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ften times, artists enter the world with

an innate ability to manipulate their sar-

roundings, tuming inside out conven-

tiomal norms in crder to whisper truths.
Childhood experiences can conmiribute o the ore-
ative makeup of the artist, serving as the foundation
far life's endearors. For artist Momica Cook, an act
of petty larceny would explain the core of her artis-
tic existenoe.

“It all started from a story from my child-
hood, this litde sruffed animal monkey that 1 had.
My mother had taken me shopping ata department
stors and dropped me and my sister off in the toy
section as she shopped. There was a monkey there
thathad a hard plastic face that was dented in, and I,
like most children, felt like these monkeys or sruffed
animals had personalities and lives that were secret
beyond this, and I thought “this little guy must hawe
had an interesting life, ‘cause like, he's got proof of
it So then I'was worried that he might spend the
rest of his adventurous life shck bere on this de-
partment store shelf. He wias trapped and [ had to
get him out, but I only had a few dallars, and I didn't
have enough for bim, so I found this little pink pan-
ther on a surf board and [ could afford him. So, I
switched the price tags and I bought the mookey”

Georgian born Monica Cook s an American
painter, sculptor and animator, who was already a
skill=d manipulator by the of ten {don't worry,
she paid the store back). She had an incredible
ahility to look past the monkey's abnormality and
mather, find beauty. She was the type of kid who
read suffocation on her simplistic dolls with their
uniform colors and textures; freeing them 'h'.r-:lrl'll'
ing on nipples, maoles and eyebrows to arpress in-
dividuality, for she believed it to be the paramount
of wirtues. Contimuing to run deep through Cook as

where nudity is “more of a
way of innocence,

she attended artschool in Savanmah, the search for
splendor throughout life's murcky waters ran like a
thick rein through her. Since then, Cook has estab-
lishied a homs in New York, found her niches in so-
cial circles, and learned how to appreciate criticism
in the 21st century all while contimuing to remain
true to her oope values. She is a refreshing introrert-
ed presence in the brimmingrealm of creativity im-
proving bumanity in a fashion all her ewn.

From midiown Maohattan, the L lins cuis
horizentalbyinio the bustling art community of Wil
liamsburg: Musicians in dusty jears liter the sub-
way platforms as they strum in fromt of rusted tip
cars. Warehouse lined streets sprinkled with DTY
music venues and galleries serve to the lot of arty
types who work so diligently to make a name for
ihemsehres. Butfor Ms. Cook, thatidentity came de-

agn, supported by the plethom of acco

which dangle from her resume. From sculproms to
paintings to animations, she enables the viewer o
question the unknown, smbrace s=paration, thus
muorphing fear into acceptance. If people never
ke chances, they fail to learn their true sslves and
what their limitations are. To be impukive is the
only way asystem of trial and ermors because what
truly should be feared is tolive in a paranoid “what
if* world. Cook breaks this fear with an ebb and
floww ease, whiere blends ¢ mfort and discomfort,
damaged and distinctiveness, living and non-liviog,
nudity and innocence imaginatively share middle
grounds.

“I like finding things that make me really un-
comfortable or are scary tome and then finding a
way o look at them in a new way o pethaps un-
derstand them a litths bit more? Cook presents an

advocacy to accept our bodies, with all of its faws
and imsecurities. Like the damaged monkey in the
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depariment store, an episade of Riply's Bolismse &
ar e played a dramatic rals in her vecation. Mag-
mified dust bunnies caused a ir to a freaked out

eight year old. "I couldn't get out of my skin fast
encugh once [ realized that they wene everything
and everywhere Her mother tried to appeass, “0h
Momica, just because they're such uglr litle crea-
tares doesn't mean that you have o be o scared of
them, they're helping you® Cook remembers this
knowledge to be a huge inbemal battle: *Thad to re

alize that I was made up of all of thess things and to
k

come o erms with it by Gnding a new way to |

at them. Like what my mom said, “They have svery
right to live as you do® Acceptance would be a pro-
found theme throughout Cook's art.

