











Shawn Huckins, The Writing Master: Laughing Out Loud Laughing Out Loud Laughing Out Loud Laughing Out
Loud, 2013

While Aycock and Huckins are examples of referencing the internet through art and
painting, I use the internet as a magic hat from which I can pull out any rabbit I choose, and
reflect that in my work by blatantly referencing imagery that is out of my reality (i.e. the Sikh
man in You Don’t Need Anything). This method allows me to capture an ambiance of a global
society reliant on the internet for information. And, continuing the theme of the Tabula Rasa, the
internet has become a big component of our slates, ultimately affecting how we we even perceive
knowledge. A prime example is my painting, The Parade of Queen Sheba, in which a procession
takes place and a variety of characters are referenced from the internet to create a flattened
reality in which they all cohesively exist and create a humorous commentary on a world that can
be forged with the information from the internet. The painting is a visual metaphor about the

internet; it’s a visual medium where a variety of incompatible information has the same
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CHAPTER 4: THE CONSUMERIST AGE

Similar to the internet, consumerism has become omnipresent in our daily lives and
creating our value systems and dominating culture. The marketing and imagery of persuasion all
play a role in our increasingly capitalistic conscience. Everyday people are the prey of consumer
hawks (advertising). Electronic media sell products to and control populations, while corporate
conglomerates spend billions of dollars on finding new ways to lure potential customers. It is a
global phenomenon that now directs society and the way humans live. Consumerism is lava that
engulfs anything in its path. As Peter N. Stearns states in his book, Consumerism in World

History,

Consumerism describes a society in which many people formulate their goals in life
partly through acquiring goods that they clearly do not need for subsistence or for
traditional display. They become enmeshed in the process of acquisition — shopping — and
take some of their identity from a procession of new items that they buy and exhibit. In
this society, a host of institutions both encourage and serve consumerism, from eager
shopkeepers trying to lure customers into buying more than they need, to product
designers employed to put new twists on established models, to advertisers seeking to
create new needs. °

The consumption of market-made products and desire-inducing marketing symbols is
essential to consumer culture, yet this system is perpetuated by the apparent exercise of free will
in everyday life. Identity becomes more mobile, multiple, personal, self-reflexive and subject to
change. Social emulation is a big factor in determining identities. Consumers actively rework
symbolic meanings encoded in advertisements and material goods to manifest their particular
personal and social circumstances and further their lifestyle goals. Eric Arnold and Craig

Thompson describe this phenomenon:

Consumer culture theorists have turned attention to the relationship between consumers’

identity projects and the structuring influence of the marketplace, arguing that the market
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produces certain kinds of consumer positions that consumers can choose to inhabit.
While individuals can and do pursue personally edifying goals through these consumer
positions, they are enacting and personalizing cultural scripts that align their identities

with the structural imperatives of consumer-driven global economy. ®

Consumerism offers archetypes for people to follow but don’t necessarily have to precisely fit.
From this perspective, the market provides consumers with an expansive palette of resources
from which to construct collective and individual identities. Identification is still relatively fixed

and limited, though the boundaries of possible identities are continually expanding.

Kehinde Wiley’s paintings of African American males recreating poses of popular
European paintings have always portrayed the figures clad in the latest fashionable (then
contemporary) attire. Throw back jerseys, $500 Bape hoodies, New Era fitted baseball caps;
though not the primary focus of his work, through the lens of consumerism, the figures’ dress
code defined what was cool among young black men. These paintings also reflect how a

particular subculture believes it’s defining itself through consumer products.
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Creating a particularized identity is a function of the modern definition of individuality.
In his book Media Culture, Douglas Kellner writes, “In the consumer and media societies that
emerged after World War II, identity as been increasingly linked to style, to producing an image,
to how one looks. It is even if everyone has to have their own look, style and image to have their
own identity, though, paradoxically, many of the models of style and look come from consumer
culture, thus individuality is highly mediated in the consumer society of the present.”’
Consumerism and globalization have encouraged a dominant attitude of radical individualism

determined around an ongoing quest for personal distinctiveness and freedom in lifestyle

choices.

In our contemporary society, goods are abundant to match the ever growing desires of
consumers. Every person has a want or desire that can be fulfilled, but then another arises, which
is the perfect setup for our consumerist society to thrive. People are constantly manipulated by
glittery ads for new products and projected lifestyles in cinema or other forms of mainstream
media that create a basis for these desires. And there is plenty of evidence to suggest that human
beings in all cultures are capable of developing addictions. Colin Campbell, from The Romantic
Ethic and the Spirit of Modern Consumerism, writes, “...the modern consumer is characterized
by an insatiability which arises out of a basic inexhaustibility of wants themselves, which forever
arise, one phoenix-like, from the ashes of their predecessors. Hence no sooner is one satisfied
than another is waiting in line clamoring to be satisfied; when this one is attended to, a third

appears, then subsequently a fourth, and so on, apparently without end.”

