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Abstract

Motherhood is mayhem. Since becoming a mother, | carve out space and time for short
creationbursts | observe my childrends | ack of inhibi
incorporate their habits into my work. Art routines are a way to create in my messy maternal life.
This thesis examines: How is the practice of an amisther visible, and s it currently
categorized in the visual arts? Concurrently, by what specific modalities do parents carve out
space and time for work, art, family, and health, and what tactics might be envisioned?

This paper defines motherwork, a motheros
use of toys and gestures in ipmmy MayherandMotherhood Hit Me Like a Traiart series.
| explore my creativity, concluding witluture plans involving artmaking and workshops for

parents. Artistic play is critical for an artist mother.
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Motherhood is mayhem. Working around my children and their messes significantly
changed my artmaking. When | became a mother, | could no longer spend long days in the
studio. To create art, | had to carve out space and time for short bursts of creation.

An artist needs space and time to play (Huizinga, 1949). While play as expression and
experimentation is encouraged for male artists, it is dismissed when practiced by mother artists
(Chernick, 1992, p. 20). Play occupies my thoughts, activities, anthatige. Documenting the
objects of play, such as toys and stuffed animals, in my drawings, paintings, and writing, |
ponder how my children engage with their home and the world. When | play with my offspring, |
observe and sometimes record their lacknbfbitions, carefree use of materials, and innocent
questions, all of which | take with me and incorporate into my studio work.

Daily repetitive artmaking is a theme for other artist mothers, as | have discovered
through research. Art routines are a reassuring way to create amid the quotidian scenes of messy
maternal life. My research addresses the question: How is the praciceaudistmother visible,
and how is it currently categorized in the visual arts? Concurrently, by what specific modalities
do parents carve out space and time for work, art, family, and health, and what tactics might be
envisioned?

This thesis paper first defines motherwork, studio practice, and my version ef artist
mother artmaking. Next, the paper describes my use of toys and gestureBlonmy Mayhem
andMotherhood Hit Me Like a Traiart series. Then | outline some creativity practices of artist
mot hers and how that relates to my artwork.
artmaking in sketchbook drawings;dmensional painting,-dimensional virtual reality

immerson, and collaborative curatiohconclude ly discussing how I plan to conceive in the



future with a path forward that involves testing a creativity and artmaking workshop for mothers

and parents.



1. Motherwork and Studio Practice

Motherwork is a care practice that involves not just the practice of biological mothers,
but all people doing mothering work as a central part of their life, as defined by Sarah Ruddick
(2002). Immersed in Motherwork for over eleven years, my art pradimeged from long
solitary studio sessions to artmaking bursts at home in between childcare tasks and among
children. This forced evolution as a parent creator is necessary for mothers of babies and small
children who wish to persevere with their artmakilmgHow Not to Exclude Artist Mothers
(2022), Hettie Judah expl ains hoWornkigtinher s mus
short bursts of time while a child is napping, or at night (assuming, that is, that you have a child
that naps solidly and sleeps at the appointed hour) makes certaifi metdialy oil painting
chall engingo (Judah myfisdchill pvergleverRy8ays.agoAfod er havi
abandoned oil painting in favour of quicker drying media including watercolour painting, ink,
and pencil drawing.

In conjunction with my art and studio research, my academic research centers on
mat ernal bodies, including geriatric pregnanc
stigmatized, or censoredo (Epp and Reeves 201
amplification because, according to art criti
taboo in contemporary arto (Artbound, 2018).
now common and acceptable and widaging minorities and lifestyleseaembraced,
motherhood remains stigmatized and ignored by the art wiorlan Art Basel panel discussion
titled Between Production and Reproductio@areer and Motherhood in the Artworldrtist
and single mother Coco Fusco states that gallerists, critics, and art fairs would rather have drunk,

disruptive artists at an art opening than mothers with children and babies (Art Basel, 2019). Even



today, many artist mothers feel compelled to hide their identities as parents, in ways not required

by fathers whose careers do not suffer from having chifdren.

Women have been creating art for centuries
feminist movements for over a hundred years (
(2016, p. 275) established mottaet visual art categoriésr with seminal mother artworks as
exhibited iRostRfdaumyDocKneehtl9Z33 8 ) and MoMatemal Bockos
Exposure (or, do@¥®%2000bthartent repetifive childeamre ohtiees and
maternal ambivalence into monumental art series. My art evades current denominations because
| i ncorporate play and humour in paint and mi

space to test out largearks and transcribe monumental paintings into my own ideas.

Through writing and visual work, | concur with scholars that humour and play are urgent
(Sillman, 2020, p. 41), and women can both create and procreate (Chernick, 1992 4. 201).
favourite quote from Chernick describes the different reactions experienced by fathers and
mothers to their studio work:
| wish it was not quite sdifficult in this society for women to both create and procreate.
|l have observed that men (fathers or no) h
and to be taken seriously as artists for doing so. (Chernick, 1992, p. 201).
Al t hough Chernickds quote was written in the

to mothersé and fathersdé studio practices and

1 fiBeing an artist is to experience a vigorous, experimental life of the mind and of the senses. Parenthood is another
enriching experience: primal, haptic and4gef f i r mi ng. Why are the two still see
and Juliet Hacking, Jen2022 (Judal£022,p. 6).

2Wade categorizes five distinct ways in whichamisv t her s wor k with their fAMaternal
Materiality (employs maternal bodily excretion),; 2. Ma
Maternalist Trace; 4. Poidized Maternal Multiplicity; and 5. Performance and the Raéade, 2016p. 275).

These categories include portrait photography, performance, and film.

3 See Appendix A.



Chernickds writing make me question why procr
own? The fiproo in fAprocreateo is deceiving be
no training or professional accreditation for this achievement. fdaion of children and art
are difficult feats. As one ages, both creation types are increasingly challenging for biological
reasons such as declining fertility, reduced dexterity and stamina, and worsening eyesight.

