Stephen F. Austin State University

SFA ScholarWorks
Electronic Theses and Dissertations
Fall 12-6-2021

Clean Fields
Lindsey E. Creel
Stephen F Austin State University, lecreel@gmail.com

Follow this and additional works at: https://scholarworks.sfasu.edu/etds
Part of the Fine Arts Commons

Tell us how this article helped you.
Repository Citation
Creel, Lindsey E., "Clean Fields" (2021). Electronic Theses and Dissertations. 421.
https://scholarworks.sfasu.edu/etds/421

This Thesis is brought to you for free and open access by SFA ScholarWorks. It has been accepted for inclusion in
Electronic Theses and Dissertations by an authorized administrator of SFA ScholarWorks. For more information,
please contact cdsscholarworks@sfasu.edu.

Clean Fields
Creative Commons License
This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-Noncommercial-No Derivative Works 4.0
License.

This thesis is available at SFA ScholarWorks: https://scholarworks.sfasu.edu/etds/421

CLEAN FIELDS

By

LINDSEY CREEL, Bachelors of Fine Art

Presented to the Faculty of Graduate School of
Stephen F. Austin State University
In Partial Fulfillment
of the Requirement
For the Degree of
MASTERS OF FINE ART

STEPHEN F. AUSTIN STATE UNIVERSITY
December, 2021

CLEAN FIELDS

By

LINDSEY CREEL, Bachelors of Fine Art

APPROVED:
______________________________________
Mr. Neal Cox, MFA, Thesis Director
______________________________________
Ms. Lauren Selden, MFA, Committee Member
______________________________________
Mr. Piero Fenci, MFA, Committee Member
______________________________________
Dr. Joey Bray, Ph.D, Committee Member
_________________________________
Freddie Avant, Ph. D.
Interim Dean of Research and Graduate Studies

ABSTRACT
Clean Fields is an exhibition consisting of 3 anthotypes and 11 drawings on paper
mounted to panels. The work is part homage and part documentation of the emotionally
restorative properties found in gardening. It is a contemporary view of a timeless activity.
While the work references realistic content, the artistic outcomes are non-objective. Modifications in composition and scale provide variation throughout the series. The large-scale
of the works and the use of economy and movement in the composition move the viewer
into a meditative state.
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INTRODUCTION
Uncertainty often necessitates a need to feel connection, a grounding force or outlet. We need a place to process anxiety and fear in hopes of activating a better version of
ourselves. My space for self-maintenance is in the garden. It is a place for me to detach
from my sense of self and sense of ego. There is an illusion of control when you curate a
garden: its shape, color, scale, and order. A sense of anticipation for what will and will not
survive the elements; that somehow the seeds you have sown will physically manifest into
the grand ideas germinating in your mind.
Gardening mirrors artmaking in these ways and there is a similar drive behind the
two. They are decidedly solitary experiences which may lead to distinguished results. Although, my relationship with gardening has little to do with tangible outcomes. It is about
emotional sustenance and the purging of anxious energy—it is the antidote to overstimulation.
It is this antidote I prescribe for the viewer. I have employed non-objective imagery
to visually achieve this abstract idea. Unidentifiable forms cut through swaths of negative
space, inviting the viewer to pause and be absorbed in the present. The drawings refer to an
overall relationship with the natural world. They reflect the allure of the garden, of being
drawn to something you do not need to fully understand to enjoy.
Plant material has its own interest and agenda in the garden. However, it loses its autonomy towards the end of its life cycle. It must be cut back to thrive. I have
been gathering, drying, and documenting plant waste from the garden over the past
year. The plant material has become the foundation of my current body of work. Photographed in a myriad of compositions, then digitally edited, projected, and drawn on paper,
1