She paints sunming and ursetting portraits of
wonmen where gooey fruits, foods and exotic crea-
tares come to life adoming the mude women who

ct as blank carrases. Offering a universal reflec-
ticn of humankind, she aveids clothing her subjecis
or situating them in any type of environment, for
garmenis and surroundings reveal a person's ori-
gin. s soon as you put clothes on somebody, it's
like giving somebody & name, te=lling whers they
came from, who they are and what they are about.
Por me, it was about them as bumans® Her models,
close friends and even hemself, are vividly paimted,
with awe-irspiring precision. Her technique shines
in the represeotation of the fl=sh {enamored by
skin since her first baby doll) and the slipperiness
of liguids. We, as viewers, are coerced o decipher
her hypersrotic portraits —unnervinghy—as nudity
tends to be categorized as sacred and discomifort-
ing. Newertheless, itis our curious eye which pales
the embarrassed rose from our cheeks to under-
stand and appreciate humanity & Cook gorgeously
displays itin all of its convolutions.
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An inital glance might conjurs sexuality ar
fetish, but the trath lies deeper; those who see be-
yond a naked pair of breasts smeared in jelly unlock
the message, where oudity is “more of a way of in-
nocence, stripped down o nothing” The feeling
shewishes to execube is more of a sense of wond er
and play while speaking about the body's imside,
outside and its commection to surroundings.

“The human body is o complicated wesss.
We have no idea what goes on inside, and that is
frightening.’ says Cook, who contimues her thieme
af balanced approval and apprehersion. *Ti's more
about this need as humars to have control and o
be able o categorize things and simplify things. The
unpredicmbility of our orgars and behaviors ane
terrifying, but at the same time extremely intrigu-
ing. Using food as a theme is more of the idea of our
insides coming out. Most of my work in general is
mlking about what's inside of us. It's talking about
this imahility to comtrol or to understand what we'ne
given and the beauiy of that, but also the fear of
that® The panic of not fully understanding the body
wold serve as the back bone to her paintings, but
because of its limitations, Cook would embark on a
more tactile approach found in sculpting;

Like that monkey she boldly saved from the
depariment store, she has created extremely d am-
aged versions of “wolfl pup byenas? (think Falkor
from The Mevor Emdimg Story) with exposed or-
gans symbaolically pouring their vulnerabilities.
It is through these fows which prove someone or
something existed. We gasp at the surfer who sporis
a ten inch scar around his leg from a shark arack,
but more importantly, we should honor his s
vival. Conk adds, “The flaws are to show that they
had lived their lives and had been affected by their
lives - but oot in a pitiful way, because I never smr
that little dented monkey as pitiful.” Instead, admi-
ration transpires for the noble kaput. Ttis like thess
creamares were persevering through their struggles
and flaws like we all are. In a way | think that makes

us, or makes me, be able to feel more connected to
them:”

Likewise, ber sculphares are highly linked to
her core. Although she has many influences which
grace her work, she is most affected by her sur-
roundings and life experiences. To create her sculp-
tares, knickknacks from vacation spots and thrift
stores around MYC find their function; fake grapes
from the dollar store act as the toe nails of the soalp-
tare or nostalgic phone cords (pes, befone wireless)
and baby binkies offer its organs. She cares not if
they laok “pretty® because cald shioy plastic fails to
identifr uniqueness, and one of life's most precious
commodities is individuality. After months spent
creating sculpiares, Cook wanted to add move-
ment. Coincidentally, a friend had mentioned a
competition in animation, so Cook had two months
o submit her creaticm, but it would take less time
for the unfamiliar territory of stop-motion anima-
ticn to completely captivate hec

Claymation is a branch of stop-motion anima-
tion and is the most time corsuming project Cook
has encountered thus fac Each stll is reconded
then playsd bad in swift sequence, whens roughly
twehre frames fitinto a single second; for a 20-min-
uie mowie, an artist is estimated to sbop and change
clay figures well over twenty thousand times. Much
execution is needed in order to fulfill a plausible
demonstration of motion. The process of arrang-
ing these subily changing, fast-moving images is
completely up to the artist, which perfectly suffices
Cook's need to manipulate and problem-sobe. Op-
timnal results are gamered by consistencies through-
out the shooting smdronment, including lighting
and object plicement. Imagine malding clay thow-
sands of times a day; 1 know, (emibywas a classic,
bt even creator rt Clokey required mamy side or-
ders of cranquility within his work emdronment.

