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Abstract 

" (;8
Translations is a body of ceramic work made in white stoneware clay. There are five 

works, each fired to cone 6, that explore my personal experiences and copings with 

Generalized Anxiety. While not everyone struggles with anxiety specifically, everybody 

does face obstacles, including death, divorce, loss, rejection, depression, pressure, et 

cetera. Our happiness and success is not based on the quality or quantity of these 

struggles, but the way in which we face them. We pretend and we hide to put on a face of 

strength for the world to see in hopes that others will never see our imperfections. I 

believe that it is critical for people to embrace and have an awareness of their struggles, 

which encourages connection with others. Vulnerability is critical to joy, creativity, and 

change, and this body of work stands unabashedly as a symbol and example of 

channeling my own obstacles into a positive form of self-expression. 
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Artist Statement 

My work is an exploration and visualization of my own experiences with Generalized 

Anxiety. The natural tension and heightened levels of stimulation in my body are 

displaced into my work by focusing that excess energy onto a piece, which in tum 

becomes a physical catharsis. Process is a crucial part of the therapeutic expulsion that is 

my creative work, helping to give my amorphic experiences and feelings a visual 

presence and allowing viewers to see the tension I feel every day. I am continuing to 

explore the ways in which my own creative expression is serving as a therapeutic and 

healing process for my body and mind via balance in form, pattern, and carving, as well 

as a focus on precision and craft. In addition, these pieces are also reflective of learning 

to integrate - not fix - one's struggles into daily life, represented with functional pieces. 

I believe it is critical for people to have an understanding of themselves so that when 

faced with problems, a person is more capable of proactively solving those issues and 

achieving a higher quality of life. I want to acknowledge the social indignity of "falling 

apart" and the widespread belief that vulnerability equates to weakness, and I want 

people to see others comfortable talking openly about taboo topics that make others 

uneasy, such as death, mental illness, or crying. It is important for peopl.e to allow their 

vulnerabilities to be seen by others and to understand the strength - not weakness - in 

this unveiling. While many are inclined to avoid distressing matters, I believe that a 

repreSSIve mind set can be detrimental to individuals. Vulnerability is critical to joy, 

creativity, and change, and my body of work stands unabashedly as a symbol and 

example of channeling my own obstacles into a positive fonn of self-expression. 
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Significance 

My work is a personal exploration of my own experiences with Generalized Anxiety, and 

the process itself stands as a therapeutic shedding of my anxieties through my hands. I 

love to map out and carve my surface patterns by hand and find the aesthetic and balance 

in n1arrying pattern with forn1. I take great pride in n1y attempts at n1athematical precision 

by hand, and it is a critical part of my work. Perfectionism has been one of my coping 

mechanisms since elementary school, with the mindset being, "If I do it perfectly and 

look perfect while I do it, I can avoid the pain of any judgment or shame in not being 

good enough." As researcher Brene Brown says, "Please. Perforn1. Perfect" (2012). 

Perfectionistic tendencies penneate all of my work in fonn and surface treatments, and it 

works as a physical catharsis. Being able to take the excess energy produced by my body 

and focus it into a piece has become a positive outlet in maintaining empowering energy 

levels for myself. My double-walled body of work places vulnerable carvings on the 

outside, where people should be placing their vulnerabilities, instead of on the inside 

where they would be unable to support the vessel. Most people look at the carvings on 

my work and respond to the symmetry, intricacy, and delicacy. People are able to 

appreciate the carvings when on the exterior, and it is a realization that the vulnerable 

parts are the beautiful parts - just as in humans. 

While struggle is not a revolutionary concept, a public declaration of it is. All endure 

struggle, with no exceptions; the differences lie in how we respond to our obstacles. 

