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1. I’m Not Okay – You’re Okay1  (the anxiety of creation)

It’s a couple of days before the show opens, nothing is up, equipment still needs to
be picked up, work still has to arrive and the essay isn’t anywhere near completion.
I spent the whole day yesterday driving around in circles; I bought some books
because I felt guilty about using the bathroom at this bookstore without buying
anything. One of them is about the lives of Hypochondriacs.  That‘ll be an
interesting read.  But when do I ever have time to read?

“I need to read more, improve myself. What if I learned Russian or something? Or took up
an instrument? I could speak Chinese. I'd be the screenwriter who speaks Chinese and
plays the oboe. That would be cool. I should get my hair cut short. Stop trying to fool
myself and everyone else into thinking I have a full head of hair. How pathetic is that? Just
be real. Confident. Isn't that what women are attracted to? Men don't have to be attractive.
But that's not true. Especially these days. Almost as much pressure on men as there is on
women these days. Why should I be made to feel I have to apologize for my existence?
Maybe it's my brain chemistry. Maybe that's what's wrong with me. Bad chemistry. All my
problems and anxiety can be reduced to a chemical imbalance or some kind of misfiring
synapses. I need to get help for that. But I'll still be ugly though. Nothing's gonna change
that.”2

Nothing gets done. I’m starting to feel nauseous. A friend sends me a cute
animation of a talking conch shell. Michelle the shell. That makes me feel a bit
better. Rather than working on the essay I spend the night drinking wine and
watching TV. My friend Gerri tells me to make sure I eat a banana a day, that’s
supposed to be a good way to alleviate anxiety. Camomile Tea, Magnesium and
some TLC. You'll be fine! Listen to some Cat Stevens Alice! Vodka and lots of it!
Do I really need to write this essay? I’m not much of a writer. One of my lecturers
once told me that when it came to writing essays I was a good short distance
runner, good at sprints, but I needed to practice and train to be able to go the full
distance of an essay, run the marathon. I haven’t done much training in the time
between now and then. As an artist, curating a show makes me a little anxious as
well. A friend told me to approach it as an extension of my practice. Can I even call
this an essay? It’s not academic enough. Maybe it’s an article.  Courtney said to
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embrace it. It’s Feminist.  Feminism is about making things accessible. But let’s not
get into Feminism right now.  When it comes to anxiety, that’s a whole other ball of
wax.

Okay, time to stop watching you tube clips and start writing.

To begin… To begin… How to start? I’m hungry. I should get a coffee. Coffee
would help me think. Maybe I should write something first, then reward myself with
coffee. Coffee and a muffin. Okay, so I need to establish the themes. Maybe
banana-nut. That’s a good muffin. 3

The act of creation is often a source of anxiety as it brings with it the impending
possibility of failure. Artists assume "a future-oriented mood state in which one is
ready or prepared to attempt to cope with upcoming negative events"4. A
component of Agatha Gothe-Snape’s practice explores this relationship between
anxiety and the creation of an artwork through documenting the inner dialogue
associated with the early stages of planning a work. “Compass ” (2008-09) is a
series of prints that are reproductions of pages from her journal created in
developing the work “Major Major”(2009). Shown alongside the completed
projection, the process of making the work is folded into the subject matter of the
work itself. The mind map contains a list of unedited fragments of ideas, not all of
which were used in the final work. While it gives insight into the concepts that were
developed in the lead up to making the work it does not necessarily give an
intelligible explanation of them. These reproductions can be seen to reflect anxieties
associated with the explanation and justification of an artwork. Mirroring the artists
understanding of their work, as something layered, multiplicitous and not always
easy to explain. Reflecting the anxiety of the general public in relation to the reading
of a work of art and the subjectivity of art as a whole. When there is no wrong or
right answer, this in itself can make some people anxious.