Play keeps artists and parents mentally and physically alert and fit. Play serves to develop
a motherés creativity, for according to psych
the mother playing is to recognize her most fully as a creatijecdbautonomous and free, yet
(or for that reason?) able to take the risk o
(Suleiman, 1994, p. 280). The studio is my place to play without interruption. Away from
children, in my own creative space, | playake a mess, and review the resulting chaos of
gestur al paintings. | agree with Claudia Dey
changes is set off within her; the most altering is that she, as if under a spell, loses her autonomy
of mi ry,d018)( My ehildren, their needs and objects are always on my mind, even when |
am making art alone in my studio.

In Homo Luden$1938), Johan Huizinga theorizes that play is a necessary, though
insufficient on its own, condition for generating culture. One of the most significant human and
cultural aspects of play is fun (Huizinga, 1949, p. 3). My children will stop playing vilean t
game is no longer amusing, and they are bored. Play is a voluntary activity (Huizinga, 1949, p.
7). For many parents, playing with their children can feel mandatory and more akin to hard work
than leisurely recreation.

Huizinga identifies five characteristics of play: 1. play is a freedom with no fees; 2. play

is not Aordinaryo or dAreal o | ife; 3. in |local



pl ay demands absolute order with the slightes
activity connected with no materi al i nterest,
1949, pp. &.3). These characteristics remain valid today as Iwaig children play daily.

Their creativity seems extraordinary and worth documentation and further exploration in my art

practice.
Referring to visual artists, Hui zinga defi
painters, draughtsmen, ceramists, and decor at

ruled by their discipline and subject to the skill and preficy of the forming hand (Huizinga,
1949, p. 166). The quality, industry, and strenuosity in the work of plastic art obstruct the play
factor and ful fill practical purposes fAin no
p. 166). Nonetheless,v en wi t hout an Aat mosphere of commor
music or poetry, fAit i sf apcotsosri bilne tthoe fpilnads ttirca ca
1949, p. 167). First written in 1938, this is a narrower view of visual arts than the
interdisciplinary and multimedia included in arts today. Contemporary definitions of visual arts
include music and communal experiences, as is the case with digital media, film, and other art
forms. If one turns away ftet he @A maki ng o f mammerirkvshichaHeyaser t t o t h
received in the soci al milieu, o0 this social r
169). Community involvement, interaction, and reaction have become increasingly critical to
contemporary artists and working afrtisothers.

In the 2023 bookAn Artist and a Motherthe editors and artist mothers Heidi Moller
Somsen, Kaylan Buteyn and Tara Carpenter Estrada interview mother artists about their studio

practice and artwork. The recorded conversations discuss the idea of taking up space for artist

mot her 6s sudib twe.rAkactia forany research is to delve into the art production



processes of other mother artists and test their strategies and methods. In researching the working
methods of other mother artists, | try to discern: How do they manage to find time to create,
parent, and research? What kind of childcare, partners,fastylie do they have? How can |
learn from and emulate their successful tactics?

A forced changing of onebds studio practice
mothers, as explained by Hettie JudakMow Not to Exclude Artist Mothefs2 0 2The studidi
is often the first cas yarént Withedimeand lessnioneg, and s n e
artist can start to feel thatséudio is an unjustifiable luxury, particularly for artists in big cities
withr ent s to matcho (Judah, 2022, p. 38). The c
parent artists with limited time because of childcare responsibilities. Many parent artists choose
to create at home or in alternate ways. Artist Coco Fusco is opehtak limited time that artist
mothers have when children are small and how drastically her studio hours were out due t
expensive childcare and time limitations (Art Basel, 2019). Artist and mother Emma Talbot

describes her struggles a year after her husb

| was going to give up: | started packing up my studio and throwing everything away.

And thatdés when | started making the work
process, a type of liberation: giving up on who you were before and what you thought

your life was, and then having to totally reconstruct everything. (Judah, 2022,-pp. 39

40).

Although it was difficult for Talbot to continue making art as a single mother, she adapted her
practice to focus mainly on drawings and has since won major art awards and accolades (Judah,
2022, p. 40). Moving from slow oil painting to quicker drawingd emrks on paper was a

choice made by Talbot and me.



Gallerists who are mothers and work with mothers understand the need to shift studio
practice and media. When one of the artists she represents becomes a mother, London gallerist
Pilar Corrias discusses with the artist how she can change tactics, sumtkiag with different
materials or collaborating with a fabrica{@udah, 2022, p.62Cor ri as expl ai ns t h;
canodt push someonie ttbes dettthee itrmnp dasvieblaem open
and wor k around t h echildrercgoow families go thtosg differantistages at a
(Judah, 2022, pp. 623). When working long term with a mother artist, it is logical to remember

that each phase of childhood development changes parental obligations and demands.



2. Artist-Mother Artmaking

Over the years of being a mother, | have tested different art methods, materials, and
techniques. Daily drawings allow me to generate art while feeding into and nourishing my studio
practice. | use pencils, pens, and markers in sketchbooks, paper suddpfioaer receipts.

While a motherdés role involves caring-for her
care for my artistic discipline and wadkeing. | withess, document, and engage in play as an

artist. Through observing my children playiagd exploring, | devised strategies to incorporate

play into my studio practice. My children inspire-araiking tactics. Sometimes | collaborate

with my kids to make artwork, yet the most satisfying art methods and experiments are

conducted on my own.

My art practice is driven by an obsessoampulsive need to document my three kids and
their perpetually changing debris (meaning their messes of toys, books, clothing, and crafts). Daily
household and art routines, rituals, and schedules reflect mypattenmein in the chaos of
pandemic parenting. Numbers, habits, and repetition are crucial to my sanity and survival.

