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Abstract 

 

Deep End 

 

 

 

 

Sonya Carol Berg, MFA 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2010 

 

Supervisor:  Dan Sutherland 
 

 This report describes the processes, working habits, materials, and multiple 

iterations of my work over the past three years. I reflect more in depth on my final series 

of work in which I have incorporated images of empty pool structures into paintings and 

large drawings. I consider the pool images metaphors for containment, control of the 

landscape, the unknowable, and in both a material and psychological sense, the void.  

The objects I exhibit, drawings, paintings and prints, are generated using a 

convoluted process. Rather than working in a systematic way, I negotiate rapid impulses, 

subjective goals, and thematic consistency. When I use figure/ground reversal and 

gestural drawing, I look to create a hand-touched surface that generates a sense of 

uneasiness in the composition, and a subjective disruption in the landscape. 
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DEEP END 

Chapter 1:  Making 

  
 As a maker of objects, I am enamored with process and material, the physical 

presence of the work, and the involvement of my body in creating it. As a part of my 

studio practice, I make decisions in response to my own emotional state, and in order to 

produce a particular emotional impact. As a result, I often make a series of works, where 

materials in one set of images carry over or are translated to another, or one idea is 

repeated in different manifestations. 

Starting in the first semester of graduate school, I collected objects, images, and 

materials that I found intuitively fascinating. For example, I filled my studio with framed 

reproductions of sailboats from a thrift store, black and gold checkered paper from a yard 

sale, and discarded print tests from my prior printmaking projects, among other 

ephemera. These seemingly disparate objects informed my search for reoccurring players 

in my subsequent work.   

A major theme I found in my collection was imagery of the landscape, in 

particular images of water and its surrounding landscape. This theme, combined with a 

use of different materials and their associations, led to series of works ranging from 

collaged oil, wax, and etchings, to large composite drawings on paper.  

The first significant series of works from my second and third semesters was a 

collection of small paintings of waterfalls, including Falls From Above (see Plate 1, next 

page). In these works, by collaging the painted image of the waterfall onto the abstract 

etching, I juxtaposed the pictorial with a contrasting textural surface to create a visual 

friction. The collage created a variation in visual representation of sky and ground, or 

water and sky, so that the figure/ground relation was distorted. 

Using the multiple of the etching, or variations using the same image, I could 

optimize different material and structural deviations. The fact that I had several forms of 
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the same image to manipulate allowed for more aggressive distortions and 

transformations. I was drawn to the spontaneity of the working process of reacting to an 

already existing pattern, texture, or visual structure.  

 
Plate 1: Falls From Above, 2008 

 

 With these oil and etching works, I also considered the significance of scale, in 

particular the small and intimate. In Falls From Above, the sky is a large and looming 

design element above a more realistically depicted waterfall. These small pieces address 

size and grandeur, as paradoxically the “uncontrollable” majestic and grand waterfall is 

visually restrained and tamped down within the four-inch square of the picture plane, a 

rectangular and cultural construct. The small piece is intimate in scale and requires the 

viewer’s solitary participation, while depicting a grand phenomenon and overwhelming 

power in nature.  

In a direct contrast of scale, the site-specific piece When the Wind Blows I Can 

Taste the Mist (see Plate 2, next page) completely covered one gallery wall at Art Palace 

Gallery in Austin, TX. I constructed the image of a waterfall to loom over the viewer, as 

if the viewer was situated below and looking up at the roaring falls. In contrast to the 
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power of the waterfall, the paper was extremely fragile and rustled with the air created by 

movement in the gallery. 

I started making this work after the small paintings on etchings, in an attempt to 

create visual friction and figure/ground distortion at a larger scale. By rubbing with conte 

the raised texture of a damask fabric remnant onto long strips of tracing paper, I created 

semi-transparent textured veils. I then collaged these tracing paper veils, securing them to 

the top of the wall, and used charcoal and pastel to draw out an image of a waterfall.  

The pattern underneath the waterfall image flattened the piece, which contrasted 

with the physicality of the installation and the illusion of dimension in the drawing. 

