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Abstract 

 

California Dreaming 

 

Laurel Katheryn Shear, MFA 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2015 

 

Supervisor:  Dan Sutherland 

 

I make large, lush oil paintings that employ devices and conventions from different 

traditions of abstraction like Color Field Painting and Abstract Expressionism, 

alongside traditions that use representation such as Vanitas, Photo Realism and Pop 

Art.  I use my own personal experiences, images from pop culture, and the long rich 

history of Western Painting to create an unapologetically female voice.  The attitude 

in my work and the images I choose playfully and critically isolate the highly 

gendered way all of us are raised and manipulated by the culture at large. Over the 

last three years of my graduate study at UT I have come to understand my work 

more thoroughly through thinking about it’s interdependent components.  Image/ 

Referent, Materiality, Abstraction/Representation and Metaphor.  These 

components are difficult to separate from each other during the complex act of 

making, viewing and thinking about painting, however it has been a valuable 

exercise for me while working in the studio and writing this report.     
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Image/ Referent: 
 
Prior to graduate study, much of my work was achieved by painting directly from 

individual photographs of subjects from culture.  These public images depicted iconic 

characters or roles such as the cheerleader, the politician, or famous for being famous 

television personalities exemplified by the Kardashians.  My impulse for this was to find 

images that had public currency but that also tied in with the way that I, and many middle 

class Anglo-American women, grow up and formed their identities in the United 

States.  The question I had and continue to wrestle with, like many artists, was how do I 

tie my own experience, my own guilty pleasures, my own frustrations with the culture at 

large to images that can be read and interpreted in potent, complex and critical ways.   

 
Images in media are powerful; they are laced with the gender politics I came to 

understand as a cheerleader in high school.  In this role I was complicit in maintaining 

gender roles/ stereotypes, however this activity when combined with my early search for 

a personal voice in my painting allowed me to see an extreme version of gender politics 

play out. I found power and strength being in a team environment that was all girls, but I 

was very aware of cheerleaders’ subordinate role in the larger culture.  I became 

conscious of the contradictions inherent in my participation in the sport.  I went from 

being seen to seeing more clearly.   These complex experiences shaped my perspective as 

a feminist and informed my artistic practice at the time and for the future.    I realized that 

combining a stereotypical “girly” sport with a male dominated history – oil painting, was 

a strategy for finding images that had essential contradictions.  (Figure 1)  The 
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exploration of contradiction is a significant component for much contemporary art and 

for me it certainly became essential for successful image choice and manipulation.   

 
In the first mature body of work I completed at UT I isolated the image of a bed, 

specifically a queen-sized bed as a recognizable place/ space rich in associations for most 

viewers.  It is a place to sleep, talk, escape, have sex and die.  Further more, it exists as a 

kind of Western culture’s right of passage or weighty destination for women and 

girls.   The perfect prom night and wedding night, ended up in the bed.  These cultural 

traditions play prevalent roles in television, film, and media culture.  We consume so 

many prom/wedding stories about losing virginity or taking it, and in an unsettling way 

elevate the concept of surrender. Additionally, the bed has a particular autobiographical 

gravitas for me and my relationship I had with my father as he slowly died in bed.   

 
The dress, like the bed, is a vessel for a perceived transformation.   I started to look at this 

commodity as an over the top display of fabric, lace, pearls, covered buttons, color, form, 

and western societies excess.  The dress is a significant player for the makeover.  A 

costume whose objective, when adorned, is the achievement of the ultimate moment to be 

seen and consumed, much like a painting.   

In all of my work produced at UT, historical style becomes an image in a way it had not 

been before.  The bed is a rectangle like a traditional painting, it’s linens recall a history 

of western painting beginning in the Renaissance where a fabric’s undulating surfaces 

were a significant structural and metaphorical tool in an artist’s image arsenal. A viewer 

generally aware of Western Art History could also identify in my paintings codified 
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painterly devices such as the stain, a “wet into wet” swipe, a pour of paint and the 

controlled drip.  All of these conventions are in a sense images from the New York 

school recalling Modern master painters William de Kooning (1904 –1997), Helen 

Frankenthaler (1928 - 2011), Elaine de Kooning (1918 – 1989), and Lee Krasner (1908 –

1984).   