There are 52 weekends each year when my <ch
are closed for 65 hours in a row. My husband and | count down the 65 hours each Friday
afternoon when our offspring are home until Monday morning when they return to school,
daycare, and camp. This cynical parenting perspective of spending time with our children is
relatable to many other caregivers of children. To symbolize the slow passing of parenting time,
| created 52 digital collages, each containing 65 artworks layegether in Adobe Photoshép.

The artwork layers include my pencil on paper postsard drawings, abstract colour paintings

4 See Appendix B.



1C

of stuffed animals and toys, and paint experiments using toys to make marks on different
surfaces.

Colourful abstract paintings are loosely based on combining these collages, my
observational drawings, and photographs. This melding blurs the distinction between
representation and abstraction. Gestural paint marks use the bright colours found inéclsildren
debris (meaning their toys, crafts, books, clothing, and messes). Parenting moments are
portrayed in myMommy Mayhergestural paintings andotherhood Hit Me Like a Trailine

art, which employ my childrenbés toys as paint
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3. Mommy Mayhem: Toys and Gestures

The gestur al painting techniques in my Mo
history movements such as the machismo of the Abstract Expressionist painters. @uslitirag
Thrill When | See De Ko@d 978y by artist Robert Colescait the Rose Art Museum (Brandeis
University, Waltham, Massachusetts) in fall 2023, | realized that many artists work through their
responses to historically dominant male artists like Willem De KooningMiglymy Mayhem
series includes paintings of stuffed animals, including bunny rabbits and elepwhitb,are

reminiscent of and resonat Womanli(1852i | | em De Ko

This is my interpretation of a mother mocking mdtminant, macho Abstract
Expressionism. | abstract stuffed animals and toys that serve as transitional comfort objects for
children as they grow and learn independence from their parents. The paint nthlkes use
the bright colours found in toys and messes. Abstract Expressionism, playfuinmakirg, and
the contradiction between my dream of control and order versus the reality of constant
pandemonium and mess at home inform my visual language. Sukirrg art articulates my

experience of motherhood mayhem.

Infusing humour, silliness, and whimsy into my art practice helps me elevate
motherhood's drab, demanding, and draining aspects. With the aim of time efficiency and
productivity, one tactic is to build up layers of pencil and paint marks. To not oveothink
overanalyze my process, | often employ materials that are not precious, such as paper, crayons,

mar kers, and childrends washable paint. These

5 See Appendix C.
6 See Appendix D.
7 See Appendix E.
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allow me to be as uninhibited as my children. When the materials are not precious and easy to
clean and dispose of, | find myself more accessible to experiment, make mistakes, and mess up
my home, studio, and artwork. Being an artist mother is a form pbesred mothering, which

can be personal and different from feminist mothering that aims to impact wider society and

external forces.

As a mother making art, | work within the system and feed off of my host, whether the
host is my employer, the University, or societal parenting expectations, like a parasite described
by Anna Watkins Fisher ilfthe Play in the Systef@020). This empowered mothering form is
also a form of parasitical resistance art (Fisher, 2020). | find moments in between mothering

work, childcare and household tasks to sneak in my art practice.

Incorporating art time within my parenting schedule is my method of incorpotating
perruque which is more broadly understood to be conducting work for oneself while under the
guise of working for an employer. My persotaperruqueis finding ways to create art around
the obligations and responsibilities of motherhood. In comparing tactics versus strategies, Jesuit
priest and scholar Michel de Certeau statesdtnategies are campaigns of the powerful while
tactics are for the weak or ngowerful (deCerteau, 1998, p. 37). De Certeau explains that
tactics are not subsets of strategy but rather adaptations to an environment that was created by
the powerful strategieé\s a mother artist, | often feel weak and struggle not to fail to fulfill my

seltdesigned expectations for my art practice and parenthood.

Persistence in mothering and art is a way to continue both silently and intuitively. The

concept of Meti s meaning fAcunning intelligenced in

A

knowing, which combines intuition, foresight,
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2009,p.192). Mt i s, in Greek mythology, was Zeusod fir
cunning, craftiness, and the most knowing of all beings (Chia and Holt, 2009, p. 192). Jealous of
thepregnant i s6 unborn chil dg iZsebu sc haitled hAetrh,e naan ds ptrh
his head (Chia and Holt, 20068&,i spd.s 109 3)s.prGhniga I
under the skein of deception and of a cunning circling back, in which the mother exploits her
apparently inactive and stationaryginating point to sustain and complete a pregnancy and

of fspring more powerful than any that would h
2009, p. 193). Using the least amount of efforéidMwas able to create the most extraordinary

child. This strange story could serve as inspiration for artist mothers looking to create

knowledgeable children and artwork.

Much | i ke méisibakind ad ioternalizéd loping capability involving a
Omemory without | anguaged or representationo
the path of least resistance alloweétigito gain advantage and still give birth. Such tactical
coping allows mothers to persist in living and parenting. Nonetheless, eventually an artist mother
must choose strategies to evolve socially and collaboratively. Coping is not a sustainable or
desiable way to reproduce children otvaork. In time mother artists want to share the products

of their labour, see them exist their home/studio, and independently flourish in the wider

community.
Anot her Ancient Greek concept, fAkairos, o m
Di scerning openings or gaps takes practice, Kk

these are identified can one seize the moment. When | realized thklad. Wiadow of several

years when all of my children would be in the same school, | timed my MFA studies to fit that
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time. For many years, creating on my own served its purpose but after a while | foresee wanting
both my children and my artwork out of my protection and out into the world. This growing up

as a parent and an artist is a common trajectory for matkists The need for friends and peers
arises for many artist parents once their children are in school or the care of others. Some look to
work on collaborative community projects with other parents as a way to work on a large scale
with limited time (Wade, 208). Mother artists share studio space, babysitters, and art projects to

cope and function as creators.