Many of us grow up being taught a binary culture that says people are either brave or 

afraid, and my body of work is a testament to my belief that our culture needs to adopt a 
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revised mind set that says people should be both - afraid, yet brave in spite of it. Research 

shows that vulnerability is critical to connection with others. Making friends, applying for 

jobs, dating, and just making a work of art for the world to see all present a possibility for 

rejection and disappointment, yet we could never achieve any of these things without 

taking chances and baring ourselves to others. In a culture where emotional exposure is 

perceived as weakness, especially for men, I am learning to embrace the risk and allow 

myself to be vulnerable both as an artist and a person. Doing this in a forum as public as 

artwork takes courage, and it hopefully stands as an example for others that struggle 

silently with whatever their obstacles are. When we see others liberate themselves, it 

gives us permission to be free as well, and it helps to normalize that act of liberation. My 

work pushes back against society's beliefs that vulnerability is weakness and makes a 

revision that it is instead strength. 
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Influences 

Matt Repsher 

Matt Repsher is a studio artist based in Santa Fe, New Mexico. I find the balance in his 

carvings to be similar to my own work, and we both seem to share an interest in 

patterning and symmetry. I have looked to his work for pattern inspiration, and his lids 

specifically have translated into my own work. I like the way he balances positive and 

negative space in seeking a cohesive harmony of design. 
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Doug Peltzman 

Doug Peltzman is a studio artist based in Dover Plains, New York. I felt a connection 

with his work out of a similar obsessive compulsive nature. Every single detail of his 

work is calculated and under control, which is a compulsion I usually have to talk myself 

into letting go. Again, aesthetic balance and symmetry are key components in his work 

that I use in my own. I was very interested in his inlay technique and have utilized it in 

my own work. Inlay is a great way to make pen-like lines that are very precise and allow 

a great amount control over the aesthetic. Although his patterning is different from mine, 

Doug also utilizes a repetition of elements, and I think it displays a tension similar to my 
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patterns. He also uses horizontal bands as starting and stopping points for the fonns, as 

well as for emphasis on the fonn curves themselves. This has also influenced my work 

not only as boundaries for pattern, but also as an element of design. 

Shawn Spangler 

Shawn Spangler is currently an Assistant Professor of Art at the University of Hawaii. I 

heard him describe his work as an attempt at mathematical precision by hand, and I have 

loved that description ever since. I enjoy his use of balance, symmetry, repetition, and use 

of red inlay. Although the red color isn't for me, I remember the pen-stroke inlay getting 

me interested in linear qualities that are a great foundation of my work. Parallel, vertical 

lines are dominant features in my work helping to emphasize the movements in the 

fonns. 

8 




Jennifer McCurdy 

Jennifer is a ceramic artist that works with porcelain. Her work is very similar to mine in 

that it challenges the physics of clay and is striving for a healthy balance between clay 

strength and gravity. She also has very intricate carvings that require careful focus and a 

steady hand. Even though she fires her work to higher temperatures than I do, I look to 

her as an inspiration to keep pushing the limits of clay and process. 
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Wayne Barton 

Wayne Barton is a Swiss-trained woodcarver and the founder of the Alpine School of 

Woodcarving, residing in Park Ridge, Illinois. Like Spangler, he aims to achieve 

mathematical precision, but does so with a compass. I find the effects of certain repeated 

shapes to be inspiring in my own patterns. With Barton's work, the whole is definitely 

greater than the sum of the parts, and I like to look at techniques that draw my attention 

and examine how they are broken down into parts. My pieces work the same way in that 

all of my individual patterns come together for a greater piece, and it is a matter of 

arranging them to achieve the desired effect. 
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Brene Brown 

Brene Brown, Ph.D., LMSW is a research professor at the University of Houston 

Graduate College of Social Work. She has spent over a decade researching vulnerability, 

shame, courage, and worthiness. She writes and speaks about how her data has shown 

that allowing ourselves to be vulnerable is critical to whole-hearted living and to 

connection, which is what gives meaning and purpose to our lives (Brown, 2012). As I 

have read and learned about her research, it has become an extension of my own 

artwork's content. My work - as in the work of Collette Spears - is an attempt at being 

con1fortable with my own personal vulnerabilities and experiences with Generalized 

