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Knowing How to Begin

Space

First, clear a space. Walk around your home and look for possibilities.
An entire room dedicated to art making is not necessary to begin. A
surface is necessary. It can be anywhere you feel comfortable, a base-
ment, a front porch, a corner of the living room. Ask yourself what
you need for comfort, how much privacy, how near to others feels
right to you. You will eventually make a mess; where can you do
this with ease? It is best if you choose a spot that won’t need to be
dismantled for other uses in between art-making sessions. A dedi-
cated work space, however modest, confirms your intention and
allows you to work when you have even brief moments without
spending time setting up.

A second important aspect of a work space is a place to display
what you do. This can simply mean taping a drawing to a wall near
your work surface or it can be placing a drawing board and easel
nearby. Keeping your images up and in your visual field is a way to
keep the process alive even when you don’t have have time to sit
down and draw or paint. As you pass by an image, with no real
effort, it will begin to speak to you, you will notice things about it.
When you actually sit down to work, you will find it easier to know
what to do. Much of the process of image work takes place this way,
under the surface of everyday life. The image brings to consciousness
what you know at deeper levels. You begin to develop a dialogue
with your inner self. A dedicated space is a way to welcome your
images. If it remains ready for you, even moments while waiting for
the laundry to wash or the kettle to boil become fruitful. Think

ibout where you spend time. Sit in different parts of your house. Is
the basement cozy? If it feels like a dungeon, go somewhere else. Do
you have a room that is rarely used? A friend of mine made a corner
of her living room her studio. Think about ease, safety, and comfort.
If you build these considerations into your image work space, you
will be more likely to use it frequently.

Music

Sound can help create containment in your space. A portable tape or
CD player will enhance your work space. Consciously chosen music
is preferable to the randomness of radio with its frequent commercial
interruptions. Music has a powerful effect and like other aspects of
this work requires attention. What sort of music pleases you? I find
that instrumental music of all kinds works best for me because with
songs I tend to focus strongly on the words and get distracted. Per-
cussion is especially good when focusing on energy awareness in
drawing. Unfamiliar music such as chanting, Eastern music that does
not rely on familiar Western harmonics, or other world music tapes
can open new pathways and spark imagery.

The important thing is to notice whether music helps relax or
involve you and increases your enjoyment of the art process. Some-
times just the hum of the refrigerator, birds chirping, or a beating
rainstorm is enough.

Begin to notice what pleases you. Experiment and play with
sound as an aspect of your space. A source of recordings is suggested
in the “Resources’ section.

MATERIALS

Before even getting to art materials, ready your space with an empty
shoe box without a lid. This is your reference file. A good way to
case into the image process or to participate in it when you have
little time, is to feed your reference box. This means simply to collect
images that interest you. These can be from any source: magazines,
newspapers, photographs, postcards. Collecting images is a way to
learn what pleases you. You may use an image as a starting point for
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your own art work or as a way to learn about the form of an image
that interests you, to feed your eyes. These found images can be
placed on your display space to instruct you. If you walk by an image
of a horse on the wall day after day, you begin to take its form into
yourself. When you feel stuck or uninspired, cutting out images is a
way to participate in the image process without undue strain. Like
weeding a garden, you are cultivating your own images to find out
what belongs to you. It is a humble but effective way to begin.

You can also begin to collect small objects the same way. Take
another box and drop in items you find on walks: sticks, stones, or
any piece of flotsam and jetsam that interests you because of color,
shape, or texture. One of my found-object boxes consists entirely of
odd bits of rusty metal. I love the many colors of rust, the fact that I
usually can’t tell what the pieces come from, the odd shapes that
smashed bits of metal create. Some are like little landscape fragments,
and I have come to think of rust as a metaphor for change, the slow
transformation of one substance into another.

Your box can contain absolutely anything and, like the images,
becomes a reference file of starting points as well as a cache of mate-
rials and a way to get to know your own personal aesthetic.