Moreover, the pattern was recognizable as something designed and produced by man and 

not by nature. I used the pattern as a device to create a metaphorical friction between the 

man-made and the natural.   

 
Plate 2: When the Wind Blows I Can Taste the Mist, 2009 
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While the larger decisions for making this piece were important to its outcome, I 

am particularly cognizant of some of the smaller and subtler devices I used in order to 

develop a shift between the image and the tangible material. Incidental drawing marks 

that occurred as a result of imperfections on the wall or the patterned material became an 

inspiration to the composition. The subtle marks were also a sign of my working process 

and my labor in creating the piece. The unpredictable surface motivated subsequent 

marks and choices I would otherwise not have considered, and this manner of working 

continued in my following drawings and paintings. 

After the successes of the installation at Art Palace Gallery, I shifted my studio 

practice back to series and variations on multiples. I started to consider imagery in my 

collection, both personal and appropriated photographs, in a similar way as unpredictable 

surfaces and incidental marks. The appropriated image, much like a pattern, etching 

texture, or incidental mark, could be a platform to distort, shift, and develop perspective, 

both in a literal and figurative sense. By building up and erasing layers of material and 

imagery, I could create a surface incrementally that developed a subjective reality, and 

one that was intimately connected to my emotional state while working, or my thoughts 

about one image. 

 With this new series, I explored both the intimate scale and a large scale that was 

about the size of human dimensions. The dimensional ratios of both the small and large 

works were similar; I used the film theater presentation aspect ratio of 1.85:1 to find the 

size measurements. Although I am aware of the film association with this ratio, I was 

more interested in using a form that was consistent, comfortable and recognizable to a 

viewer.  

For many of my larger works, I first made a small drawing or painting that 

functioned as studies in color and form, and how both can affect the meaning of the 

image. The small works are also one step in a multi-step process of removal, and are an 

important place to edit and explore texture, color, composition, and image choices before 

increasing the scale (see Plates 3, 4, 5). These works also stand alone as intimate pieces, 

and contain the juxtaposition of the large space depicted in a small rectangular construct. 
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Plate 3: Sketch: Soccerfield, 2009 

 

 
Plate 4: Blue Cathedral, 2010 

 

 
Plate 5: Grandstands, 2010 
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Chapter 2:  Imaging  

  

 Romantic landscape in painting and drawing has a storied past. The landscape 

image is familiar and varied, and presents a rich stage for formal considerations, as well 

as symbolic and metaphorical possibilities. I am drawn to the theme of landscape as 

illustrating the sublime, and the possibility that landscape can be a place and space that 

generates emotion, and alludes to an internal world. For me, the landscape image 

metaphorically functions as a visual lens, symbol, or code to interpret an emotional 

response to the world.  

Specifically, I am interested in landscape images of water, as I consider water to 

be metaphorically rich in meaning and connotations. Water is life-giving and can be life-

taking, humans need it to survive but can easily drown, and as water falls from a cliff it is 

both beautiful and dangerous. I was also drawn to images of Niagara Falls because of my 

family’s connection to the place.  

In my first year, I began gathering photographs of the Falls and the Northeast 

coast from my father’s and grandfather’s slide collections, as a search for identity and 

connection to my past. My inspiration for this search was derived from my memories of 

childhood, my hometown, and significant experiences in places in the Northeast. I 

wanted to create work that felt like a memory or invoked a sense of nostalgia to the 

viewer.   

My collection of family lore was meant to be enlightening, but the images of the 

coastal landscape said little of a personal history in a particular place. I began to look at 

the images objectively, and found I was more interested in manipulating images to invoke 

an emotional response. Rather than revisit my own memories, collecting images from the 

Internet was just as affective.  

I soon realized that photographs of waterfalls, in particular photographs of 

Niagara Falls, were very often similar, and it was hard to separate them from the cultural 

baggage of the tourist industry. Searching for a new series of images to explore, I started 
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gathering my own photographs and appropriated images of swimming pools. The most 

striking pictures to me were empty swimming pools, which I found could also act as 

agents for an internal and emotional perspective on the world. Where waterfalls are 

uncontrolled acts of nature that people view as tourist attractions, in contrast, swimming 

pools are man-made containers, controlled bodies of water created for safety and leisure. 

