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Patchwork Comfort Blanket, Emily Powell, 2021, 150 × 480 cm, mixed media on canvas










This book is dedicated to our mum and dad who still inspire us every day.
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Emily wears a hand painted board with the phrase ‘Painting gives you rainbows and flowers in your brain’ and Sarah wears a painted board in bright abstract colours. Both authors wear handmade paper crowns.


Emily Powell (left) and Sarah Moore (right)
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Detail from Big Flowers, Emily Powell, 2019, 100 × 100 cm, oil on canvas











Why you should read this book



We firmly believe that art is for everyone and painting is a source of joy. Whether you haven’t picked up a brush since you were at school or you are an experienced illustrator, this book is going to get you itching to grab paint and paper and START PAINTING NOW.


All the information that we have included here has grown from our relationship as sisters with very different skills and personalities and a shared love of art. Painting together over the past few years, we’ve both learnt a lot about ourselves and how to unlock each other’s creativity. Now we want to share what we’ve learnt with you . . .


We’ll take you through the painting journey from getting set up to showing your work – and we’ll cover everything in between. Along the way you’ll meet some incredible female artists who’ve inspired us, and there’s the opportunity to try out a variety of simple and fun tasks, along with an invitation to join our #startpaintingnow community. We’ll show you how vital creativity is for your wellbeing, how much joy can be found in the painting process and how you can fit art into your life.


That’s enough talking . . . it’s time to START PAINTING NOW!
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Detail from Colourful Boats, Emily Powell, 2020, 200 × 200 cm, oil on canvas











Meet Emily and Sarah



We grew up just outside Liverpool, in the northwest of England, with parents who were both teachers. Sarah was born first, followed two years later by our middle sister Naomi, then another two years later by Emily. All three of us loved art as we grew up and only now do we realise how lucky we were to have had a childhood filled with opportunities to see and make artworks. We would often be found around the kitchen table with Mum after school, cutting and sticking, drawing and painting. Our dad had appropriated the garage for use as his (very chilly) creative space, where he enjoyed painting watercolours in his spare time. We used to visit him there and do projects such as building a Viking village. Dad sadly died from cancer when he was only forty-four and when Sarah was eleven and Emily seven years old. This had a profound impact on our childhoods and our future personalities. Both of us have worked hard, hoping to make him proud; Emily as an artist, fulfilling his passion and dreams, and Sarah as a doctor and researcher, trying to help diagnose cancer earlier so other families don’t have to go through the same heartache as we did. In a broader sense, we learnt very early on in life how important it is to make the most of every moment, as you never know when it might all get taken away.
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Emily and Sarah as young children sitting at a table indoors and smiling at the camera. Emily holds a yellow pencil and Sarah has her hand on an activity book.


Sarah (left) and Emily (right) at the kitchen table, 1992





Emily – Sarah has introduced me to so many artists who have inspired me to paint in new and exciting ways.







Sarah – With the encouragement of Emily I learnt to let go of precision and to stop being afraid of failure. As a result my art has blossomed.
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Emily’s path to painting


School was many many resits of exams, and lots of red pen, frustration and disappointment. The system really wasn’t set up for me and I only realise now how trapped it made me feel and what an enormous sense of failure it placed upon me. Art lessons were such a huge relief from the stress and pressure of the rest of school life. Struggling with dyslexia and dyscalculia, I spent my days imagining what life would be like if I could do art all week! No maths, no English; imagine if I could just draw and paint all day . . .?


In 2008 I went to Norwich School of Art and studied Fine Art, specialising in sculpture. I found art school useful for giving me the space to develop a stronger sense of who I am as an artist. However, there was little careers advice and I felt a bit stuck. None of my peers were planning to be full-time artists and there was an expectation that we would all go out and find a ‘proper job’.


Panicking that I couldn’t be a full-time artist, I trained as a teacher for primary school children. Young children are such inspiring artists to be around and working with them was an incredible experience. However, the administrative tasks and the desire to give all I had to the children left me with little time for my art practice.


I then took a big leap, left teaching and set up a design company. This allowed me to practise creatively full time, and I learnt a lot about running a business, but I was still not able to just paint what I wanted without someone giving me a brief, and I longed for that creative freedom.


At last, I said to my husband Jack, ‘Let’s both leave our jobs and give it three months to see if we can make enough to cover our rent just with me painting and you framing the work.’ On the third month we made our rent and we never looked back.


