ESCAPING INTERSECTIONS

By Maureen O’Connell

BFA, May 2007, Saint Mary’s College

A Thesis submitted to
The Faculty of

Columbian College of Arts and Sciences
of The George Washington University in partial satisfaction
of the requirements for the degree of Master of Fine Arts

May 16, 2010

Thesis directed by

Thom Brown
Associate Professor of Painting
Bibi Obler
Assistant Professor of Art History



© Copyright 2010 by Maureen O’Connell
All rights reserved

i



ABSTRACT
ESCAPING INTERSECTIONS

This thesis is an extended artist statement that focuses on a selection of paintings
and drawings created within the Master of Fine Arts program at The George Washington
University. These recent paintings are concerned with overwhelming fears of the
unknown future or the evolving constructions of social control, such as surveillance. In
order to resist persistent doubt or apprehension within monitored public space, these
works encourage viewers to be attentive to present social space, and to evaluate the
unspoken dialogue and tension that exists between private and public consciousness.
These private moments of personal thought or mental isolation, within familiar spaces,
provide significant opportunities for self-reflection as they grant the possibility of
temporary mental escape in communal spaces. In the presented works, the compositions
often provide close-up views of industrial objects and systems that assist in the creation
and function of certain places. The forgotten complexity involved within our familiar
environment confronts the viewer, proposing a reexamination of the simultaneity of our

physical and mental systems, as their interdependency is both constant and unavoidable.

111



Abstract

Table of Contents
List of Illustrations
Escaping Intersections
[lustrations

Bibliography

TABLE OF CONTENTS

v

111

v

1-6

7-12

13-14



LIST OF ILLUSTRATIONS
(Figure 1)
Maureen O’Connell
Happening, graphite, colored pencil, and watercolor on paper
22 by 30 inches, 2009
(Figure 2)
Maureen O’Connell
Lift (for a moment you might see me), oil on canvas
36 by 42 inches, 2009
(Figure 3)
Maureen O’Connell
Throw Away (finally set free), oil on canvas
30 by 42 Y4 inches, 2010
(Figure 4)
(Figure 5)
(Figure 6)
(Figure 7)
(Figure 8)
(Figure 9)
(Figure 10)

(Figure 11)

10

10

11

11

12

12



ESCAPING INTERSECTIONS

In our contemporary age of cyber-obsession and increased surveillance, it seems
sensible to be more cautious and wary of the environments in which we place ourselves.
Airports, shopping malls, sports arenas, parking garages, chat rooms, and even online
shopping are prime examples of places in which we are being monitored, either by public
strangers or hidden cameras. We are constantly encouraged to ‘watch our back’ in public
realms, both real and simulated.

Complex tensions arise when threats of surveillance and control exacerbate the
behavioral actions of individuals. “The very idea of surveillance evokes curiosity, desire,
aggression, guilt, and, above all, fear — emotions that interact in daydream dramas of
seeing and being seen, concealment and self-exposure, attack and defense, seduction and
enticement.”' The possibility of being observed by unknown audiences often stimulates
the inclination to retreat and defend one’s privacy. Then again, others might embrace the
opportunity to be seen, as evidenced by the proliferation of web cams and internet
blogging.

While the sources of surveillance may vary, the desire to curiously acquire or
cautiously avoid public exposure provokes individuals with equally passionate incentives
to regulate visibility. This inclination to personally control our accessibility continues to
blur the line between private and public realms. As the social distinctions begin to merge
and our concept of space becomes tainted by doubts of authenticity or suspicions about

invasion of privacy, one could argue that we are inevitably promoting isolation. How can

"Hille Koskela, “The Other Side of Surveillance: Webcams, Power, and Agency,” in
Theorizing Surveillance: The Panopticon and Beyond (United Kingdom: Willan
Publishing, 2006), 172.

1



we retain sincere relationships and mental stability while living in an increasingly
regulated yet chaotic social environment?

In order to resist this threat of isolation, it is beneficial to reexamine the
constructed environment, looking specifically at the occasions when public space is
unoccupied. I term these spaces “intersections” as they allow for private moments of
unspoken contemplation while one moves through shared space. How do these communal
spaces impact our mental state when they are vacant? Constructed space assumes
function and purpose, but the often non-specific and inanimate nature of these in-between
spaces points to their neutral and detached character. Once empty, might we begin to
notice the subservient qualities of architectural structures, which patiently await to be
consumed by oblivious public strangers? By highlighting these in-between spaces, or
intersections, my work encourages viewers to consider the psychological tensions
constantly evolving within our constructed and shared space.

The simultaneity of mental and physical perception promotes self-reflection and
provides opportunities to acknowledge, and privately surpass, peculiar obsessions with
immediate and shocking stimulation. In the collaborative book, Pamphlet Architecture
21: Situation Normal, the architectural group Lewis Tsurumaki Lewis presents a series of
projects that provoke the conventions of constructed environments. The introduction
explains: “This challenge arises from the possibility that beneath the surface of the
normal or the familiar exists the strange or the unfamiliar; the possibility that what is

considered normal must, by definition, include the abnormal.” Their argument

? Paul Lewis, Marc Tsurumaki, and David J. Lewis. Pamphlet Architecture 21: Situation
Normal (New York: Princeton Architectural Press, 1997), 4.
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encourages a return to accepted norms in order to find what is hidden, lost, or unattended
to. Influenced by this concept of uncovering the oddities of common instances, I often
locate abnormalities within the uneasy silence of ordinary shared spaces.

