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Introduction
“The UAA/APU Books of the Year (BOY) program is 

proud to collaborate with Senior Seminar art students on 
this exhibit entitled “Creating Connections:  Our Reality 
”.  The BOY program brings faculty, staff, students, and 
community members together to understand common 
themes, serves as the catalyst for discussions of larger 
issues, and provides creative venues for people to express 
their interpretations of those issues in different ways.

The theme for 2022 is “Healing What Divides Us”, 
and this exhibit addresses the all-important question  
of how to move towards healing and unity on a host of 
critical fronts in our deeply divided world. The students’  
work illustrates how learners can be actively engaged in 
discussion of contemporary social issues through artistic 
expression.

We hope you enjoy this catalogue of outstanding 
images, and discuss the underlying messages with your 
friends.”

Creating Connections: Our Reality is an exhibit made the University 
of Alaska Anchorage’s Spring 2022 Senior Seminar class. This exhibit 
explores the idea of communication as crucial for the process of healing 
division in the United States. This is meant to coincide with UAA’s Books 
of the Year theme: “Healing What Divides Us.” 

The majority of the modern world lives in a digital era where 
people can interact with anyone in the world at any time. Recently, many 
have led increasingly fragmented and isolated lives. From divisive 
political and civil tension within the US to a global pandemic, 
international conflict, and even war – the last few years have been filled 
with harsh realities. The weight of these issues have taken their toll, and 
it can often make people feel more alone than ever before. What one 
must remind themself of through all this: that the greatest power people 
have is the ability to make connections through communication. Togeth-
er is the only way forward.

The exhibit presented in this catalogue has the following intent: 
through individual experiences and voices, people may find the 
commonalities between one another. Artists in this exhibit have each 
told their story. Some have found connection by circumstance, others 
have endeavored to find it.; All have learned and grown. The following 
works are the result of those connections.

About the Exhibit

Libby Roderick
Director, Difficult Dialogues Initiative,

Chair, UAA/APU Books of the Year program
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2022
10”x14”

Watercolor

 Much has happened over the last few years. Recent events have highlighted the flaws in our 
society and government, and have driven people apart. However, during these times, there is something 
that has brought people closer together: death and loss. Those who have lost someone near and dear to 
them due to the negligence of others share that pain and anguish. Families that had once drifted apart 
may reunite, even if just briefly, as they mourn the loss of the ones they have lost. The despair and anger 
that people hold right now is something that binds them together.

Eila Alaverto
What Brings Us Together

“
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2020
4’ x 5’ x 4’
Steel rods, plastic marine debris, fishing line, plastic bags, aluminum wire

 Growing up in rural Alaska, I have memories surrounded by wilderness and feelings of connection to the 
land where my ancestors thrived. When I was a teen, my eyes were opened to the amount of plastic trash in the 
ocean that is getting washed ashore. I wanted it to all go away, but I found that is not as easy to “fix” this plastic 
problem we have 
created. So I decided that this issue needs to be known in order for it to stop.
 I spend my time collecting  plastic marine debris and other trash from the coasts of Alaska to use in 
multi-media paintings and sculptures. By incorporating debris in my work, I try to raise awareness of the extent of 
plastic pollution in our oceans, waterways, and precious land. Humans are a part of the natural world and we have 
the power to preserve or destroy- accountability relies on us.

Gloria Alsworth
The Universe Inside

“
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2022
9.5” x 6”

Digital

 My piece, co•he•sion, is about individuals from all walks of life. It is also about the collective pow-
er individuals banding together can have. Considering the last couple of years, the biggest source of hope 
I have had is in the community I live and surround myself in - both digital and physical. I believe the only 
way we can move forward as people is through working together, not against one another. Our differences 
are what makes us strong, beautiful, and powerful. We must stick together to get through what life throws 
at us.

Donalen Bowers
co•he•sion

“
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2018
40” x 36”

Chalk pastels, charcoal

 I am fascinated with observing the world around me, especially the parts that society typically 
classifies as mundane or of little significance. I am interested in highlighting the appealing elements of 
everyday and commonplace features of nature, the things we make, and the relationships between them. 
This still life combines human-made “junk” with plants and natural items to illustrate that the things we 
make are not separate from our environment but become a part of it.

Sara Brenner
Untitled

“
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2018
13” x 16”

Graphite on Paper

 I draw inspiration from nostalgia to create artwork based on feeling. My work is typically a 
composite of complex realism and simple abstract elements that play with space. Feminism and mental 
health issues inform my work and are driving factors in my artistic process. This piece comes from a photo 
taken of my mother around the time I was born in the late 90’s. Maternal love and relationships have been 
something I have been pondering since I turned 22, the same age my mother was when she gave birth to 
me. For me this image represents the things a younger version of my mother would say to me now if she 
could give me an old fashioned phone call.