This endless wanting
can be attributed to a revolution in rising expectations, which occurs when societies undergo the

process of modernization.
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Technology has played a huge role in the advancement of consumerism by offering new
products for the consumer as well as a fresh outlet for influence and the advertiser. In the United
States and Europe, television significantly increased the impact of advertising. By the 1980s,
commercial TV had gained ground rapidly, resulting in TV and advertising going hand in hand.
Also, consumer demands on the part of children went up thanks to television. Society has now
become defined by the phone, computer, and internet. This aspect of consumerism has been
spurred on by the advent of newer, faster, and better technological gadgets, which have
expedited globalization and hyper--influx of communication. We now strive to constantly keep
up to date with this technology, and in turn, technology provides new ideals for us to live up to.
While these new advancements may seem to ease our lives, they also come with a price; constant
commercials, ads, and market ideals our set forth for consumers to continually follow. New
technology creates alternate pathways for products to be disseminated to customers. Catalog
sales and purchases from the internet further expanded the consumerist urge. One can now shop

from the comfort of one’s own home, twenty-four hours a day.

My paintings, You Don’t Need Anything and But You Want Everything, investigate the
topic of identity in America, as well as its absurdity created by consumerism. The G.I. Joe action
figures reference ideal macho American patriotic men while Barbie is an ideal American
princess with-a “perfect” body and a fabulous care-free life of leisure. Who is the targeted
demographic for these products? Children. By using this capitalistic talisman on the youth,
corporations plant a seed that continues to grow in us until we die. They create a consumerist
pathway for us to follow how to live, how to be “true” Americans (as well as how to be men and

women), and ultimately how to keep shopping to achieve our identity.
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CHAPTER 5: NARRATIVE FIGURE PAINTING

Narrative offers insight into an author’s mind, regardless of the medium. Through
narratives, the creator pours out their story to capture a personal view of a human (or non-
human) condition. While viewers or readers of narrative work may not necessarily translate
everything in terms of the author’s thinking, they’re able to engage with a story they can
empathetically decipher on their own terms. Similar to the theory of the Tabula Rasa, the
narrative is an impression in a person’s understanding and reflection.

A painting also consists of combinations of what the viewer previously knew about the

painting's content and what the painter depicted on the picture plane. Our understanding

of a painting is always subjective. Our sight is altered by previously stored information;
to some extent we see a painting as we expect to see it, our questions determining our
answers. Of the visual depictions available to the painter through historical convention,
direct observations, and intuition, the painter selects those that are dominant in his or her
world view (often tempered by cultural and social beliefs). These idiosyncratic choices as
well as the possible responses these idiosyncratic choices elicit from the viewer, are
reflected in my work by vignettes or subplots. | have found the viewer's response often as
valid as the artist's intent in ascribing meaning to any painting.’
Narrative painting is a well-examined practice that has been the most prevalent visual art form
throughout history—providing centuries of rationale for humanity’s existence within the
universe. What can’t be done with writing and dialect has been done with pictures. What is
interesting about the practice of narrative painting is the individual view of the artist. An artist
has the ability to choose from a Pandora’s box of utensils to create their vision: color, form,

mood, subject matter, symbolism, metaphor, etc. These tools that the artist chooses create a

distinction of style. The artist Paul Pratchenko describes his process as:

My paintings and drawings are reconstructions from memory (about remembering) or
constructions from the imagination (about how I think I see). My images are metaphors
for my process of visual perception, my understandings of the world that result from
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these Perceptions, and the way new information influences the evolution of this world
. 0
view.

Jean Robertson and Craig Mcdaniel, in their essay Resuscitating Painting, discuss painting as:

[...] painting is a language—a system that embodies symbolic meaning. Painting is not
only a collection of techniques (craft) and design principles (formalism); it is a language
with material, technical, formal, and cognitive components, all of which enable students
who know the components to "speak" thoughts, perceptions, and feelings in paint."’

Figurative painting provides the artist with an opportunity to create a description of the
human condition. Using figures is a direct way to create a relationship among people. Figurative
subjects create a realm where the viewer is able to identify with cultures and histories, but also
reflect on what the artist finds interesting about people and how they choose to express it through

technique.

Narrative figurative painting combines all of the previously mentioned tools to tell a
story. Figures become the characters, and the composition, the set. Just as historical painters
captured their own temporal essence, present-day figure painting offers a glimpse into the unique

individual consciousness of contemporary artists and human beings.

