societal ideas which are imprinted on the 

sculpture. 

Lesley LePere, a jewelry maker and illustrator was reminded of a story of his sister when he saw See Sam. 

See Sam. Sam is Sad from Subliminal Societal Standards. He remembered vividly a time when his sister found their 

mother’s lipstick. When putting on the lipstick, she covered her entire face. She had not yet properly learned how to 

put on lipstick. He described the blue circles as if they related to the childhood memory of his sister. It seemed like 
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the head was playful, intrigued by the blue spheres and placed them onto his face, missing the main area, much like 

the missed lips of the lipstick. His inquiry of the blue polka dot head in relationship to his sister discovering makeup 

furthers discussion of ideas that are learned from society and the innocence/unawareness of a children. Knowing 

how to wear makeup is learned from society and describes an idea learned/imprinted from society, often negative in 

terms of gender association. 

 

 

Surface 

 

Context: Establishing the Narrative 

These narratives serve as a celebration of the uniqueness of the individual or contradict societal standards. 

For example, when I was in elementary school I would draw on the corner of my pages. The white empty spaces 

were abundant in possibilities to complete mindless doodles. The drawings I would render were of these bubbly 

waves drawn in pen. I often associate this design to be feminine. This way of thinking could be attributed to the fact 

that I am female, and it is commonly accepted for girls. Adolescent girls are often represented as day-dreaming 

doodle drawers in class. Rather than being participants in education, they are portrayed as distracted and 

absentminded. 

Bubbly waves are not typically associated with men. By overlapping this pattern on a male head as seen on 

the piece, My Name Is Jamie. When I Am Upset I like to Doodle While Listening to T-Swift, (Figure 12), I am 

contradicting not only society’s idea of gender, but my own that I had established as a child. As I was discussing this 

piece with a professor of mine, she stated she had a similar observation while teaching her First-Year Foundations 

course. She discovered while teaching an assignment on line, curved and swirled lines were drawn by her female 

students. Even patterns have a gender identity. According to the online Oxford Dictionary the first definition of 

gender listed is: “the state of being male or female (typically used with reference to social and cultural differences 

rather than biological ones.)”24 Culture often dictates sex as being interchangeable with gender, however these two 

terms are not equivalent. Gender relates to an idea of how someone is to identify in the world as a male or female. 

 



 29 

 

Figure 12: My Name is Jamie. When I Am Upset I Like to Doodle While Listening to T-Swift. 

 

I use engobes, a colored clay slip to paint imagery onto the surface of my pieces. Applying engobes to 

surface allows me to work in a painterly manner and develop details on the narratives I create on my heads. The first 

artist I saw using this material was the ceramic artist Sergei Isupov, originally from Russia and now resides in 

Massachusetts. I was drawn to his use of three-dimensional forms overlapped by meticulously painted imagery with 

engobes. Isupov is a figurative artist as well, and one series I feel I particularly relate to is a series of heads titled 

“Androgyny” (Figure 13). Within this series, each bust created appears to not have a sense of gender identity. 

Overlapping his ceramic sculptures are narratives and pattern. 
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Fig. 13: Sergei Isupov. Invisible Man (series Androgyny) 2009. Stoneware, glaze, stain. 34 x 17 x 13” 

 

In 2016 Isupov was featured at FireFest, an annual event founded on heat based art methods, at StarWorks 

in Star, North Carolina. At this event, I heard an artist presentation from Isupov. He has a unique way of discussing 

his work. Weaved between quips, he discussed each piece with a narrative, however the stories told did not relate to 

the work. To Isupov, specific ideas that initiated his work seemed fleeting, or he seemed unwilling to share. 

However, from an artist statement I pulled from Isupov, he discusses his work is about combining contrasting 

elements such as: male/female to light/dark. He is grouping these contrasting chaotic elements to create harmony.25 

David Jones, a potter, writer, and teacher at the University of Wolverhampton, UK wrote an article on 

Isupov, and I thought he describe his work very well. Jones states about Isupov: 
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“In his painted ceramics, Isupov articulates a strange world that hovers between reality 

and representation. The surface drawing subverts the 'ceramic frame' he has built. The 

three-dimensional form is strangely foreshortened and of a disconcerting scale; it is 

artificially flattened, drawing our attention to the unreality of the pieces. The decoration, 

by contrast, is deliberately hyper-realistic and evokes a roundedness, implying a 

similitude despite being a two-dimensional drawing. His pieces are essays in imitation 

and deception; they also embody their own critique (that the flat and the representational 

cannot be the real) even if they are constructed and decorated by a deceiver as great as 

Isupov.”26 

 

Much like Isupov uses imagery on his figurative surfaces, I as well further the narratives of my pieces by creating 

imagery to further discuss my ideas of societal standards. 

