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Dissertation Proposal

Why create? I am interested to explore why we make and adorn our private spaces with decorative features. We see that even in minimalist homes, art features prominently. In cluttered environments, people still make room for that extra picture or ornament. As an artist, in my personal manifesto I offer boundaries as the first of three key words. The perception of artistic boundaries, allows me to make breaking rules as one of my driving forces. I am interested in stories, this second word is the ability to share my own story through art. Finally, my third word is to make myself and other people feel positive and happy when looking at my work. These three words explain to me why we create and why we find space to display.

BOUNDARIES, what are boundaries, who sets them and who says we break them? The word is defined as that which indicates the limits of anything, from 1620s and from the word bound being strictly, a visible mark indicating a dividing line, a bound being the limit or furthest point of extension of any one thing, (etymonline.com 2019). The Oxford Dictionary agrees the origin to be early 17th century: variant of bounder – a dishonourable man, (en.oxforddictionaries.com 2019). It appears as one who crosses the line. I doubt  Paul Gaugin felt he was crossing a line when he said “I close my eyes in order to see” (Kounios & Beeman 2015:50), it can be assumed that by closing his eyes, Gaugin was not allowing the boundaries of what he could see, define the boundaries of what he could paint. If also would seem unfair to describe him as a dishonourable bounder as there are no boundaries in art, we are limited only by our own imagination.

When 70,000 churches were destroyed in Germany in the second world war (Moor Reed, 1997:98), a group of German stained glass artists led by Georg Meistermann allowed their imaginations to run wild. They would not have been criticised for recreating fragment windows to restore and conserve and yet they chose to break boundaries in their new creations. They completely changed the style of stained glass in religious establishments. Despite being a child of the Bauhaus, Meistermann ignored its austerity in design, instead he used a new, pure, graphic language, without associations with past traditions (Moor Reed, 1997:98). Their windows were different, breaking new ground in subject, design and colour. They broke through the boundaries set up by 15th century religious craftsmen as can be seen in figure 1, a window by Georg Meistermann at St Mary’s, Köln-Kalk, Germany in 1957.
[image: ]
Figure 1 Georg Meistermann
[image: ]They also saw this as an opportunity to start a revolution in the wider craft of stained glass. An important pupil of Meistermann was Johannes Schreiter. The central element of his work was unpredictable and eccentric. He mixed plastics with glass, created a wandering lead line and weaving images and burn marks into abstract compositions (Moor Reed, 1997:100). The lead was used not just to hold the glass, but to be part of the actual design and Schreiter took the lead line onto its own journey across the glass as in Figure 2, one of 42 windows for the church of St Elisabeth in Langen-hagen, Germany.

Figure 2 Johannes Schreiter
I suggest that people assume there are boundaries, rules or restrictions when, in truth, there are none in art. In stained glass, many assume the leads are used to hold the glass in place and never consider using them artistically. Kounois and Beeman (Kounous and Beeman, 2015:36) suggest that we should be open to alternative, non-obvious interpretations. As artists we must be prepared to break outside of the box and solve the nine dot problem by drawing a single line through them and using the space outside as seen in figure 3.
[image: ]
Figure 3 The Nine Dot Problem

They quote from Keynes “the difficulty lies, not in new ideas but in escaping from the old ones which ramify, for those brought up as most of us have been into every corner of our minds” (Keynes in Kounois and Beeman, 2015:31). This suggests that people are often blind to the fact that they are in a box at all. This implies that everything you do has the potential to limit what you do next. Everything you think has the potential to limit what you think and the scary thing is you do not know this is happening (Kounois and Beeman, 2015:37). Thinking outside the box takes practise or perhaps it’s something in our genes and our mental state.

Let us therefore, consider our mental state. We must be insightful, consider if we are perhaps slightly mad and see if there is a connection between creative insight and madness. There is reason to think that creativity and mental illness are related and that they are both expressions of something that is relatively stable – one’s genes, Kounois and Beeman (2015:162) argue that people with schizophrenia genes that have not yet been activated by environment or have smaller number of these genes are not considered schizophrenic. Many are schizotypes. They are not mentally ill though they may have watered down versions of some of the unusual thoughts patterns that schizophrenics gave the tendency to think with remote associations. You do not have to be schizotypes to be creative, however schizotypes are flexible and creative thought processes give them an advantage (Kounois and Beeman, 2015:163). Certainly I agree that in the midst of creative design, I often feel distressed and emotionally wrecked but in order to break boundaries, it is worth the feeling.