Grace Britton
Mother & Daughter

“
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2022
12”x12”
Digital

 Amiga Leauanae, a true inspiration not only to me but to the many generations in the Leauanae 
family. In our world today, technology and social media have become such a big part of how we connect 
to others. We have limited our physical touch and connection to others, especially through this pandemic.
 My grandma, the woman depicted in my piece, is currently enduring the relentless disease of 
Alzheimer’s. She no longer can remember the loved ones who surround her every day. Living so far from 
her, it is now difficult for me to find that connection through FaceTime or social media. In order to feel 
connected with her, it requires us to physically be with her.  Only by our physical presence, she can feel 
our hugs, see our smiles and hear our voices.  With the onset of this crippling disease, my grandmother 
has become like a child dependent on us for her daily physical and emotional needs.  It’s as if we have 
stepped back in time when physical contact and presence were our only means of building relationships 
and human connections. This is the new reality we face as a family to connect to our dear grandmother. 
 All the photos that make up this piece depict separate memories that each of us has of her.  The 
collective memories of my grandmother help each of us to piece together and connect us to the 
person whom we see and have come to love.  While my grandmother has lost all memories of us, this 
piece reminds each of us that we have not forgotten her.

Talia Leauanae
Memories

“
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2020
6” x 8”

Watercolor

 This water color was done while studying online through UAA and living in Seattle while my 
Mom was on hospice care, summer, May, 2020. My sister, niece, and I took a day trip to Cannon Beach in 
Oregon. It was the start of the summer of 2020 and the beginning of a goodbye. I didn’t think I’d look back 
on this painting with joy and gratitude. We had to get away from Seattle and be around beauty and fresh 
air. I took a small paint set and a watercolor paper pad and painted the beach. I’m glad I painted this day 
instead of a photo or a writing because what I felt at that time might not have otherwise been repre-
sented in different mediums. Some of my most important and lovely moments with my Mom had been 
at the beach playing and exploring the beach until sunset. This watercolor along with some of my other 
watercolors show the tenderness and sheds detachment of being in the moment each day.

Mary Claire Letourneau
Cannon Beach

“
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2021
23” x 13” 

Charcoal on Coffee/ Salt Stained Paper

 My rough childhood is what continues to motivate the way I see and apply my skillsets to Art. 
I know that with the good, the bad, and the ugly- there’s a light at the end of the tunnel. While I lived in 
chaos and dwelled in the darkness, hidden while out of sight was I able to embrace the unknown. Not 
knowing how something will turn out, or look is what most of my childhood was based on. This idea of 
not knowing if tomorrow will come, or will I wake the next morning is what kept me on my edge. I found 
an escape through children’s fairytales books and their vivid imagery will I continue to explore the various 
realms of my craft. In most of my recent works, I’ve chosen to primarily focus on elderly individuals as a 
tribute to my grandmother and her influence in my artistic exploration. I found that while gazing into the 
eyes of those who came and continue to come before us are filled with history, knowledge, status, stories, 
and love. 

Jeremie Mendez
When I Was Your Age

“
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2021
40” x 50”

Acrylic paint on canvas

 This painting was an assignment with the prompt relating to my ancestry. One side depicting 
my mother’s side of the family, and the other depicting my father’s side of the family. I personally really 
appreciated this assignment, because it made me think more about my family’s history. It made me think 
of all my family members, recalling all the memories and the stories I had been told about my ancestry. 
One of those stories my mom would tell me was about our Viking ancestors and how our family’s symbol 
was a double tailed mermaid, like depicted in my painting. 

Lillian Mitchell
Untitled

“
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2021
18” x 24”

Red carbothello pencils

 I love capturing the soul of my subject in my artwork. This specific piece is especially personal 
to me because the subject is my niece, Ellery. She is one now but was just a month old when I created this 
drawing and I cannot believe how fast this past year has gone. Connection is hard these days for every-
one, but it especially hard when your family is separated by many miles and states. This was my way of 
connecting even though we live in the different places, and I can’t always see her grow and change. I hope 
it brings a feeling of connection to her in the future also, that even though we are miles apart, she knows 
how much I care about her.

