Cox 2

James Cox
Dr. Alex Graebic
HONS 295
2019 May 2
Expression and Identity in Morgan Everhart’s Paintings
	Morgan Everhart is a Texas-raised painter working out of New York City, creating (among other things) large floral abstractions with emotional, religious, nostalgic, and historical roots.  Her paintings, which often take up whole walls, command presence with their vibrancy, detail, and unique use of form.  Based on her personal experiences, Everhart aims to make her paintings as accessible as she can to all.  This paper will explore how her paintings come to be, and how they inform and are informed by identity.
	Everhart first knew she wanted to be a creative by the time she was in middle and high school.  Raised in Texas as one of five children in a religious family, she was surrounded by rich influences and had a desire to express herself.  Hindered by the logistical and emotional tolls of outlets such as theater and sports, she found painting to be an ideal outlet for self-expression.  Her artistic education began in the eighth grade with an art class in middle school.  By the time she was in high school she had caught the eye of the art department and continued taking as many art classes as she could (Everhart).  She continued her education after high school, earning a BFA from the University of North Texas and then a MFA from the Maryland Institute College of Art (CV — Morgan Everhart).  Between her undergraduate and graduate studies, Everhart took a year off to thoroughly work on an art portfolio and to explore the art world, working jobs and networking in art galleries and museums.  Graduate school was a particularly formative time for Everhart, which she describes as “the hardest thing I’ve ever done.”  Everhart describes the environment as high pressure, hypercompetitive, and often pompous, where the people were as focused on elevating themselves and winning the rat race as actually making art (Everhart).  Additionally, there was a great deal of culture shock from Everhart, having moved from Texas to the East Coast city of Baltimore, no less during a period of civil and political turmoil.  While indescribably stressful, this time profoundly influenced her.
[bookmark: _GoBack]	Everhart paints in an abstractionist style, aiming to capture senses of place, feeling, and person beyond what literal photorealist representations can.  Common to her work are human figures, religious references, references to classical paintings, and of course, florals, often layered atop one another until the painting finds itself.  Earlier in her art-making career, Everhart discovered she could not achieve what she wanted to by painting things exactly as they are, and found abstraction to be a means of artistic liberation.  Her earlier works included angelic battle scenes and then aerial abstractions—landscape paintings using non-real perspectives and color choices to tell not only how a place looks but how it feels.  These works can be traced back to Everhart’s upbringing in a devout Southern Baptist family and the large amount of driving she had to undertake living in Texas, a large state where a lot of things are far apart.  Everhart continued with abstraction through graduate school, though found she was having trouble going places with it.  It is with “No peace ‘til I know you,” the spiritual parent of all the paintings in the Flowers for my failures series, that Everhart took the next leap with her artistic style with more vivid imagery inclusive of floral elements.
	One might ask—why flowers?  Flowers have a rich history in art in the West, particularly in the middle of the last millennia.  Manuscripts were lined with flowers, and as panel painting took off, flowers were a common subject (Croizat-Glazer).  Seventeenth century artists were particularly enamored with flowers, often creating paintings which depicted flowers from all seasons and locales together, which was unachievable with real flowers at the time.  In modern art, there exists less respect for the flower—relics of a bygone era of art, paintings of flowers are often considered superficial, vain, and with little capacity for meaning (Croizat-Glazer).  Everhart renders subjects these characterizations to their own criticisms, using dramatic floral elements to profoundly depict the feelings and ideas she wants to describe.  The bright elements in her paintings are not always literal flowers, but they bloom with the same vibrancy and force.  “Flowers,” according to Everhart, “are the most abstract thing in reality” (Everhart), rising above their station as symbols for emotions and figurative “places” you might find yourself in.  Personal discomfort is an important theme in Everhart’s work, and these flowers are often its expression.  