 
In the final body of works I produced at UT, I use the very public and iconic images of 

Disney’s princess brides.  If one grew up under the influence of Disney’s entertainment 

marketing machine, each princess could be recognized, and memories from these movies 

seen as a child would be summoned.  Additionally these centralized and objectified 

figures directly relate to a history of high society portraiture as exemplified by John 

Singer Sargent 1858- 1925. In his work as in mine their dresses become armatures for 

codified abstract devices to hang on.    

 
Materiality: 

Before graduate school I painted with a goal of technical all over consistency or at least it 

was a default result.  For example all the edges of each shape had the same degree of 

focus and all surfaces had a consistent texture or surface quality. I was hesitant to use 

large quantities of paint. I relied exclusively on high contrast color and value to entice the 

eye, while ignoring the consistency of the paint, subtlety of touch and nuance of color.   

 
With a conscious goal of material experimentation I set about trying new ways to apply, 

manipulate and also think about the resulting effects of my paint handling. Early on I 

found that placing paint with an extremely glossy varnish next to a matte area created 
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powerful visual dissonance. What I would call hyperbolic or excessive application of 

paint either in single applications or layered repeatedly, created an emotional weight, 

moment of emphasis or intensity when compared to the impoverished, efficient and 

descriptive process I used to employ. I began to associate different moves or processes 

with particular descriptive language; sweet, innocent, crude, or literal are examples.  I 

laid the painting down on the floor. I experimented with pouring the paint on to the 

surface, using my hands and my body to manipulate the pooled substance rather than a 

brush.  I used the paint like cover-up, concealing the unwanted blemishes.  I made the 

paint act as stitches, by manipulating with my finger. I played with gravity, poured skin, 

specific patterning and weight. As seen in the works titled, A False Distinction, 

Extensions of Sensations, Adolescent Assumptions, Just Enough Ego, It’s Easy To Be 

Confused.  (Figure 2, Figure 3, Figure 4, Figure 5, Figure 6)  I began to feel that I was 

more fully forcing each formal feature in my work, from color to veiled degrees of 

transparency, and viscosity, to play a distinct metaphorical role.  

 
Abstraction and Representation: 
 
I have spent the last three years developing a practice that functions between abstraction 

and representation.  Abstraction allows me to experiment with color, form, and energy in 

gestural mark-making.  Where as representational painting roots the image in this world 

with recognizable form.  I want my paintings to live between these two ways of making 

and communicating.  I employ both strategies as a way of achieving emotional and visual 

tension in the work and prolonging the experience of looking and decoding.   
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Entering graduate school I no longer wanted to be controlled by a single source 

photographic image. One important experiment that lead to new ideas for my paintings 

involved making composite images using pictures of my bedspread, my grandmothers 

slip, and wedding dresses. I made hundreds of pictures and had them developed in a 

cheap, fast and craft-less manner.  This gave me the freedom to cut the photographs into 

pieces, collage them, twist them, tape them, get paint on them, and abuse them. The 

manipulation of representational images was my entry point for abstraction. The resulting 

individual collages were springboard structures for making paintings. (Figure 7, Figure 8)  

The paintings did not mimic the collages exactly, but drew on them for form, structure 

and palate. When working from these sources I return to the collage as a reference, but 

many of the decisions I make are dependent on each other–on the last mark made, on a 

decision to flatten or deepen space, which might have nothing or everything to do with 

the collage.  I was no longer bound to the single photograph.  I had adopted a new 

generative process.   