I’ve now worked with a selection of exciting galleries and I’m able to follow each and every painting whim I have. If I like toast, I’ll paint toast. If the day is grey I’ll paint huge abstracts that make me feel better. For me, this is real painting freedom and this is when my true happiness kicks in. I feel so satisfied now I’ve found this joy through painting and I finally know I’m in the right place.
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Emily stands by an easel in her studio, a large canvas is painted with shades of turquoise-blues and hot pinks. Other paintings lean on the walls and the floor has paint splatters in many colours.



Sarah’s creative journey


As a child I loved building sculptures out of cardboard boxes. Mum started me off early on with building dens and from there my ambitions knew no bounds – soon I’d made the Empire State Building and the Statue of Liberty! I painted footballers for Dad and illustrated handmade books with Mum. Art was a normal part of my everyday life.


At secondary school, my academic ability in subjects like maths and English began to edge out my creative side. My art teacher seemed to have no interest in teaching or inspiring her students and I still can’t look at a mushroom without remembering how many lessons we spent drawing them! I persevered and began art GCSE, but it quickly became clear that the support just wasn’t there, so I swapped to Latin, where the teacher was inspiring and I could guarantee the exam results I needed for university.


From the age of about fifteen, I did little art. I would enjoy making a journal of trips I went on, but these didn’t have many drawings and my painting was almost non-existent. My time was spent revising for exams and playing sport, and the same was true at university. Working as a doctor was demanding and gradually edged out any residual art practice I might have enjoyed, though I see now it need not have done.


It was only when I was about thirty that I really started to develop my art practice further. For the first time since I left for university, Emily and I were living close together and she began to bring me out of my shell and help me see how much I still enjoyed art. She would take me out painting in all weathers and dream up ever more crazy ideas to get me to loosen up. I was getting increasingly run down by my work and in 2018 realised I needed to take a break and make a change. I loved the art I was doing with Emily and wanted to give myself the opportunity I’d denied myself when I was younger. I took time out of my work and signed up to do a full-time, one-year access to art course at our local college.


This was one of the best decisions I’ve ever made. I got the opportunity to redefine myself away from just being a doctor. I learnt that there was more to life than work and that my creative side really needed nourishing in order for me to feel well and be happy.
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Sarah sits in her studio painting at a desk, with four paint pots in different colours to her left and a fine paintbrush in her hand. A large abstract painting stands on an easel behind her.
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Which paints to use?



There are so many types of paint that we could never cover them all in this book, but here’s a little introduction to the most common ones. Understanding the myriad paints and what specific purpose they are each good for can increase your chances of succeeding in whatever you’re trying to achieve. However, that is not to say don’t experiment and play, and we definitely encourage mixing up your media. Remember, there are no rules!


We often get asked about which brand of paint to use or how much to spend. In general, the more expensive paints tend to have better coverage and are nicer to use, but we often use basic ones with good results too. The main thing is not to get hung up on the kit and to just start painting now!
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Acrylic


One of our favourites as it allows you to work fast and cover large areas. You can add water and make a wash or layer it on thick – and anything in between. It is fast-drying, but once dry it can’t be worked into again, although it is easy to work on top of it. The colours are vibrant and there are inexpensive brands to get you started. It is also easy to clean your brushes afterwards as the paint is water-based – but be warned: it doesn’t come out of clothes!


Oil


This has a reputation for being difficult to use but it can be a joy to work with. The colours produced are incredibly vibrant and you can continue to work the paint for days after you put it on the canvas. However, this does also mean you have to wait a long time for it to dry. It is also a bit of a faff to clean as you need something like white spirit for this, which will break down the oils.


An easy alternative to using the paints is an oil pastel or pigment stick. These give wonderful intense pops of colour and go really well on top of other paints, such as acrylics. They are also less hassle as there are no brushes to clean at the end.


Gouache


We both love working with gouache and tend to use it on paper, though it can be used on other surfaces, too. It is water-based and can be moved around after it has been put down, which does make layering more difficult – unless you want to mix the colours. It is similar to watercolour paint in its properties but it is much more opaque and gives wonderful, vibrant colours. Gouache is easy to work on top of with pencil or pencil crayon.


Watercolour


This is a medium we don’t use much as it is hard to get really intense colour from it, but it can give some lovely results. It is mostly used on paper and we’ve found that the fancier the paper, the better the effect. Special watercolour paper can be expensive as it is very thick – it has to be to deal with the amount of water used – but if you want to get the best results it is worth the investment. This paint comes in tubes or blocks and by adding different amounts of water you can vary its thickness. You can then start using techniques such as layering wet paint on top of wet or dry areas to get all sorts of interesting effects. This is definitely a medium to spend some time experimenting with!
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What to paint with?


