
Intro:      
 
“ Faerie contains many things besides elves and fays, and besides dwarves and witches, trolls, giants, or 

dragons:  it hold the seas, the sun, the moon, the sky; and the earth and all things that are in it:  tree and 
bird, water and stone, wine and bread, and ourselves…..   when we are enchanted.” 

— Tolkien, essay On Fairy Stories. 
 

My name is Autumn Cornell. Thank you for coming to see my Faerie Triptych, On Memory and Magic. 
 

Formal Description:   
 

These oil paintings live on handmade circular panels, that depict abstract landscapes exploring themes 
of transformation, magic, and memoir.  Each one holds a story made of colors and metallic, gold 

moments which reflect the magic I seek in everyday life. 
 
Intentions and Overview : 
 
The origin of the word, ‘enchantment,’ comes from the Latin root, ‘in’…. As inside, inward, within;  
(pause)  
and ‘cantare’, meaning ‘to sing’. To be enchanted or to experience enchantment is to experience your 
soul projected onto the world, your song flowing from within.  If you’ve shared in this, you may know 
how these moments cast a spell on your perception and enhance your emotions.  Enchantment is the 
sorcery that steeps memory in imagination.  
 
When I set out on this journey to study fairies, I was looking for an escape from my own realities, 
grappling with grief and trauma, that were intensified due to isolation and the global pandemic.  I was 
searching my own memory to find the source of my artistic impulses.  I found that source with my inner 
child, who deeply needed to be heard.   
 
My most vivid memories of childhood come from playing in the open fields and forests of rural 
Pennsylvania where I felt a sort of animism in the rhythms of the earth.  I thought I could hear the earth 
laugh and cry.  I believed I shared in the same pain as a decaying tree or a wilting flower.  I was never 
sure of the validity of these memories, but they do exist in my mind as an indescribable force that, at 
times…. truly overcomes me.  This led me to ask questions about my relationship with the world and the 
environment, how did my ancestors connect with the land?  Being 2nd generation Irish- American, I was 
almost immediately pointed to Fairies and found some deep rooted answers to my own ways of being.  
 
When I reference fairies, I am not talking about the delicate, winged creatures we see in popular culture 
and modern day fairy-tales, but I am referencing these great forces of nature that exist along side us, 
within us, and between our worlds.  Faerie is a liminal space, being between life and death,  reality and 
imagination, day and night.  Faerie is not a dream, but a waking journey that allows you to travel to 
another place full of all things you fear and desire.   
 
Maybe this is why I make art; to turn my stories, my memories, into fantasy and desire.  This project is 
ultimately not about how I felt everything falling apart, but how I was going to feel empowered in 
putting the pieces back together.   
 



In choosing sources for this project, I was really interested in finding true fairy encounters, recorded 
with sincerity and insights to how these encounters effect memory and how those experiences then 
exist with that person and within folklore.  I read stories and poems from people like William Butler 
Yeats, J.R. Tolkien, listened to Irish folk music, and classic poems with many authors.  One of the first 
books I read and the one that heavily influenced my thinking for the greater parts of this project was, 
The Fairy Faith in Celtic Countries by W.Y Evans Wentz.   
 
 Written in 1911, this book is considered to be a cultural artifact and captures some truly magical 
moments in understanding the psychic records of Faerie.  Wentz traveled different Celtic countries 
recording stories of faerie encounters, abductions, and superstitions.  In the book, there is an account 
from an unnamed Irish Seer that describes what it is like seeing in the inner world, or this sort of 
psychic/ spiritual realm vs. the physical realm which, most of us more commonly inhabit.  All these 
different planes of thought hold equal weight and no one sight is more real than the other.  He states 
that, ‘Mystical beings in their own world and in nature are never seen with the physical eyes.”  
 
One of the reasons I am a painter, is because it allows me to escape to my own world.  I feel safe when I 
am working in my studio which allows me to feel aligned with my own bliss.  Many artists feel this sense 
of mediation or flow while they work.  I am very interested in following this type of intuition through 
painting.  I had no clear plan of what everything was going to look like at the start, but I intended to 
discover the enchanted worlds within myself.  
 
