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According to existential philosopher Simone De Beauvoir, the meaning of life is to create our 

own life’s meaning and to protect the freedom for others to do the same.1 It is from this existentialist 

feminist lens that I approach my body of creative and visual work. Through art we have freedom and an 

opportunity to practice agency, cultivate autonomy and reflect authenticity. However, the freedom to 

express ourselves and our values is a right that is granted through a system of security. Sovereignty, both 

personal and artistic, requires an act of heroism, and ultimately a confrontation with the existential and 

sometimes horrifying forces that prevent it. 

Using a metaphor of death and sarcophagi, my current body of work is an exploration into 

feminist existentialism and a confrontation with the forces at work that undermine women’s autonomy, 

agency and freedom of expression in contemporary society. The work created for the thesis exhibition this 

year, entitled A Memorial to Fabulous Women, utilizes a variety of materials such as steel metal rods, 

wood, iron, bronze and fabric and different processes, such as welding and bending metal, casting, and 

sewing to illustrate a narrative about bias in dominant culture especially as it pertains to properly 

memorializing and recognizing the contributions of women.  The imagery of death additionally speaks to 

notions of security and vulnerability women experience in a violent patriarchal society.

My current work draws from previous work I’ve created confronting bias and ego in 

contemporary society, some overtly and some more covertly.  Previous work looked at bias in media and 

journalism in a work entitled Broken News which focused on reporting by the Denver Post regarding 

#metoo in the local comedy scene.  For this piece I visually appropriated the imagery of a newspaper 

stand using bent metal round stock, including a series of newspapers I printed myself updating the 

narrative to more accurately reflect my lived experience rather than the covered up and diluted male 

propaganda version that appeared in the Denver Post.  

1 Iseult Gillespie, The Meaning of Life According to Simone de Beauvoir
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 Through these explorations and my own personal struggles, I have found that our dominant 

discourse is flawed and biased.  It relies too heavily on straight white males to deliver truth from a 

Christian perspective.  It is violent, predicated on abuse and warfare.  It rewrites history to place men as 

victors even when their behavior is repugnant and undignified and women as villains regardless of their 

heroism.  Migrating from this base of knowledge to something more sustainable, equitable, inclusive and 

safe is philosophically, politically and artistically our contemporary challenge. Existentialists similarly 

sought to break with the dominant Christian discourse by developing a philosophical outlook based on 

authenticity and personal freedoms.

In my current work, death serves as a metaphor for this process of transition and growth.  Critic 

Francesca Gavin discusses the allure that contemporary culture has towards the macabre in her book Hell 

Bound: New Gothic Art explaining that “exploring dark imagery or ideas in art arguably helps create a 

sense of control in a world where we have none.” Not only am I a woman in oppressive patriarchal power 

structure, I am from Littleton Colorado a community dominated by the military industrial complex which 

has suffered incredible violence in the form of a school shooting.  Gavin traces a renaissance of a gothic 

aesthetic directly to pervasive school shootings, “carried out in response to a culture of materialism and 

fear.”  She argues, “horror in contemporary art is just another step in this violent cycle.”2  

As a both an inheritor of this abusive system and a victim, I have always felt a moral and ethical 

obligation to end the cycle of violence and abuse and use my art to chart new more sustainable pathways 

to help navigate away from harm. Like therapy, art can be an investigation, making visible the invisible 

and uncovering hidden realities that enable our lives to be lived more gracefully and more ethically.  I am 

interested in the idea of resiliency and personal growth and the heroic act of becoming a better person and 

changing course which is why I seek to celebrate fabulous women in my current work.  Art can provide 

models of heroism that people in society can attempt to pursue.  