In her latest claymation aptly tited Dece,
Cook illustrates an awkward encounter between
a man ard a woman which elicits their individual
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fantasizs. The separation between male and femalks
brilliantly unravels in a naive storgdine in order o
balanoe out the heaviness of their separate desines.
From the beads of sweat and quivering lip found on
the shy female to the saliva dripping from the chaw-
vinistic male’s bongue, exquisite detail is captured
by the novice animator. Haunting world music and
sound effects added by Martin Capella add a quirky
intensity to support the simplistic plob struchare.
For the production of Desee, Cook spent seven days
a week in her shadio, nibbling on the eccasional
apple for downtime.

Alihough reclisiveness is wital for the inven-
tor, especially in the realm of claymation, Coaok,
like s marmy artists can get completely lost in theit
wark, shutting out the world completsly. "When
I'm working, | ignore my phone and refuse to an-
swer the door® Like a mad scientist, Cook hides
awray in her abyrinth, where—save for the light of
the changing mun and moon—could spend sew
entee=n hours straight” on an animation project.
She avoids renting studio space even if money gets
tight becauss of the distractiors othes bring. Like
a baby, she shelters and protecis her creativity, be-
cause once it's out in the open, it can be influenced
byits surroundings. Solinde is a precious jewel and
highly regarded by the arty type; for Cook, “It%s a
complete pecessity, to be wrappesd around her own
thoughts and ervironment; indeed a fertile breed-
ing ground for abstraction. “T don't know how T'd
get by if I waso't such a loner. [ think I like salitude
a little oo much,” she laughs, but could the lack of
human contact have consequences?

It doesn't seem to be the case with Coak.
Ralph Waldo Emerson stated, *To go into society,
a man needs to retire as much from his chamber
as from society. | am not solitary while I read and
write, though nobody is with me” and this & rue
for Cook. When she is painting women or sculpting
creabares she i around a form of life. Moreover, if
one can't be content alone, then the real problem
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lies thers. Contrsstingly, Victor Hugo acknowl
edged, “Solinade either develops the mental power
or renders men dull and vicious " Now Cook is cer-
minly anyihing but uninteresting, and she never
gave off the wibe like she needed o be locked up,
but just as solitude is "a complets pecessity,” so is
sociability, even if in minimal d oses. Her secret to
a ollective lifesbde comes in the form of young
minds at the Mew York Academy of Art as she fulfills
her role as Professor Cook. Initially when the job
opportunity surfaced, Cook was resistant, *I never
wanted to b a teacker” but always intrigued by the
unfamiliar, decided o roll up her skeeves. Looking
back, she can't imagine having almost passed up
the: chiance.

*Teaching belps because 1 have that social
day. For one day aweekand I can getinto the minds
of my sudents and get inspired by their ideas. Just
being in that kind of environment is really good for
me—to have a break and force myself to be social,”
she admits.