 

 

Technique 

 

Additive: Application of Slips and Engobes 

In 1977 Martha Rosler, an artist who speaks on feminism, created an artist film titled, Vital Statistics of a 

Citizen - Simply Obtained. In this film male doctors dictate these standards, record Rosler’s body measurements and 

compare them to the social standard. If a measurement taken from Rosler is above or below the standard, a group of 

women (women judging women) observing this instance of objectification blow horns. Towards the end of the film, 

Rosler overlaps the visual recording with her own voice recording. One of the phrases she repeats and that stuck 

with me was “painted faces.”27 The phrase “painted faces” Rosler repeats discusses society’s idealized standards of 

women and the masking that occurs from these standards. 

My use of applying engobes and slips on the surface of my sculptural heads is additive. I am physically 

adding color, pattern, and narrative to my work which is related to my concept of society’s input on the individual. 

For example, a part of my daily routine is to apply makeup to my face. My idea of makeup derived outside of my 

household. My mother’s encouraging words of my beauty could not defeat what I learned was attractive from my 
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surroundings. In middle school, I began to “cover up” my face of any blemishes, bumps, or flaws with makeup. Big 

and bold eyes were attractive and I discovered how to fake the size of my own with the application of mascara and 

eyeliner. I thought I was enhancing my facial attributes by physically adding “junk” to them. Some makeup brands 

discuss the idea of masking or covering up with their title alone, such as “Covergirl.” The brand “Covergirl” literally 

asserts itself as covering up the girl. Phrases such as “flawless” and “easy, breezy, beautiful” posted with models and 

actresses was my understanding of beauty. The application of covering up was/is my ritual. 

The idea of “covering up” may be viewed as negative, however there are other forms of “painted faces” 

that might be viewed as celebratory or functional. A person might paint their face as a sense of pride for a football 

team. On Halloween people paint their faces to portray someone or something else for the thrill or fun. People 

choose to get tattoos of something they value. A memory, object, or moment they want to physically and 

permanently mark on their bodies. When hunting one might cover her/his face with camouflage to appear undetected 

and blend with the environment. In cultures such as some Native American tribes, the application of paint on faces 

might be a rite of passage. Depending on the tribe or occasion, paint can be a symbol of declaration, ceremony, 

power, and protection. Paint was also used during war to intimidate the enemy.28 My use of adding narratives, 

pattern, and color to the sculptures I make are both celebratory and a sense of masking, depending on the individual 

head. 

 

Reductive: Carving as a Means of Removal 

Contemporary artist Janine Antoni, who works in sculpture, performance, and photography, created a piece 

titled, Lick and Lather, which discusses the act of removing. In this piece, Antoni made a mold of her actual head 

and cast it in both soap and chocolate. She bathed with the soap, removing traces of her identity with her own body. 

By eating it the chocolate cast she removed her own facial recognition as well. In an Art 21 interview with Antoni 

she was asked about the performance of this piece and her response was, 

 

“I think that because the process is so, sort of, gentle and loving, there is some kind of 

idea of self-love. You know, of trying to come to terms with that surface being you. I 

think that—and I don’t know about you, but—when I look in the mirror, I don’t really 

recognize myself. I somehow see myself as I was as a little girl or in other manifestations 
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of myself. So, it’s always this contemplative moment, of trying to come to terms with 

what I see and how that relates to what I feel inside and trying to bring those two things 

together. So, I think with this whole process, you can imagine how jarring it is or how 

peculiar it is to lick yourself. It’s like being your own lover, like putting yourself in the 

position of your lover and trying to understand what they’re seeing when they look at 

you.”29 

 

It seems the act of physically removing is a process of self-recognition and identity for Antoni. The act of physically 

removing might be cathartic to some people. In emotional states, such as a break-up, one might burn the belongings 

of an ex-lover as a release. In some instances, one might get a hair-cut, a physical removal to symbolize someone 

new. 

The process of removing often represents something new. For example, a scar heals into new skin. The act 

of removal can be an imprint, such as branding. My process of removing in clay is similar to branding. I am 

physically removing the clay material to create an image or pattern. In the piece titled, To Hair or Not to Hair, I am 

removing clay to create a hair texture, a bow pattern (an accessory of hair), and a razor (the actual object that 

removes hair) to discuss standards of hair in society. The concept of hair is different for men and women. As 

children, boys are taught to be “normal” with short hair-cuts. It is appropriate for girls to shave their legs. Women 

should not have hairy faces, and men are encouraged groom their mustaches. Society teaches us that men with less 

body hair are less masculine, and women should only be concerned with the hair on their head. We are defined by 

hair, from the amount we have to the actual color of it. 

The process of removing in this piece is related to the removal of hair. After I carved the imagery I want, I 

inlay a colored clay slip onto the entire surface, and remove the slip, revealing the imagery with color imbedded. 

