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“Yes is the answer and you know that for sure.”

—JohnLennon
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Kate Wilson— “Geometric Mechanics”


Preface

In 1928, the Belgian artist René Magritte made a small painting of a pipe and underneath wrote “Ceci n’est pas une pipe” (“This is not a pipe”). He called the painting The Treachery of Images, making clear that what we see is only part of what we get. A painting of a pipe is not a pipe; it’s a painting. More to the point, art leads us beyond ordinary perceptions to extraordinary ways of seeing, and being. For some of us, this comes with the desire to make art.

Who knows where such a desire comes from? Perhaps we have a special gift; perhaps we simply love the way art stirs our imagination and expands our appreciation of life and the world around us. We see there are ways to make meaning and uncover clarity through art. Whatever is behind our desire, it seems we can’t rest until we begin to make things and explore. There’s magic in seeing something emerge from our hands, however simple. We want to engage in this magic.

Still, many of us feel trepidation when we set out on our creative paths. Despite gathering skills, we wonder if we can manifest our dreams. We see what other artists have done and are doing now. Can we really join them? Who are we as artists? What are we here to explore? Some of us begin our journey and get stuck en route. We loose our enthusiasm and our work loses its edge. We may well struggle to make a living at it. Art always poses challenges. It asks us to question and grow. Being an artist is a way of life and an art practice leads us forward. It gives us the tools of engagement and inquiry to be the artists we are.

This book speaks to the moment we cross the threshold of our dreams and step into the studio, whether that studio is a designated room or the kitchen table. It doesn’t matter if we’re beginning our creative journey or if we’re further down the path, our art practice gives us ways to begin and to stay engaged with giving form to our dreams. It can help us to love our work and enjoy ourselves just as we are—no small feat.
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Ky Anderson

In the pages that follow are 30 practices with concrete actions to help us connect fully with our true creative selves. There are many ways to make art. Thirty Ways to Paint a Pipe is a metaphor for how we might bring our creative explorations to life, and bring ourselves to life too, whether we paint or send messages to the moon.



Introduction

“If you can see your path laid out in front of you step by step, you know it’s not your path. Your own path you make with every step you take. That’s why it’s your path.”

—Joseph Campbell
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Inside we all feel there’s something wondrous and creative waiting to emerge. Sometimes we don’t know how to give it space or to allow its wild unfoldings but we are all creative. It’s our human nature. Art is our creative spirit at work in the world. It’s where our creativity collides with that of the universe around us. We’ll all do something different with our creativity but, if we’re called to make art, that call is meant for us. It’s a call to action and discovery. How do we find creative freedom? How do we become the artists we are?

We might think it’s hard work that matters most, that if we slog away long and hard enough, if we ponder the cosmos and practice our skills, we’ll get where we want to go. And we might think that where we want to go is to the pinnacle of artistic achievement where fame and even fortune can be ours. Even if our goals appear more modest, to simply make a beautiful painting, for instance, we may think that concerted effort will make it happen. But, sometimes, we see that effort doesn’t liberate our creativity but can even constrain it. We feel an itchy dissatisfaction. We know there’s more. Sometimes we don’t know how to begin—it can all feel so daunting. An art practice helps us to express ourselves fully and freely with our minds, hearts and spirits, no matter how fledgling our efforts. We do need to work hard, and play hard too.
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Anthony Russo—“Fallen Angel”

When I was starting out as a working artist, aged 22, it never occurred to me to think of art as a practice. I did know, as we all do, that I needed to hone skills, in my case in drawing and painting. My own formal training had been in art history at university. My career as an illustrator and artist grew out of my first job as an animation filmmaker and out of a lifelong habit of drawing. When I left my job in my late twenties and moved from Canada to the United States, it was quite easy to segue into illustration. Work for newspapers and magazines came easily. I learned as I went but had no time, or even the thought, to make art a practice in which to explore not just skills but the inner alchemy of the creative process.