“TO MAKE ART I THINK, WHAT DO I HAVE? I HAVE MY CIRCUMSTANCES (A
EXHIBITION IN A GALLERY), MY HISTORY (WHAT I HAVE DONE BEFORE, MY
FAMILY HISTORY, MY ART HISTORY), MY EXPECTATIONS (WHAT CAN I DO,
WHAT WILL THIS DO TO ME, WHAT WILL THIS DO TO THE WORLD?) AND MY
FEELINGS (HOW DO I FEEL NOW IN THIS MOMENT?). I USE EACH OF THESE
ELEMENTS TO CREATE A PROCESS (USING MY RULES AS A GUIDE) THAT
PLAYS OUT IN THE CREATION OF THE WORK. THE WORK REALLY SHOWS ME
WHAT TO DO NEXT. I NEVER REALLY KNOW WHERE IT WILL TAKE ME. I GUIDE
IT WITH THE RULES. I WORRY AND FRET ABOUT IT. I DREAM ABOUT IT. I HAVE
A FEW REVELATIONS (BIG STEPS) THROUGHOUT THE PROCESS. I PIECE IT
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ALL TOGETHER IN MY MIND. I WRITE ABOUT IT. I DRAW IT. I MAKE IT. I PAINT
IT. I SIT ON MY COMPUTER USING POWERPOINT. I TALK TO BRIAN. WE DO
SPINAL ROLLS. WE TRY TO RETURN TO THE BODY. I TRY TO BE CALM AND IN
THE MOMENT BUT OFTEN THE SWIRLING THOUGHTS IN MY BRAIN DEFEAT
ME. SOMETIMES I STOP TRYING. I READ ARTICLES, LOOK AT BOOKS. I TRY
TO WORK WITH NOTHING. WITH ONLY WHAT IS THERE INSIDE ME. I MAKE
DIAGRAMS AND MIND MAPS AND EMOTIONAL DRAWINGS OF THE
TERRITORIES I AM MOVING THROUGH. I GO TO THE STUDIO. I ORGANISE
WORKSHOPS AND SHOWS AND GROUPS. I FEEL TRAPPED IN IT AND I FEEL
FREE IN IT. I KNOW ITS CONTRADICTIONS AND I NOTICE MY OWN.”5

TRY NOT TO DO EVERYTHING ALL OF THE TIME and IT’S BEST TO DO AS
LITTLE AS POSSIBLE are statements that form the content of the work “Major
Major”. Projected in bold text, one after the other, they become mantras for the
artist to manage stress and anxiety associated with the creation of the work. The
coping mechanisms become the concept of the work itself. The subjectivity of
these statements enables them to relate not only to the creative process but also
reflect universal feelings of anxiety in the viewer associated with everyday life. The
viewer and the artist bond through their shared experiences of anxiety. How do you
balance time between your personal life and your art practice? Is it even possible to
separate the two?

By using the easily accessible low-fi program of PowerPoint to create the work,
these statements are a mantra to which Agatha Gothe-Snape abides. She creates
a new media work without the stress of malfunctioning equipment, non-compatible
formats and corrupted files. Quick and easy. Keeping it simple. This ethos extends
to the installation of the work. Projectors are often installed on the floor, screens
lent up against the wall, whatever is easiest.

2. I’m not Okay – You’re not Okay6 (shared anxiety)

My brother-in-law used to have a blue heeler called Jack that was very protective.
When he moved in with my sister and I, it took a long time for Jack to warm to me
and accept me as one of the pack. Within that time there were a couple of close
calls.  I used to get really anxious whenever friends came around, stressing over
and over not to go near Jack, don’t even look at him. Even after I was accepted by
Jack I still felt a little anxious around him, and I could tell that he knew, there was
this almost apologetic way that he would walk up to me whenever he wanted a pat.

I have had experiences of shared anxiety with other animals as well.  I grew up
riding horses and you could always feel when a horse you were riding was
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frightened or nervous and vice versa, you would adopt each others emotional state.
The work of Kate James explores this shared experience of anxiety that occurs
between humans and domesticated animals, reflecting the unsettling, intrusive and
relentless nature of anxiety as a whole.