ART MATERIALS

If your intention is clear to use art as a way of knowing, materials
will cooperate in an amazing way to serve you. I have often seen
materials behave like the biblical loaves and fishes, somehow being
sufficient for the task at hand when to the practical eye they seemed
quite inadequate. A lot of fear and resistance gets played out in our
attitude toward materials. They can become freighted with intense
meaning. I used to have to work up a great sense of entitlement to
buy a large box of chalks, only to be paralyzed by their voluptuous
abundance. Materials is another area like space where ease and com-
fort are important. Get what pleases you and enables you to work. If
you are a bargain hunter, buy ch‘enép stuft or look for castaways. I
know someone who gets all her paper from a billboard company’s
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surplus. The quantities are huge and make her feel very rich, yet the
paper is free.

Go to an art supply store and open and touch things. There are
always tester sampiés available. See what you like, and what you
can afford. Check out papers. Touch them, feel them, smell them.
Disregard what it says on the package. I buy a student grade of water-
color paper and use it for drawing in pastels and painting in acrylics.
| like it because its cheap and heavy. If art stores seem intimidating,
try a school supply store. Supply catalogues can be a good resource;
you can mail-order supplies and have them delivered to your home.
Several addresses are listed in the “Resources’ section.

The important thing is to notice your feelings about supplies.
What do you like? What gives you pleasure to use? Specific supplies
will be suggested for certain tasks, but in general, to start, a box of
twelve or twenty-four soft chalk pastels, a box of sixteen or twenty-
lour oil pastels, some soft charcoal and soft or medium-soft drawing
pencils (2B—sB) are sufficient. Paint can be either tempera, a water-
based paint that washes off most surfaces easily, or acrylic, which
dries more quickly and can be painted over but must be washed
out of brushes right away. Student-grade easel brushes along with
imexpensive natural bristle brushes sold in hardware stores in the 1-
to 3-inch size are good to have. If you can afford better brushes, that
15 a good place to spend money because a good brush, well cared for,
will last a long time. Collect sponges, rags, and empty containers for
water or mixing colors from used kitchen items.

Anything can be turned into a surface on which to paint or draw
by applying a coat of gesso or flat white house paint. Gesso is a white
acrylic paint that artists use to prepare a canvas for painting. Painting
jiesso over a piece of cardboard or wood scraps creates a nice surface
that accepts paint, pastels, or even pencil. Preparing surfaces with
fiesso or house paint is another activity that serves the image process
in uninspired moments. Having a selection of surfaces gives options
and helps you know what feels right as you develop your preferred
methods of working.
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TiME

Like any other form of practice, art making takes time. The amount
of actual doing time can’t be prescribed, as it will be different for
each person. The image-making time, if only for one or two hours
once a week, can be greatly enhanced by the incidental time of just
looking at what’s been done, just noticing and getting to know the
fullness of the image. This looking also serves to motivate. As you
look at an image over time, your looking will generate ideas for
more images or changes you wish to make will become apparent.
Looking is pleasurable and invites you back to create another image.

INTENTION

Clear intention is as important as space and materials. This is the
spiritual aspect of art making. Your intention can be simply to have
the courage to experiment, or it can be wanting to learn about a
problem you are facing. When I enter my art space, I try to have the
clearest intention possible to accept whatever comes to me. I trust
that the images I need, the knowledge I need, exists within me and
that I can access it through this process. If I come in an angry and
agitated state, I may ask to be shown the source of these feelings. If I
come in confusion, I ask to accept images that will mirror back the
components of my confusion. To signal my intention, I sometimes
light a candle or a stick of incense before I begin, to mark the time
of direct image making. Other times I simply sit in my space or do
the chores of cleaning and straightening up to make ready for the
time to work. My overall intention is to come to know the source
of wisdom and guidance within me. Space and materials are the out-
ward manifestation of my intention.

Part of my intention is to become more aware of my connection
to others, and so at times I invite people into my space to work along
with me. I find that working in images alongside a friend or loved
one is one of the most pleasurable and meaningful ways to spend
time together. More about working together with others is included
in the section on collaboration in chapter 22.
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ATTENTION

Once you feel comfortable with the materials, the process can be
used anytime you require guidance, feelings need sorting out, or
problems arise. Art making is a way of dwelling in whatever is before
us that needs our attention. There is a universal tendency to turn
away from difficulty. Image making allows for staying with some-
thing while making that staying bearable through the pleasure avail-
able in the use of the materials.