the collective drawings enshrine organic artifacts.
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INFLUENCES
While my style is formal in nature, my sources of inspiration are not. I feel equally
awakened by Byzantine and Modern art and am often pulled towards landscape design
over installation art when walking through a sculpture garden. Art (or the potential for it)
is everywhere when viewed through the right lens. Throughout my studies at SFA, I have
been intentional in maintaining an openness for “inspiration” while dedicating specific attention to researching artists, creators, and philosophers with strengths outside of my own.
I have always been fond of vast areas of negative space. It provides a blank place
for the eyes to rest and aids in emphasizing positive shape. There is an elevated level of
intention and discipline involved with actively leaving areas bare within a picture plane.
Throughout his sixty-year career, artist Jim Dine often employed negative space to reveal imagery in his drawings, paintings, and prints. Dine’s Tool Series made a significant
impression on my work. He merges visual economy and suggested movement to create
drawings of common objects. Many of the objects appear as though they are a memory or
apparition of their actual selves. Dine’s frequent use of charcoal aids in this trend. The tools
are presented like colorless portraits with rich histories of utility.
Dine’s botanical drawings stand in contrast to his tool drawings especially because
they are not pretty. In general, landscape paintings and floral drawings tend to lean towards
an idealized view of the plants and land we know. Dine’s Botanical Series addresses the spirit
of the plants rendered. There is a suggested emotional connection between the artist and the
content (Dine is an avid gardener ).1 Dine brings elements of his tool drawings to his drawings
1
Gray Gallery. “Jim Dine in his Garden, Paris.” YouTube. April 28, 2020. Video, 2:18. www.youtube.
com/watch?v=XIJwy1UIG1A
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of plants. The smears of charcoal and marks of implied movement give the botanical drawings
a similar shrine-like, historical feel. I bring the same kind of energy and attribute into my work.
The exaltation of everyday objects ties to the reality-based theories in Henri Bergson’s writings. In his essay, Creative Evolution, Bergson describes his ideas about reality
and medium. He believed reality has a consciousness and that we need to connect to something larger than ourselves.2 Bergson also wrote about how we invent the world we live in
and that we should mentally release ourselves from that which weighs us down.3 Dine’s
drawings and Bergson’s theories of reality both deal with dissecting life, seeking out what
is worth focusing on, and giving special attention to whatever deserves a moment. My
work highlights those moments both through referencing the hypnotic nature of gardening
and through the composition of analogous marks on textured paper.
Leading up to this series I was chronically guilty of over polishing my work. I
would drain the visual life out of whatever I was working on in a subconscious effort to
perfect it. Throughout my graduate studies, I investigated art that I had an established appreciation of as part of my research. My intent was to parse out how artists were handling
their presentation and finishing methods.
I have long been enamored with Cy Twombly’s work. In many of his pieces on
display at the Cy Twombly Gallery at the Menil Collection in Houston, Texas, the frame
is integrated into the painting or drawing it is holding. The frame is an extension of the art
itself as opposed to a polished, disconnected afterthought. The massive works appear sharp
in presentation but lively and playful in content. Twombly does not bother to clean up his
canvas for the viewer. The frame alone confines his swirls and haphazard marks. Vi s i t 2
Charles Harrison and Paul Wood, Art in Theory 1900-2000: An Anthology of Changing Ideas (Padstow, Cornwall: Blackwell Publishing, 2003), 143.
3
Harrison, 142.
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ing Twombly’s gallery also pushed me to investigate color and bolder mark marking. For
months I considered whether to add color to my work. My drawings are about the feeling
of spending time with a garden—a space to dissolve the anxieties of the world beyond my
driveway. They are not meant to push a narrative of physically being present in a garden, or
as a literal interpretation of floral imagery. To avoid falling into floral clichés (color being
the first and foremost), the bulk of my work in this series is monochrome.
A week after digesting my visit to Twombly’s gallery, I was ready to consider strategic uses of color. In Twombly’s flower paintings, he executes orbs and nests of color on
neutral backgrounds. His handling of expressive marks and childlike color palettes resonated with me and inspired me to produce intense moments of color in selected works. His
methods of color application appear chaotic but have intention and discipline in placement.
According to Kurt Varnedoe, Twombly “has come to a fascination with the most
delicate and ephemeral form of beauty, a sign not of survival but of renewal, that comes
out of the ground not to bear witness to past time but to seek the sun […]”.4 The addition
of color creates a different impression than my charcoal drawings do. My work in color
transmits Varnedoe’s renewal and has more of an early spring energy. This observation will
continue to guide me as I develop this series further.
I have often been labeled a drafter instead of an artist, the former focusing on construction while the latter centers around conception. With a background in apparel design
and patternmaking, I see the world in shapes and measurements. For a decade, my only
goal was to take a sketch of a garment and execute an exact copy of it in 3D. I must fully
understand the outcome of a piece before exploring routes of media and execution. My

4
76.