My process began by layering thin washes of color on my panels until a memory was triggered and I was 
able to follow that memory to tell its story.  These memories shape shifted and changed the more I 
worked.  Each painting holds a dozen different stories.  The stories being told are abstract enough for 
any viewer to project themselves upon it.  There is just enough symbolism and atmosphere to bring 
them into a space where the viewer might experience a little magic.  
 
The first painting I started was the pink one which is now call, Bunny Clouds and A Soggy Spine.  I went 
through a variety of different stories with this one.  Starting with this pink color and yellow dotty clouds, 
which reminded me of the time my mother let me paint my entire bedroom cotton candy pink with 
neon yellow, heart shaped, polka dots.  The more these dots turn to clouds, I was taken from my 
childhood bedroom into the outside world.  I began to remember this moment over the summer lying in 
a soggy field of wild Irises on a backroad in Alaska.  I remember how those Irises were so tall, I had never 
seen ones that big before.  Those flowers fleeting, no longer there and the ground probably frozen, no 
longer soggy, the shapes have likely changed.  Just like myself and these memories, carrying these safe 
spaces that no longer feel real because they now only exist in the world of my painting.   
 
These are not memories I would normally conjure up, but through this sensory experience of layered 
colors, I triggered autobiographical information that made me feel safe and became relevant to this 
world building I was participating in.  When you remember something your brain is collaborating with 
autobiographical knowledge which exists over long periods of time and your episodic memory, which is 
more short term.  This means, you are using your present self to create your past self.  Your memory is 
between the then and now, it lives in Faerie. And this is important because it is flexible and there is a 
collaboration helping to create a sense of self..  This phenomenon might feel like; I fit into this world and 
(point to a painting) 
that is me experiencing these things. 
 



The Second painting I began working on is this night scape, Fireflies and the Fool.  This painting was 
approached in the same way, by laying thin glazes of color.  I started with a luminescent orange and 
warm purple tones underneath and…. acting from a place of doubt and an attempt to start over…. I tried 
to cover it all up with something dark… a Prussian Blue. However, I started to see a familiar glow within 
the painting.  I was taken back my childhood, living on a small farm house, surrounded by an endless sea 
of corn fields.  In summertime when the corn is the tallest, I could stand on my back deck and see the 
spider webs on top of the stalks glisten in the moonlight and fireflies doing their dance.  Fairies remind 
me of those moments you can only see at certain times and from certain perspectives.  
 
These memories of home are not all frolicking through fields and I am honestly surprised that these are 
the memories I have been enchanted by during this project.   I think about all the people I have lost along 
the way and the ones who are still lost, enchanted in the shadows of Faerie.  The legends say that those 
who eat the food offered by the fae, loose all track of time, their soul gets lost, they can loose their sense 
of self and most do not return.  The ones that do, tend to struggle with their recall and sense of self.  This 
painting holds a whole series of memories caught in a web, about people I could never forget. 
 
And although I can’t forget what these losses and experiences feel like, I don’t think I need to continue 
associating them with the pain that they have caused.  And that is some real growth moments for me.  
Sometimes the most painful moments in your life, are the ones that bring you so much closer to your 
authentic self and over time, as I have learned to open up more, these moments of healing have brought 
me closer to people that support me unconditionally as well as support myself in the same ways.   
 
As part of my research for this project, I got to interview Cynee Godshall who is a Portland based art 
therapist and an incredibly genuine human.  We talked what art therapy was and how art is used a 
clinical setting.  Cynee told me about the Expressive Therapies Continuum and how artists already know 
these things through their process, but it can be really powerful when you develop awareness in what is 
going on when you are making.  There are two different kind of sides to art therapy, one being the more 
symbolic, looking at what someone made and interpreting what is going on in the piece, and the other 
side, which is used more often these day, being about what is going on through the process of making. 
 
  Essentially the therapists job is, looking at what brain spaces that client might have strengths and 
weaknesses in and providing the artistic process that allows them to either move into a more beneficial 
space or feel into where they are at. For example, if a client is processing in their amygdala, the center 
for fear and anxiety, you might want to give them some paints that will have a watery- flow and also 
make sure you give them a container that will hold all their feelings.  There is also potential in moving 
them into a brain stem space for self soothing.  This space is kinesthetic or sensory, so providing soft 
materials like yarn or a moldable clay, or……….   simply being able to work large and scribble and move 
the body to get emotions out can be really beneficial.   
 
