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T H E  S U R FA C E

Beneath

“Look beneath the surface; let not 

the several quality of a thing nor 

its worth escape thee.”

Marcus Aurelius, Meditations

BY AMANDA BARR

Eva Lys Champagne. Habits for Escaped Memory, 2012. Red earthenware and porcelain. 
Installation from “Littoral Drift,” an exhibition at the Clay Studio of Missoula, Missoula, 

Montana. Champagne explains that this work was “made through a time when I was partic-
ularly isolated and desperate in my dark place.” Photograph by artist. 
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For some, the very idea of the process of 
expressing their deepest thoughts, feelings 
and beliefs in ink, paint, clay, movement, or 
light and shadow may seem the definition 
of madness. Upon first reading Sylvia Plath, 
many might criticize her work as “crazy” and 
depressive, yet is she not now acclaimed as one 
of the great American poets? 

In the fields of science and psychology a grand 
debate goes on about the importance of nature 
versus nurture. There is research to support 
both sides, though most agree that any person-
ality is a combination of the two. Hereditary 
Genius (1869), by Francis Galton, a cousin of 
Charles Darwin, documented a strong genetic 
component to genius, detailing family trees 
showing more than twenty eminent musicians 
among the Bachs and three eminent writers 
among the Brontës; both families had histories 
of mental illness. 

In the early 2000s, Andreasen continued 
Galton’s research, using PET scans (Positron 
Emission Topography uses radioactive tracers 
to study how the body works) and modern 
diagnostic information. Studying writers 
such as Kurt Vonnegut, Richard Yates, and 
John Cheever, as well as dancers, visual 
artists, chemists, architects, and mathema-
ticians, she found that eighty percent of her 
subjects had struggled with mood disorders 
at some point in their life. Of course, not all 
artistic people will deal with mental illness, 
but perhaps there is a tie-in with the creative 
impulse. Creating can also be therapeutic 
for those who are already suffering: the field 
of art therapy has its formal beginnings in 
late-eighteenth-century psychiatry.

If there is such a clear trend of mental illness 
among creative people, why isn’t it  the subject 
of a common conversation? Occasionally, 

Surface design is very en vogue in 
ceramics right now. Creating images 
on the surfaces of pots isn’t new; it is in 

fact ancient, but thanks to recent trends in 
graphic design and new technology, such as 
laser printer decals, taking 2-D design to 3-D 
surfaces is easy and popular. Any image can be 
translated to virtually any surface. With such 
a prevalence of imagery and pattern, the inev-
itable question is why? What lies beneath the 
artist’s decisions about line and color; what 
does she intend to say and what meaning is 
found there for others? As surface design 
becomes more prominent, perhaps our 
conversations can do so as well? Surfaces can 
speak volumes, but conversations can help 
show the true depth of art. We often count on 
the work to communicate with the world, but 
is that enough? 

Western culture is full of assumptions and 
stereotypes about psychology and creativity, 
perhaps the most pervasive of which is the 
idea of the “tortured artist.” Iconically repre-
sented by Vincent Van Gogh, the concept of 
an artist who creates masterpieces despite (or 
because of) mental illness is intrinsic to the 
art world. This idea, while not solidly proven, 
is supported by many scientific and psycho-
logical studies linking creativity and mental 
illnesses. Nancy Andreasen, a neuroscientist 
who has spent decades researching the link 
between creativity and mental illness, hy-
pothesizes that creativity, like mental illness 
(and following similar neural pathways), runs 
in families. Studies using neural imaging have 
captured remarkably similar brain activity 
between creative processes and mental state. 
It is a simple theory to understand: creativity 
can often be an irrational voyage. During his 
lifetime, Van Gogh was considered mad; now 
he is revered as a genius. 

particularly troubling events occur and spur 
discussions in the media about the importance 
of having conversations about difficult subjects 
like mental health, only to die down quickly 
because the topic makes us uncomfortable. 
Most recently, in August 2014, comedian Rob-
in Williams committed suicide after suffering 
from severe depression and anxiety (related 
to his Parkinson’s diagnosis) and a lifetime of 
battling various addictions. Williams is best 
known for his self-deprecating humor and 
surreal, often melancholy style of comedy. So 
much of his work dealt with mental illness and 
suicide (Dead Poets Society, The Fisher King, The 
Birdcage, Good Will Hunting, Patch Adams, What 
Dreams May Come), yet most saw him only as 
a comedian, the funny man, the guy who did 
goofy voices and was always smiling. His way 
of presenting the darkest parts of his mind 
with humor made the topic not only accept-
able, but even Disney-worthy. Take another 
look at Aladdin’s Genie, a deeply melancholic, 
literally blue character, whose often sarcastic 
and sanguine quips and antics were funny 
to children but disturbing and sad to mature 
viewers who could see a little deeper. This is 
how the artist works: he hides the true depth 
of meaning beneath an attractive surface.