[t isn’t necessary to try to make a picture about the problem; you
have only to form a clear intention to know something and then
simply take up the materials and begin. Starting with just a mark,
continue until the image says it is finished. Usually, I have forgotten
the intention while I am immersed in working. When I sit back and
look at the image, I recall the intention, and through focusing my
attention I get an idea of what, if anything, I need to do next. Some-
times focusing my attention on the image evokes a great deal of
feeling. I may have been avoiding some sadness or disappointment;
tears may come. That is all part of the process. Feel what comes and
let it go. Doubts and judgments will arise. You may at times feel silly
or lost. Try simply to notice those feelings and let them pass. The
important thing is to begin.
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Knowing Drawing

Knowing “how to draw,” being able to represent objects with a
degree of realism, is commonly assumed to be the measure of a true
artist. Actually, drawing is energy made visible. Drawing is a way to
contact the energy of the subject matter, whether the subject is a still
life, a figure, or an inner state of being. The process of drawing is a
way to play with and get to know the various forms of energy it is
possible to experience.

Before drawing objects outside yourself, it helps to get ac-
quainted with your own energy. You can do this by making marks
on paper. Your intention in these initial drawings is to learn about
your energy and how it manifests through different materials. Gradu-
ally you will get a sense of which material you need for the state you
are in at a particular time. For now, just getting to know the possibil-
ities is enough.

This is a point where music is helpful. I like to play percussion
tapes, but you may find that other types of music are helpful. Experi-
ment with your own favorites, and try a few of the tapes from the
catalogue recommended in the “Resources’ section.

Choose any size paper and either pencil or charcoal to begin.
Make marks, lines, shapes on the paper without representing any
object. Fill the paper as completely as you can. Step back when you
are done. Notice your energy as it appears on the page. Is it dense,
airy, flowing, nervous, playful? Choose another sheet, either larger
or smaller, and with a different medium, do another page of marks.
If you began by sitting, stand for your second drawing. How was
your energy affected by the changes you made? Do you have a dif-




ferent result standing than sitting? Which feels better to you? Try a
very tiny drawing, two inches by two inches. Try a very large draw-
ing. Explore different ways to make marks: exert pressure or lighten
up. Smear charcoal with your fingers and rub it in to make a gray
ground, then draw on top of the gray field with strong black strokes.

Make as many drawings as you need to find a size and shape of
paper and a type of line and pressure that feels pleasurable to you
today. There is no right or wrong here, simply the exploration of

p0551b111ty Big, loose drawings are not better than small, contained
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‘ones. Precise isn’t more precious than loopy or meandering.

When you have about ten drawings, whether it takes one hour
or several days, spread them out on your display space and notice the
different ways your energy manifests. If you are journaling along
with your image process, see if words come to describe your draw-
ings. If not, just look and appreciate your work. Notice if you have
a physical reaction to any of the drawings. Where does your eye go
naturally? Is one set of marks relaxing as your eye follows its pattern?
Is another energizing? You are building a vocabulary of marks that
can both reflect and create energy states. If you let your first drawing
of any session be automatic, just choosing a material and letting your
body speak, you can see what kind of energy you have at that mo-
ment. By choosing to deliberately make certain kinds of marks, you
can change your energy and feeling state.

When I am anxious, I tend to draw circles and fill them in with
shades from dark to light; this soothes me. Drawing very large and
loose opens me up. Using my whole body, drawing from my feet up
through my shoulders and arm and hand, brings energy up and out-
ward, leaving me feeling more alive. I have boxes of old business
cards, the backs of which are the perfect size for tiny drawings on
days when too much is happening and I feel overwhelmed.

Experiment with different kinds of drawings, with your only
goal being to see what feels right to you. Is a tiny sheet of paper cozy
or claustrophobic? Is a large sheet overwhelmmg or exhilarating?
Does white space left on the page feel restful or empty?