Nichola Del Roscio et al, The Essential Cy Twombly, (New York: Distributed Art Publishers, 2014),
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working methods could appear confining in this way, but it is my natural mode of creativity.
Researching the working methods and ideologies of other artists has aided me in merging
drafting with art making and has helped me use my need for dense planning to my benefit.
Henri Matisse’s Notes of a Painter helped me formulate ways to use drafting as a
foundation for artmaking. In this essay he discusses painting the essence of a figure instead
of the figure itself.5 Oddly, Matisse’s words felt like permission to further pursue the idea
of extracting the essence of gardening and moving it to the picture plane. His “essence of
the figure” is parallel to what I am portraying with the “essence of gardening;” the focus is
on the aura of the subject and not the subject itself.
In the same essay, Matisse deconstructs his intentions when visually arranging a
picture. He says, “the entire arrangement of my picture is expressive: the place occupied by
the figures, the empty space around them, the proportions, everything has its share. Composition is the art of arranging in a decorative manner the diverse elements at the painter’s
command to express his feelings. […] A work of art must be harmonious in its entirety: any
superfluous detail would replace some other essential detail in the mind of the spectator.”6
The idea is simple: everything you put on paper matters. I went deeper into this idea by
fleshing out the areas of my drawings that border mass amounts of negative space. What
resulted are defined moments of space that pull the viewer toward examining “the nothing”
as much as “the something.”

5
6

Harrison, 70.
Ibid.
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PROCESS
Botanical content is a universal subject ripe with potential cliches. Flowers have
been photographed, painted, sculpted, and drawn at the peak of their lives by countless artists. I do not attempt to capture floral elements through realism. It is impossible to render
a plant more enticing than the actual. Instead, I seek ways to strip the magnetism out of
gardening and allow it to exist in a new space. My work refers to the act of gardening and
does not rely on representational cues found within a garden (floral forms, accurate color
palettes, etc.). The outcomes presented in Clean Fields were developed through multiple
investigations, methods, and processes.
By dissecting the allure of gardening, I realized the rituals and processes of working
with the land were more fulfilling than the end results. Tilling, seed starting, transplanting,
plotting, planting, and pruning each require their own set of skills and level of attention.
The longer these tasks are completed, the more intuitive they become. Gardening forces
presence of mind and leaves no room for the anxious mist of day-to-day life.
This series began with a ritual-based exploration one year ago. Seasonally it is necessary to prune back the dead and dying flowerheads around my property (a process known
as deadheading). Typically, the spent plant material goes into a compost bin. Throughout
November 2020, I collected the flower waste with intent to transform it into art material.
Each day the deadheaded plant material was spread out on a sheet of drawing paper.
The plant material was then covered with a second sheet of paper. The purpose of the top
layer of paper was to secure the petals in place. Pressure was applied to the paper sandwich
with a rolling pin, causing the natural stains of the petals to seep out. While functional, the
top sheet of paper made it difficult to fully control the arrangement of the composition as
7

it progressed. It too absorbed the floral stains but frequently tore from the moisture of the
plant liquid and the directional force of the rolling pin.
Throughout the month a non-objective image slowly developed from the daily
pressing of the dying flower petals and stems. Once the month was complete, the resulting
stains on paper were photographed and altered in Adobe Photoshop. The contrast, saturation, and composition were adjusted digitally until the work presented as resolved (fig. 1).

Fig. 1 Deadhead, roses, zinnias and Adobe Photoshop, digital image, 2020

The crisp dried flower petals from the above ritual exploration were documented as
a supplement to the finished artwork (fig. 2). The dehydrated pile of plant material against a
pure white background had its own history and potential story. This singular photo of plant
waste opened my mind to the potential of bringing my skills and creativity together under
botanical content.

8

I began organizing and photographing dried plant material in diverse compositions.
The digital photographs became a substitute for traditional drawing thumbnails. This method aids in efficiently executing plans of negative space and dynamic compositions. In the
past, I have spent hours working through a single thumbnail. Now, I have a digital rolodex
of them.
By utilizing digital technology, I can edit ideas and produce at a far greater speed.
When I am planning a new drawing, I go through the visual glossary of thumbnails and
select several to investigate further. The select few are edited in Adobe Photoshop. They
are changed into high contrast black and white photos. Elements of the composition are
cleaned up and shifted around using the Eraser, Clone Stamp and Puppet Warp tools. Once
complete, the images are ready for projecting on paper.

Fig. 2 Documentation of Petals from Deadhead, roses, zinnias
and Adobe Photoshop, digital image, 2020

9

The photographs of plant material are projected onto the large watercolor paper using a mid-grade Kodak projector. I choose which thumbnail to draw based upon its visual
impact when enlarged through projection. The image quality is reduced significantly when
cast on the wall. The projected image acts as a map for plugging in value. To achieve an
immersive experience for the viewer, I drew the majority of the floral compositions on 51”
rolled paper. The crispy texture of the petals calls for a dramatic tooth of paper, so I chose
to work with cold press watercolor paper.

