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Clay Palmer is a Senior at The 
University of Tennessee at Martin 
majoring in Studio Art. He has 
exhibited in multiple local and 
regional shows and was most recently 
accepted into the 2016 FL3TCH3R 
Exhibit, a multinational exhibition 
featuring socially engaged and 
political artists at East Tennessee 

State University’s Reece Museum 
Gallery. Palmer’s work is 
characterized by distinctive figures, 
bold colors, and a constant eye 
catching style that pulls the pieces 
together. He primarily creates 
paintings and drawings, but has 
also created various sculptural 
pieces that contribute to his body 

of work. Palmer is a member of The 
University Scholars Organization 
at UT Martin, and is currently 
working on a two-year creative 
research project involving multiple 
works across various media. The 
project will culminate with a solo 
exhibition in the UTM Fine Arts 
Building Gallery in March of 2016.

What motivated you to start working on a career in art? 

Originally I had toyed with the idea of being a mathematician or a physicist. I liked 
math a lot, and I still do, but I just couldn’t see myself crunching numbers for the rest 
of my life. I felt like I had so much more to say about life than what an occupation like 
that would have provided. Drawing had always been one of my favorite things to do, 
and I used to get in trouble all through school for drawing and doodling on my papers.  

Being an artist was not something that was even considered in my family for the 
longest time. My parents and grandparents all had the traditional “starving artist” 
stigma embedded into them, so it took some coaxing. I even had to coax myself. 
I was not one to take risks, but after doing my own research and talking with 
some professors, I started as a graphic design student in Fall 2013. I immediately 
abandoned this pursuit because I found out I hated computers and the idea of 
answering to a client. So I decided to return to what I loved, drawing, and I haven’t 
looked back since.

How do you see yourself fitting into the tennessee contemporary art 
dialogue over the next few years?

First and foremost, I want to be an artistic voice for those of my faith and 
encourage others to join me in expressing our religious beliefs through all the arts. 
I feel that art and spirituality can work hand in hand, and I think that if other 
Jehovah’s Witnesses would put their talents to use in this manner we could have 
an even larger voice than what we’re already using. Naturally, my beliefs are 
going to come first and foremost before striving for a role in the contemporary art 
world. 

That being said, I do think that having a role in contemporary art is important to 
getting the message out there and staying relevant. Our religion is very progressive 
and continues to hold relevance even in today’s modern world. I don’t view myself 
as a political artist, because as one of Jehovah’s Witnesses I must remain neutral 
in all political affairs. I do feel, however, that one can’t help but acknowledge the 
effect that the world’s political and social environment has on the people living in 
it. The concern over civil rights, global warming, socio-political relations and other 
topics such as this gives ample opportunity to have discussions regarding my beliefs 
through the work. I think that acknowledging the role of my beliefs in contemporary 
events and context will be integral to my continued participation in the dialogue of 
contemporary art, both here in Tennessee and abroad.



Fall 2016 • TEN-40: Contemporary Art in Tennessee              3 

Artist Interview

Your work is currently very focused on conversations 
about the Jehovah’s Witnesses and events relating to 
them. What inspired you to start making these pieces, 
and what has been the reaction to them?

When I was in elementary school, I think I was around 8 years 
old, one of the kids at school asked me what church I went 
to. I was so afraid and embarrassed to tell him that I was 
one of Jehovah’s Witnesses that I lied and told him I didn’t 
go anywhere and didn’t want to talk about it. After that, I 
felt so ashamed for not standing up and talking about my 
beliefs, that I promised myself and my God Jehovah that I 
would never let fear of man keep me from speaking out. It’s 
not always easy, but I try to keep the promise that I made 
back then. 

Fast forward to today, art and my religion make up much 
of who I am, so it’s only natural that I would start creating 
work about the things for which I deeply care. I think the work 
has been pretty well-received, but the experience hasn’t been 

without its challenges. Most Witnesses are not used to seeing 
work about our beliefs in my style. Some Witnesses have 
been uncomfortable with my work, while others are excited 
by the prospect of having their beliefs made known and 
discussed in new territory. Dialogue and exposure to the work 
usually helps those who have some discomfort with it in the 
beginning. I think much of the issue is lack of exposure to fine 
art in general, which can be solved through education and 
discourse. As far as the public’s reaction to them, they’ve been 
very well-received. While it does take some time for those who 
are not familiar with our beliefs to grasp each piece, there 
is always great discussion regarding whatever topic is the 
subject of conversation. The work has also exhibited very well 
at the local and regional level. I was also able to be a part of 
my first multinational exhibition this year.

Your paintings are very figurative in nature. Is that 
a theme that you’ve always entertained, or has it 
developed more recently?