Claire Rountree
Ellery Anne

“
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2022
12.63” x 20”

Digital

 We live in a world that encourages us to become cloistered in little echo chamber-like bubbles. 
With obvious examples found within the ouroboros-like nature of social media, as well as the less obvious 
alienation caused by the widespread lack of public transit systems in favor of individual vehicles, we end 
up curating personal bubbles of stagnant information that fail to engage our critical thinking skills. This 
has been exacerbated by the rapid and widespread changes in culture with the advent of the Covid-19 
pandemic. Becoming so incredibly isolated from one another, in this case out of necessity, showed how 
truly lonely it can be to live in the information age. Realizing how claustrophobic these bubbles can be 
and choosing to expand beyond what we are comfortable with; we can see how much greener the grass 
can be on the other side.

Andrew Shepherd
Bubble

“
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2022
8.5”x8.5”

Digital

 The act of creation, and the nuances of the creative process, are what drive my love for the arts, 
as well as with most subjects. I enjoy understanding and participating in the creative process, and in some 
cases, developing that process in of itself. As an artist I want to create: to say something, to make some-
thing that looks nice, to fulfill someone else’s artistic needs, but to create all the same.

Joel Sleppy
Collective Care

“
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2021
12” x 16”

Digital Photography

 The inspiration for this picture was from Rene Magritte’s painting the lover. This painting was
 recreated to demonstrate there are barriers that may prevent intimacy through masks to signify the pan-
demic that the world is going through. Connection is hard during a pandemic as close relationships may 
be placed on hold. However, reconnection with each other can occur by spending more time together, 
slowing down, and appreciating each other. Connection in a pandemic is different, but one should take 
the time to slow down and appreciate the presence around them.

Rebekah Smith
Embrace the Love in Impact

“
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2022
13” x 19”

Photography

 My love for animals is no secret to anyone who has met me. The truly exciting part for me is 
learning and sharing information about the natural world. When I spend time in nature, I employ all my 
senses to help me discover as much as possible. I am thrilled to find spiders, flies, and slugs just as much 
as I am to spot a bear or moose. The compilation of my findings tells me a story about the habitat I am 
exploring. 
 As a visual and hands-on learner, I like to record my findings through photographs so they may 
illustrate my story. I use this as a tool to walk the viewer through my own experience and inspire interest 
and excitement for them as well. My goal is to lead people to create their own profound connection with 
nature. I have found it to be a great source of peace and joy and I hope to provide inspiration for that kind 
of experience for others.

Katie Verbarendse
Untitled

“
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2020
12” x 12”

Digital

 I chose to create a digital piece based on the concept of the progression of technology. Tech-
nology has brought our communities together, and the ever-lasting imagination the world has about the 
future has brought the innovative ideas into reality. I chose to use the telegraph connecting to a smart-
phone as a way to show this. Today, we can only look at past technology through some sort of nostalgia; 
whereas yesterday saw us on a limited scale. It’s crazy to believe that technology can bring people togeth-
er so easily.

Callie Wagner
Science Fiction Yesterday

“
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2022
8.5”x11”

Digital

 We’ve spent the last 2 years in the midst of a global pandemic. As a result, many people had to 
go months, if not at least a year, without being able to gather with their loved ones. I wanted to look at 
the healing which has already begun, and the future we have; of friends coming together to celebrate 
being able to spend the time together, of warmth and community rebuilding in the areas where it’s had to 
be replaced with zoom meetings for thanksgiving day. There is no true healing without hope for a better 
tomorrow, and while we may never be truly past the pandemic, I believe we will be able to live with a 
community again.

Rae Williams
Eye of the Storm

“
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Donalen Bowers

Sara Brenner

My name is Donalen Rojas Bowers and I am a guest on Dena’ina homeland. I am primarily a watercolor, 
embroidery, and digital artist. I am also an apprentice to learn the practice of tattooing. I am finishing my BA in 
Art in May of 2022, with an emphasis in watercolor painting at the University of Alaska Anchorage. 
After living through sexual trauma and cancer, I often find myself writing, art-making, and thinking about the 
unsavory parts of life. Most people with the privilege of good health and fortune dislike even thinking about 
the possibility of dying, unhappiness, or suffering in their own life - yet we all must deal with it sooner or later. I 
use my art to deal with my life, and hope that others can learn something from it, too. 