In the series Pony Tales (2009-10) James employs the labour intensive process of
rope making to form a series of ropes made from horse hair. “Held together by
counter-twisting forces, rope, in many ways, can be seen as analogous to the
tension that arises from anxiousness.  As a fundamental tool when working with
horses, rope is an apt medium through which to explore notions of control and
escape.  Similarly, fluctuations between feelings of control and loss of control,
restraint and release, are common features of the anxious experience.”7

There have been some studies into the connection between the repetitive actions
utilized in craft practices such as knitting and the alleviation of anxiety.  It is
hypothesized that the simple action of doing something over and over generates
alpha waves in the brain similar to those experienced during meditation. The
adoption of such repetitive and painstaking techniques by James in her practice,
allows the process of making her work to take on a therapeutic quality. “Anxiety is
the result of threats that are perceived to be uncontrollable or unavoidable.”8

Following simple actions over and over provides a feeling of control over the
materials, control over the work, control over a situation. For the artist, the process
of making becomes as important as the final work itself, the completed artwork an
expression of their subdued anxiety.

The Rapunzel-like rope that is generated also “alludes to the well known fairytales
and stories in which the troubled protagonists relentlessly toil, spinning gold or
braiding hair, in the hope of escaping from their place of confinement.  However,
the employment of horsehair rather than human hair, brings to the fore the historic
ties between the female and animal subject, weaving together their shared
experiences of coercion - into domesticity or captivity - and the resulting anxiety this
inevitably provokes.”9

3. I’m Okay – You’re Not Okay10 (Performance anxiety)

I found out recently that I had been mispronouncing a friends name for the entire
time in which I have known her (the past eight or so years). It came up when she
told me about someone else who had been doing the same thing and she was
always too polite to say anything. The knowledge of sharing this mistake with
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someone else was a bit of a relief. Mispronouncing words is a fairly common social
phobia. Some people even have phobias of certain words or phrases
(onomatophobia), or even find it very difficult to say their own name for fear of
mispronouncing it.

“In “The Test” (2001) Sanja Pahoki explores the social anxiety associated with the
mispronunciation of words. “Here Pahoki’s subjects are presented with cards
containing words popularly considered difficult to articulate; words easily registered
in the mind but which people often falter or hesitate to pronounce out loud. We
watch headshots of the artist’s acquaintances as they pause and prepare to
announce words such as voila, awry and denouement. In these small moments of
uncertainty - which flush the face, quicken the heart and often elicit an awkward
laugh - we can identify the universal signs of performance anxiety.”11  Almost
everyone in the video either mispronounces or is not totally confident with the
words that they are presented with. This re-enactment of a familiar social anxiety
seeks to act as a comfort to Pahoki’s audience. There is a reassurance in watching
several people mispronounce commonly used words such as “Voila”. We may feel
a slight superiority to her subjects who are placed in this situation intended to cause
them slight anxiety, but overall we feel a connection to them through anxiety as a
shared experience. “Pahoki’s work offers nuanced observations on the human
condition without becoming too personalised. In this way she conducts her own
psychological assessment through a series of works of appealing yet surreal
familiarity.”12

4. I’m Okay – You’re Okay13 (conclusion)

Wow, I’ve cracked the 2,000 word barrier.  Didn’t think I would get that far. I got
some good feedback from Rachael and Courtney today. They liked the essay. I
hope you have too.  I still have to print the pamphlets and finish installing the show
before tomorrow so I think I’ll keep this short and sweet. There is something to be
said for bonding with others through dysfunction.  A realisation that everyone is
human, we’re all in the same boat. It’s a relief to be reminded of that sometimes.
Agatha Gothe-Snape, Kate James and Sanja Pahoki each reference anxiety in their
practice to form something positive. There is a sense of hope in the artist’s ability to
manage and cope and aid others to do so through their art practices. A kind of
contemporary art therapy. If you ever see me wearing a shirt saying TRY NOT TO
DO EVERYTHING ALL OF THE TIME maybe give me a little hug or a cup of tea.
Chances are I’m feeling a little stressed or overwhelmed.
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