2 Francesca Gavin, Hell Bound: New Gothic Art, (London : Laurence King Publishing, 2008)
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Someone who embodies this heroism is Nadya Tolokonnikova of the Russian performance art 

band “Pussy Riot.”  She is best known for performing in the Moscow Cathedral of Christ the Savior and 

subsequently being censored and imprisoned by the Russian State and Putin himself.  While in prison she 

worked with civil rights group on the outside to improve prison conditions for the women who were 

subjected to dehumanization and torture. Tolokonnikova offers a playbook to heroism for solving our 

contemporary dilemmas through art and activism in her book Read and Riot. The chapters spell out her 

political philosophy and manifesto “Be a Pirate,” “Do It Yourself,” “Spot an Abuse of Power,” “Commit 

an Art Crime.”3

I am greatly influenced and inspired by work of “anti-state” artists like Tolokonnikova and 

Chinese dissident Ai Weiwei who are sometimes described simultaneously as artists and activists.  Ai 

Weiwei, known for his evocative “Dropping a Han Dynasty Urn,” makes an art form out of iconoclasm in 

order to protest the abusive Chinese government. When the world is littered with ugliness, the most 

beautiful artistic thing left to do is create destruction.  Ultimately, the concept my thesis piece speaks to 

this destruction.  The destruction of the body, of the spirit and of the soul through death and abusive 

totalitarian and authoritarian systems of power. Like Weiwei, I seek to render destruction in a creative and 

artistic context.  

This impulse of iconoclasm seeks to break things that don’t work or are unjust, but can make 

people feel uncomfortable and threatened at best and at worst nostalgic for domineering systems of 

power.  Change can create blowback and creating this kind of anti-state work can come with a set of risks. 

Tolokonnikova spent two years in a Russian prison.  Weiwei suffered a traumatic brain injury at the hands 

of the Chinese police.4 

More recently in my artistic practice, I have suffered my own set of consequences for challenging 

dominant systems of power, getting charged with theft for picking up a placard by a sexist religious zealot 

3 Nadya Tolokonnikova, Read and Riot: A Pussy Riot Guide to Activism. (San Francisco: HarperOne, 2018)
4 Jed Perl, Noble and Ignoble: Ai Weiwei: Wonderful dissident, terrible artist. The New Republic 
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on campus and threatening to throw it in the trash.  This “Art Crime” as Tolokonnikova labels such 

resistance, goes to the heart of self-defense in a system built on violations.  When we defend ourselves 

from the microaggressions of the state we become the criminal. As Pussy Riot has illustrated, being a 

hero in this day and age requires being labeled a deviant and subversive to the system and spending time 

caught up in the very abusive system you are seeking to destroy.  I want to subvert this criminal 

designation by celebrating fabulous and independent women who resist the system of oppressive 

patriarchal rule and suffer the consequences of non-compliance.  

Although my recent body of work has been more radical and confrontational in nature, early work 

sought to visualize landscapes, the environment and link my experiences as a Coloradan to the greater 

concept of “Western Civilization.”  As literary critic Rabih Alameddine, points out, “we are all 

indoctrinated with a Western education” and those who are “allowed to talk are those who prop up the 

dominant culture, who reflect it with a gilded mirror.”5  As I have deviated from the safety of celebrating 

the dominant discourse in my artistic practice to more subversive and confrontational work, my style has 

increasingly countered the subversive nature of my messaging by taking on a playful and almost childish 

style.  In order to speak from a position outside the dominant discourse, critic Rabih Alameddine 

explains, one must be “the cute other. We get to talk because we are seen as the nice tour guides.” 

As a transmedia art student my work has evolved as I have conceptually explored many different 

areas of interest.  Early work explored landscape and experimentation with photography.  As my work 

progressed I took on a semiotic, existential and spiritualist lens to dabble with mediumship and spirits. 

With a background in physics, I find semiotics, the study of signs and signals, to be a conceptual bridge 

between my study of art and physics. My experience in physics causes me to bring a uniquely 

experimental and existential approach to my artistic practice.  This understanding helps me to protect my 

voice and my perspective from outside influence and to express myself freely.