Artists create for an audience, sure it & s=li-
reflective, but ultimately, an artst wishes to reveal
a moral to the world. Hence, acknenwledgment is
essential. Of course positive feedback is desired,
but often times, it's those= negative responses which
sirike Cook the most. &fter uploading her work on
the: expansive internet, Cook beok criticism with a
nohle prowess. “T like it because [ am getting a re-
sponse!’ Sinoe most commenis that surface online
are anomymous, people seem o grow an exira pait
with theit two cent opinions. But for Cook, she is
aware of opposition, and iromically, embraces it
with open arms. “I'm abways shocked at what peo-
ple do see because it's never what I expect. And you
know, everybody's going to approach it differ=ntly,
and I don't think amyb ady would see them the way I
do and that's fine, T think I'm just bappy with what-
ever way somebody wants o take them.” After ber
YouTube video for Dewce received comments Lile:
“Lockup your grandmother because this is a serial

killer in the making,” and "Whaever mad & this must
have been wipping balk! Cook was enthralled.
“They were just absardly ridiculous and I LOAED
IT" The message is not so much found in the nega-
tivity of the comment, but the beauty of provoking a
responss. Everything bas a vantage point and luck-
ily for Cook, hers rarely sees the dark of day. Like a
stromg-willed mother, ber art i her child which she
stands by, even if that child never becomes Home-
coming Jueen.

“It's like 8 mom who has a child who's really
ugly” she laughs, "and bad behaved, and they love
it &0 unconditicnally—they even notice bow ughyit
is and how unruly it is but stll love it It's Cook's
constantaccepiance thatseems touplift spirits. The
life and nurture sach painting or sculpiure receives
is delicate and strong, As long as Cook beliewves her
“children® are beautiful and well-bebaved, she has
no reason to be influenced by disparagement. “Tc
doesn't makes me want to iy and make my chil
dren better, more bebaved or prettier” As long as
the artist sees her work for what it i, she can find
beautyrwithin criticism, and that is somethingwe all
need—io have an opinion of our opimion.

Although never broke and homeless, selling
work in WY subways, Cook does admit the short-
comings of the artistic lifestrle. “ltis a very difficult
life to choose because you don’t ever get a break
fromit and it's weryunpredictable® Cookhas to have
constant faith that she can survive and can contin-
ue what she's doing, *T think I've gotten in way too
deep and I're aleady invested so much into it, that
homesthy, there's nothing else that [ could possible
see myself doing” Her art never atrophizs becauss
of the constant chase and inabilityto stand stll.

I just sort of build on in the next. That's ex-
citing, to continually figure things out and o learn.
The fact that the more you figure out, the more
questions you hove and it's never-ending I like to
have a purpose and a sense of accomplishment”
she confesses. The search of higger, better and
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desper things & a pumsuit frequent in Cook's life.
She admits, *I like the chass of it” and once she un-
derstands a piece [ oontemporaries or her own)) she
loses interest. Artists are usually the biggest critics
of their oam work and have difficulty recognizing
the significance of what they just poursd blood,
sweat and tearns imo If's not necessarily lack of ap-
preciation, rathera little voice syying, Well that was
easy, what's nexd? Intrigued by the fuhies, Cook
never halds on o previows works. Instead, it's time
for her to take care of her new children.

When you initially mest Momica, you are im-
mediately emamored by her charisma and charm.
Her blue eyes pierce through tenderly, inriting you
to share your thoughts both efortlessly and gener-
ously. You try o recall ifyou had previously met ber
as the two of you break inte colorful conversation
within minutes. You're comfortable around her,
and it's because she's passionate about life. She re-
defines raditiomlism in order to allow wiewers to
learn to accept what usually isseen as insignificant.

“Sometimes there are questions that [ don't
want bo confront, and o, in & way, it becomes miones
interesting to try to make some of those ideas palai-
ahle for others; to justfy them:® Her *glass half full®
atiihade is conmgious and imspiting her warm soul
ceases o age because of her frequent visits to candy
lands of innocence and nostalgia, where themes
are prolific and prafound. The child-like wonder
of approaching something for the fst ime is roe
regardless of age. Comstantly, there are doors s
rounding us leading toward unchartered territo-
ries; mosi refuse to question or submit o them
out of fear of unfarmiliarity, but Cock smashes the
tmboo. Thanks to the ugly naked truths magnifisd on
Ripleys Belicew it or Notand on a d amaged stuffed
monkey, a true innovator has emerged who has
dug, and continues to dig, through the grit in order
to find life's true gems.