As artists, most of the time we speak in gener-
alities. Statements and catalog excerpts broad-
ly suggest the ideas contained in the artwork; 
rarely do we speak in detail about thoughts 
and ideas. Robin Williams played complex, 
often troubled characters, Vonnegut wrote 
satire, Van Gogh painted Starry Night. Perhaps 
there is a simple reason artists work in such 
a subversive manner: it’s easier. “Difficult” 
subjects are termed that for a reason – they’re 
hard to talk about. Putting feelings into words 
can be impossible at times; exact terms escape 
our grasp, leaving us flailing, trying to describe 
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emotions that can only be felt. Through our 
chosen creative outlets, we avoid the stigma 
and discrimination that surround mental 
health and other issues and the idea of feeling 
pitied, which can be unbearable. 

Ceramists in particular use image, form, and 
surface to speak. Some let illustrated charac-
ters or graphic imagery speak the words they 
dare not say, others inspire emotional catharsis 
through glaze, color, pattern, or form. Yet for 
all that the visual conversation that is happen-
ing in today’s practice, there lacks a concurrent 
discussion of what lies behind the surfaces and 
forms. Why do we hesitate to cross that divide 
between artistic voice and spoken word? In art 
lies freedom of expression. But at what price? 
Virginia Woolf, Ernest Hemingway (and his 
granddaughter Margot), Sylvia Plath, Vincent 
van Gogh, John Berryman, Hart Crane, Mark 
Rothko, Diane Arbus, Anne Sexton, Kurt 
Cobain, Robin Williams, Henry Alexander, 
Alexander McQueen, Hunter S. Thompson all 
expressed inner turmoil through their creative 
work, but with few exceptions none spoke 
openly, and all committed suicide. 

Art can often express thoughts and feelings we 
are unable to vocalize, even to ourselves. Have 
you ever created an artwork that, when you 
looked back on it days, months, or even years 
later, revealed a meaning deeper than what 
you had perceived at the time of its creation? 
The subconscious mind has long held a pres-
ence in the artistic world even before Surreal-
ism popularized the idea. Art historians have 
gleaned information on the lives of deceased 
artists through both obvious and incredibly 
subtle clues in their work. Andrew Solomon, 
a writer on psychology, including the psy-
chology of child prodigies, stated in a 2013 
TEDx presentation: “We know depression 
through metaphors. Emily Dickinson was able 

to convey it in language, Goya in an image. 
Half the purpose of art is to describe such 
iconic states.” The melancholic woodcarvings 
of Durer or the black paintings of Goya are 
clear examples, and Michelangelo is thought 
to have suffered from obsessive-compulsive 
disorder, though the signs are more obscure. 

Genetics is not the only factor influencing the 
health of the creative mind. Artists live lives 
fraught with instabilities; often they are 
somewhat nomadic existences, as a result of 
taking opportunities where and when they 
come up. They lack a dependable income, as 
sales fluctuate with the market and within 
the year. Work hours are never-ending, with 
having to manage both the creative side and 
the business side of things. Bookkeeping, 
taxes, marketing, sales, shipping, mainte-
nance . . . it’s common to have to juggle all 
of these responsibilities, along with occa-
sional paid gigs, such as teaching adjunct or 
multiple workshops. 

The stress such a lifestyle creates is massive 
and can take its toll mentally and physically. 
Many of us are unable to afford healthcare, 
so therapy is not a likely option. Any phys-
ical injury can be devastating to a 
working artist. Then there is the 
purely artistic stressor, in which we 
place our creations, the progeny of 
our artistic souls, into the hands of the 
community for judgment. Criticism is 
essential to development as an artist, 
but rejection for the sake of growth 
remains rejection. Adding in any 
personal conflicts can pro-
duce the perfect storm 
for emotional peril.

Recent movements 
such as TWLOHA (To 

Write Love on Her Arms) and hashtag activism 
campaigns, such as NAMI’s (National Alliance 
on Mental Illness) #IWillListen and #Time-
toTalk, promote discussions on the awareness 
of mental health, along with numerous other 
campaigns for such causes as violence against 
women (#WhyIStayed and #YesAllWomen). 
The advent of social media communication 
in small doses with a screen as a mediator has 
made these discussions easier to facilitate and 
perhaps less daunting. There is a downside 
to social media, however. The recent suicide 
of prominent college athlete Madison Holle-
ran, along with other similarly unfortunate 
situations, has led to some scrutiny. Holleran, 
a talented and successful young woman, pre-
sented a charmed and happy life through social 
media but concealed a much darker truth. A 
perfectionist, she strictly controlled her image 
online until the day she took a running leap 
off a ninth-story parking garage. Afterward, 
her friends and family scrutinized her feeds 
for hidden moments of reality. The campaign 
#LifeUnfiltered followed, urging others to share 
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their own stories and remove the filter of perfection. 
Art is much like social media. We present our best 
work to the world, keeping behind those things we 
deem imperfect. 