5 Rabih Alameddine, “Comforting Myths: Notes From a Purveyor.” Harpers, June 2018 
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I see human beings as nature and seek to place people into this context with my work.  I have 

used art in a therapeutic way to visualize psychological struggles and explored performance as a vehicle 

for feminist change.  My feminist social practice work crossed over into broader activist work and 

explorations into political supremacy and manifestations of ego and bias in contemporary society.  As my 

work evolves I am interested in the concept of resurrection, resilience and regeneration in future works. 

This roadmap of my artistic journey serves a navigational purpose to orient me and is covered more 

extensively in my artists book. 

This journey and exploration led me to my current work, A Memorial for Fabulous Women.  The 

work is multifaceted and includes three synthesized works of art: the catafalque, the baldachin and the 

decorative doodles.  Catafalque, from the Italian catafalco which means scaffolding, is a structure used to 

ceremonially display coffins.  I am interested in the process of artistic appropriation, pioneered and 

popularized by artists like Cindy Sherman and Barbara Kruger.  In this work, I was interested in 

appropriating the imagery of death beds of dictators and powerful male figures throughout history. The 

Lincoln Catafalque, created to hold Abraham Lincoln’s casket and still used in the US Capitol to honor 

fallen dignitaries, was an inspiration for the piece.6  In my research, I found that while the catafalque is 

still in operation to this day, no women have been honored by laying on the Lincoln catafalque.  This 

omission is a representation of the male bias present in American society that must be actively and 

consciously confronted.

While sarcophagi are typically made with stone, by using metal I’m seeking to illustrate a more 

porous boundary between life and death.  The work is existential in this way, especially as it pertains to 

my experience as a woman living in a society of pervasive male bias.  Human beings are both receivers 

and transmitters of information.  However, the signals that are being transmitted by women are not being 

received by culture and society due to sexism. There is blockage there and caused by bias and 

discrimination and existentially you are “dead” if your signals are not being processed.  Even though I am 

6 “Lying In State or In Honor” Architect of the Capitol https://www.aoc.gov/nations-stage/lying-state-honor (Accessed April 21, 
2020)

https://www.aoc.gov/nations-stage/lying-state-honor
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technically "alive" I feel as though this world does not honor and acknowledge my existence because we 

are grappling with such a legacy of male bias.  My experience as a woman is that of a living death.  This 

tenuous existential dilemma is a concept I’m exploring with this work.    

The second element of the piece is a fabric sewn canopy or “baldachin” which floats over the 

catafalque on a wire hanger.  Baldachin are canopies or awnings used to signify people of importance and 

stature.  Baldachin can be found throughout history over the heads of monarchs and important state 

figures or decorating church altars.  Through my work I want to specifically challenge authoritarianism 

and systems of hierarchy and power by democratizing aesthetics of these power structures through 

appropriation.  

Finally, the third element, iron and bronze doodles, decorate the base of the catafalque.  The 

repetitive doodles, which are yonic in form, create aesthetic parallels to Judy Chicago’s work The Dinner 

Party.7  These doodles take on an undefined language open to interpretation by the viewer.  They are 

meant to symbolize the variety of life and diversity.  In this case, these “meaningless doodles” contain no 

conceptual information except for their form.

To build the catafalque I used steel round stock, a material that unifies much of my sculptural 

works.  The style is a sort of reverse grisaille.8  That is to say instead of using a 2D technique to mimic 3D 

sculptures, I use a 3D technique to mimic 2D elements.  The sculptures appear to be line drawings when 

photographed which communicates a message of hidden realities and multiple dimensions.  The work can 

be viewed in person in the round or through photography and as a result, the sculptures themselves 

become a symbol and metaphor for transmedia.  