Notice any thoughts that arise as you draw. You may find you
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have rules about drawing embedded within you that you didn’t real-

This sort of mark making sometimes evokes old memories of
Lieing told not to scribble, that “scribble-scrabble” is for babies, isn’t
drawing, is a waste of time. This, of course, is not true. If you go to
i museum or look in books of art of the old masters, you will see
(hat every drawing, no matter how precisely realistic, is built up of

ireas of marks—areas of scribble, in fact. Taking away these energetic /

marks would rob a drawing of its vital force and power.

Was drawing first presented to you as a task of filling in the lines
drawn by someone else? When I was in kindergarten, coloring out-
ude the lines was considered a mistake and meant forfeiting the
¢hance to draw. Sometimes having a structure to fill in can be sooth-
injy: knowing where the boundaries are is reassuring. If that is your
anly experience of drawing, however, you learn only to adjust your
energy to fit the spaces allotted to you by others, and never find out
liow to manage and enjoy the natural flow of your own energy in
the world. While this intention is not stated out loud, it is conveyed
i1 the task and is taken into consciousness by doing the task.

Once you begin to shift your perception to drawing-as-energy,
iotice how your concept of “drawing’ can expand. The patterns of
(botprints in the schoolyard snow are a drawing made by exuberant
¢hildren at recess. Trees draw spidery shadow lines across the sunlit
loor. Cracks in the sidewalk sketch a torso. Drawing is energy made

visible.

Drawing OBjECTS

I )rawing an object is a way to get acquainted with and connected to
the energy of that object in a powerful way. I choose to draw objects
that I love or ones that have something to teach me. Drawing things
i 1 kind of lovemaking, so the subject should be chosen carefully. I
like to draw spiky artichokes and voluptuous, curving peppers.
rawing is a way of knowing the essence of things—*‘seeing infini-
tide in the ordinary,” a friend of mine says. Working in this way
(s a relationship to the energy of the subject. Drawing can be a

celebration of the ponderous energy of a granite mountain or the
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simple curving line of a tree that puts you back in touch with the
miracle of the seasons.

Choose a subject that pleases you. To begin, choose something
small enough to handle and be left on your drawing table. Allow it
to enter your awareness visually as completely as you can. Travel
lovingly over the contours of your subject. Discover your intention
in relation to this object. Is it to know about the dark hollow of a
cut melon or the gnarled complexity of a tree root? Ask your subject
to teach you about itself. As you move your eye along the contours
of your subject, move your hand on the paper, recording what
you see.

Keep your effort simple, to learn the essential shapes. Draw only
as long as you feel connected. If you begin to struggle, stop, let it go.
Go back to just looking. As soon as you feel connected once more
to the beauty of the object, resume drawing. Or, if this doesn’t work,
try again later. Drawing is a relationship and can’t be forced. The
primary obstacle to drawing is losing focus on the subject and shifting
consciousness to judging the resulting drawing, which is only a re-
cord of the energy between you and your subject. Even a record of
a struggle is a useful drawing and affords lots of learning.

If you discover that you really like drawing objects, consider get-
ting a sketchbook and drawing the same object until every page is
filled. Choose something simple and let yourself see it as deeply as
you can. Drawing in this way is a meditation. It is especially helpful
as a balance to drawings focused on your inner process. If you decide
on this course of drawing the same object, choose playfully. What
do you really want to know more about? Choose things to draw that
you want to have in your life. If you wish to be a writer, draw your
cup of pens and writing tools. If you wish to be more grounded and
steady, draw a mountain; more orderly, the pattern of a brick wall or
a well-made fence.

This is neither silliness nor magic but rather a way to state your
intention and take action to clarify it. Without action, however
small, our intentions cannot manifest but remain wishful thinking.
As you draw your chosen object—say, a clock if you have trouble
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with time—you are dwelling in that issue. The act of drawing repre-
s a commitment to focus on something. Surprising insights arise
i« you turn your attention to the object through drawing.

There are whole books written about drawing real things. If this
lind of image making has captured you, you may wish to consult
\everal title listed in the “Suggested Reading” section of the bibliog-
tiphy (see Edwards, Franck, and Nicolaides listings). Remember that
ieading about drawing, however interesting, is never as good as

drawing itself.