Sara Brenner is currently based in Anchorage, Alaska and works primarily in realism drawings with 
graphite and charcoal. She is pursuing a Bachelor of Arts in Art from the University of Alaska Anchorage with 
an emphasis in drawing. Living in Alaska has taught her to have an appreciation for not only the beauty of its 
creatures and landscapes, but also the harshness of its climate and terrain. She is passionate about refining her 
drawing skills and experimenting with various mediums to be able to accurately express the beauty that can 
be found in often unexpected parts of the world around us. 

instagram: @donalenbowers

instagram: @sara.brenner

Eila Alaverto

Gloria Alsworth

Eila Alatervo was born and raised in Anchorage, Alaska. She is currently based in Eagle River, Alaska. Her 
medium of choice is acrylic paint, though she also enjoys painting with oil paint and drawing with charcoal. 
She took art classes through high school and is currently attending the University of Alaska Anchorage for 
her Bachelor of Art with an emphasis in painting. She had artwork in the ASD Student Art Exhibition at the 
Anchorage museum twice in high school and was also in the UAA Foundations Art Exhibition in 2019.

Gloria Alsworth is an Alaska Native artist currently pursuing a Bachelor of Arts degree from the University of 
Alaska Anchorage with an emphasis in ceramics and a minor in psychology. Gloria has been creating ceramic 
arts since 2014 when she discovered ceramics was her passion. Although ceramics is her preferred medium, 
Gloria is also a painter, sculpture and collector of trash and sea glass.  Gloria is actively cleaning beaches and 
turns trash into art by incorporating it in her work. She pulls inspiration directly from her life in Alaska and 
personal experiences, creating authentic compositions throughout her work.

glosceramics@gmail.com
instagram: @glosceramics
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Mary Claire Letourneau

Jeremie Mendez

As an artist with multiple mediums that I explore, I think the connection between all of them and me is that I 
am consistently sensitive in my practice with each material. I’ve become familiar with mediums such as graphic 
design platforms, brushes, paints, or charcoal. With that foundation, I have ideas of the concepts and 
emotional qualities I’m trying to represent. Art is a way to communicate unspoken and not easily articulated 
areas of our lives and also reach places in our thoughts and perceptions that sometimes are better left unsaid. 
In that sense, art becomes something hidden and valuable regardless if it’s intellectual, emotional, ethereal, or 
realistic. Individually, I think some areas of life mean more to me if I represent them in a delicate or special way, 
which is most often some kind of artistic mediums. I also think that this is an artists way of creating meaning, 
not to be mistaken with merely displaying feelings in an ordinary existence. I think also that my artistic 
philosophy is an idealistic view of being honest and being present in the intricate realities of humanity.

Jeremie was born and raised in South Central Los Angeles, CA  in a time where poverty was at a rise. Growing 
up in heavily gang affiliated neighborhood, his creativity was hidden and while staying hidden from gang 
violence and the various shootings in his surroundings, these various elements prevented his initial urge of 
exploration of the arts and creativity. As the years go by, his grandmother once came home with a children’s 
fairytale book at which little Jeremie grew an interest towards, and so it was at the age of six did he embark 
on his artistic journey. Many years later, Jeremie then graduated with an Associates degree in Art, but felt a 
calling to the state of Alaska; where he would continue his growth as an Artist. After living six more years in 
Alaska, he’s well on his way to embark on a newly discovered realm: teaching. Jeremie plans to take what he’s 
learned over the course of his life journey and apply those skillsets to enrich the future of our creative success 
(children in New Zealand). 

Grace Britton

Talia Leauanae

Born in Boise Idaho in 1999, my childhood was spent in numerous places. From Rochester New York to 
Homer Alaska. My fondest memories are outdoors with my family. In 2016 I spent a year living in Kauai. 
High School is where my love for all things vintage transpired. My first car was a 1979 Super Beetle with a 
convertible top, in which my dad and I cruised the Island listening to Bob Marley. Since starting college I 
have been exploring my artwork and feminist ideaologies. Taking courses from Women and Gender Studies 
to Experimental Drawing. I hope to expand my knowledge and create impactful art that couples vintage 
aesthetics with new expansive ideas and explores the experiences of female sexuality.

Talia Leauanae was raised in Maui, Hawaii and has been going to school in Anchorage since 2018. Talia’s 
passion for art started at a very young age following in the footsteps of her creative and artistic parents. 
Growing up, Talia focused a lot on drawing and painting, and she fell in love with realism in her artwork. Now 
being in college, she has shifted her focus more towards the graphic arts and she fell in love with graphic 
design, which is currently what she is getting her Bachelor of Arts in. Talia not only draws, paints, and does 
graphic designs, but she also enjoys other mediums such as sculpting, photography, videography, and 
illustration. Talia takes her creativity and inspiration into all other aspects of her life.
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Andrew Shepherd

Joel Sleppy

Andrew Shepherd is an artist that thinks that art and story should go hand in hand. Growing up with 
aspirations of a career in the medical field, Andrew found that telling stories brought greater joy than 
medicine ever could. In exploring the ways in which narratives could be delivered, they found that the field 
of illustrative work was far-and-away the most satisfying to work with. Now, Andrew works to share their 
stories with people through image and word alike.