Since | became a mother, onéthd-like tactic | have used is to have ftecidedupon
ongoing projects to which | can always revert. This narrow studio focus lets me quickly leave
and resume creation projects as parenting schedules and constraints. | set up repetitive projects
and strct constraints involving daily drawing and painting. With my predetermined rules, |
concentrate on the creation actions and processes. These limitations are a deliberate attempt to
ignore the artistic pressure of generatiegviideas or strokes of original brilliance. In the past, |

spent excessive time pondering how, what, and why to draw and paint.

Despite a lifestyle that is constantly subject to unexpected schedule disruptions and
interruptions, my tactics and strategies allow me to continue creating art at least weekly and most
often on a daily basis. | avoid overthinking the rules and restrg;tlmging stuck on thoughts,

and being blocked from making work.

Play, a vital part of artistic creativity (Huizinga, 1949, p. 169), is the basis of my studio

practice in subject matter (drawing and painting my children and their toys) and in techniques.
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Play is a way to multitask and meld mothering and artmaking by simultaneously doing both. |

bring silliness and play to the ar®tistos stat

8 See Appendix F.
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4. Motherhood Hit Me Like a TraiBeries

In my currentMotherhood Hit Me LikeaTraimer i es art seri es, I re
toys into paintbrushesToys have overtaken my home and artwork and are always in my mind
and in the way. Rolling a toy train across my art is aseasubtle metaphor for being a mother
artist.In writing about myMotherhood Hit Me Like a Traigeries, | mention my chosen way of
working, which is a sweeping motion to make smooth parallel lines.

To express motherhood in body and gesture, | use small Thomas the Tank Engine toy
trains with six or four wheels to make fluid marks across watercolour paper. | tested various
brush strokes and differing marks with the toy train, including quick pushiting @fain to
letting it move on its own across the paD@ping toys like trains in paint, then rolling, dabbing,
or smearing them across paper. | decided on a sweeping arm motion as my preferred mark. The
smooth, rolling motion is a more satisfying wafyusing the train than dabbing it like a stamp.

This rolling motion requires loading significant water and pigment for each mark run. For the
paint colour to show up on the paper, | must heavily press down on the toy train during the entire
rolling mark movementThough | heavily press into the train for the duration of the motion, | am
usually unable to equally apply the paint throughout the same mark. | make the large arm
movements both while standing over the paper and while sitting or kneeling lheside i

The markmaking for myMotherhood Hit Me Like a Traigerieshas proven
unexpectedly tiring for my arms and back. Ironically, working in this way causes the same
physical exhaustion, aches, and pains as those | experienced after childbirth as a mother to a

newborn. This series requires me to work in short burstsake many breaks while painting.

Resting alone and respite from oneb6s own Kkids

9 See my fine art portfolidattps://www.rachaelgradart.com/coleart-portfolio/motherhooetrain-paintings
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The playful multicolour works versus dark black images reflect tHeo2d nature of
mother duties. The blaatominant paintings from the series represent the many overnighters
required by parents. lhavetwossle ct i ons i n t he dmesk, milglhdc k eirn
white watercol our plnptalics on lHackdvatérdlous papei. g ht er s, 0
Humour and whimsy are integral to my artistic expression amid parenting strain and
stress. | try not to demand too much of myself or my art or take the inevitable artistic rejections
too seriously. I try to find the silliness in even the darkest, mostulifperiods of mothering
and art striving. Being surrounded and inunda
popular culture, and jokes keeps my sense of levity.
A tactic to minimize the intrusion of my children and their belongings into my artistic
time and space is to imagine alternate universes and possibilities. All too often, | have
daydreamed about my childrenés t aedtbalongings t oy s,
coming to life in the future. These speculations usually involve funny musings of existential
doubt and ambivalence of the toys toward their human owners and sentience. The toys are
practical, resigned to their lives, and not vengeful seméul. | imagine the inner worlds of my
chil drenbés toys and stuffed animals and recre
painting, drawing, and research. | project personalities and experiences onto these objects and
portray them in my patings and writing.
My fascination with my childrendés objects
concerns. | realized that as a child | had far fewer toys and objects than owned by my children.
Their attachment to toys and stuffed animals differs from my rememberebaddl@xperience.

The fact that many young children form intense and persistent attachments to specific soft toys

10 Appendix G.
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or blankets has long intrigued and at times perplexed parents and child mental health
professionals.

In 1954, Donald Winnicott placed the stamp of scientific legitimacy upon this
phenomenon which he termed t hmee Apasasness stiiocomaoal (L
1986, p. 383). Transitional objects are a boon and a bane for mothers. BlanKet astinfials,
and comfort toys serve to soothe children, allowing them to form strong attachments. At the
same time, the objects give mothers a respite from the constanpresent job of comforting

babies and small children.
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5. Good Enough Artist Mothering

Rest and relief are critical to a mother a
Winnicottalsobd evel oped the idea of t hePldyiGBgpaodRedity o u g h
(1971) Thisapproach to parenting involves being sensitive, responsive, and adaptive to
childrenbds needs a (Winnico, 1991). Syrchnan mtuitve parerdingl i t i e s
approach is reminiscent of theek concept. A goo@nough parenting style combined with the
use of transitional objects allows parents a brea fthe constant care of babies and infants
while encouraging their children to develop healthy independent attachment skills.

Transitional objects and attachments are e
explains that Athe basis for active creative
intermediate space between reality and fantasy and thatthh i | dds att achment t
object represents the prototype of this capac
Playing and Realitywhich emphasizes that this creativity is universal and not specific to the
arts. It is the impetulsehind any healthy, purposeful activity (Litt, 1986, p. 387). Play, creativity,

and transitional objects have essential roles in child development.