Rather than directly applying imagery onto the surface, I am carving and inlaying it, which relates to the idea of 

society’s imprint on the individual.
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PROJECTED OUTCOME 

 

Establishing a Healthy Sense of Self 

The objective of this process is to become aware of societal expectations. Through my previous and current 

experiences, I am evaluating my notion of what it means to be a healthy self. During this process, I forced myself to 

examine who I am physically. Much of my understanding of self has been determined by others, and I needed an 

examination of my own. I locked myself in a room and took photos of my face, up close, vulnerable and 

uncomfortable, (Figure 14). I cried, became angry, and laughed maniacally. With these series of images, I created 

GIF files. This project forced me to look at myself. By becoming uncomfortable, noticing societal flaws, I became 

comfortable.  

 

Figure 14: Self-portrait. 2016.  
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Expectations learned have warranted many unnecessary insecurities. Rather than celebrating differences, 

we as a society are quick to imply negative remarks. With the making of these heads, I want to establish another 

image of self. By using scale and vivid color on a “human” platform, I want to demand attention to a different image 

of self. Similar to how images and text on billboards draw attention, the heads I create are meant to be 

confrontational. They are not pretty, or ideal. They are uncomfortable, and cause tension. Society needs tension to 

address issues.  

 

 

Offer Opportunities for People to Establish Positivity in Their Own Uniqueness 

 

It Begins with Children: Lessons on Self 

Much of my discussion lies within ideas formed in the developing years of children. Samantha was unable 

to avoid that rainy romantic movie day. At that age she, myself, was easily impressionable. It is my belief that how 

we learn to navigate occurs during pre-adolescent and adolescent ages. As stated in the Introduction section of this 

paper, I learned how to be a young woman or “female” (the two are not directly related) from movies and narratives. 

From Mary Pipher’s book, “Raising Ophelia” she states: 

 

“Fairy tales capture the essence of this phenomenon. Young women eat poisoned apples 

or prick their fingers with poisoned needles and fall asleep for a hundred years. They 

wander away from home, encounter great dangers, are rescued by princes and are 

transformed into passive and docile creatures.”30 

 

This is a quote I personally relate to when thinking of how I learned how to be in the world when I was in my 

adolescence.  

 

Self-Recognition: Emerge/Youth in Public Arts Program 

To be informed of my own work, in November of 2015 I collaborated with Pitt Community Arts Council at 

Emerge, Greenville’s local gallery and arts center. Emerge is a nonprofit organization and has been working with a 
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group of young adults in their program called “Youth in Public arts Program.” Their mission statement for the Youth 

in Public Arts program states: 

 

“The Youth Public Arts Project is our longest running outreach program. This is a bi-

weekly program, where at-risk youth come to the arts council to work with professional 

artists and social work interns to create various public art projects. The public art is then 

displayed throughout the community. The goal of the program is for youth to have a 

positive impact on their community, to express themselves through artwork, and to build 

teamwork, social, and interpersonal skills through the visual arts. The project is targeted 

towards youth from 8-18 years of age, who show an interest in the creative arts. All 

participants must be referred to the program by school counselors, teachers, school social 

workers, court counselors, private therapists, or other community professionals.”31 

 

Within my own research of self-worth and identity, I thought it would be beneficial to gather perspectives 

of identity by working with children and young adults (Figure 15). The developmental stages of adolescence are a 

crucial time for a young person to gain a healthy or unhealthy view of self. Through clay projects with the YPAP 

group at Emerge, I could evaluate how the students viewed themselves. 

The students created clay self-portrait tiles during one of my sessions. Students roughly drew a portrait of 

themselves, transferred the image onto the slipped slab, and cut out the shape. They were encouraged to work in 

both additive and reductive methods by adding facial/decorative features and carving directly into the slab. The goal 

of this project was to gain an understanding of identity and to celebrate the self. An interesting moment occurred 

while I was working with one of the older students. She was hesitant of drawing herself. We finally encouraged her 

to do it, and when she did a special moment occurred. We complimented her, not only on her abilities to do the 

project but also celebrate her as an individual which I think is extremely important, especially for her age. 
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Figure 15: Sgraffito Self-Portrait. Pitt County Arts Council at Emerge. November 17, 2015 

 

Collaborative Group Work: Pocosin Summer Art Camp 

My experience with the children at Pocosin, an art center located in Columbia North, Carolina, was 

beneficial to what I want to implement with my work. My understanding of identity and the discussion of identity 

cannot be solely established by my own sense of the term. I believe children are shaped at a very young age. When 

children begin school, they start to establish a different sense of themselves. Often that sense of self becomes a 

negative self-awareness. Before I began school, I was not concerned with my appearances or what I said and how I 

stated it. With the children at Pocosin I wanted to create an environment that celebrates the individuals in the 

workshop by accomplishing something that might seem impossible to them. As a group, there is a different result of 

accomplishment gained in comparison to individual projects. 