There really are no rules here – brushes, sticks, wash cloths, mops, brooms, your hands! Switching it up and using unusual items can really push your art into new and unexpected places.


Each different implement makes a huge variety of marks. Why not try it out yourself?


Brushes – big, small


These don’t need to be expensive, just get a pile of cheap brushes and make sure you have lots of different sizes and shapes to play with.


Sticks


Look for different shapes and sizes with pointy ends or flat sides.


Hands


Using the whole flat of your hand or just a finger, sweep it across the paint surface or make lots of individual prints.


Wash cloths


Great for applying large amounts of paint. Splat your paint onto the surface and wipe it around with the cloth. Try different amounts of dilution with water.


Brooms


Fantastic for larger pieces of work, it really is all about looking at what you have around you and having a go!
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What to paint on?


Anything! We love the challenge of a new surface, though we appreciate that it’s sometimes nice to use something more predictable. The more you play and experiment, the more you’ll learn what you like and what suits you best for different techniques.


Paper – lining paper, sketchbooks


We mostly use paper with watercolour, gouache and sometimes acrylic paint. In general, the thicker the paper the better, as it can hold both the water and paint. Lining paper is fun for working on a big scale and sketchbooks of any size are easy to use on the go and outside.


Wood – wooden boards, old floorboards


Wood can give a lovely smooth surface for applying big flat blocks of colour. It can also give wonderful grain and texture, depending on how you treat it. We have painted on all sorts of wood – from floorboards to old shelves – and we enjoy the challenge of the interesting shapes. Finding old bits of wood is fun, however, if you want some regular pieces or specific sizes, most big hardware stores will cut down huge pieces of plywood or similar to the sizes you want. This can be a cheap way of getting lots of surfaces to paint on.


Cardboard – packaging boxes, museum board


Not only is cardboard a great surface to paint on, you can build things out of it first and then paint them! Hang on to your old packaging and have a good old play . . .


Museum board is a bit fancier and is a great lightweight alternative to wood, with a smooth surface and ease of sizing.


Canvas – primed/unprimed, stretched/unstretched


Most canvases come stretched and primed (painted with a white underlayer) and ready to go, and these are a great place to start. If you fancy trying other options you can get canvas that hasn’t been primed, which gives a different feel. You can also get canvas in a roll rather than on a frame, which can be good for storing and carrying but usually needs stretching out for final display.
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PART 1


Where to Start


1. I am an artist


2. Looking after yourself


3. Breaking the rules










1. I am an artist



‘My story as an artist is who I am.’ - Faith Ringgold
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Full of Good Feelings, Emily Powell, 2019, 200 × 200 cm, acrylic and oil on canvas



A fresh mindset


We believe very strongly that anybody can be an artist.


All you need to do is make the decision to be one, no exams required! It’s all about your mindset, and when you realise how important creativity is in your life, you just need to make a positive choice to let the artist in you shine.


This chapter explores how you can make art a part of your life. We help you challenge your self-doubt scorpions and show you the power of a positive choice. We’ll introduce you to painter Emily Kame Kngwarreye, whose story shows how art can be a way of life – and you’ll see that author Emily’s reaction to her art is exciting and powerful.


After that inspiration it’s time for your first task. Remember when you were about seven years old and you drew freely, without judgement? This is where we will take you: uninhibited play, putting brush to paper and making your mark.




‘Once I knew that I wanted to be an artist, I had made myself into one. I did not understand that wanting doesn’t always lead to action. Many of the women had been raised without the sense that they could mold and shape their own lives, and so, wanting to be an artist (but without the ability to realize their wants) was, for some of them, only an idle fantasy, like wanting to go to the moon.’


- Judy Chicago
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Brightly coloured painting showing a large pink flower with lots of bees in the centre, plus assorted honey jars, beehives and bees all over the canvas and two small blue and white bowls.


Along Came Bea, Emily Powell, 2021, 150 × 180 cm, mixed media



When do you become an artist?


This is a question that perplexed us for ages. But then one day we were sitting down chatting with a good cup of tea and we suddenly realised: you’re an artist whenever you choose to be!


Artists come from all walks of life, they have a wonderful variety of experiences and there are no qualifications needed. It doesn’t matter whether you’re a mum who gets creative with her kids on rainy weekends, or you did an art degree but decided to become a banker, or you have your paintings hanging in the Tate. You are an artist.


