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Abstract 

 

For Best Results 

 

Laura Beth Brown, MFA 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2017 

 

Supervisor:  Jason Urban 

 

The following essays are the collected statements from the past three years. They 

describe methods, materials, themes, and analysis of my work at various intervals in my 

progression through the Studio Art MFA program. 
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Introduction 

The essays that follow capture moments of assessment, presentation, and progress in my 
graduate school journey. Some describe my work through discussions of themes, process, 
materials, and methods. Other essays are more experimental as statements, functioning as 
parallels to the work itself. In many instances throughout this experience, I find that 
where the visual work failed, my writing was stronger, and vice versa. These writings are 
assembled as an official distillation of my graduate school experience, for my own sense 
of posterity and reflection.
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May 2015 
 

Let the Sun Shine In 

 

It is a pep talk in both content and in action: from myself, to myself, and in the voice of 

one of my favorites, the printmaking nun Sister Corita Kent. It reminds me that I believe 

in the power of the multiple—when it comes to both print and to people—to 

communicate and change. These printed multiples are a move toward a body of work that 

is public, based in a relationship to a specific built environment and popular print culture, 

and yes—fringy. 

 

The immediacy of screenprinting allows me to experiment and improvise, to 

communicate in clear or obscured ways as I move through the physical processes of 

making a stencil to make a screen to make an image. The forms I generate are 

recognizable without being singularly readable—a house can read as a mountain can read 

as an arrow can read as a container. By also experimenting with different forms, I can 

present and interact with the final images in different ways: on a wall as an abstracted, 

nebulous narrative; as an animated digital bookish GIF; or as a game of memory where 

common individual experiences are encouraged to surface. 
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November 2015 

Let Me Clear My Throat 

 

“All meaning can be determined by context and usage.” 

--Grant Brown (aka Dad), probably every day of my childhood 

 

My father used to write and deliver sermons for a living. He read to my sister and I 

almost every night of our childhoods. We fell in love with language and expression early: 

the nuances of vocabulary and tone required to get a point across. I learned the joys of 

language and all its possibilities: to love puns, anagrams, plays on words, cleverly 

constructed jokes. What a bunch of groan-ups!  She’s a real gradzilla. (This early 

education would pre-dispose me to later become obsessed with the writing of Lorrie 

Moore and the witty, fast-talking Gilmore Girls.) 

 

My parents met in a traveling college musical group, so we were taught to sing with 

proper breath support and diction. We practiced harmonies around the house and in the 

car. At the age of five, in a white dress with jingle bells sewn into its tiered skirt, I sang in 

front of people for the first time. 

 

As a kid, I would often succeed in telling a funny joke, a real zinger, and I had the tools 

to write an articulate essay on Teddy Roosevelt in the fourth grade. And then, sometimes 

I would fail, as everyone does. My overly expressive face betrays the lie I am trying to 

sell. Other times, my tone unintentionally confuses my audience. “I can’t tell if you are 
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being serious or sarcastic.” Which, as I got older, was one of those traits I tried to hone 

into a strength, like turning my bossiness into being a leader, or my strong will into 

perseverance. 

 

Though I had that knowledge, of how to wield words, I would still encounter times when 

I was at a loss for words or without a voice--both literally and figuratively. 

Certainly I have lost my voice from time to time: as a rambunctious pre-teen summer 

camper yelling cheers until I went hoarse, as a high school cheerleader when the girls’ 

basketball team went all the way to State. And later, in college, when the women’s 

chorale conductor suggested I see a doctor who threaded a tiny camera up my nose to see 

that yes, there were some fairly healthy nodules on my vocal chords. This time, losing my 

voice was different. It wasn’t so much a going hoarse as it was like being struck dumb. 

More of a misplacement than a loss.  

* * * 

I talk to faculty and visiting artists and critics. Sometimes this goes well. Sometimes they 

give me something I can hang onto. Like last spring, when Gregory Volk said, you need 

more freedom. I only nodded and said, I absolutely agree. But what I wanted to say was, 

tell me how to find it. Something you would say to a prophet. 

 

In the studio I talk to myself, and I talk to my prints. We wind around together in 

conversation, the same way I repeat myself or nearly repeat myself to friends because I 

can’t remember what I have said before, or maybe I don’t get out enough (see: screen 
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printing nun). Like good friends, my prints are good about showing up, participating, and 

understanding me. They tend to be both reliable and surprising, a nice combination in a 

conversational partner, especially after all these years together. 

 

Sometimes I talk to Sister Corita as if she is a saint. The patron saint of screen printing. 

Help me, Sister. WWSCD? It helps, actually. I really wouldn’t be surprised if she’s 

listening. Then I make jokes about being a screen printing nun. I’m not even Catholic.  

 

When a voice--or any body part--is recovering, a shift in scale happens. The focus gets 

zeroed in on the small stuff of making progress every day. Use this apparatus to deeply 

inhale and exhale, to avoid getting pneumonia. Keep this new baby alive. To find the 

freedom I needed, to recover my misplaced voice, I went back to the studio in this 

focused way. I shut out the big life questions I tend to fret about, the feedback that didn’t 

resonate, and I went back to what gives me the most pleasure moment by moment: color, 

shape, the processes of printing. The goals were small: ask questions, listen for a 

response. Stay engaged and curious, don’t get in your own way. Keep this new baby 

alive. 