With a background in physics and engineering my metal work is focused both on technique and 

experimentation.  Understanding physics, helps me understand the nuances of power, control and 

domination from a physical sense.  I am interested in the act of appropriation, not just conceptually, but 

7 The Dinner Party by Judy Chicago Brooklyn Museum https://www.brooklynmuseum.org/exhibitions/dinner_party (Accessed 
April 21, 2020)
8 Aleksandra Koutny-Jones, Visual Cultures of Death in Central Europe, (Boston: Brill, 2015)

https://www.brooklynmuseum.org/exhibitions/dinner_party%20(Accessed%20April%2021
https://www.brooklynmuseum.org/exhibitions/dinner_party%20(Accessed%20April%2021
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also appropriation of materials and processes that are traditionally masculine.  The artist Cal Lane who 

uses a plasma cutter to create intricate and delicate lacy metal sculptures visually and conceptually 

interests me as she utilizes metal work to create exceptionally feminine pieces of work. 

In creating this more feminine metal work, I utilized repetition of forms.  Specifically a curved 3” 

diameter semicircle.  This form I repeated in the base of the catafalque creates a lacy texture and on the 

panels of the catafalque to create an organic almost bacterial growth like pattern to intercept the geometric 

linear pattern throughout the piece.  These pearly decorative elements resemble pearly gates when the 

piece is disassembled into panels that can operate as a portal or doorway.  This organic metal work draws 

conceptual inspiration from art deco movements and art nouveau which sought to emulate nature through 

undulating metal like that seen in the Parisian metro.  

Sculpture has historically been biased in favor of male artists as well as masculine processes and 

materials and while I enjoy the challenge of co-opting these materials to illustrate more feminine 

narratives, I also enjoy the balancing my work with more traditionally feminine processes and materials 

like fabric and sewing.  While the structure of the baldachin was created with metal, the piece is primarily 

a soft sculptural sewn piece.  The repetitive semi-circles are repeated in the baldachin with textiles.  I cut 

this pattern out and layered it to create an opulent and decorative aesthetic.  The scales on the baldachin 

take on a fish like texture which compliments the doodles which have been perceived by some as 

barnacles and sea creatures creating a subliminal narrative around water and fish.  I like this connection in 

terms of my conceptual work around bias because of the phrase “fish don’t know they’re in water” which 

to me reflects the way bias is normalized and accepted through society like water to fish.  

The processes of cutting, welding and bending metal carries special significance in relation to 

trauma and domination.  As a woman in a patriarchal society of male domination, working with metal 

reflects a reclaiming of control and power stripped by a male driven society.  The idea of domination and 

force comes through more clearly as allegory with the materials of metal and the process of shaping it.  



9

As I continue to explore metal as a medium I want to amplify this narrative even more explicitly in future 

works.  

I was additionally inspired visually for the catafalque by the metal gates and doorways that are 

present in cemeteries. Anthropologically, the cemetery is considered by some “the advent of 

civilization.”9  It marks a physical “manifestation of empathy”10 and honoring the dead is unique to 

humans and other advanced mammal species. Through my creative work, I have attempted to incorporate 

spirits and unknown elements into my work by pushing my interest in semiotics, signs and signals further, 

through social practice work where I learned how to séance.  In this way, one of my mediums has quite 

literally been mediumship.  

Tracey Emin is an artist who has explored this liminal space between life and death, notably in 

her work “Uncle Colin.”  In this piece Emin explores “the futility of a letter to the dead” putting on 

display letters and newspaper article about her late uncle who died tragically in a car accident. “Much of 

Emin’s appeal lies in the way that she makes art out of the emotional crises and catastrophes that we 

experience in everyday life.  Her autobiographical disclosure of such events becomes the subject of 

recognition or identification.”11  Working with the “spirit” world in this way has similarly imbued my 

work with an autobiographical perspective, drawing inspiration from personal tragedies that my work 

helps me to process in a therapeutic sense.  