The 17" century Dutch Golden Age painter, Jan Steen, is a prime example of an artist

who utilized figures in his work as a storyteller.

Steen [...] stands apart for his wry and humorous view of the world. He is best known as
a comic painter of dissolute households, quack doctors tending lovesick women,
boisterous holiday gatherings, and rowdy tavern scenes. Yet Steen also produced
portraits, and biblical and mythological histories that vary remarkably, from the quiet and
intimate to the grand and melodramatic.'?

Steen had his own unique style that was distinguished by his humor, and thus is viewed as a
comic painter. He frequently used himself as a character in his narratives, often playing different

roles in his painted scenes. H. Perry Chapman says of Steen, “In a period where artists
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In the series, ...Search for the Emerald Tablet..., 1 investigate the search for spirituality
and illumination in the internet/consumerist/global age through a humorous eye. This body of
work is centered around characters, fictional and non-fictional, who attempt to find the emerald
tablet of Thoth (Hermes Trismegistus), believing that it will provide illumination and happiness.
The group thinks that the tablet is tangible and actually exists, but don’t understand the
metaphorical aspect of the writings. Still determined, nonetheless, they find themselves in very
odd scenarios while attempting to find this text. The first painting in the series, AIl Men Know
What They Want, Few Know What They Need, shows two figures in a food court setting
watching a tagger hanging from a rope deface a Cobra (the foe from the G.I. Joe series)
propaganda poster. Hermes Trismegistus, standing in between the tables, blatantly points to the
Emerald Tablet but the two figures are too preoccupied with watching the tagger. The whole
scene is a commentary on the distractions of reality that may hinder our goals. The series
continues with Supper Break at McDonald’s Because Kali Wanted a Mcflurry, where the Hindu
goddess, Kali, is a member of one of the search parties but the search is halted when she
demands supper at a local McDonald’s. More wacky adventures occur in the painting Arrival @
the Island of Dr. Doom, in which a fleet of men and beasts are seen arriving close to an island.
Three men are on a boat while two are swimming alongside them. The animals in the fleet
include a white tiger, a crocodile, a hippopotamus, an eagle, and a whale. The scene captures the
feeling of finally getting close to something, but not actually achieving an accomplishment. The
final painting in the series, Sacrifice at The Temple of Molech, captures a sacrificial orgy scene at
an altar of the god Molech. In the foreground are two shadowed figures, peeping toms, watching
the scene while one is recording the sight on their cell phone. Throughout the whole series, I

tried to capture a personal search for spirituality, as well as bringing to light the problems of
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CHAPTER 6: PYRAMIDS OF LIFE

Forrest Gump was wrong; life is like a pyramid, at least in its social construct. We all
start off at the base of the pyramid, a leveled playing field, where we’re all simply looking to
survive and sustain our species. Then, we advance up the pyramid through a variety of ways. We
take a step up to distinguish ourselves from other humans—whether through gender, race,
religion or career; anything that will set us apart. Each step brings us to a new exclusion.
Through these exclusions, we learn different things and gain an esoteric knowledge that isn’t
available on other levels of the pyramid. We constantly try to move up to gain more of this
esoterica—and further exclusions ensue. The end goal is tip of the pyramid, the all-seeiﬁg eye.
Who knows what goes on at the top? There’s only room for a few. At the top, the overseer
becomes gatekeeper, doing anything they can to stay on top. Once we reach the top, we then hop
onto another pyramid, and the cycle begins again. Life is a conglomerate of pyramids that we
climb. Just as a craftsman learns his trade, a boxer moving through the ranks, a Freemason
passing through his degrees, a priest learning the priesthood, the goal is to climb pyramids, learn
a certain knowledge or gain rank, and to conceal what you have learned from others—the

profane—only exchanging ideas with those in the know.

Each level of the pyramid contains an exclusive set of information. But what is exclusive
information? Isn’t it just a hidden or alternate meaning? The Merriam-Webster dictionary defines
esoteric as “information only taught to or understood by members of a special group”'®. While
esoterica may not always be true, it’s certainly exclusive. Each person perceives information in
terms of their own experience. So, while this esoteric knowledge is perpetuated through

pyramidic levels, we must look at the original source, which is every person’s discrete
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perception. What defines perceptions special enough to be perpetuated? In art school, students
learn a special craft and set of theories; this information may not be limited to just art students,
but it is certainly more accessible in that environment. Not many people on the street are
frantically searching for, say, Baudrillard’s essays or the perfect mixture for the color green. But
on this level of the art school pyramid, students are exposed to and sometimes even forced to
learn this kind of information. This is one way esoteric perception is perpetuated and
disseminated. Students exposed to this knowledge may accept it, reject it, or get thrown into the

abyss, but the sheer exposure makes this knowledge indelible and the initiation concludes.