STORIES, the word is defined as a “connected account or narration of some happening," c. 1200, originally "narrative of important events or celebrated persons of the past," from Old French estorie, estoire "story, chronicle, history," from Late Latin storia, shortened from Latin historia "history, account, tale, story" Meaning "recital of true events" first recorded late 14c.; sense of "narrative of fictitious events meant to entertain" is from c. 1500. As a euphemism for "a lie" it dates from 1690s (etymonline.com 2019).

I am interested in how people use stories. Why do we feel the need to tell and retell them? Do we repeat what we hear or do we have selective memory and change the story to suit our audience and the time? Where do stories start and history end - are stories untrue histories or are stories oral history? (Schneider, 2008:2). We have a common belief that to really understand a story, we need to listen to how it is used and recognise how each new narration bears the mark of the present and a particular reason for telling (Schneider, 2008:1). Retelling is a way of preserving the story, a way to create a contact between a person whose story sits on the shelf and a museum visitor who is invited to be that character and share their experience for a little while. Listening and experience can trigger imagination and discovery of meaning (Schneider, 2008:165). Sometimes the meaning is more than the artist intended. An example is given by Rodney Bender, creator of Falklands Memorial in St Mary’s Church, Swansea. He tells a story of how the sponsors of the glass panel enjoyed his reference to a sinking ship when none was created (Bender, 26:02:19).

In the beginning cavemen painted on walls, later, tribes passed their stories through the generations. An example of tribal stories can be found in Australia. Aboriginal people painted pointillist pictures telling future generations of their dreamtime stories – a term commonly used to refer to cosmology, encompassing the creator ancestral beings, the laws of religious and social behaviour, the land, the spiritual forces which sustain life and the narratives which concern these (Caruana, 1993:214). The Aboriginal people are only just starting to have their stories heard. “What’s your story?” has become part of the Australian vernacular. Art is one of the few languages in which Aboriginal people have able to communicate with outsiders on a relatively equal and often superior terms (Brodie, 1997:12). These stories told through art are referred to as dreamtime or dreaming (Brodie, 1997:10) many of them are obvious such as ‘Creation Story’ or not as obvious as in ‘Tiddalick The Frog’. This latter dreamtime story is about a huge frog who drank all the water in the billabong and the animals’ attempts to make him laugh to bring the water back. This story is probably about the frog as an indicator of water levels (dreamtime.net.au 2019). Peter Skipper is one such artist born in Western Australia, a traditional Aboriginal. He began painting the typical aboriginal dot art in the early 1980s. His first solo exhibition was in Sydney in 1989. “This is all my stories he said the whole lot.” (Brodie, 1997:22). His water dreamtime story in Figure 4 is called Mangkajakura, an important spring-soak.
[image: ]
Figure 4 Peter Skipper, 1987
More recently, stained glass in churches told the congregation of the bible stories that had yet to be printed and read. These stories are often expressed as symbols. Chartres Cathedral is full of symbols; green crosses are symbolic of the life giving power of the blood of the Lord and a reference to the belief that the cross was made of wood of the tree of life from the Garden of Eden. A dragon is a symbol of satanic forces. A pelican, see Figure 5, is believed to resurrect it’s offspring with its own blood and thus symbolic of both Jesus’s sacrifice and the Eucharist.
[image: ]
Figure 5 Chartres Cathedral

As in stained glass, stories are the key elements of any advertising message. Just as the windows in Chartres could be described as symbols selling religion to the masses, Jesus Christ could be described as the good looking leading man selling us religion through glass. This is not so different from another good looking leading man such as Johnny Depp, selling us perfume from a glass window in the corner of our homes.

[image: ]Today, we use many ways to tell a story. In art, every picture tells a story and this is an abridged version of one of mine. 