Anxiety. On another tier, my work - as in general artwork - is its own category of 

vulnerability. When an artist creates a work and puts it out for the public to see, it is an 

incredibly exposing act as it allows others to make a judgment on something that is a 

product of the artist's idea, creativity, and innovation. It is very difficult to separate an 

artist's personal identity from their artwork. Brown's literature has greatly expanded my 

concepts and has been a force in my own courage to make work in the public eye. 
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Personal Influences 

Organization, symmetry, gridding, structure, alignment, and order are the common 

threads that link my work. Different from specific techniques or patterns, these 

characteristics make up the flavor that my work embodies even as it evolves over the 

years. Much of my child and adolescent development were driven by school, and my core 

identity for the greater part of my life has been academic achievement and intelligence. I 

was immersed in advanced math and language arts from first grade, continued into the 

Honors program in middle school, completed five Advanced Placement courses in high 

school, and followed right on in to the Honors College at Ball State. "Please. Perform. 

Perfect" (Brown, 2012). This goal of doing everything perfectly and looking perfect 

while doing it has become an internalized value over many years of struggling to keep a 

tight and desperate grip on my core identity as an overachiever. When there is no flaw to 

point out, there is logically nothing to say except for, "Great job. You did it perfectly." 

This key, albeit irrational, thought process is the underlying psyche of my work that 

drives the order, obsession, and anxiety that emerges when making a piece. 
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Process 

My process and techniques in how I build my double-walled forms has developed over 

the last seven months through trial and error, deriving on what I know about clay, gravity, 

drying, and shrinking rates. This body of work has been created with white stoneware and 

glaze-fired to cone 6 (about 22300 P). Pieces are displayed in the round on pedestals. 

The inner wall is built first. Starting as a pinch pot, the inside is coil-built on a banding 

wheel and paddled into the shape I want, being careful to maintain a level of dryness that 

will enable the pot to hold itself up. Blemishes in the surface are smoothed out with a 

surform tool and plastic rib. I make the top rim transition extra thick because it is the 

most vulnerable and important connection in the piece, crucial to holding the piece 

together. As the rim flips out to become the outer wall, I tum the piece upside down to 

coil-build in the opposite direction. Again, the form is constructed and paddled into place, 

then smoothed out with a surform tool and rib. The outer wall transitions and becomes 

the foot. I often add coils around the foot in order to frame where the carvings will end. 

I rarely sketch or plan the carving for a piece beforehand. I find that the creative process 

seems to work better if I decide what it will look like when I have the piece sitting in 

front of me and can sketch directly onto it. A lot of preparation work for carving is done 

before any chunks of clay are actually taken out. I will sketch it into the surface with a 

fettling knife, and when it is done to my liking, I roughly cut each section that will be 

taken out with a surgical scalpel. I leave these in the piece until they are all incised 

because it helps maintain the structural strength as I carve and keeps the drying - which 
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begins to accelerate as the carving begins - more even in the piece. As I start taking 

pieces out, I immediately refine the edges of the extracted section because it will dry 

rapidly. This is done until the body is fully carved and refined. It will always be under 

plastic because it is critical that the outer wall does not dry faster than the inner wall, 

which is still solid. To keep the inner form from sinking down as the piece is carved, I 

either install little supports between the foot and the inner wall or a separate solid piece of 

clay to serve as a temporary stand until it is bisque fired. 

Any handles attached to the carved body will signify the first sections to be carved. This 

will be done as soon as possible so that the piece does not becon1e too dry to have clay 

attached. Spouts are handled on an individual basis, based on where they are located on 

the body, and teapot spouts are specifically created by rolling a paintbrush through the 

center of a coil. Lids are the last part to be constructed, often made with a slab, so that 

they can be given special attention in matching the body. 