This pyramid represents the perfect condition for the seed of separation to sprout.
Marginalization may be drastic or mild, but a separation nevertheless occurs. Each level of the
pyramid provides a new opportunity for distinction, and as a person climbs the pyramid they are
both more intimately included and marginalized by their new experiences and knowledge. Since
others on the lower levels will no longer understand or relate to them while they ascend, the

person will seek peers on their level or above to confide in.

In my painting, The Lesson of the Neophyte, | make a commentary on how information is
perceived, perpetuated, and translated. Based on Plato’s allegory of the cave from Republic, and
an engraving of the same name by Jan Saenredam, a scene of a cave dwelling and a puppet show
is depicted. There are figures watching the casted shadows on the bottom left, while the
puppeteers, separated by a wall, are elevated higher and have a source of light, a hanging fire,
which creates the shadows for the puppet show. A pathway leads out of the cave to a sun-lit
green pasture outside, juxtaposing the fire-lit cave dwelling. Two figures in the foreground, a
man in a basketball jrersey and a celestial starry figure, converse; the man in the basketball jersey

hand gestures lead the viewer to believe he is talking, while the other figure listens with its arms
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crossed. Through my perception, the allegory of the cave is a metaphor about information
dissemination, its source and how we all individually perceive and understand it. The fire in the
cave represents how man controls information exposure; the puppet show and puppeteers
represent how this information is projected onto an audience through a medium by certain people
who have the power and resources to do so; the exit from the cave leading to the pasture
represents man’s option to experience the world and nature for himself if he can make it out of
the cave. The two figures conversing in the foreground represent how we critique this scenario of
exchanging information between society among humans, but also how we each observe and

explain our own personal perceptions.

What’s this got to do with pyramids? Nothing. No wait everything. The audience, the
puppeteers, and the conversing figures represent people on difterent levels of a pyramid. People
who are on the receiving end of media and information, people who control media outlets, and

people who critique the system are on different levels of society.

46







CONCLUSION

Painting is so old that it has endured everything that any human has experienced.
Regardless of the arguments if painting is dead, it still lingers around us everywhere just as air
does. No matter what’s hot in the art world, painting can play the side dish or the main course.
Everybody has their own view of what painting is and what makes it good or bad. While it’s
impossible to erase painting’s history, [ still attempt to substitute its massive amount of baggage
with my own experiences. My work is a testament, a biography, of what it is to be a painter in
2014——capturing the ambiance of the global and consumerist age through the lens of my own
life.

America is an interesting place. It’s the land of the free imprisoned by capitalism. It’s
where you can be homeless but still live better than those in a 3™ world country. It’s the land of
plastic crap and shitty health care. It’s the most diverse melting pot on the earth tainted by never-
ending racial tension. It’s where equality is preached but not fully practiced. It’s where the
internet started. It’s Steve Jobs. It’s Martin Luther King. It’s Bruce Lee. It’s Monica Lewinsky.
It’s Wal-mart. It’s the busted housing bubble. It’s the land of loans. It’s the Bohemian grove. It’s
overcrowded prisons. It’s Sour Patch Kids. It’s prescription drugs. It’s the war on terror. It’s
Facebook. It’s the American Dream. It’s what I know. It’s what I love. It’s what I hate. It’s what
[ am.

My whole human experience has been from an American standpoint. Yes, my parents are
immigrants, but I have no idea what their home country was like. I pledged allegiance to the
American flag every morning in kindergarten and asked my dad to buy me Tommy Hilfiger t-
shirts. This American stance is translated into my work, from Barbie to the internet, and

ultimately reflects a psychological ambivalence. While my paintings may be viewed as a critique
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of American culture, they’re also brazen celebrations of it. America is a deeply conflicted place:
from the government to its citizens; consumerism versus transcendentalism; the media versus the
wild frontier. All that said, it’s also a place that provides unique opportunities to highlight these
inner conflicts. My work is a mirror held up to the face of our country that can only be viewed
through my personal binoculars. America is inscribed on my Tabula Rasa.

So the union of painting and the internet has provided tremendous opportunity for artists
to create on a level that reflects the exponential influence of the internet. The internet is mass—
mass that’s constantly growing with any shit you can think of. It’s the newest (and last) frontier
and the gunslingers are the internet subscribers, the expedition sponsors are the corporations, the

NSA. My art tells the story of a painter in the internet age.
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