When we realised this, we couldn’t believe how obvious this was and so we set about trying to work out how we’d missed this truth for so long . . . What had stopped us from calling ourselves artists?


‘Artist’ does not have to be an exclusive identity. Only by finding and owning all our different parts do we truly begin to understand ourselves. This is a work in progress throughout our lives but why not get the artist piece in place now?




‘The wonderful thing about being an artist is that there is no end to creative expression.’


- Loïs Mailou Jones
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Abstract of a harbour with strong, directional brushstrokes conveying the energy of the sea, sky and land. The sky is shades of white and blue-green, the sea deeper shades of blue with some paler areas and the land is intensely hot shades of red, orange and yellow with some green and pink.


All the Feelings the Sea Brings, Emily Powell, 2021, 100 × 120 cm, acrylic on canvas
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Abstract painting with well-defined shapes in yellow, orange, shades of blue and pink and some strands of black.


At the Seaside, Sarah Moore, 40 × 55 cm, acrylic on wood





Emily – Despite doing an art degree, I was always looking for the next achievement to feel that I was accomplished enough to call myself an artist.


I’m going to be an artist when . . .


. . . I’ve done an art degree


. . . I’ve sold a piece of work


. . . I’ve got my work in a gallery


. . . I’m making a living from my art


. . . I’m elected to the Royal Academy


These conditions all hinged on external appreciation of my art, and I eventually realised I had this all the wrong way round! This way of thinking could go on forever because I would always find another reason why I couldn’t call myself an artist . . . yet. There was no end in sight, because I was always looking for external approval. Instead, I needed to look inside and tell myself: ‘I am an artist’. Once I managed to do this I had a wonderful sense of freedom in my artistic practice and I’ve never looked back!







Sarah – I loved art but had always found myself pigeonholed into other categories. My teachers assumed that being good at other subjects meant I wouldn’t need or want to be an artist and that I would find fulfilment elsewhere. It took me a long time to realise this wasn’t true, and actually, like everyone, I can and do have many identities that are held simultaneously. Once I accepted this I was able to embrace art and bring being an artist back into my life.





Positive effects of choosing to be an artist


We realise that you might be thinking ‘that’s ok for them to say, but it doesn’t apply to me.’ Well, here comes the good news – it does apply to you! The only difficult bit is that you need to make a positive choice. If you have no interest in art and find throwing paint around to be dull and tedious then you could quite reasonably choose not to be an artist. However, if you enjoy the process of making things or you’ve ever had half an inclination to create, then we absolutely recommend you choose to explore that further and be an artist.


When you make a choice like this you are setting yourself up for success – all of us tend to feel positive about the things that we’ve made a choice about, even if there are difficulties along the way. It takes a lot of courage to say ‘I am an artist’ and to own it. By taking control and choosing to be an artist you are also making a decision for yourself that you will make time for art in your life. We know that there are many obstacles and hurdles to making art and it might seem like a really difficult journey, but this book will guide you through and over them and remind you of the fundamental importance of including creativity in your life.
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The words ‘ART IS ABOUT LIFE’ is painted in blue lettering onto a yellow background with a thin white border and a thicker bright pink outer border.


Art is About Life, Sarah Moore, 2021, 30 × 42 cm, gouache on paper
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A line of paper collage scorpions march across the bottom of the pages. They are innocent looking and a little comical.



Sabotaging scorpions


We totally understand that self-belief and positive vibes get challenged regularly, and that’s ok. In fact, it’s normal and healthy to doubt yourself from time to time. If you didn’t do the occasional self-check-in on how things are going then you could arrogantly push forward without ever evaluating what you are doing and never learn anything new. The problem comes when these challenges crush your self-belief and prevent you from pushing forward.


The way we like to think about this problem is by imagining such thoughts as sabotaging scorpions of self-doubt. What we artists need to be able to do when a scorpion scuttles into view and threatens to sting us with self-doubt is to recognise it, then to deal with it effectively. These pesky scorpions come in different shapes and sizes, primed with different doubts, but with a bit of forethought you can work out ways to tackle each and every one of them.


So, how might this work in practice? Imagine you are happily painting away when a scorpion starts walking towards you. This scorpion was sent by that art teacher you had at school who told you that you were hopeless at art and it is coming to tell you that the art teacher was right and you’ll never be an artist and how dare you think you might! Instead of being scared, you stand up to the scorpion and shout ‘Who made you the judge of who can be an artist?’. The scorpion will – trust us – stop in its tracks. It doesn’t have an answer. It can also see how you are unafraid and angry with it for disturbing your painting session. Deciding this is a pointless task not worth getting stamped on over, the scorpion turns round and scurries away. You can then happily get on with your painting.