Drawing 1N CoLOR

( halk pastels make an easy transition from charcoal, having a similar
Lunsistency. Open your box and let a color choose you. Color is
(veling made visible. Begin again by filling a page with marks using
wist this one color. Besides the kinetic energy of mark making, you
iiw have the emotional energy of color to play with. Using color is
iiother source of deepening our knowledge of self and the world.
( lioose one or two more pastels to go with your first color and start
i new drawing. Let the colors mingle and smear. Use the chalk on
(i ¢dge and then on its side. Use your fingers to blend the colors
Wit new shades. When you feel you are done, take a new sheet of
juper, perhaps larger than before. Choose three more colors, ones
it do not seem compatible with one another or ones that you don’t
prticularly like. Notice what it is like to use these colors.

Do at least one drawing using all the colors. Do one more using
unly the colors you like best. Hang up all your work. Sit and look.
| ok until your eye decides which drawing you prefer and see if you
Cai say why. Does this piece evoke a particular feeling: tranquillity,
Jnger, sadness, joy? Or an emotional tone: subdued, somber, rollick-
Wi, confused? Just sit with your work; these are maps of yourself. If
i are joumaliﬂﬁg, ‘write a stream-of-consciousness response to your
culors. Allow whatever comes up to be welcome: memories, dreams,
(ments of dialogue or story. To gain what your drawings have to
jive, you must witness them. Treat them like friends. You wouldn’t

'
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run around and ignore a friend who came to visit—you would sit
down and pay attention, making the person feel welcome.

Next time, start by using your favorite color or color combina-
tion. Make a mark and let it call forth the next mark, inviting the
colors to mingle as they choose. You are beginning to develop your
own palette, learning which colors nourish you. At the end of a
recent workshop, during the sitting-and-looking time, someone no-
ticed that each of us was wearing the colors that showed up in our
work. Notice the colors in your surroundings. Do you make a con-
scious effort to choose the colors you wear or those in your home?
Are you living in your preferred palette? Begin to notice colors as
you go about your day, in restaurants and doctor’s offices, in the
homes of friends. Where do you feel most alive, most yourself?
What colors are present in those environments?

O1r PasTELS

Oil pastels introduce the element of resistance. They require a little
more effort than chalks and charcoal. The colors are vivid and the
oil binder makes them slippery and greasy rather than dusty like
chalks. Start with a smaller piece of paper, 8 by 12 inches or less. See
if the same colors speak to you in this medium. Let one color begin
the drawing and call forth the next. Layer the colors, letting mark
blend into mark. Experiment with smudging the colors and leaving
areas of pure color. Try scratching into the surface after you have
built up several layers.

You may enjoy using oil pastels in a painterly fashion. Turpenoid
can be used to loosen the oil and allow the color to flow more freely.
Turpenoid is a synthetic form of turpentine, without the dangerous
fumes. It is, however, flammable, and while it is not dangerous to
breathe, it is toxic if swallowed and should be used carefully around
children and pets, who may mistake it for water. Put a small quantity
in a glass jar labeled prominently and clean up carefully when fin-
ished. A heavier surface is better if you choose to use Turpenoid
with oil pastels. Gesso-coated cardboard or wood scraps or bristol
board, a heavier type of drawing paper, all work well. You can dip
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(he oil pastel into the turpenoid, or you can brush it over the draw-
ing to achieve a wash. If this method appeals to you, you may want
{0 move on to painting, which uses color even more directly. Notice
your reaction to this material in its many forms. Some people hate oil
pastel and find it smelly, dirty, and imprecise. To others it is sensuous,
creamy, and rich. What is important is coming to know what feels
y‘o()d to you. I

You have now experimented with several types of drawing mate-
rials and surfaces which can be used in endless combinations. A heavy
pencil over an oil pastel drawing will etch the surface in an interest-
ing way to add definition. A thin wash of Turpenoid and oil pastel
provides a colored ground for a charcoal drawing. When you are
working with washes, veils of color leads into painting, which is
introduced more fully in the next chapter.
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