 

The freedom is in the focus, in the simple goals. The small repetitive actions become 

meditative. The questions multiply and abound and turn into prints. When my hands are 

busy, my mind can wander freely. It’s a free-range mind. People will pay a lot of money 

for that stuff these days. 
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May 2016 
 
Characters 
 
“This is unique to the art form of printmaking. . . It is and always has been something in-
between other things. . . The real print demands greater discernment and intellectual 
involvement than what it is in-between: a painting, a sculpture, on the one hand; a 
drawing, sketch, or visual thought, on the other.”  

--Richard Tuttle 
 
In-betweenness is a theme that has been with me from the beginning, I think. A fact of 

my life. Maybe that is why printmaking is a good fit for me, a person who wants to 

choose everything all the time. These collages grew out of the most in-between of that 

printy in-between space: from a pile of test prints left over from my last body of work, 

and exercises in making intuitive decisions without over-thinking them. Though I 

employed all my usual routines of making: of cutting shapes out of paper with intuitive 

snips of my scissors, improvising their arrangements on the page, and printing many 

layers of colors, lines, and patterns over each other, I did each of these actions in a 

different order than usual. 

 

Cutting paper and collaging it together has always been my way of building images. A 

pair of scissors is a more natural tool for me than a pencil or a brush. Though it is a two-

dimensional action, with a mostly two-dimensional result, there is a physicality to 

cutting, it has a relationship to space that drawing doesn’t possess. Ingrid Schaffner calls 

it “a sculptural gesture”. Typically, I employ collage-making in the planning stages of my 

image-making, as sketches. The paper shapes are then translated into blocks, plates, or 



 7 

screens before being printed. By the time the print is finished, the viewer might not guess 

the origins of the image. 

 

With these works, though, I printed first, cut second. One of the best features of 

printmaking is the ability to produce multiples. With letterpress or screenprinting, 

creating many, many multiples is both quick and easy, an advantage toward generating a 

larger volume of work and a greater number of possible variations on an idea or image. 

As a function of printing an edition, creating many multiples is even necessary. Test 

prints are a byproduct of this process, often surprising and delightful. To get to the 

precise series of impressions, a printmaker has to print, make adjustments to screen or 

paper, and print again. This can happen over and over again until the conditions are just 

right for printing a consistent image. 

 

As many printmakers do, I print these tests on top of each other, letting chance compose 

for me in the moments before and between making the paper line up perfectly. This 

process also allows for some measure of play at the beginning but always gives way to 

more of a feeling of work. In this instance, I let these agents—play, chance, intuition, 

take over as I dug into my pile of test prints and began cutting. I wanted to generate a lot 

of them. My tools and materials were the simplest and quotidian: a pair of scissors and a 

stack of 8.5” x 11” paper. Occasionally I added a pencil line or series of dots. I thought a 

lot about the individual in the context of the group, the contrast of those identities, and I 

began to think of these small compositions as characters: in one way, they are 
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recognizable in some sense, like a strange alphabet. In another sense, they possess 

personalities, expressive properties, and even a sense of independence and individuality, 

even as they make up a collection of related scenes and figures. 

 

Writers often talk about their characters as having their own wills that shape a story, and I 

tend to think about my images in the same way. Not only did they insist on becoming 

their own selves in the process of creation, but they are also animated in a particular way. 

Instead of being printed directly onto the surface of the paper, their printed surfaces hover 

over it, creating subtle shadows and tiny movements. And, just like characters in a story, 

they become friends who afford entre into a miniature landscape of color and who also 

ARE that landscape, with a touch of personification. In his book The Triggering Town, 

Richard Hugo talks about a poet’s relationship to language: “. . . your vocabulary is 

limited by your obsessions. . . Your words used your way will generate your meanings. 

Your obsessions lead you to your vocabulary.” 

 

These collages come from my own obsessions with landscape, architecture, memory. 

This book is an archive, an index of obsessions, and it functions not unlike a collection of 

poetry. There is both complexity and simplicity throughout, there is repetition, variation, 

confusion and clarity. These are the characters that make up my vocabulary. 
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May 2016 
 
Help Yourself 
 
Ambivalence is a wide, expansive landscape. It seems straightforward at first, but 

contains nuances in the hills and valleys of complicated, conflicting emotions. Humans 

tend to skirt around this territory, staying in the sheltering woods of decisive answers that 

offer comfort or certainty rather than braving the exposed, treeless prairie of 

ambivalence. 

 

In its modern iteration, self-help is the center of a strange Venn diagram of salesmanship, 

religion, philosophy, and convenience. It is real and it is not. It gives us a sense of 

control, allowing us to access the expertise of an authority with “the answers”. Early 

publications in the genre of self-help like Dale Carnegie’s How to Win Friends and 

Influence People and Norman Vincent Peale’s The Power of Positive Thinking continue 

to be popular sellers, offering solutions as easy as “believe in yourself” and giving 

detailed anecdotal advice on “how to have constant energy”. These phrases feel like part 

sure solution, part impossibility. Their contradictions spark my ambivalence, igniting 

both my hopefulness and my cynicism. 