Always absent of inhabitants, the spaces in my work engage with ideas of public
and private through formal and contextual components. Rather than load the
compositions with detailed renditions of recognizable imagery, I often concentrate on a
simple, uncluttered framework integrating singular objects and forms. When viewed as a
whole, the subtle yet distinct relationships between line, shape, and structure validate the
context of architectural spaces. The close-up encounter possesses a certain confidence in
its bold, exposed structure, but the slightly unpolished forms and occasional wavering
lines appear to be fighting against an overarching compulsion for control and order. My
drawings are more meticulous and minimal than the paintings, but the unpredictable
qualities reside in the prominent negative space. The impermanence of blank space
ultimately reinforces the lonely isolation that adheres to these placeless spaces.

In the drawing Happening (2009) [Fig. 1], the minimal line detail depicts
architectural forms, but the precisely diagrammed structures of literal intersecting lines
hint at a three-dimensional space. There is one transparently painted section that strays
away from the tightly rendered forms. Because of its literal separation from the rest of the
space, this painted section becomes significant in its divergence from the surrounding
empty forms. The fluid pool hints toward signs of life, but remains, in the end, static,
confined, and faded. The peculiar point-of-view from an elevated perspective emphasizes
the role of outside observers or witnesses, reinforcing the curiosity and suspicion of

unpredictable spectators. Furthermore, the title suggests that something is ‘happening’,
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but its vague description, and isolation from time or place, prevent any resolved
conclusion.

Through slight adjustments, such as rotating compositions, altering perspectives,
subtracting forms, or exaggerating color, the spaces become abstracted versions of
reality. The rectangular forms, or portals, are meant to reference structures associated
with opening and closing, suppressing and releasing, intruding and secluding, emptying
and filling. These conflicting actions relate to the tensions that make up our hidden
desires and unspoken hesitations. By exposing and then rearranging the actual elements
that facilitate and assist our daily activities, I aim to enhance the viewer’s awareness and
absorption of the existing mental and physical tensions within everyday spaces.

The concept of escaping seems to promote ideas of avoiding or fleeing situations,
seeking isolation or privacy. But what [ am proposing here is a reverse approach. By
recognizing the discreet moments of isolated objects and spaces, devoid of inhabitants,
we can hope, in some way, to mentally escape, but only temporarily. The escape, then, is
impermanent and resistant, often unnoticed or never reached. It is an alluring and often
frustrating dilemma to recognize and uncover the peculiar yet enlightening moments of
alienation that exist in the ordinary places of everyday passing.

The challenge of escaping by means of lifeless space, in order to reach that
moment of simultaneous mental and physical cohesion, is what entices me to paint.
Before I approach the canvas, my process involves countless hours of drawing and
sketching within these vacant spaces. Because these preliminary drawings require
extended observation, I often find myself feeling vulnerable to occasional passing

strangers or hidden surveillance cameras. But this heightened mental insecurity produced
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by physical and sensory awareness only strengthens my desire to illuminate these self-
reflective opportunities for others.

The painting Lift (for a moment you might see me) (2009) [Fig. 2] presents a
reassembled space that engages with the manipulation of perspective. The precise
delineations dissect the composition and create the skeleton of a constructed form.
Minimal yet intensified colors enhance the surreal and imaginative characteristics of
intangible thoughts. The diagonal lines contribute to the illusion of space and place the
viewer at the entrance of an ethereal, mysterious opening that extends upward. Although
this space represents the transitional crack between the floor and door of an open
elevator, the significance lies within the perception of an altered experience of reality,
reminiscent in its familiar form but, nevertheless, nameless.

Additional modifications of real space exist in the translucent layers and
occasional paint drips. This emphasis on process is reminiscent of the physical and
mental strain characteristic of our psychological selves. In the painting Throw Away
(finally set free) (2010) [Fig. 3], the overlapping translucent washes of color and
structural lines recall the mental struggles of prioritization and recognition. The push and
pull between the elusive and solid forms create a receding structure, emphasizing the
spectator’s decision to either enter or exit the space. The title also presents a tension as
‘throw away’ references disposing of unnecessary garbage, while ‘(finally set free)’
evokes a sense of renewal or desired escape. The dilemma is heightened by the
interaction of fluid paint strokes and vibrating color, emphasizing the viewer’s struggle to
see beyond the portal-like structure that both reveals and conceals a potentially

bottomless space.



Barry Schwabsky describes the experiential “gift” provided by paintings in his
Introduction for Vitamin P: New Perspectives in Painting. “We should not overlook what
gives painting its specific importance to art in general — its engagement, not so much with
the eye as is sometimes thought, but with the body of both the maker and the viewer.” In
painting, I aim to extend the experience beyond the momentary act of looking, ultimately
inviting the viewer to begin seeing, evaluating, and even readjusting or disputing any
physical and emotional challenges. The spaces in my work ask for attention and
cooperation, challenging the viewer to question preconceived notions about the familiar.
It is significant for our conception of self to acknowledge the fragility of time and space,
as our prized memories and valued experiences remain susceptible to the distractions and
passing of every day.

The hope or goal for escape and entrapment is both ephemeral and personal to
each individual spectator. The challenging opportunity exists in the lack of specificity
that might connect personal associations to place. The viewer becomes the spectator of an
isolated space that quietly cries for a name. The still numbness within the space calls out
for help for the sole purpose of awakening the spectator to the actual intersections
occurring everyday in our built environment. To awaken, even for a fleeting instant, is to

escape.

3 Barry Schwabsky, “Introduction,” in Vitamin P: New Perspectives in Painting (London
and New York: Phaidon Press Limited, 2002), 6.
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