 
Metaphor: 

 
Metaphor in painting is inescapable.  Paintings are never just paint.  Any color 

relationship becomes spatial and generates associations; any variation in viscosity 

accesses our experiences in this broad tactile world of surfaces we live in.   While a bed 

could be thought of as having one purpose, I found it fertile ground that held 

contradicting emotions, and experiences, like a painting should.  In my first group of 

paintings titled I Lost My Father and I Can’t Find My Boy Friend, the purposefully 
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confusing masses become the record of a night’s sleep, evidence of the stillness of a 

bedridden body or an allusion to orgasm. The bed frames “la petite mort” a French term 

for orgasm.  I love the wonderfully rich direct translation of this term, “ the tiny death of 

lovers”.  It exemplifies the perfect sort of contradiction, connecting the orgasm and the 

death throe.     

Informing my paintings by linking the energy of an orgasm to the tumult of a painting 

was an important milestone for my work. To make an object that embodies the orgasmic 

seems impossible but also attractive. I was thinking of an orgasm as a burst of energy that 

is contained with in the body, much like painting is energy that is contained on a surface. 

The orgasm, like a painting, goes through a process: the build up, the climax and the 

relief.  I like how this also alludes to plot in a play or a ballad, where an unraveling over 

time occurs.  In the case of my paintings this occurs with the eyes as they move over the 

surface and decode.   

The emotional aspect of an orgasm along side the physical had and continues to have 

intriguing potential as a way to generate images and metaphors for me.  American 

Novelist Susan Minot explains the moment after sex, in her short story Lust,   

“After Sex, you curl up like a shrimp, something deep inside you ruined, slammed in a 
place that sickens at slamming, and slowly you fill you with an overwhelming sadness, an 
elusive gaping worry. You don’t try to explain it, filled with the knowledge that it’s 
nothing after all, everything filling up finally and absolutely with death.”   
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Minot’s writing describes a sense of loss, of nothingness.  In my work I relate to these 

ideas not only in how I am constructing and fine-tuning a painting but also how I feel 

when finished, when the interaction between myself and the piece is done.   

In the rich Tradition of Vanitas paintings peaking in the 16th and 17th century, exemplified 

by artists such as Jacques de Gheyn, and Abraham van Beyeren.  One finds images of 

flowers, skulls, fabric, dead game, empty candleholders, insects both dead and alive, food 

both fresh and rotting.  Many of these images are to our eyes overt symbols others subtler 

metaphors for the exuberance of youth, the passage of time and mortality.  This tradition 

thrived/thrives on drama mixed with subtlety, anthropomorphism and the automatic 

tendency in humans to think figuratively. Taking from this tradition in my work in the 

piece I’ll Have Sex With You, You, and You, But Not You. Go Fuck Yourself, Twice. and I 

Want To Smash Their Face Into The Picnic Bench., (Figure 9, Figure 10, Figure 11) I 

used images of a floral bed spread of “dying” flowers made into fabric. The complex 

undulation of the structure combined with the smooth surface I hope embody the energy 

wave of an orgasm in the pieces Aroused And Unsatisfied, Don’t Blame Me, Looking For 

A Cure, Failure to Adjust, and Left In Limbo.  (Figure 12, Figure 13, Figure14, Figure 15, 

Figure 16)  Complicating these associations is the color range informed by Pottery Barn, 

a palette that radiates contemporary middle class luxury/vanity.  The result I hope is a 

kind of beautiful discord where common cheap, timely color relationships meet a 

luxurious expressive swath of paint that subtly speaks of the body and pleasure.  
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In the group of works titled Meat Rack, made during my fourth semester.  I gleaned 

inspiration from the reality television show Say Yes to The Dress.  The show follows a 

soon-to-be bride and her family through the process of picking the perfect wedding dress 

from a seemingly endless rack of all too similar dresses in all too similar boutiques. In 

my paintings I present formless dresses hanging in a line in one after another, resembling 

meat in a butcher shop or a meat production/ packing plant.  Anonymous and repetitious 

dresses hang in a line chromatically tuned toward warm reds and tans with seams that 

resemble the fat marbling in beef and also the well known schematic of a beef carcass 

with the cuts listed on each quadrant. (Figure 17, Figure 18)  In this work the potential 

wearer not only becomes objectified and anonymous meat, but also exemplifies the 

pressure to fit the perfect mold. 