These things are really complex and this is me trying to describe it in simplest terms.  We talked about 
this for nearly an hour and after learning about the Expressive Therapies Continuum, I did more research 
on its history and how it is used.  I admire the way it allows people to express creatively and exercise 
cognitive flexibility.  
 
When choosing my materials for this project I was thinking about these things I learned from Cynee.  I 
wanted a large space to work on with not so much flexibility, which is why I chose to work on a piece of 
panel instead of paper or canvas.  I wanted to tell a story through the movements of my body.  I 
hammered paint into these soft fluffy clouds, I poured thinned out— watery glazes and allowed them to 



drip wherever it wanted.  I became symbolic through little moments of representation and symbolism.  
Cynee was correct, there is a lot of power in the awareness of creativity.  
 
(Pause, drink water) 
 
The third and final painting is, called, Life is but Uhhh.  Since I knew this painting would be in the center 
of the triptych, I wanted it to serve as an entry point to not only the paintings themselves, but also to 
depict a way to enter the world of Faerie.  I briefly spoke of this veil that separates our world from 
theirs, at the beginning of this speech.  This veil exists in a multitude of ways, but the legends say it is 
thinnest in liminal spaces. The moments and landscapes in between one event and another.  There are 
two representations of liminal spaces in this painting.  One being the twilight hour, existing between day 
and night.  I chose to represent this in a greenish golden light and a variety of middle values.  And within 
the mushrooms, which are an organism that is neither plant or animal and is both death and life.   
 
When mushrooms grow in a circle like this, they are called fairy rings.  Mushrooms and fairies are often 
depicted together in folk tales and art.  The Irish believe that if you enter a fairy ring, you enter the 
fairy’s dance and are not guaranteed survival.  Still to this day much of Ireland’s landscapes are shaped 
by avoiding these places where the fairy rings grow.  I am essentially inviting you to take a risk with this 
painting, as you follow the spiral into the center, you are walking a labyrinth, contemplating both 
memory and magic, nature and self.  
 
These paintings are portals.  This is one of the reasons why I chose to make circles.  They are endless and 
the geometric blueprint for world building.  I read an essay by Laura Foresberg called, The Victorian 
Microscope and the Miniature Fairy.  This essay sought to answer why fairies went from being great 
wilderness spirits to tiny, winged creatures.  She was looking at the invention of the microscope during 
the Victorian era and the debate in the validity of viewing science with the imagination.  Viewing 
microscopes was a leisurely activity during this time period and it was encouraged to view them before 
going out for a stroll in gardens, (look up) or whatever outdoor activity…. This was a way to think about 
all the things in the world you cannot see with the naked eye.  It was believed viewing the microscopic 
lens would transport your physical body… to an entirely different world.  I was thinking about these 
microscopic lenses and dishes in their circular shape when creating my portals and the scale.  To take 
something really small, or a tiny moment, and turning it into larger…  radical magic.  
 
Artistic influences:  
 
There is a tradition of Fairy Painting that has roots in Romanticism, Gothic, and Victorian Eras.  These 
paintings are characterized by their highly detailed compositions and their reference to literature, 
especially Shakespearean plays like Midsummers Night and Queen Mab from Romeo and Juliet.  
Painters such as Henry Fuseli and William Blake sometimes fall into this category of fairy painting, but 
Richard Dadd is to me, the classic fairy painter of this time period.  This ‘outsider’ artist created most of 
his work in a psychiatric hospital after murdering his father.  However he is revered for his wildly 
imaginative characters and detailed compositions depicting fairy life.  Many of his painting included 
poems that gave historical and mythological background to the narratives in his paintings.  The spiraling 
composition in my, Life is but Uhhh, painting was inspired by a Richard Dadd painting and is a 
compositional concept I am interested in utilizing again in the future.   
 



The movement that I have been most influenced by throughout this project was the work of the 19th 
century spiritualist painters.  This group of artists includes people such as Hilma Af Klint, Agnes Pelton, 
Georgia O’Keefe, and Georgiana Houghton ( just to name a few). 
 