Joel Sleppy was born and raised in Juneau, Alaska. He always had an interest in the arts in most aspects, and 
has spent plenty of time exploring many creative avenues and even still does to a degree; he began getting 
into digital art specifically in late high school. He currently has an Associates of Arts from UAA with a focus 
on graphic design, and is near finishing a bachelors in the same field (as well as a minor in communication).

instagram: @huskysonian 
twitter: @huskysonian 

www.liinks.co/jorl
instagram: @jorl_art

Lillian Mitchell

Claire Rountree

As Lilly’s mom is an artist, and dad was the occasional cartoonist, Lilly has been closely linked to art since 
she was born. Since she could pick up a writing utensil, like a pencil, crayon, or marker, she’s been drawing. 
Throughout her years, Lilly’s constantly been in and out of art classes, and has been enhancing her skills in 
drawing and painting. 
Lilly has spent her whole life in Alaska, growing up on Kodiak Island, then moving to Anchorage in the 
middle of her freshman year of high school. From high school, to attending UAA, and working at the Boys 
and Girls Club, Lilly has found that she wants to become a teacher with an emphasis in art.

Claire Rountree was born in Little Rock, Arkansas, and she moved to Anchorage, Alaska when she was nine 
and has been living and working there ever since. She draws her inspiration from the world around her and 
the vast beauty that life in Alaska has to offer. “The mountains, the colors, the way the light hits the snow-
covered trees, there are unlimited ways to be inspired in Alaska as an artist”. She likes to dabble in everything 
including photography, graphic design, drawing with pen and ink, and painting with acrylics. She has been 
creating art all her life but fell in love with it at her time at the Waldorf school in Anchorage. There was art 
used within every part of the curriculum and it instilled the love of art in her. She got a Bachelor of Arts in 
International Studies with a Minor in History from the University of Alaska Anchorage and she is currently 
getting a Bachelor of Arts with an emphasis in graphic design at the University of Alaska Anchorage. Her work 
has been shown at the Anchorage Museum’s Anchorage School District Art Museum and her encaustic work 
was shown at Sevigny Studio while she was in High School.

@claire.elise.design.co
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Callie Wagner

Rae Williams

Callie Wagner, born 1996, grew up in Bethlehem, Pennsylvania. Moving to Alaska in 2015 after graduating 
high school, she became a student at the University of Alaska. She rediscovered her passion in art half way 
through university. She graduated in 2021 with a BA in History, and 2022 with a BA in Art with a focus in 
painting and watercolor. She is currently wondering what her next step is as she focuses on digital art.

Rae Williams was born and raised in Anchorage, Alaska, and grew up heading out to go hiking, fishing, and 
generally spending most of their free time outdoors, as well as always having a book for downtime. As you 
can imagine, this instilled in them from a very young age a love of nature and storytelling, something they 
carry with them to this day. Now, they’re working on sharing their own stories as a writer and illustrator, when 
they aren’t busy going out into the woods to unwind with their family.

instagram: @calaisfairre

instagram: @knightwhodraws
twitter: @ knightwhodraws

Rebekah Smith

Katie Verbarendse

Rebekah Smith is an Alaska Native artist. She was born in Anchorage, Alaska, but raised in Wasilla, Alaska, 
which she is currently residing. Her artistic inspirations come from a creative mindset. She always views and 
enjoys art that surrounds her. She enjoys taking photographs of sceneries here in Alaska and then paints what 
she captures of this beautiful land we live in. So far, Rebekah’s favorite medium is acrylic paints, but she also 
enjoys using charcoal and pastels. She would say she is self-taught in the arts, but she has always been drawn 
to taking art courses through middle, high school, and now college, which she is getting her Bachelor of Arts 
degree in painting. 

Katie was born and raised in Boise, Idaho. At a young age, she expressed a hobby-based interest in 
photography however, in the last few years it has grown into a career aspiration. She is also interested in 
environmental and wildlife conservation.
Katie’s photography centers on nature- wildlife of the world and the environments the animals rely upon.  She 
hopes to raise awareness of conservation issues with the public and generate a genuine interest and passion 
in her viewers. 
Katie began her formal art education in Las Vegas at the University of Nevada, Las Vegas, and will complete 
her bachelor’s degree in Anchorage. Katie is also a member of NANPA, the North America Nature Photogra-
phers Association and the Alaska Society of Outdoor and Nature Photographers.

www.kavephotography.com/
instagram: @kave.photography
facebook: @KaVePhotography
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