Toys and stuffed animals are omnipresent in my home environment, life, and art. They
are always in my mind (do we have each chil dé
way (stepping on Lego, beads and doll shoes can be very painful). The ob#atsfael my

creativity and inspire my artwork to the point of being an okpeieinted ontology.

As defined by Katherine Behabjectoriented ontologyit heor i zes t hat t he
consists exclusively of objects and treats humans as objects like any other, rather than privileged
subjectso (Behar, 2016, 1). This philosophica

children who are immersed inourchilék n6s pl ay worl ds. We engage i
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toys and random objects into our childrenbés i
engross myself into my childrenbds games enhan
studio art. | observe the toys and see how these objects are used Aigriggide my children, |

test the toysd possibilities. | draw the toys

remembered moments into my abstract paintings.

My objectoriented feminist paintings portray the stuffed animals and embodies
individual stuffie characters, including heroes Squishy Elephant the First, ESdDirsy,
Belle? and Chewbacca. Feminism and art have long been engaged with the notion of human
objects (Behar, 2016, p. 1). My paintings of
areas of objeepriented feminism of politics, humour, and ethics define@élgar (Behar, 2016,

p. 3).

Children have an acknowledged right to play according to the International Play
Associlbadloanréast i on of t (1878 QC0l4)NMydeSemrchRindgvhtingwiore Pl ay
respects childrenbés play while advocating for
vibrant lives as imagined by a mother constantly overwhelmed by toy messes, who both
appreciates and loathes the@ood enough mothering and feeding a sense of humour about the

dreary aspects of motherhoark integral to my writing and painting.

Mother painters Tala Madani and Ulala Imai have unique approaches to mocking
mot her hood and presenting the figoodSkdtnougho v

Moms(2019), Madani showed funny though destructive and violent paintings and animated

1 See Appendix H.
2 See Appendix I.
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videos. The art exhibition title references both the colloquial term for women who fail in their

role of figood motherso and also the blurred,

art that are made of excrement. Through tenderly painted scéhgsow brown mom figures,

Madani mocks the idea of an ideal mot her rol e
In the art shovAMAZING(2021), Japanese paintélala Imai juxtaposedoysandfood

in beautifully paintedthoughsilly, still lives. Theexhibitiontitle camefromherd aught er 6 s

el ementary school project to create a new cou

her own art practice with a painting series that narrates the interior lives of figurines, foods, and

objects of her home life. Imai treats minor objects andesim experiences as major events in

these stillife paintings, capturingweet and silly intimate parenting momemisok to these

mother painters and others who critically infuse lightness into otherwise heavy, serious, and

relatable, yet simultaneously amusing and absurd, depictions of parenthood.
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6. Tactics for a Motherdés Art Making

After researching the working methods and artistic approaches of other mother artists, |
tested and devised my own artmaking tactics. Which tactic | use on a given day depends on the
constraints of my schedule and family needs. Being in difiaé art prgram allows me more
opportunity to try new media and vary the scale of my art. My chosen tactics include traditional
portable sketchbook drawing, labeuntensive digital painting in virtual reality, emurating ir
person exhibitions and art experiences] paintings that express mommy mayhem.

a. Sketchbook Drawing

Writing, drawing, and painting are ways to creatbé@tween mundane mommy
moments. | have long had an active drawing and sketchbook practice. As a mother of multiple
children, | batch my cooking, baking, childaring errands, and artmaking. This meaas lth
work on between four and fifteen paintings and drawings each time | paint. During an individual
studio session, | paint a layer or make a few marks on the painting or drawing surfaces that are in
progress. This tactic of tackling numerous art surfagesy time | work enables me to build up
a related series of artworks or complete bodies of artwork, even with limited studio hours. | have
learnt to snatch and capitalize on theragking moments as they present themselves. | employ
materials and techgues adapted over time for easy portability, quick drying, and cleanup. These
materials include pencils, pens, and gtdiciing watercolour and acrylic paint. Sometimes, |
strategically finish a painting with longerying oil paint to emphasize layers]aars, or texture
in an artwork.

These compulsive habits turned tactics have resulted in a significant accumulation of
many minor marks, gestures, and experiences. Ovpluklyears of mothering, | have managed

to conduct small experiments in the studio. The acknowledgement that grkatcan be built
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up with tiny actions is encouraging, as expressed by Vincent van @g@eat things are not
done by i mpulse, but by a series of small thi

Finding moments within parenting chaos to make art is an ongoing challenge that shifts
with each new school term asdhedule change. | am limited by the demands and needs of
multiple children and adults living in the same home. My shared calendar with four family
members is now like a Tetris game, slotting in the correct number of pieces in the form of
activitiesandatent i on f or each person. Neverthel ess,
and time demands, | can usually start (not always complete) at least one daily drawing. Between
mundane fimommyo moments, i.e., feeding my chi
school/paydates/programs, | carve out minutes at minimum for an art practice. Great days occur
when | have undisturbed hours for painting. Drawing or artmaking, however, can be interrupted,
often when my children draw on my work.

| carefully hide sketchbooks, pencils, sharpeners, and erasers around my home and in my
purse to be easily accessible. Typically, | sketch with pencil on paper, observing my children
while they watch TV, read, or play. Often, | draw their clutter of taysl@elongings before
cleaning up. | make quick sketches of these domestic messes, clutter, and chaos. Before drawing,
| ponder a series of questions: What is around me that | feel compelled to draw? Should | leave
the toys as they are or rearrange themIPtAis be a multiday or montHong project? Or a
specific idea that | explore only one time?