 

While Susan O’Malley’s Advice From My 80-year-old Self contains moments of darkness 

or sadness, they are, for the most part, positive phrases of encouragement and permission. 

Jenny Holzer’s Truisms are, in general, fueled by irony and fall on the aggressive side of 

humor. The positive-thinking posters on the wall dwell somewhere in between. Instead of 
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truisms, they are clichés. They are phrases I want to both believe but I find them suspect. 

These posters mark a move from “characters” as in: signs that communicate abstractly, to 

“characters” as in: letters, when lined up in the right order, make readable words 

(although, let’s be honest: it is more of an addition of the latter rather than an 

abandonment of the former. I really don’t want to have to choose). There is ambivalence 

even in the making: the letters are precise but not uniform. Each one is made especially 

for each particular phrase, but the commitment to the characters falls short of cutting out 

the counters in the A’s, D’s, R’s, and O’s. 

 

The strange, puffy pillows fulfill a different ambivalence and give physicality to the 

negative spaces, the detritus of production. While cutting what felt like an endless 

number of letters out of black paper for the screen print stencils, I started to save the 

strange shapes that emerged from the scraps. These objects are ambivalent in their role: 

they seem to be functional, but are not quite. Inviting the viewer with color and pattern, 

their tactile realities as comforting objects are disappointing. Because I like the space and 

options created at intersections, I chose to incorporate ways of making that include art, 

design, and craft. In many ways they are more honest than the self-helpy quips, as they 

are literally made from pieces that didn’t fit or belong in the tidy, precise work on the 

walls. 
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May 2017 
 
For Best Results (color mixing): 
 
You have to be very patient. You can’t get sidetracked by anything, you must give it your 

full attention. I would strongly recommend that you listen to music, something that 

makes you happy and gets you moving just a little—but not too much, not enough to get 

distracted by dancing. It should be music that you can enjoy with it in the middle distance 

of your mind, it should enable your focus, not take away from it—like podcasts do. 

Podcasts and conversations are too distracting for me. So is looking at my phone like, at 

all. Not looking at my phone is almost always the answer to getting any kind of work 

done. You have to go to the place inside your head where you can just be quiet. Many 

parts of the printing process are repetitive, but mixing colors is the most meditative. I like 

to pay attention to my breathing, the way you do in yoga class, which is weird because I 

don’t like most yoga, especially the breathing part. 

 

The more you do it, the better you will get, which is true about anything. One time, when 

I was new to running, I asked a friend, “how do you get better at running?” And he said, 

“you just do it. You run a lot.” So I did. And the same is true about mixing colors (and 

many other things). But, like many other things, you have to actually do it, which means 

taking the risk of making a bad color and wasting ink. But that’s okay. Hang on to that 

bad color, it might come in handy later. 
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Some colors are more tricky than others. Green is my favorite, but I have to watch it 

closely. The line is thin between the right green and a very wrong green. It might sound 

obvious, but you have to start with the lightest color and then add very tiny amounts of 

the darker color to it. This is where all your patience and focus and not looking at your 

phone comes in. It is better to add tiny amounts of blue twenty times than to add a bunch 

of blue once and end up with blue-green when what you really want is GREEN. Adding 

yellow back in won’t work, you pretty much have to start over. The caveat to the 

continual concentration is that if you can’t tell anymore if you are making progress, walk 

away for a bit and come back to it. Sometimes your eyes need a break from staring at a 

barely evolving color for an hour.  

 

When you think you have the right color, you have to try printing it and wait for it to dry 

to find out what it looks like. I find that it is best to do this with each color before starting 

to print so that there are no surprises in the ways that colors interact within the 

composition. By printing colors on top of one another, you can get the most out of print 

runs. I also think this is where the magic of printing happens, and it is a big reason to go 

to the trouble of making an image in this way. 

 

I find mixing colors to be endlessly satisfying, especially when matching a color that 

already exists; it is always a triumph. Becoming proficient at color mixing takes time, but 

anyone can do it with enough practice, patience and attention. 
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Figure 1: Let the Sun Shine In 
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Figure 2: Let the Sun Shine In, Sister Corita Kent 
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Figure 3: Let Me Clear My Throat  
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Figure 4: Arrows pointing both ways 
 
 

 
Figure 5: A-frame with striped mat 
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Figure 6: Blue and orange hill with kickstand 
 
 

 
Figure 7: Purple and blue boat with stripes 
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Figure 8: Power to solve personal problems, How to break the worry habit, How to have 
constant energy (l-r) 
 
 

 
Figure 9: Believe in yourself 
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Figure 10: Don’t feel so bad about yourself 
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Figure 11: Keep trying don’t give up, Susan O’Malley 
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Figure 12: Advice from my 80 year old self, Susan O’Malley 
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Figure 13: Signs have changed 
 
 

 
Figure 14: These signs have changed 
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Figure 15: Pink and Blue signs 
 
 
 

 
Figure 16: Green and Gold signs
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