Municipal swimming pools are culturally fascinating; they bear signs of age, community, 

and can stand as a sign for leisure and relaxation. To me, pools seem dangerous and 

attractive, and an empty swimming pool becomes like an abandoned city (see Plate 6).  

 
Plate 6: Negative Edge, 2009 

 

 I found images of these empty and abandoned pools in more places than in my 

immediate city, and during my third year started collecting images from the Internet. I 

was drawn to the photographs of Gigi Cifali. His images of colorful but abandoned empty 

pools in England speak of a society that is changing and no longer engaged in an indoor 

pool culture. His photographs are politically charged as the beauty of the spaces is 

enhanced in comparison to their state of disrepair. I was interested in the compositional 

perspective Cifali presented in the photographs; the viewer is central and stationary, and 

within this viewpoint is a sense of enclosure and containment.  
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 There is a profound emptiness with my series of paintings and drawings based on 

this central perspective of the viewer within the abandoned empty swimming pool. There 

is a loss of innocence, and sometimes the desertion and decay within the structure seems 

apocalyptic. There is also a sense of fear – a fear of heights, fear of water, and fear of 

abandonment. 

 I consider the space between the viewer and the unknown, the void between the 

place where one stands and the unseen bottom of the chasm, just as important as what is 

visible. I want to provoke a sense of fear and anxiety within this space, as well as a sense 

of enclosure or entrapment around it. The ambiguity of depth, or what hides around a 

dark corner, or how to exit the pool or building creates apprehension. The pool structure 

can be dangerous and uninviting, or invoke claustrophobia (see Plates 7, 8). 

 
Plate 7: Cathedral in Color, 2010  

 
Plate 8: Untitled (Yellow End), 2010 (bottom) 
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 As I worked repeatedly with these images, I became interested in the fact that 

these pools are in a particular place and about a specific community. This notion led me 

to gather more of my own source imagery from my city, and consider the political and 

societal implications of these abandon pool images. The place where the photograph is 

taken may ultimately seem anonymous, but perhaps a personally gathered image will 

have the political or emotional specificity that will translate to the viewer. I imagine that 

more may be gained from my manipulation of an image from the very inception. 
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Chapter 3:  Standing  

 

 Perspective or vantage point is crucial for communicating to a viewer a particular 

emotion within a visual space. With my drawings and paintings, what is not visible as a 

result of the perspective is just as important and interesting to me as what is visible. For 

example, standing at the bottom of an empty pool allows the viewer to see the shallow 

floor and three walls. However, while the deepest end is perceivable, the extent of the 

depth is not visible. Therefore, this undefined space is a cause of unease or anxiety, as the 

unknown is scarier to the imagination than the known.    

Missing Man is an early work from my second year where I deliberately 

considered perspective (see Plate 9, next page). In this work, the perspective is from a 

three-quarter view, looking down on the situation from a safe distance. The view is 

passive, as if a phenomenon is occurring but the viewer can do nothing about it. This 

image is constructed with the idea that one cannot enter the scene except through a ribbon 

of land in the foreground, which functions as a bridge or entrance.  

 The negative space may be sky, land, cloud, or fire. Aggressive marks contrast 

with the calming flow and the constant roar of an imagined waterfall. The action appears 

to be ongoing, or the image is captured right before or after an event has occurred. The 

human form is not a part of the scene, and therefore the viewer is invited to place himself 

where he chooses. In this case, he or she is invited to enter through the bridge, but can 

only view the waterfall passively. 
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Plate 9: Missing Man, 2009 

 

 
Plate 10: Boat Trip, 2009 
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 In Boat Trip (see Plate 10, previous page), I experimented with a different 

perspective, the aerial view, which is both abstract and uncommon. In this piece, the 

viewer’s invitation to enter the image is by means of a tiny boat surrounded by water. 

The boat and falls are observed from the aerial view. Here the waterfall is abstracted into 

shapes of value and texture. The picture plane pulses as the flat shapes push forward and 

then pull backward. The abstracted form has figurative references to a body or a chasm. 