Figure 6 Only in Darkness Can You See Stars
In my blog I recorded: “On the day my husband discovered he had cancer, I calmed myself by drawing the people around me. Patients looked fearful, resigned and lost. Staff appeared stressed and rushed. I recreated these drawings in lead, representing real people in their private bubbles and on their individual pathways. They speak to the viewer to say “however abnormal you feel, others feel the same”. The Proton Unit is at the forefront of medical technology, the main theme of this panel is therefore ‘space age’. At its heart, is the shape of the proton unit, transformed by the inspiration of a meditational labyrinth. This offers the patients the subliminal visualisation that the machine is a place for peace and a restful mind. The orange buttons represent stars. Hospital was an extraordinary experience and we longed for the ordinary. The circles represent planets filled with ordinary life, dreams that hopefully will make people happy and both patients and staff relaxed in difficult and busy times. It uses colours of the chakras - blue and purple representing throat and mind, together with orange as the central communicator to the soul. The reflection of the panel onto the floor below reminds us that we are not alone, we are surrounded by kind staff, friends and family.” I feel this is worth further investigation.

Happy or happiness was first used in late 14c., "lucky, favoured by fortune, being in advantageous, prosperous;" of events, "turning out well," from hap (n.) "chance, fortune". Sense of "very glad" again first recorded late 14c. meaning "greatly pleased and content" is from 1520s. From Greek to Irish, a great majority of the European words for "happy" at first meant "lucky." An exception is Welsh, where the word used first meant "wise." (Etymonline.com 2019) and as a word is negotiable.

Can you be happy creating art? Demand drives artists to create despite feeling of constant failure, as Bayles and Orland state in their book ‘Art Of Fear’, that when we start to produce art, we set ourselves up to fail, as whatever we create is never as good as it in appeared in our heads (Bayles & Orland, 2001:50). Researchers have found that there is an astonishing association between increased happiness and important breakthroughs at work. The boost that a positive mood gave to creative thinking lasted for two days apparently affecting the incubation period leading up to a solution (Kounios and Beeman, 2015:115). Does art bring viewers happiness or create emotions and how are these emotions created? 

Happy is a way of looking. We all see pictures in our head and on the wall. If we don’t like those in our head we have the power to change them. We have the ability to see the positives in any situation, even if this means we need to look at something a little differently. An example of this control of mind phenomena is shown in Figure 7, the Necker cube illusion, (Kounios and Beeman, 2015:07). They explain that we can see either the bottom or the top cube as closer to us, depending on how and which way we choose to view it. You cannot see both boxes in different ways at the same time but often in life we do not even try to look at situations differently. Art is the same, we can see pictures as happy or sad, depending on our mind-set.
[image: ]
Figure 7 The Necker Cube Illusion

Considering the definition, are happy people lucky? Wiseman says they are one and the same because lucky people often see the positives in any situation. Further, lucky people turn every situation to their advantage. They maximise their chance opportunities by building wide networks, they are relaxed and open to new experiences. Lucky people listen to their hunches, seeing themselves as intuitive. They expect good fortune, visualising the future with positivity, attempting goals however slim the chance of success. Most importantly they turn negatives into positives, they seek positive view and accept that negative may work out in the long-term. They don’t dwell on negatives but constructively try to change the future (Wiseman, 2093:180). So happy is way of looking, acting and feeling.

How are these emotions made? Feldman Barrett explains that the body survives on body-budgeting regions of chemicals (Feldman Barrett, 2018:67). Every movement and every thought depletes an element of the budget whilst food and drink and sleep, replenishes it. Emotions are not chemical reactions, they only exist as memories. As babies we don’t feel sadness or happiness because we have no memories on which to base them. Thus we can change our emotions as we choose to re-evaluate our memories. In short, you feel what your brain believes (Feldman Barrett, 2018:78). Happy, it seems is very much a state of mind and body.

Researching these words has taken me on a journey across continents and philosophies. I have allowed myself to jump as the subject interested me, but I am left with more questions than answers. If art has no boundaries, if art makes us happy and enables us to tell stories, creating and making are more important than I first thought. It is therefore not surprising that we prioritise art in our minimalist homes and find space where space is limited. The question that resonates with me going forward is based in post-war Germany because it’s was here that stained glass made its greatest leap in breaking boundaries, expanding the imagination of telling stories and making congregations happy.  What made German contemporary glass artists push the boundaries in glass, what is their story, did it indeed make the congregations happy and how much further can the leaded line be taken across the expected boundary of holding glass?
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