Charcoal Drawings
Many of my drawings are completed in charcoal. This medium was selected for
several reasons: 1) charcoal is derived from dead plant material and 2) charcoal has the
capacity for building dramatic moments of depth when given the right amount of control,
time, and pressure. In the initial drawings, I focused on developing value without contour
lines (fig. 6). I was diligent about controlling the pressure of the charcoal so that it only
caught the raised tooth of the paper. Because of this, tiny flecks of white paper remain
behind the marks. This effect allows the drawing to float on the paper even in the darkest
areas. In M2121, the lack of hard contour lines, coupled with the white flecks, mirrors the
idea of a distant memory. It presents as if it is out of focus and requires the viewer to move
closer for clarity.
I experimented with varying levels of detail as I worked through the charcoal drawings. Each composition called for a different hand in execution. This slight change in line
weight, value, and detail aids to keep the interest of the viewer as they investigate my
work in a gallery setting. The drawings with more detail and value read more objectively.
Sections of the detailed works appear to have faces, animals, or representational imagery

10

buried in the pile of plant material.
Several of my drawings have changed in orientation. F2721 (fig. 7) is displayed upside down from the position it was originally in when drawn. A2021 (fig. 8) was conceived
horizontal in orientation but is displayed vertically in the gallery. This magnetic pull of the
vertical is worth noting. The drawings are loosely observational but there is more at work
than the petal itself. Given the amount of time and care I give to gardening, spent plant
material is not simply yard trash to me. There is a relationship which needs to be honored in
these works. I am creating portraits of recently living materials I cared for and nurtured—
their verticality references the life affirming work in tending a garden.

Color Drawings
Experimenting with color was a natural progression. I wanted to introduce color in
a medium that had a dusty malleability like charcoal. Chalk pastel is like charcoal without
the ability to represent a full value range. One stick of charcoal can produce almost an
entire grayscale. One stick of red chalk pastel will always release the same shade of red.
There is no scale—just more or less color is applied to the paper (depending on the level of
pressure). Therefore, new methods were exercised to render a color image with highlights
and contrast. In J2521 (fig. 11), a series of colored pastels were applied and blended in multiple layers. In the areas requiring a more controlled medium, oil pastel was utilized. While
the result is striking in shades of red, it maintains a monochrome palette like the charcoal
drawings.
The fragile qualities of depth and texture (seen in the charcoal drawings) were
much more challenging to execute in color. In the second color drawing, S2221 (fig. 13),
I employed mixed media to capture the delicate qualities of the petals and the emotional
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ties they represent. I also sank deeper into the digital aspect of my process, building out the
composition in multiple layers in Adobe Photoshop. The digital layers I created in Photoshop are divided by medium (graphite, watercolor, charcoal, and chalk pastel). I projected
each layer and applied the corresponding medium to the paper. Because of the overlapping
of multiple materials and digital layering, the drawing contains infinite small moments to
discover.

Anthotypes
My artistic methods eventually intertwined with the intuitive nature of working
outdoors. I began creating anthotypes in early summer of 2021. Anthotypes involve photosensitive material, obstruction, and UV light to produce an image on paper over time. They
are a hybrid of organic photographs and nontraditional drawings which develop through
weeks of sun exposure.
To create the photosensitive liquid base, I boiled batches of water with assorted
plant matter in pots on the stove. The boiled plant mixtures come from Thai basil, gomphrena, zinnia, rose, and onion and garlic skins. Each color blend is reduced through time,
heat, and evaporation to create a saturated, neutral hue. Before painting the color blends on
paper, the paper must be prepared.
I selected 30” x 22” 156 lb Arches watercolor paper for the anthotypes. The paper
was soaked in a vat of water for thirty minutes before being stapled to a sheet of plywood.
The staples aid in keeping the paper from warping when wet media is applied. I painted the
color blends onto the watercolor paper in layers. It took around twelve layers of the wash
to achieve a color rich enough to be worthy of bleaching in the sun. Once the coated paper
dries, it is moved to the greenhouse.

12

In the greenhouse, dried seed heads and petals are arranged on the coated paper in
lively compositions. Weekly I removed select areas of the plant material to create suggested moments of depth within the final image. It was important that the core composition did
not shift throughout the process to produce an elevated level of contrast. The lack of wind,
increase in humidity, and consistent access to undisturbed light were assets of using the
greenhouse. It was also a way for my studio practice to be a part of the gardening experience being documented and transformed on paper.