On our creative journeys, most of us climb one mountain or another and never make it all the way to the top. We may find the climb too hard or not engaging enough. Sometimes we’re heading up the wrong hill, not the one meant for us. It can take a while to find ourselves as artists. The journey is full of starts and stops, for all of us. We may see there are others ahead of us, perhaps the internationally reknowned Chinese artist Ai Weiwei. We might compare ourselves. Ai Weiwei has such an expansive and pointed vision, such an international reach. It can cause us to stop in our tracks. We know we have something beautiful inside but it is not Ai Weiwei! Sometimes, off in the distance through dense clouds, we catch sight of another mountain that may be better suited to us, we think. We’re always looking outwards and forgetting to look inwards at the fabric of who we are. We might well head down into the valley where doubts and questions arise. In the words of Ai Weiwei, “Art is always about overcoming obstacles between the inner condition and the skill for expression.” It makes me feel he knows this journey too.

How do we connect with our true creative selves? How many mountains do we have to climb, how many valleys do we need to stumble through? All of these adventures have value. We need to get bruises on our knees and feel our feet ache. We need to be in the world and to try things out. But is there some way we can go on this journey without wearing out the soles on our shoes? One answer lies in what the East has bequeathed us all in practices like yoga and meditation that are designed to take us out of suffering and confusion and into the liberation of truth, knowledge and bliss. The Eastern practices hold the promise that through awareness we can come to know our true selves better.

About 15 years ago, I began to study yoga with Laura Douglass, a teacher of Integral Yoga, brought to the United States from India in the late 1960s by Swami Sat-chidananda. Laura is deeply schooled in yoga theory and, in class, would ask us to hold the postures for a short period of time, then encourage us to watch the thoughts that go through our minds. Do we think This is ridiculous! when our legs ache? Do we want to give up? Or do we want to show the rest of the class how strong and balanced we are? Do we want to challenge ourselves? The attitudes that we have while doing the poses are the ones we may be bringing to other aspects of our lives. The physical postures of yoga bring us to a state of focused presence, where we can see with greater clarity. In fact, with a little guidance, we begin to see we are more than our thoughts, more than our feelings, more than our dreams. Behind everything, we sense what yoga calls the Observer Self, a calm, centered presence at the heart of each of us—our spirit. This is our true creative self too.

One day in class, I had an Aha moment: I realized that art is also yoga. I thought of all the years I’d spent at the drawing table, day after day, and of how, most times when I sat down to draw, I entered a state of focus and presence in which I forgot the mundane concerns of my life. I thought I was new to yoga but, in a way, I’d been practicing for many years, but without full awareness. I’d felt the itchiness too, the desire to discover and do more. I saw then how art is a practice in which we can connect with our true creative selves in a conscious way like we do in yoga. And that we need ways to practice that we can return to. We can be inspired by Ai Weiwei or Picasso and forget them too. We can find creative freedom and the freedom to be who we are.

On the long march to adulthood our spirits get pinched and sometimes buried. In school we’re taught to get things “right,” so when we leave school we hardly know how to simply be who we are. Too often we lose our creative mojo or hold ourselves back from full exploration. We forget how to play. We’re so concerned with looking good, we don’t give ourselves the chance to fail. But we can get our mojo back and be the fearless creators we’re meant to be—just ourselves, just as we are. Not Ai Weiwei, not Picasso, but you and me. We can look outward and unfold our journeys from within.

In the pages that follow are 30 ways to practice. Some are based on basic yogic practices of working with the mind; others on the art practices of skill-building, self-reflection, drawing and painting, and working with sketchbooks and art journals. All are designed to help us find our groove and to grow the courage to go where it takes us.



1 What Is an Art Practice?

“Needing certainty shackles my potential for the unexpected. Feeling ‘I don’t know’ or ‘Let’s see what happens’, allows my expanded self to provide answers and solutions that may be completely serendipitous and outrageously synchronistic. When I step into the realm of ambiguity I’m really at my most powerful. ”

—Anita Moorjani
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As artists we just want to be ourselves, as free and present as children but with the insight that comes from experience. We want to recapture the freedom we felt as kids to just dive in, explore in any way we feel like, make wild marks, toss things out or pin things up, and begin again. We weren’t hung up as kids. We didn’t overthink, second guess or worry what people thought, we didn’t need to get anywhere or impress anyone; we simply expressed ourselves and engaged with whatever was happening. If there were lines on the page, we felt free to scribble outside them. If we felt a dog should be purple, we made it purple, and without hesitation. We didn’t fuss. We didn’t intellectualize, neither did we take ourselves too seriously. We weren’t concerned with our reputation. We didn’t think we were so important. Sometimes, before we were otherwise advised, we colored on the walls. We even took time to smell our crayons and peel the paper off. We lined them up on the floor in different arrangements—all the blues and reds, the greens and reds, the yellows. There were colors we didn’t like, browns perhaps, but we saw they had a use, in time. Hair, for instance, is often brown. So is the earth. But it was the other colors that piqued our interest more, the brighter ones. Black could also be good—so bold. Making art was as natural as walking, a primal, human enterprise, and most of us, in our very early years, loved it. Here was our hand, and then marks on the paper. It was like magic! Where did they come from? We hardly knew and hardly know now. Our art practice exists to recapture that freedom, that enthusiasm, that love and the openess that allows the process to unfold as it will without force.
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Vivienne Flesher—“Venice”