This art habit and tactic is easy to start and stop and involves minimal preparation and
cleanup. Sketchbook drawing is a mobile and flexible practice. | am able to draw while waiting

for my children at school pickup, after school and weekend programsdicahappointments,

13 See examples of collaborative drawings with my children in Appendix J.
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and at home. Sometimes | write notes about the drawing, my mood, or the environment. When |
have more space and time, as in my Master of Fine Arts (MFA) program, | have enjoyed
working larger and testing new media in different formats including in vireadity and in

gallery spaces.

b. Virtual Reality Immersion

During the luxurious long studio days of my MFA program, | took my painting practice
into the fourth dimension and learned how to create worlds in virtual reality (VR). Before this
experience, | had conducted digital experiments through iPad and laptopglaad painting.

The VR painting in Multibrush, Openbrush, and other applications was new to me and required
many hours to grasp. Theddmensional worlds require consideration of all sides of the objects
and feel more related to traditional sculpturantipainting techniques.

When painting in VR, | must remember and address all sides of the objects, including the
tops and bottoms. Yet even these object angles are not usually viewed in traditional sculpture. VR
visitors or viewers to my painted worlds may get lost and transipemselves above, below, or
even inside the painted objects. Therefore, all of those views and angles must be preconceived and
designed when creating the VR objects. If not, the viewer or visitor may be confused, and glitches
may occur in the digital world

VR painting allows me to create without the mess and expense of oil and physical art
materials. Sometimes, | work to bring a VR idea, scribble, gesture into real life after digitally
testing it. In VR, | can easily and quickly expand or shrink the scalef@nge the colours of
marks and features. Playing with scale and relationships allows for experimentation and easy
multiplication. | can save different versions and multiple copies of my digital marks, objects, and

scenes.
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VR involves no paint or canvas and is thus physically cleaner than traditional painting or
drawing. Nonetheless, the digital VR experience mentally impacts me with headaches and
nausea after several hours of being online. Within a few hours of virtuéihgaiime, | typically
long for the tangibility and tactility of actual paint, physical paint brushes, scraping, applying,
and erasing mushy colour. | yearn for the4dalmess of paint that | can physically feel and
move around. There are often annayglitches and timeonsuming technical hurdles in VR,
which also cause me to flee back to working withidensional art materials.

Digital experiments are a way for me to relate to and connect with my children and their
love of screens and digital experiences. When | take my children and their friends to art galleries
and museums, they gravitate to digital media such as videos, sgoearctions, and tablets. A
tactic or draw of the digital is to get my children and their peers interested in my art and ideas.
Nonetheless, screens and extended time on the computer digitally editing and animating my VR
worlds and imagined objects fitste and exhaust me. After testing VR and various other digital
media and applications, | still preferdidnensional tactics and approaches to artmaking and have
chosen flat surfaces as the focus of my thesis exhibition.

Toward the end of my first year of my MFA program, | began combining imagined,
virtual, and real worlds. Bringing the digital/’VR movement, gestures, and feeling of 4
dimensionality back into-gimensional paintings is a new feeling and consideration.iRgint
objects and spaces from muliews has changed my approaches-thr2ensional painting. |
push the sense of 3 andldmensional space in my flat artwork through the use of repetitive

lines.
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In my Motherhood Hit Me Like a Train (Triptycf} | used a rolling motion to sweep my
chil drenbés toy trains that painted paupal |l el m
layers of lines create an optical illusion of space on the flat surface. Extending staring at medium
to large sizeMlotherhood Hit Me Like a Traipaintings force viewers to refocus their eyes
afterward, a similar feeling experienced after VIling a toy train across my art is a +sat
subtle metaphor for being a mother artist.

Remnants of gestures, feelings, and forms is a common theme throughout my art series.
In both myAfter the Plague PartgndMommy Mayherseries | layer lines of paint, ink, or
graphite to creatpentimentpomeaninghe presence of earlier images, constructions, or strokes
that | have changed and painted over. These art ghosts give my paintings and drawings an
ethereal sense of moving shapes, space, and figures. Viewers are left wondering which presence
or forms wereactually depicted, and which were imagirar perceived.

After working in VR, | think about bringing more angles into the new artwork. When
working with paint and pencil on paper and canvas, | consider how to create the illusion of space
and depth through line, shape, colour, and form. | am relieved to retteal tlife drawing and
painting, putting pencil to paper and paintbrush to canvas. Experiencing the various works in a
white cube gallery space changes the context and meanings for viewers.

c. Collaborative Exhibition as Testing Grounds

At the beginning of my second MFA year, | worked with a Master of Arts in Art History
student to display my various aBetweesieri es and

Perspectives on Artisilo t h e r AThestiowdan during the last week of September 2023 and

14 See AppendiX.
See Appendi x K for instBeaeltlweteinoon aghotschpprwaphs of the #il
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the first week of October 2023. Installing fifteen individMdmmy Mayherseries paintings
turned the separate paintings into a single work on one wall. Order was formed out of the
painting chaos. The artworks related to one another and simultaneously became one larger,
cohesive artwork.

Collaborating with a curator to hang my work in a gallery space changed my perception
of my paintings. The fresh eyes and perspective of the curator led me to reconsider my work and
its possibilities for scale. Together the curator and | changed theahre€some artworks to
interact better with each other and as a whole. We found methods for the divergent media and
styles to converge and relate as expressions of motherhood.

The -Bieltrweeno art show i ncl ude ¢gainkedworlddifa@o wal |
people uncomfortable in VR Meta headsets. The physical gallery display included my black ink
on white paper studies from riter the Plague Partgeries. These paintings show my studio
process of transcribing gestures from photographs or historic artworks. They are studies and part
of my inner thought process, but not work that | feel is necessarily finished. After displaying
t hem | rBetwemed fslhm w, bcusioe mMathertiood Hit Mé Like a Traiand
Mommy Mayherseries for the remaining time of my MFA program.

dMommy 6 s MaQulmisation of Experiments and Experiences

| have gone through multiple pregnancies and the baby, toddlezadgdhildhood
years for three children. During this time, | have continuously made art. My strategies for
creating have undergone subtle, unexpectétishNke evolutions and adaptations as my children
and schedule have changed. | have become more adept at identifying Kairos, the critical moment
to alter my studio art approaches. From my quick sketches and painted drawings, | can capture,

remember and tse observed moments of my children and our home environment. The
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drawings allow me to record gestures, light, and shapes that | can reincorporate into my
paintings.