Fig. 3 Anthotypes developing in the greenhouse
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WORKS
Clean Fields is an exhibition consisting of 3 anthotypes and 11 drawings on paper
mounted to panels. While attending SFA, I experimented with content, scale, media, composition, and mark making. I was acutely aware the outcomes of my tests needed to co-exist in my thesis exhibition. To sustain a thread of coherence in my thesis work, I maintained
the connection between art and garden while developing Clean Fields.
Charcoal is the dominant media. I also utilized traditional materials like watercolor and chalk pastel, while introducing experimental materials like plant extracts. For
continuity, components like the plant extracts from the anthotypes were introduced into
the charcoal drawings (fig. 9). Chalk pastel was carried over from the first color drawing
to the second color drawing and on through the deep black markings in PA 125.21 (fig. 4).
There is cohesion in the simplicity and content of my drawings, and diversity in their scale,
media, and composition.

14

PA 125.21

Fig. 4

2021, charcoal, chalk pastel, gesso and dry pigment on paper, 48” x 72” x 1.5”
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M0321

Fig. 5

M0321, Charcoal on paper, 72” x 48” x 1.5”, 2021
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M2121

Fig. 6

2021, charcoal on paper, 72” x 48” x 1.5”
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F2721

Fig. 7

2021, charcoal on paper, 72” x 48” x 1.5”
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A2021

Fig. 8

2021, charcoal on paper, 48” x 32” x 1.5”
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O2121

Fig. 9

2021, charcoal and plant extracts on paper, 72” x 48” x 1.5”
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O2121

Fig. 9.1

2021, charcoal and plant extracts on paper, 72” x 48” x 1.5”
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M1921

Fig. 10

2021, charcoal and chalk pastel on paper, 30” x 22” x 1.5”
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J2521

Fig. 11

2021, oil and chalk pastel on paper, 38” x 30” x 1.5”
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S2621 (triptych)

Fig. 12

2021, charcoal on paper, 48 x 144” x 1.5”

24

detail, S2621 (triptych)

Fig. 12.1

2021, charcoal on paper, 48 x 144” x 1.5”
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S2221

Fig. 13

2021, mixed media, 50” x 40” x 1.5”
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detail, S2221

Fig. 13.1

2021, mixed media, 50” x 40” x 1.5”
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A1121

Fig. 14

2021, charcoal on paper, 36” x 72” x 1.5”
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O2521A

Fig. 15

2021, Anthotype, 30” x 22”
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O2521B

Fig. 16

2021, Anthotype, 30” x 22”
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O2521C

Fig. 17

2021, Anthotype, 30” x 22”

31

EXHIBITION
Clean Fields was displayed at the Reavley Gallery at the Cole Art Center @ the Old
Opera House in historic downtown Nacogdoches, Tx from November 1-18. The grey walls
of the intimately sized space were an ideal backdrop for my grand, white drawing panels.
I carefully curated the exhibition to create a rhythmic, uninterrupted flow for the viewer.
There are a series of permanent fixtures within the gallery which had to be addressed while organizing the space. Dropped ceilings, mechanical wall instruments, security cameras, and doorways were all considered to circumnavigate visual imbalance between
the work and the room. After pinpointing the potential issues of distraction, I mindfully
installed the drawings around the obstacles of the setting.
The enormity of S2621 (triptych) called for a dominant position in the exhibit. I
centered the triptych between the dropped ceilings on the back wall of the gallery, visible
from the entryway (fig. 25). The 144” drawing was flanked by the works in color, each
hanging in line with the breaks in ceiling height. On the opposing wall I installed three
of my 72” x 48” charcoal drawings. As a collective, M0321, M2121, and F2721 (fig. 23)
replicate the idea of the triptych and lend symmetrical balance to the room.
Arranging the remaining works required substantial deliberation and strategy. The
intense color in J2521 (left of the triptych) related to the bold mark making in M1921.
Their relationship allowed a natural transition at the corner of the two walls (fig. 19). To
the left of M1921, O2121 (drawn in charcoal and plant extract) sits centered on the wall. It
is capped by A2021, a charcoal drawing (fig. 24).
The final wall of the interior of the gallery mirrors its facing wall in media and scale
(fig. 26). Suggested movement and monochromatic schemes connect A1121 with A2021.
32

The hue of the plant extracts in the anthotypes identifies with O2121. The remaining and
most recent drawing, PA 125.21, welcomed exhibition goers at the entryway (fig. 18). PA
125.21 contains components from each of the drawings within the gallery space, tying the
exhibit together as a whole.
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Clean Fields, Installation

Fig. 18
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Clean Fields, Installation

Fig. 19
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Clean Fields, Installation

Fig. 20
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Clean Fields, Installation

Fig. 21
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Clean Fields, Installation

Fig. 22
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Clean Fields, Installation

Fig. 23
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Clean Fields, Installation

Fig. 24
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Clean Fields, Installation

Fig. 25
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Clean Fields, Installation

Fig. 26
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