An art practice is a way to nurture and grow our creative spirits. For the new artist, an art practice is a way to explore techniques, grow skills, and begin to make art. More experienced artists can use a practice to fuel creative energy in the lulls that come between projects and expand or clarify their vision for their work. It offers all of us the chance to discover more of who we are as artists. It helps us just be ourselves, make art and take our work into the world.

There are five basic aspects to our practice:

The first is to declare our intentions to make the art we can and commit to our practice. Something is calling to us and we feel a need to explore and make art. Without commitment and discipline, we go nowhere. So, right up front, we have to declare ourselves in a bold, decisive way. We have to decide to stick with it through all the twists and turns.

We’ll use sketchbooks and art journals to nurture our intention. We’ll also see how working with others helps. These are the home base to which we always return—our commitment, our thoughts, our feelings, our visual explorations, and our friends with whom we share the journey.

In the second aspect of our practice, we explore art-making in all its dimensions, in whatever manner we feel called to do. We’ll each work in different ways. We needn’t think one is higher, another lower—all art matters, as do all artists. We can start with paper and crayons, if we like. We can start at the beginning. We can try all sorts of things and discover what kind of art-making most suits us, as we come to know ourselves and what we want to communicate. We can make art in one way for years and still do new things. There are no limits. We can give ourselves a chance to explore and reinvent.

We’ll also hone the skills we need to give our visions clear, even exhilarating, form. Some researchers say we need to put in 10,000 hours to gain mastery of a skill. We needn’t worry; many interesting things happen along the way, but the more we practice the farther we can go. In China, for centuries, art students working in the landscape tradition practiced brush drawing by repeating the same exercises over and over. Marks for representing trees and mountains, waves and rocks, were codified, and the student practiced these marks until they became second nature. The goal was to render nature as objective reality and also to reveal the individual sensitivity of the artist’s hand, that unique essence. That was the art. Skillful work gives our viewers a chance to trust, engage, and find meaning in our work. It gives us the chance to come to clarity, too.

The third aspect, perhaps the most important, is where we work with the mind. How many of us have felt afraid to do something we feel called to do? We rationalize that it’s ridiculous or too far out or or will never find a place or make us a dime. So many things. Shouldn’t we do something safer? Something with a guarantee of some kind os success? Or we ask ourselves if we’re good enough or if we have what it takes. Our practice is where we overcome self-limiting and often unconscious beliefs by creating a positive experience that becomes our new modus operandi. Our practice is a positive action practice that gives us a new experience that will be the foundation for everything we then build.

Our practice will teach us how to watch our thoughts, replace the negative with the positive, and also to realize that there is a higher self beyond our fleeting thoughts and feelings. We’ll learn how to reside more and more in this higher self as we make art. Picasso put it this way, “Art washes away from the soul the dust of everyday life.” And we’ll engage in positive creative actions that will become our new reality so, in future, we needn’t struggle in quite the same way.

The fourth aspect of our practice is growing our art. We come to know who we are and what we want to do. What do we care about? What excites us? Where can we take our work? Remember T. S. Eliot’s great poem, “The Lovesong of J. Alfred Prufrock,” in which the anxious Prufrock, crippled by self-consciousness can barely cross a room filled with people without the fear of being ignored or judged? Now we move beyond such self-consciousness and into the awareness of who we really are—wondrous creative beings. We’re ready to show up as we are. We can let go of the judgments that diminish any one of us. We’re all a part of something bigger—the creative unfolding of our world, our culture, and consciousness itself. We’re each doing our part. And our part is simply to be who we are, plain and simple. Even with our blemishes. That’s the beauty, and the fun of it.
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