What should contain water appears empty or solid. Again the viewer is a spectator, even 

more so from an aerial view above the water. 

 After working on this piece, I wanted a vantage point that would more directly 

demand imaginative participation on the part of the viewer. This desire, as well as my 

pursuit of new imagery, led me to the one-point perspective in the empty swimming pool. 

In such images, I emphasized the centralized location of the viewer. The viewer is 

solitary, stationary, and enveloped by the scene. He/she is standing on the bottom of the 

pool and must maneuver through this landscape to imagine an exit.  

 End is the first pool drawing in a series of large-scale graphite drawings (see Plate 

11, next page). In the center is the deep end, represented by a thin band of dark value 

with darker crosses indicating the end of the lane. The value shifts darker toward the 

bottom, implying a deepness that we cannot see or reach. The surface of the pool pushes 

down towards the deep end, as the lane lines converge toward a one-point perspective. 

Areas with dense build up of marks contrast flat empty spaces and untouched paper, 

producing some confusion between solidity and airiness. Above and around the pool 

aggressive marks of thick graphite form a barrier of landscape, buildings, and texture. 

The dark matter is encroaching on the viewer and the pool, and the feeling of entrapment 

is enhanced. 

 The aggressive marks in both End and Grand Soccerfield communicate the 

anxiety invoked from the unknown and the encroaching. The scale of the drawings 

further increases the feeling of deadness, emptiness, and abandonment. The simple black 

and white contrast functions as an abstract structure in which to pursue compositional 

experiments and mark making. As I contrast the active and gestural areas with flattened 
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empty spaces, a formal shift between ground and figure, dimension and abstraction 

occurs (see Plate 12). 

 
Plate 11: End, 2009  

 

 
Plate 12: Grand Soccerfield, 2010  
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 The large drawing Scaffold (see Plate 13) was the next iteration of the large-scale 

drawings, where I used more aggressive editing of the image to invoke claustrophobia in 

the man-made interior structure. The pool walls and floor are dense white, with small 

hints of a surface texture. The pool evaporates against the solidity of the dark rectangles 

along the sides, and the lane lines towards the center. The pool itself shifts between a 

sense of weightiness and weightlessness, especially in contrast to the upper half of the 

drawing. Here graphite and charcoal marks are hazy and atmospheric. The walls and sky 

seem to lift, and then subtle depictions of dead windows and formless walls emerge. This 

space is a colder and deader space, in part because there is an implied roof over the scene. 

 

 
Plate 13: Scaffold, 2010 
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Chapter 4:  Moving 

 

 As I consider the further development of this series, I will continue to use and 

investigate the imagery of empty pool structures. However, I am starting to feel 

disconnected from the images I collect and appropriate. In addition, my imagery has 

developed from a series of removals or steps - from a photographer’s images, to the 

Internet, to my computer, to a small painting, to a large drawing. I am anticipating that by 

taking my own photographs in empty pools I will eliminate some of these steps, or 

discover new processes that aid in my production. 

 Photographing, or drawing, while standing on the bottom of an empty pool will 

allow me to capture variances in lighting. I can also consider different viewpoints, and 

experience the emotions of actually being in the place. I may continue to use appropriated 

images for compositional ideas, but my own research will allow me to further manipulate 

the landscape and discover other metaphoric possibilities.   

 My latest work, Diving Well (see Plate 14, next page), is a more synthetic 

combination of pool imagery with drawing and painting processes. Here two image 

planes vibrate next to each other; the buoyant color of the painted surface, sky, and 

foliage flips in front of or in back of the dark ominous depiction of the diving well and 

adjacent pool. The diving well in the color painting is distant, empty and exposed, while 

the dark areas of the underlying image hide the extent of the depth, the solidity of the 

surface, or the security of the structure. Figure/ground relations are in flux, creating a 

formal tension that I hope translates to an emotional indeterminacy or instability. This 

volatility is a metaphor for my own trepidation and fearfulness in this world.  
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Plate 14: Diving Well, 2010 
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