My gestural painting techniques abstract parenting experiences and beloved toys and
objects. The paint marks and lines echo the haziness of raising children, where many memories
are a blur of multicoloured rooms, toys, and messes. | draw the toys, usefdbmys as
paintbrushes, then recreate the toys in a visual world that hints at their existence. Aspects of
specific toys are evident, for example, a stu
elements are unclear and open to interpretati@mwers often see different characters or figures
than | abstracted. The result is a jumble of lines, colours, and forms that can have multiple
meanings. Even when individual elements are reinvisioned, the artwork still evokes playfulness,
whimsy, and moveent.

The toys are personal objects known intimately because | have watched my children
enjoy them and play with them. | have also played with my children and their toys. | have
documented my children at play and the toys in my life drawings. Some toys have been
employed as my paintbrushes. TMemmy Mayherpaintings represent the culmination of my
various play and art experiences and experiments. While the paintings represent the chaotic
nature of parenting, the full meaning behind the artwork may not be olivisome viewers.
Nonetheless, the artwork elicits sensory impressions of quirkiness, levity, fun, and energy.

Having taken modernist art history classes at Brandeis University and other schools, my
studio painting intentionally channels and responds to Abstract Expressionism. With my
academic background and family life, I initially felt compelled to respond to \8lestern
canonical artists, artworks, and methods. My Mommy Mayhem series allude to Abstract

Expressionist artists like De Kooning. Njotherhood Hit Me Like a Traipaintings invoke
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minimalist line artists, such as Agnes Martin, Sol LeWitt, and Ellsworth Kelly. As an artist with
an active imagination and love of speculation, my chosen aesthetic for each series is a reaction to
a specific art movement .gteGhhigus may easyevidelysrelr i e s 6 ¢
appear divergent. | am not an artist with a set aesthetic or style (previous series have involved
photograph image transfer, collage, and realistic painting). The aesthetic of my current series
(Mommy MayherMotherhood HitMe Like a Train andAfter the Plague Parjyreflects my
reaction to and frustration with Western canonical art historical art movements that ignore
mothers.

With its gestural marks, distorted figures, and messy lines, the work of male artists like
De Kooning gives the appearance of speed and fluidity. At first glance, the line art of Martin,
LeWitt, and Kelly may seem simple and easy. Based on extensiveostiithse works and
attempts at transcription, | am convinced that both the Abstract Expressionist and minimalist art
are the result of extensive trial and errors and a strongly developed intuitive studio practice.
While the gestural marks in my art app&abe quickly painted, they are usually the result of
considered planning, long deliberation, and many painting sessions. The feminine, subversive
Métis was at work even if not recognized.

In my painting, the drawn and painted lines are hectic, the forms in motion, and the
figures joyful, tired, or confusedhe colours in my paint marks are taken from the bright
colours found in my childrenés favourite toys
cadmium red, grass green, bubble gum pink, and cobalt blue are frequently used in my paintings.
The primary, neon, and other vibrant colours recall memories and objects associated with
childhood and play. The loose, often unfinished formssmadte capture hurried, harried

circumstances. Multiple overlapping figures and shapes show situations and environments that
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involve connections and relationships with others. While the overall appearance of each series
may seem familiar and reference Western canonical work, my artwork creates a new aesthetic

space that includes the experiences of mothers and caregivers.



31

7. Conceiving in the Future: A Path Forward

My birthing days are over, and the only babies | will be bringing forth into life will be my
original paintings and artworks. As part of my final thesis exhibition in 2024, | am running two
workshops: one for mothers, parents, and caregivers to explgramuartmaking; and the other
for kindergarten children similarly play through art. | originally designed ahwwo program to
encourage caregiver adults to creatively experiment with alternative toy applications of mark
marking and expression. The clag§i be offered only to caregivers in an enclosed art space. No
children will be allowed to invade or interrupt during the workshop time.

This workshop will lead the attending caregivers in asserting that they take personal time
to reflect on their lives and roles. The class will provide tools and tactics for caregivearself
will guide the mother/parent participants in a series @fotied breathing, movement, and mark
making exercises to |l oosen their inhibitions.
understanding of what objects and tools can be incorporated into creative output through painting
and drawing. The focus will be @he artistic process, not on the final resulting paintings or
artworks. Before the workshop, | will ask the caregivers to bring in their most and least favourite
toys and other small objects from their home lives. | will also bring a selection of tafjesq st
animals, and personal objects that | have tested and know to be effective fonakang. | will
encourage the attending mothers and caregivers to experiment with their personal objects and
those that are foreign to them.

When | described this workshop to the kind
they asked me to run a version of it for their classes. Thus, | am now scheduled to conduct two
different versions of experimental play in artmaking in March 2024. Compgarit he car egi v

approaches to kindergarten childrends wil/l be
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| received a SSHRC Michael Smith Foreign Supplement grant to study in New York City
beginning April 2024, immediately after my thesis show. | look forwaidtemse studio
creation, immersion in research, attending lectures and shows, and participdiaiggne with
New York based mothaartists. This time will allow me to make connections within an
international community and make timwisible mother modality visible to the general public.
Building on my Pandemic Parenting curatorial project andeaies'® | will continue my
investigation and development of theoretical frameworks in contemporary visuaharts
feminist studies that include needed play for metrésts and aesthetic spaces for motherhood
experiences so that mothers can continue their art practicelplotirth.