“Work Makes Us Free”, Ink on Paper, 8’’ x 11’’, 2015.
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To be completely honest, this is a very new thing for me. Ever 
since I started drawing, even at the novice level, I’ve always 
been terrified of depicting the human figure in a realistic 
sense. I’m a perfectionist, so the act of trying to get a likeness 
is something that stresses me out. But with the kind of work 
that I’m trying to make and with the content that I’m trying to 

communicate, the figure is an unavoidable ingredient to my 
work. My tendency within my thought process to “divide 

and conquer” so naturally this would show through in 
my approach to figures. This idea, combined with my 
love of cartoons, is what gave birth to the type of 
figuration that I’ve been using.
  
What are some influences: musical, cultural, etc. 

that you pull from when making work?

I think music and poetry are two of my most profound 
influences. My work tends to be more on the darker side, 

riddled with both Biblical and personal imagery that 
isn’t always evident at first glance. I listen to a lot of 
Bob Dylan, Leonard Cohen, David Bowie, and the 
Pixies while I paint, and I think that their lyrics and 
tone have had a strong effect on my work. I’m also 
a huge fan of poetry, particularly the Psalms, Jack 
Gilbert, and Charles Bukowski. All of this poetry 

has a very visceral emotional quality to it, and 
I hope that my work could one day do that 

visually. I don’t think I’m there yet, but I’m 
working on it. Another strong influence 

is film, especially movies and TV shows 
about time travel, like Doctor Who. 
I love to play with time in my work 

by having figures and events from various 
periods of history coexist in a single static 
image to illustrate just how expansive the 
ideas are that I’m discussing. I’m sure there 
are plenty of other influences that I may 
not even be aware of, but these are the 

major points. 

When you start coming up with new ideas for a piece, 
what is your workflow like for turning those into an 
actual painting or drawing?

Usually it starts with a lot of notetaking and doodling. An 
idea will pop up, usually from a story, a news headline, a 
lyric in a song, a line in a poem, anything like that. I’ll write 
it down, and then list images or scenarios that would relate 
to the idea. Usually after this stage I have a general idea 
about what I want the final work to look like, and will make 
two or three sketches. Usually the final composition will be 
an amalgam of the prep sketches, and eventually the final 

“Ängstlich”, Raku-fired Ceramic, 2016.
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“The Fires of Zeal”, Oil on Canvas, 12’’ x 12’’, 2016.

painting or drawing takes off on its own 
and evolves into its own being. I don’t like 
to make a painting of a sketch, I like for 
the painting to exist and have a newness 
that is all its own. This approach gives 
the painting a sense of life, and makes 
it fresh and exciting during the process 
of making.

As a student, what are your hopes 
for the contemporary art scene in 
Tennessee, and where would you like 
to see it go in the next ten years?

With Memphis being the center of the 
civil rights movement, and with the 
culturally rich cities such as Nashville, 
Knoxville, and Chattanooga, I see the 
contemporary art scene in Tennessee 
becoming a strong voice for social and 
political issues in both the United States 
and the world, even more so than it 

already is. The whole world is in a 
complete state of unrest due to these 
issues, and artists are challenging 
those like never before. Anxiety is high, 
but art can be a way to discuss and 
converse over issues of serious import, 
and I hope this continues. However, 
I hope that this major surge in artists 
addressing the issues doesn’t become 
a fad or gimmick just to sell work or 
be relevant. It cheapens the message 
that others are advocating. I hope 
that over the next ten years, the art 
scene in Tennessee gets more notice 
on a worldwide scale, and I think we’re 
heading in the right direction.

What would you say to a student 
that wanted to make work, but 
was having a hard time defining 
a style or finding a good base of 
content?

Don’t stop making work just because 
you’re in limbo about style and content. 
It took me two and a half years to 
get me to the work that I’m making 
currently, because I entered college with 
no art history background and very 
little technical skill. So for the first two 
years I was making representational 
classwork, which was incredibly tedious 
but rewarding in the long run. The entire 
time I was making that work, I was 
soaking in as many images, styles and 
content that I could while honing my 
technical skills simultaneously. By the 
time I finished sophomore year, I knew 
exactly what I wanted to say with my 
work and what I wanted it to look like. 
Not only did I have an awareness of this 
but my hand and eye were developed 
enough that I could jump right into the 
work I wanted as quickly as I wanted. 
There’s a reason why your foundations 
instructors are drill sergeants. Don’t fight 
them, just work hard. 

Looking back over the last few 
years, if there was one thing you 
could change about your college 
experience of making art, what 
would it be? 

If anything, it would be taking more time 
to invest in relationships with other artists. 
Networking is an incredibly important 
asset, but I didn’t realize it’s importance 
until the last year or so. I wish I had 
started much earlier than that so I could 
build a bigger base of contacts, because 
it has honestly encouraged me to work 
harder and put my work out there even 
more for people to see. Other than that, 
I have enjoyed my time making art in 
college, and will continue to do so in the 
foreseeable future. 

To see more of Palmer’s work,  
or to contact him directly, visit  

www.theartworkofclaypalmer.wordpress.com 