I’ve included this quote by Agnes Pelton, to describe how she thought of herself as an artist and painter. 
(Pause) 
“These pictures are conception of light— the essence of fire, not as we see it in the material world, but 
as the radiance of the inner being”.  
 
Agnes Pelton and Georgia O’Keefe were interested in the spiritual symbolism of light and throughout 
both of their career moved between representational painting and abstraction.  Never abandoning this 
idea of illuminated abstractions.  The light within their paintings built an atmosphere that references a 
memory and with some key indicators of place.  These paintings are expressing their spirituality and “the 
sublime qualities of nature”. 
 
I am always interested in artists that have had really long careers and seeing how their work develops 
over time.  Discovering Georgianna Houghton’s spirit watercolor paintings had an influence on how I 
think about color and ritual in my painting practice.  She would hold Séances to communicate with loved 
ones that had passed and throughout the course of her life, Houghton created a color key that decodes 
a spirits character. For example, Purple Madder meaning sense of duty, Ultramarine meaning Integrity, 
Yellow Ochre meaning delicacy of mind, and so on.  Although my color choices are not as intentional as 
hers, the memories my colors are triggering hold specific emotional responses that relate to Houghton’s 
color key.  
 
Challenges:  
 
My ultimate intention for this project was to use my practice as a vehicle for self healing and 
transformation.  There were times I became stuck because I was so resistant to change.  I was stuck in a 
thought loop, rehashing old ideas and patterns of reacting with paint and with myself.  It wasn’t until I 
changed my tools and my approach to the work that not only did the paintings transform, but so did I.   
When you continue to go down the same path you’ve been down, you aren’t going to discover anything 
new there.  That is the funny thing about healing, is you have to be willing to transform.  I had to learn 
to shut off my overthinking brain and trust the process of change.  This was especially scary since I felt 
like the stakes were pretty high with approaching deadlines and all the other things that come with 
student life.  I also did not know what these paintings were going to look like at the end.  My spirit was 
so invested in my research, my family history, and my feelings that I was afraid I wouldn’t be able to 
capture it all.  And maybe I didn’t, but I did end up with something I am really proud of.  
 
Each one of these paintings are gilded with gold leaf, following a tradition of spiritual and religious 
paintings.  The choice to finish the edges and add gold details was to help elevate Faerie from the realm 
of fantasy and fairy-tales and bring value to its spiritual and historic significance.  This was another 
challenge I faced.  I was a little afraid of the gold leaf because, it was expensive and beautiful and fragile.  
I wanted delicacy and it was really hard to achieve that because turns out, gold is fragile, but not subtle.  
There are parts of these paintings I wish I wasn’t so heavy handed, but I am looking forward to practicing 
more gilding in future paintings.  
 
 
 



Audience:    
 
Overall creating this Faerie Triptych has left me with so much joy.  For the first time, in a long time I feel 
a sense of belonging and confidence in my visions, and maybe they aren’t for everyone, but I hope that 
this work enchants even one person.  They are made for those interested in magic, fantasy and healing.  
People that have a love for nature and want to be surrounded by its soft atmosphere.  I imagine these 
paintings hanging in a public space or in a window where people would walk by.  They were made to be 
a gift in a dark time, and I want to make sure all types of people have access to this kind magic if they 
need it.   
 
Future plans:  
 
 I am excited to keep researching folklore and faerie and creating paintings about memory and magic.  I 
have new ideas about color and symbolism that I hope to carry into my new work.  As I move into an 
independent practice, I am looking to be more intentional with the visions and symbolism I am using to 
tell more direct narratives.   
 
I am currently seeking studio spaces in Portland to start building on this body of work.  I am also 
applying to residencies in Ireland to deepen my cultural connection and maybe meet some nice faeries. 
 
Conclusion: 
 
This Faerie triptych feels like a memoir that captures many different perspectives of my life.  This thesis 
experience feels like a culmination of the ten years it took me to get through art school.  It feels like 
perseverance, discipline, visionary.  There were times I thought I would never get to have this thesis 
experience as I watched so many of my friends do.  I hope that my work inspires someone, if not to 
believe in faerie, then to believe in themselves.  
 
Thank you.  
 
 