Everhart purposefully uses “vibrant,” “loud,” and “confused,” colors in her work that make her uneasy, letting her intuition and feelings guide her to the fruition of a painting and catharsis (Everhart).  With that said, many of her paintings take months and years to complete and finding the end of their threads can be both a stress and a triumph for Everhart.  A wonderful example of Everhart’s style, myriad of influences, and dedication to her works coming together is “By me, beside me, now it’s gone” (Appendix A).  The painting, which towers at eight feet tall, seems to depict the ascension to a paradise through both beauty and turmoil, with elements of aerial abstraction, religious and figural painting, and bright florals, summing up to a total which exceeds the sum of its parts.
	Everhart’s works, being abstractions, can be intimidating to view at first.  Even in their creation, the meanings of the paintings do not fully realize themselves until she is well underway creating them.  Everhart wants her paintings to be universal and accessible, and thus wants to leave interpretation up to those who view them.  However, she does not leave the viewer without clues.  The titles of her paintings in Flowers for my failures are short and often cryptic, such as “Went too far” and “Won’t be long won’t be brief.”  (Additionally, religious elements, human and objectual figures, references to classical paintings, and obviously flowers can be found in her paintings if you look closely.)  I personally have “over”-interpreted a few paintings based on their titles, most markedly “No peace ‘til I know you.”  “No peace ‘til I know you” (see Appendix B) is a painting of a bouquet of flowers overtop of an aerial landscape abstraction, the first painting in the series “Flowers for my failures” which informs all the others.  Superficially, the “you” in this painting is itself, perhaps by extension all the paintings that come after it.  I, however, felt as if the painting expressed some sort of mourning or longing for someone.  It can and it does, though I felt uneasy with the liberties I took with my interpretation of it.  However, Everhart understands and welcomes that these paintings find new meanings beyond that which created them—as with most art, it lives immensely beyond its creation.
	How exactly do these paintings tie into identity?  Specificity counterintuitively lends itself to universality—a belief Everhart keeps in mind as she creates her work.  A hyperconscious effort to be relatable ends up being toxic to art.  It is easy to genericize feelings and experiences and it seems like doing so might reach more people, but it robs a creation of its potential power.  Language itself is an abstraction of meaning—perhaps an incredibly useful, often accurate abstraction, but an abstraction nonetheless.  Cutting right through to the bone with powerful, emotional substance brings art closer to reality.  The right rich, vibrant painting made with passion in which form is hard to discern, or say, the right lyrically vivid song capturing a stark scene in the life of a spiraling drug addict, can fit like a glove whereas a painting of some easily visible subject or pop song #89 may be a cramped mitten.  There is, in the words of Everhart, a “false dichotomy” between concept and reality.  Take the rich painting I mentioned before, or a powerful song which you cannot relate to in a literal sense but intensely in emotion—while abstract, they reach for something much realer than most cross-sections of reality can.  Looking at identity in a literal, factual sense is a useful foundation for finding yourself, but as for exploring yourself, it falls short.
	Like all the best art, Everhart’s paintings succeed in addressing their subject in that they do not directly address their subject.  Coming from a background in which the art form I love most is music, these paintings taught me a much-needed lesson about how much there is to appreciate about visual art.  While perhaps not as telling of identity as other art, they let the viewer explore it for themselves, of themselves.  It is the goal, I believe, of all artists, to achieve what Everhart does in her expansive works.


Appendices
Appendix A:  Everhart, Morgan.  “By me, behind me, now it’s gone,” Flowers for my failures.  YCG Fine Art, <https://www.morganeverhart.com/eyxlxezn0838zpqfw8pgr29rfjkvif>.
[image: By me, behind me, now it's gone. ]


Appendices, cont’d.
Appendix B:  Everhart, Morgan.  “No peace ‘til I know you,” Flowers for my failures.  YCG Fine Art.  <https://www.morganeverhart.com/grctkj0yk6bsj65hqss0br9ffz2zw9>.
[image: No peace 'til I know you]
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