One of these connections that influenced my early creative work greatly was the tragic passing of 

my friend Adam.  Adam was my high school valedictorian and a brilliant artist and actor.  As a gay man 

in a restrictive Mormon religion he struggled and eventually took his own life. Through my work 

attempting to connect with spirits, and helping them “cross over to the other side”12 I cultivated a 

compassion and empathy for people’s very real and present struggles in this material reality.  The idea of 

9 De Pascale, Enrico, Death and Resurrection in Art, trans. Anthony Shugaar (Los Angeles : J. Paul Getty Museum, 2009), 79.
10 De Pascale, Enrico, Death and Resurrection in Art, 79.
11 Chris Townsend, Art and Death (New York: I.B. Tauris & Co. Ltd, 2008) 53-63.
12 Raymond Buckland, Solitary Séance (Woodbury MN: Llewellyn Publications, 2011)
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tragedy, vulnerability and compassion has been elements of my philosophical outlook I look to imbue in 

my work.  Abuse culture is not a victimless crime and the victims of this abusive system can be found in 

cemeteries but also in this material reality. Through this intentional work, the struggle of being a woman 

or queer in a society of violent male domination became apparent to me not only in my own life, but in 

the lives of my friends and family.  

By positioning women as dignitaries and heroine’s, through A Memorial to Fabulous Women I 

want to more broadly draw attention to the subliminal and often unconscious war against women and 

position women as veterans of this violent and abusive system that specifically impacts women.  As 

Simone De Beauvoir states, “all oppression creates a state of war; this is no exception.”13 Just as metal in 

my work is bent to my own artistic will, so to are members of abusive and controlling societies.  Women 

are bent to the will of male interests and male desires.  A performative nature of this work, thus, is the act 

of building my own sarcophagus of coffin.  This act is symbolic of the role oppressed people must play in 

a system of abusive power.  They are forced to be complicit with their own demise and dehumanization.  

In addition to placing my work within the context of contemporary art and the new gothic, in my 

current body of work I also draw aesthetic and conceptual inspiration from modern and renaissance 

explorations of the theme of death.  In the traditional canon of art an “awareness of the folly of war, 

which challenged the age old belief that war was simply a normal tool of political action, began to take 

hold only in the modern era.”14 I am influenced by artists like Kathe Kollwitz and Francisco Goya who’s 

work attempted to visualize trauma and the struggles of war.   These artists sought to render visible not 

only the sadness and horror but the futility and destruction of war on the victims and the defeated.  The 

specifically feminist political undertone in my work draws attention to the victims of discrimination, 

harassment and abuse culture.  

13 Simone De Beauvoir, The Second Sex (New York NY: Vintage Books, 1989)
14 Chris Townsend, Art and Death (New York: I.B. Tauris & Co. Ltd, 2008) 53-63.
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Specifically, my work through the performance of building my own coffin, illustrates the 

horrifying reality of working a job or living in a society where one must bolster and uphold systems of 

power that seek to destroy your own identity.  “Often expressions of horror are self-referential and poke 

fun at the genre’s fairground imagery. Humor is central to so much of this artwork sometimes it verges on 

hysteria; sometimes it is self-conscious irony.  Sometimes it is a vehicle for political satire,” writes 

Francesca Gavin regarding New Gothic Art.15 While this fairground imagery shows up more explicitly in 

other works such as my piece Robot Virgin Mary, I am intrigued with the idea of womanhood itself as 

horror.  To wake up to the reality that society predestines subjugation and forces people to perform 

inferior positions in society is itself a horrifying reality that must be grappled with by those who want to 

overcome it.  The Virgin Mary statue emulated a road side attraction, featured a cut out space for viewers 

to place their faces into, allowing viewers to reclaim their virginity and lost purity by “becoming” Mary. 

The notion of women’s submissiveness to men can be just as inauthentic and contrived as a sideshow 

attraction.  