This isn’t an easy exercise and it might not work immediately, but we promise it’s worth persevering with. You’ll find that over time there will be fewer scorpions full of the old sabotaging self-doubts wandering across your path, or you’ll be so engrossed in your painting you might not even notice them.




‘I was once afraid of people saying “Who does she think she is?” Now I have the courage to stand and say, “This is who I am.” ’


- Oprah Winfrey





CHALLENGING SELF-DOUBT




Scorpion: How can you call yourself an artist when you aren’t a professional?


Sarah: Being an artist is an important part of who I am, I’m doing this for me and nobody else.







Scorpion: You’re not an artist, you don’t paint the world as I see it.


Emily: I paint the world as I see it and this is what matters. We are all different.







Over to you – So what do your scorpions say? Why not write out a few of the commonest scorpions that visit you? In fact, why not draw them? Give them colours and shapes and even names and then work out what you’re going to say next time they try to visit you!
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A line of paper collage scorpions march across the bottom of the pages. They are innocent looking and a little comical.



Emily Kame Kngwarreye


1910–1996
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Photograph showing the artist seated outdoors under shade, holding a brush and painting. In the background is dry red-brown landscape with trees and a bright blue sky.


Emily Kame Kngwarreye painting Wild Yam 2 in the Utopia region, Central Australia, 1995



In Utopia, in the remote Northern Territories of Australia, Emily Kame Kngwarreye would sit for hours on the red earth of her ancestral homeland, painting huge canvases spread out on the floor before her. Emily only began painting with acrylic on canvas in her seventies, when the materials were made available in her community, but she was prolific, producing around 3,000 paintings in the eight years before her death. Despite only gaining access to these materials later in life, Emily had always been an artist, telling the traditional stories of her land through ceremonial body painting and drawings etched onto the earth.


Emily’s painting was both instinctual and based on many thousands of years of tradition and ceremony. Taking all of these influences together, Emily produced spectacular paintings that transcend the boundaries of culture and environment, speaking directly to audiences worldwide. Although often compared to artists such as Claude Monet and Jackson Pollock, Emily was without influence from the traditional Western art narratives. Indeed, when shown the work of famous modernist painters, she reportedly asked, ‘Why do those fellas paint like me . . .?’
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Thick yellow and white brush-painted lines swirl over a black background.


Linear Yam Dreaming, Emily Kame Kngwarreye, 1993, 134 × 90 cm, synthetic polymer paint on canvas laid on linen



What can we learn from Emily Kame Kngwarreye?




1. The emotive power of art is universal and artists can bring people together. The intricate stories behind Emily’s work might only be understood as she intended in a very local area, but viewers all over the world can still find pleasure in their own emotional response to the energy of her work.


2. If you make your art about your life and tell your story, you’ll make your best work. Emily Kame Kngwarreye’s work is not trying to put across any perspective other than her own and her paintings speak for themselves in their power of expression.


3. If you dedicate yourself to being an artist it’s amazing how much work you can produce and this in turn feeds into the speed at which your work develops and changes. Emily was an artist all her life but in the final years when she painted in a medium that could be stored, it became clear just how prolific she was and what effect this had on her style over a short time.





Emily’s reaction to Emily Kame Kngwarreye


Emily Kame Kngwarreye’s work is so true to herself and as a result has huge emotional power. She is a fabulous example of our fundamental need as humans to make marks and tell our story, no matter what the materials available. Emily doesn’t hunt down critical acclaim, she just does exactly what she needs to with the paint. However, it’s amazing how much emotional impact this way of working can have, both on the artist and on other people when they view it. This is the real-deal raw stuff that is so important for our mental health. What a true inspiration.


My hands are always itching to paint after thinking about Emily Kame Kngwarreye. One of the paintings that she inspired me to make was this huge abstract piece. It has no subject, it is a series of marks I needed to make and colours I needed to see. It was a reactive piece. I don’t remember thinking ‘I’ll put that circle here and this blob there’, I worked close to the canvas without thinking, just making marks next to other marks, each one a reaction to the last. This process was exactly the same with colour; there was no grand plan. I started with pink, this needed green to go with it as I adore that colour combination, then found I was adding gold and before I knew it I had this huge painting.
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