My personal experience with depression and mental 
anguish culminated in 2010 when I attempted 
suicide. It’s a much longer story than I can tell here, 
but it involved an abusive marriage and a cheating 
spouse, an addiction to narcotic painkillers due to 
a fractured spine, and ended with me in a coma for 
several days. I spent a long time afterwards working 
with surface imagery directly relating to mortality, 
death, and dying. Anatomical hearts and skeletons 
abounded as I processed recent events in my life. 
Most people who interacted with that work assumed 
I had a fascination with the macabre, perhaps some 
personal trauma, but very few understood that I 
was trying to cope with a near-death experience. 
Even I didn’t wholly grasp my reasoning behind 
certain designs until years later. At the time, that 
mystery, the subterfuge of creating art not meant to 
be fully understood by my audience was important. 
I wasn’t prepared to have that conversation beyond 
the surface of my work. Eventually, I learned to talk 
about my experiences, to share them and make more 
direct connections through both art and words. In 
speaking with other ceramic artists from around the 
world, I know I am not alone in my experiences, 
although mine is the only story I can tell here.

Art is subjective, no matter how blunt we try to be 
as the creator. Viewers will bring their own per-
spectives to bear on how they interpret it. We must 
allow people to interpret openly and to connect in 
their own way. Art is a constant interaction; nothing 
created is ever static, and the audience continually 
changes the artwork. It follows Heisenberg’s Uncer-
tainty Principle: the act of observation changes the 
object being observed. This is the power and beauty 
of art, and how it survives generations. Art can sur-
pass emotion and evolve. It is therefore up to each 
artist as an individual to decide if intent is enough: 

Is the creation of a work expressing a certain emotion, 
a pain or hurt, sufficient to purge that feeling or is 
further discussion warranted? Are you living through 
the filter of your artwork?

Slowly, as I embraced new beginnings, floral imagery 
began to join the macabre. Further cycles of emotion 
have emerged in my work (in 2012, I survived a shoot-
ing and guns joined the ranks). Each design, each pat-
tern of prints, has a depth of meaning beyond what a 
simple cup or bowl should be able to hold. I enjoy that 
my work has its own life outside of my control, and 
that each piece resonates uniquely with each viewer. 
Sometimes I hear the words “sweet” and “whimsi-
cal” attached to my work, and I am okay with that. 
Recently a curator gave me my favorite descriptor, 
“playful yet melancholy.” After a deeper discussion, I 
discovered that while our lives were vastly different, 
we shared a level of emotional understanding that 
attracted him to my work. This is how I want my work 
to function.

Art should be a catalyst, a springboard for conver-
sations that are far too often unspoken. I think that 
it’s time we let our community of artists, created 
by a common language in clay, be one of safety and 
support; it’s time we encourage talking out loud rather 
than letting our art be a final declarative punctuation. 
How many of you are waiting for permission to speak 
beyond the art? Child-me only saw the Genie as a 
funny blue man; his message was not always clear. 
Van Gogh painted sunflowers because they made him 
happy, but he also painted his sorrow and loneliness 
with a power that reaches across centuries. Edvard 
Munch, who painted “The Scream” in 1893, once 
said, “Sickness, insanity, and death were the angels 
that surrounded my cradle, and they have followed me 
throughout my life.” Creative people are often closely 
connected to the parts of themselves like emotion and 
pain, and in a community with a proven predisposi-
tion to emotional distress, we ought to encourage its 
power to incite dialog and acceptance. It is time to 
talk, to live the life unfiltered, and I for one will listen.
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ABOVE: Arthur Halvorsen. Platter, 2011. Handbuilt earthenware, slips, glazes. Arthur explains, 
“The little red dots represent people living with aids or are HIV positive. There’s seems to be an 
upswing with the younger generation of gay men, and that makes me sad.” Photograph by the artist.

PREVIOUS PAGE: Emily Schroeder Willis. Breakfast for a Childless Mother, 2013. From the exhi-
bition “Disaster Relief ” at Crimson Laurel Gallery, Bakersville, North Carolina. Willis states, 
“I made this work last year as I was going through a miscarriage. I had such a hard time making 
them and trying to share about my experience without being too personal. This is the first time I 
have shared the meaning.” Photograph by the artist. 
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