Women have grappled with this horrifying reality throughout history in a variety of ways.  Male 

dominated discourse has regarded women’s horror as baseless hysteria that leads to further traumatization 

and abuse. Through exploring feminism and performance I participated in a comedy duo called Diagnosis 

Hysterical that sought to bring an irreverent and comical approach to this particular suffering.  However, 

the limitations of comedy are recognized when the jokes hit too close to home. “This is what makes 

contemporary horror so effective and interesting; we question where art stops and real life begins,” 

explains Gavin.16 

However, this horror story is resolved by alternatively assembling the piece into pearly gates 

which resemble doorway or a boundary.  The piece simultaneously symbolizes death and destruction, and 

through this transition it also signifies boundaries, gates and protection.  It is both a metaphor for 

vulnerability as well as strength and sovereignty.  It is through confronting the horrifying forces in our 

15 Francesca Gavin, Hell Bound: New Gothic Art, 5-6
16 Francesca Gavin, Hell Bound: New Gothic Art, 84-89
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society that attack our agency, self determination and authenticity that we can ultimately overcome it.  

The transitional aspect of the piece illustrates a transformational potential of art.   My goal through my 

work is not simply to indulge in self-pity and morose self-defeating sadness, but to transform some of the 

feelings that accompany a death into an insightful, creative and fulling work of art and beauty that can 

provide a reincarnation and resurrection from personal and collective burdens.  

In challenging abuse culture in contemporary society, I find irony in appropriating the 

eschatological imagery of the Catholic church which I feel can serve as a cautionary tale and deterrent to 

those interested in worshipping religions contingent upon domination and subjugation.  While I would 

consider myself atheist and non-religious, I draw inspiration and source material from my family heritage 

as Catholics specifically the opulent aesthetic of the Catholic church.  In addition to the Robot Virgin 

Mary, other work I’ve created such as a piece entitled Stars and Stripes which emulates a confessional 

booth and is adorned with words like “repent” “confess” and “penance” more overtly take on Catholic 

appropriation of signs and symbols.   

The Catholic church traditionally used images of death, dying and funerals throughout the middle 

ages to paint a picture about judgment and salvation and to encourage obedience through fear and 

intimidation.  However, nobility and aristocrats, especially in Poland Lithuanian empire, used funerals as 

momentous occasions to celebrate their lineage.   Called “bellissima pompa funerale” the funerals grew 

“increasingly elaborate and theatrical” sometimes lasting several days, even weeks or months depending 

on the stature of the family.17   Through the title of the work, A Memorial to Fabulous Women, I also want 

to draw a connection between women as a class worthy of honor and celebration.  Funerals represent the 

end of the spectacle of life, and through exploring and visualizing funeral imagery I hope to draw 

attention to the performative nature of reality itself.  

The work is designed to be viewed in a gallery setting.  Drawing on a long legacy of artists who 

create self-portraits with death, my work positions my own body or the viewers body as the subject of the 

17 Aleksandra Koutny-Jones, Visual Cultures of Death in Central Europe, (Boston: Brill, 2015)
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catafalque, drawing a connection to artists who utilize this technique and “display a determination to 

depict themselves in the role (somewhat conceited and self-indulgent) of a martyr and sinner or of one 

who challenges death in a kind of impossible duel or conquest of immortality through art.”18 I want the 

work to serve as a memento mori, reminding them of their own deaths, but also hopefully bringing 

attention to women who have gone unappreciated through history.  By confronting the piece viewers can 

create their own meaning, position themselves and loved ones as worthy of memorial, or can become their 

own existentialist feminist heroine.  

Heroism in an age of misinformation, abuse and propaganda means telling the truth, nurturing 

consent culture and confronting biases in how art is valued and manufactured. Transmedia is an emerging 

discipline, that centers storytelling and narrative across mediums.  While I use a variety of materials and 

processes in my artistic practice, I view my work from a performative lens. I am creating art but also 

performing a role as a “artist.”  This perspective allows me to move fluidly across mediums and explore 

art from a broad perspective as a transmedia artist.  Good stories require good heroes and through my 

current body of work I am attempting to provide an inspiration towards heroic acts by exploring 

existentialism and feminism. By confronting the horrifying forces that impede women’s agency and 

autonomy I believe we can overcome these obstacles. Through art, we can visualize these struggles and 

provide pathways for social change.  
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