I taught two classes at this week-long summer art camp workshop. The morning class contained 

approximately four children between the ages of six and nine (Figure 16). The afternoon class had five children 

ranging from ages ten to thirteen (Figure 17). The project proposed was for each class to create a ceramic head 

around two feet tall. The first four days of the session were directed towards planning and building the head, and on 
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Friday of that week everyone would painted the surface of the head with underglazes. Each class approached their 

creations differently. 

The first class named their head “Fred.” By naming the head, they began to discuss the topic of gender. 

They could not decide if she/he was male or female. The second class was very proud of what they made as well 

(Figure 17). Their head was androgynous. This project, for both classes, began a dialogue on the concept of gender 

and gender stereotypes beneficial for the children. 

 

Figure 16: Group 1. Pocosin Arts. 
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Figure 17: Group 2. Pocosin Arts.
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CONCLUSION 

 

It is impossible to escape societal input. My idea in the beginning of this process was to establish a healthy 

version of self, free from societal input. From television, my childhood region, the opinions of my friends, and 

ultimately the loss of my mother, I have formed an understanding of myself. I learned portrayals of life in the form 

of entertainment are unrealistic. I have experienced other cultures from my visits to the city of New York, and 

realized sometimes people judge, including friends. I will never gain back the sense of identity lost when my mother 

passed away, but through this body of work I have learned acceptance. 

For example, I created a piece titled, Identity After Loss (Plate Q). The process of this piece was very 

relatable to the process of my mom’s declining health. The concept of the piece is based off my sense of self after 

losing my mother. The sculpture is half head and half urn, representing myself coupled with her death. Throughout 

the construction process to final finishing touches, the piece was problematic. During the building stage, the piece 

collapsed. I corrected the structural issues and followed through. A crack appeared after firing. Ironically, the 

cracked outlined one side of my mother. It appears this piece about my mother carried her presence on a level more 

than my intent of symbolism alone. I tried to control these unintentional flaws occurring throughout this process. 

Much like my mother’s health, I tried to control or cover up her health-related imperfections. I finished the piece by 

covering the crack with gold leaf. The intentions were to embellish the flaw with a precious material. I embraced my 

lack of control, much like I had to with my mother’s death. 

Viewing all these heads together, I have created a community of individuals. The individuals are celebrated 

for their uniqueness and are united as a family. For future projects, combining community and the practice of art is 

an aim of mine. The experience of teaching workshops to young adults was beneficial to my understanding of the 

concept of healthy self. By working with adolescents, I viewed their perspectives of self. I established dialogue 

based on societal standards and encouraged discussion that might allow the young adults to evaluate standards 

outside of what is imposed on them. Through this process, I discovered possibilities of integrating my artistic 

practice with a community. By using the head as a platform to discuss societal standards, I would like to be involved 

in more community projects, furthering the topic of healthy and unhealthy standards of self.  
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Plate A: Maquette for, Big Noses and Freckles Delight the Senses. 
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Plate B: Process Image. Bucket of slip, hand-made wooden cart on wheels, trash can of 
clay, and waster slab. 

 
 

 
Plate C: Process Image. The beginnings of the snarling face. Put a fettling knife it! 
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Plate D: Process Image. Interior bracing. 
 
 

 

Plate E: Process Image. Almost! 
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Plate F: Process Image. Finished. Four hundred and fifty pounds of clay and nearly four feet. 
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Plate G: Process Image. Primed and ready for polka dots. 
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Plate H: Finished. Big Noses and Freckles Delight the Senses. 
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Plate I: One layer of blue spheres in the kiln, for the piece, See Sam. Sam is Sad. Sam is Sad from 
Subliminal Societal Standards. 
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Plate J: Stringing spheres and eating spaghetti. Process image of first install of, See Sam. Sam is Sad. Sam 
is Sad from Subliminal Societal Standards. 
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Plate K: Ceramics Area Coordinator, Seo Eo, and I hanging the stringed spheres. Process image of 
installation. Room J111 
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Plate L: Installation. See Sam. Sam is Sad. Sam is Sad from Subliminal Societal Standards. 
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Plate M: Detail. 
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Plate N: Detail. 
 

 

Plate O: Detail. 
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Plate P: Second installation of See Sam. Sam is Sad. Sam is Sad from Subliminal Societal Standards. 
Burroughs Wellcome Senior Gallery. 
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Plate Q: Identity After Loss. 
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Plate R: Process Image. Self-portrait photo of Head in the Clouds of Regional Clutter. 
 
 

 

Plate S: Process Image. Sketch of Head in the Clouds of Regional Clutter. 
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Plate T: Head in the Clouds of Regional Clutter. 
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Plate U: Process Image. Green with Love-struck Envy. 
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Plate V: Green with Love-struck Envy finished. 
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