 
Bridal images in mass media accompany young women from childhood into adulthood.  

The ultimate storyteller of this fantasy wedding is the Walt Disney Company.   

“Disney World itself is a collage; it synthesizes passing references into novel 

juxtapositions, without the expectation of fixing meaning. It does not bastardize or 

compete with the sources from which it gleans inspiration; rather, it absorbs these into a 

genuinely unique composite. A place both symbolic and actual. “ 

-Power and Paradise in Walt Disney’s World, Cher Krause Knight 

 
Standing seven feet tall, five Disney Princess Brides-To-Be line up in formation on 

parade, on the runway or auction block. For my five-panel painting Golden Shower.  

(Figure 19) I have painted the Princess Brides as fading and ethereal: an ideal, an 
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impossibility. Gold paint cascades down each panel in this work. In my mind this color, 

the word and the wide range of associations with it are conflated. Gold, in western culture 

symbolizes glamor, power, and excess. The bridal shower event is a showering of gifts to 

the bride to be; there she receives all the proper tools to be a good housekeeper, sex 

symbol and toy. A golden shower is a sexual act of dominance over a partner/ participant 

in a subservient role. Additionally emphasized in my painting are the women’s dresses; 

their faces remain unformed. There is no interaction between the brides; their gazes slide 

past each other. Perhaps tragically, perhaps for the better the groom, prince or hero of the 

scenario is nowhere to be seen.   

 
The paintings that I made over the past three years have been the vehicle through which I 

now have a better understanding of how I want my work to function personally and in the 

public sphere.  By embracing contradiction, pushing my self to experiment with media 

and changing how I inform the source of the content in each of my pieces I feel I am 

making more emotionally rich, culturally critical and artistically sophisticated and 

inventive pieces.  
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Figure 1: Cheerleader and the Woodchipper, oil on canvas, 40in x 40in, 2012. 
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Figure 2: A False Distinction, oil on canvas, 84in x 66in, 2014. 

 



 12 

 

Figure 3:  Extensions Of Sensations, oil on canvas, 84in x 66in, 2014. 
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Figure 4: Adolescent Assumptions, oil on canvas, 84in x 66in, 2014. 
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Figure 5:  Just Enough Ego, oil on canvas, 84in x 66in, 2014.
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Figure 6:  It’s Easy To Be Confused, oil on canvas, 84in x 66in, 2014.  
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Figure 7: Untitled, Collage, photograph, tape on paper, 10in x 8in, 2013. 
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Figure 8:  Untitled, Collage, photograph, tape on paper, 40in x 40in, 2013. 
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Figure 9:  I’ll Have Sex With You, You, And You, But Not You.   oil on canvas, 72in x 
  66in, 2013. 
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Figure 10:  Go Fuck Yourself, Twice.  oil on canvas, 68in x 65in, 2013. 
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Figure 11:  I Want To Smash Their Face Into The Picnic Bench, oil on canvas, 72in x  
  66in, 2013.  
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Figure 12: Aroused And Unsatisfied, oil on canvas, 84in x 66in, 2014.
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Figure 13: Don’t Blame Me, oil on canvas, 84in x 66in, 2014. 
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Figure 14: Looking For A Cure, oil on canvas, 84in x 66in, 2014. 
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Figure 15: Left In Limbo, oil on canvas, 84in x 66in, 2014.
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Figure 16:  Failure To Adjust, oil on canvas, 84in x 66in, 2014.                    
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Figure 17: Meat Rack, oil on paper, 22in x 90in, 2013. 
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Figure 18:   Golden Shower, oil on canvas, 84 in x 195in, 2015. 
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