My intended research activities at the New York Studio School are to engross myself in
drawing, painting, art exploration, learning, and networking. | will visit New York galleries and
museums that feature arti st rosedftthecondempoanyk and
New York art world and the place of mother artists within the international art field. My research
will occur through a studio art and educational experience participating in the New York Studio
School 6s | mmer s iingearathors vEkpeoted autcamesgrani thetresearch
include collaborations between New York based artist mothers, new art series, and art

exhibitions.

16 pandemic Parentingl Augi 7 Sep. 2022, Museum of Motherhood, St. Petersburg, Florida; Motherhood Hit Me
Like a Train Series; Mommy Mayhem series.
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8. Conclusion: Playing to Persevere

Learning from my children and the stolen minutes of artmaking between childcaring, |
bring play, silliness, and experimentation in
influence, | am compelled to incorporate humour, whimsy, and colour into imynga As a
tmesaver tactic and a respite from bright chil
and ink on paper. Black and white drawings that | later turn into painting is one fallback method
to creating my ar t . makepaintgnarksys amother tacticc huspls t oy s
conceived tactics to draw and paint amidst my
be scribbles and scrawls, their aggregation has led to my daily drawing series and various bodies
of paintings and ottr artwork, including myommy MayherandMotherhood Hit Me Like a
Train series.

|l have recreated the speculations of my <c¢h
pencil, written, and VR formats. | have tested various formats to see which materials and
experiences best convey the ideas of motherhood and play. Forcing creatidrchands
whimsy, silliness, complexity, confusion, stumbling, and striving, | aim for consistent artmaking,
writing, and good enough mothering.

Making ambitious plans for my studio creation, | am simultaneously ready to adjust my
entire familyds complicated schedule at a mom
adapt is often triggered when a child is sick, my partner is in need, orsghes related to
family care and household emergencies surface and must be immediately handled. So, my mini
moments of creation are crucial to sustaining a consistent sense of artisbewgland
ongoing, longterm art practice. | make lots of maykgstures, and brushstrokes. | accumulate
drawing and painting studies and gestures, most of which | later decide to redraw, paint over,

collage, or repurpose.
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Eventually, over an extended amount of time, with many marks, revisions, and failures, |
deem some artworks worth saving and reflecting. | am persistent even when most of my efforts
appear inadequate or need improvement. Despite times when | feel satkagiathetic, or
exhausted, | am inspired and driven to continue making art. The tactics of editing, reworking,
reusing, and collaging can later lead to better work. This stubborn-hketisersistence allows
me to be an independent artist, not soletaegiver with dependents. Playing in studio with art
materials connects being a mother and a visual artist. Artistic play enables humour and levity
into the mundane motherhood moments. | am bringing my home and-bas#id art
experiments and ideas inttee community through art exhibitions and workshops. These
separate classes for caregivers and children enable connections with others. After my thesis
exhibition, | will bring my research, artwork, and ideas to other communities to form networks
with artist caregivers and revel in mommy mayhem. In this way, | work toward larger projects

and goals to elevate and create new aesthetic space for the work of artist mothers.
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Appendix A

Moni ca Bocko6s iMasttearlnlaat iEoxnp oasrutrweo r(ko (@999 don 6t

2000).

Maternal Exposure
(don't forget the
lunches),1999—

2000. Folded sheet

lead, cast glycerin,

hand-chalked wall
text by Zofia Burr.

\ Bags @ approx.

8 11 X 5 X 3inches.

Detail, left.



Appendix B

52 Mommy MayherDigital Collages.

52 Digital
Collages

65 Layers of Toy Drawings

and Paintings
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Appendix C
Gets a Thrill When | See De K@0O78) by Robert Colescathown at the Rose Art Museum,

Brandeis University, Waltham, Massachusetts in fall 2023.




Mommy Mayhem

Appendix D

: Bunny Landscape(2@21), Oil on Canvas, 3 feet x 7 feet.
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Appendix E

K o o Wonmargli§1952) painting.

WillemD e




Appendix F
An example of my nottypical artist statement from 2022.

Artist Statement: Mommy Mayhem

Motherhood is MAYHEM.
my abstract expressionist paintings stem from documenting my kids and their

PrE R P T Ul b BAE 5.5.6. 550

Digital collages containing 65 Photoshop layers of observational drawings and

chi.hf:i.ngs inform my artwork. Gedfwral warics in oil and acrylic are built up on canvas

through REPETITION. The bright, vibrant colours come from T.0.Y.S.

plﬂgﬁd abstracted representational imagery

(((echoes ) the

CHAOS

of MOTHERHOOD.
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Appendix G
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Examples of mpMotherhood Hit Me Like a Traipainting series.

14.

X

110

Motherhood Hit Me Like a Train: Grey Lings2 0 2 1)
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Appendix H

Mommy Mayhers er i e s

Mommy Mayhem: Elephant aimdo | |

painti

(2022),

ngs based

Acrylic

on
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son

on
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Mommy Mayhem: Abstra&lephant(20222 3 ) ,

Oi

5C
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Appendix |

Artworks based on my daughterds stuffed

(@2

AbstractedBelle#2 202 3) , Acrylic on Paper, 220 x 30.



Belle Gets Buzz€@023), Mixed Media Assemblage.
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Appendix J
Sketchbook drawings from March 2023 and 2022 with collaborative drawing marks made by my

children over my observational drawings of their toys.
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Appendix K
Il nstall at i oBetweem Reyspestives bn Aititant her hoodo art sho\

September 5 to Octobe¥' 52024, in the Gales Gallery, York University. Curated by MA Art

History Student Abbey Humphreydorris of artwork by Rachael Grad.

Mommy Mayhen20222 3) , Acrylic and Oil on Paper, each



g?’iﬁ!ﬁ:f‘

After the Plague Party 2 0 2 3 )

Paper,

each
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300X
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Motherhood Hit Me Like a Train (Triptyclt)2 023 ) , Wat er col our on Paper