I have tested many glaze recipes in order to find the glaze I want for each piece. I have 

been pursuing neutral-colored transparent glazes that break over edges well. I want these 

glazes because I want to emphasize the carving, but not distract from it. These have been 

fired to cone 6 in an electric kiln, which I have lowered from cone 10 (2350°F) due to the 

clay shifting and moving more at pyroplastic temperatures. 
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Cream and Sugar Set 

Collette Spears 

Whi te Stoneware 

6 x 5 x 6 inches (each) 

This set draws inspiration particularly 

from Matt Repsher in the lids and 

part of the body carving. The 

precision and detail is reflective of 

the anxiety and perfectionistic 

tendencies underlying the body of 

work. An image of perfection IS 

perceived at first glance, but flaws 

that are part of the handmade process 

are found upon further inspection. 
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Kitchen Jar Set 

Collette Spears 

White Stoneware 

10 x 10 x 10 inches 

7 x 7 x 8 inches 

6 x 6 x 7 inches 

This set is built off the idea of a set of jars for the kitchen. The patterning is developed 

from one that I've been doing for multiple years, and it is a variation of a checkerboard 

pattern that is also reminiscent of architecture. The complexities in form and pattern have 

made this set an accomplished one, pulling both old and new techniques into play. 

Extensive glaze testing was done to achieve the three hues of brown from a base glaze to 

give the perception of a family set that belongs together. 
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This pattern came about as a variation on Matt Repsher's carving. Teapots prove to be 

Teapot and Cup Set 

Co11ette Spears 

White Stoneware 

11 x 7 x 11 inches 

5 x 5 x 4 inches (cups) 

difficult forms to construct in this technique because of the spout extending from the 

body on one side, making the overall weight asymmetrical. Teapots are also very 

traditional pieces within the history of ceramics, and integrating this unique patterning 

with these commonplace objects is reflective of integrating Generalized Anxiety with 

daily life. 
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Gravy Boat 

Co11ette Spears 

White Stoneware 

8 x 4 x 8 inches 

The gravy boat is still a new fonn for me. The integration of function, fonn, handle, and 

spout requires a careful balance and an awareness of the way each part impacts the 

others. With the asymmetrical energy already coming from the spout and handle, I 

decided that a simple pattern of just vertical lines was appropriate for this piece. 
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Carved Saltshakers 

Collette Spears 

White Stoneware 

This set of saltshakers provides a very new fonn for me, especially in size. It is easy for 

these double-walled pieces to get out of hand very quickly in tenns of scale, and so it 

requires some extra attention to keep them small. I think the light weight and the domed 

cage surrounding the upper openings are satisfying elements that add to the success of 

this set. 
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Our deepest fear is not that we are inadequate. Our deepest fear is that we are powerful 

beyond measure. It is our Light, not our Darkness, that most frightens us. We ask 

ourselves, who am I to be brilliant, gorgeous, talented, fabulous? Actually, who are you 

not to be? Your playing small does not serve the world. There is nothing enlightening 

about shrinking so that other people won't feel unsure around you. As we let our own 

light shine, we unconsciously give other people permission to do the same. As we're 

liberated from our own fear, our presence automatically liberates others. 

Marianne Williamson 
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"Your playing small does not serve the world." 


wwwcollettespears.col11 n~sppars@bSll . edll 
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Artist Lecture 

On Friday, April 25 th 
, 2014, I presented my first artist lecture in Ball State's Art and 

Journalism Building, room 225, entitled Your Playing Small Does Not Serve the World. 

This is not a requirement of BFA majors, but being able to speak about one's work is a 

necessary skill of artists. This was a 45-minute talk, which gave me an opportunity to 

speak publicly about the development of my work over the last four years and how it has 

become what it is today. I spoke about the ways in which earlier pieces transitioned into 

other pieces and how certain life experiences have influenced my work's progress, both 

in technical skills and in surface treatments. I concluded by commenting on the 

vulnerable position that artists have by making work in the public eye and pointing out 

the necessity of this vulnerability, not only in making art but in living a fulfilling life. 

Connection, change, and society's progress are dependent on people's willingness to put 

their ideas out there and place themselves in a position of judgment, evaluation, and 

emotional risk. There is strength in vulnerability that serves the individual as well as the 

world, and it is important to remember that it is never easy, but it is necessary. 

Verbalizing what my work and I stand for in a public forum was a great leap for me and 

aided my own deeper understanding of how my work is relevant. There is a big 

difference between writing about your ideas and speaking about them with eloquence to 

others, and this was a very important step for me as an artist en1erging fron1 

undergraduate school. 
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