
  
    
      
    
  


  To the members of

  The Saturday Morning Drawing Club,

  past and present,

  who have each brought so much

  joy, adventure and spirit to our club.

  . . . . .

  
     
  

  THE DRAWING CLUB

  of

  IMPROBABLE DREAMS

  . . . . .

  [image: image]

  Cat Bennett


  © Cat Bennett 2015

  The rights of Cat Bennett to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted by

  her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1998.

  Published in 2015 by Findhorn Press

  ISBN 978-1-84409-675-6

  All rights reserved. The contents of this book may not be reproduced in any form, except for short extracts for quotation or review, without the written permission of the publisher.

  All art by author unless otherwise attributed

  Stitched drawing on page 3 by Maggie Stern

  All art ©2015. Please do not use without permission.

  Printed and bound in China

  Published by

  Findhorn Press

  117–121 High Street

  Forres IV36 1AB, Scotland, UK

  t +44(0)1309 690582

  f +44(0)131 777 2711

  e info@findhornpres.com

  www.findhornpress.com

  


  THE DRAWING CLUB

  of

  IMPROBABLE DREAMS

  . . . . .

  [image: image]

  Cat Bennett

  [image: image]

  

  [image: image]

  


  Preface

  Ten years ago, I was invited to teach drawing at The Arsenal Center for the Arts, just outside Boston. Every week, I set up ways in which we could explore drawing without concern for predictable results. For instance, we’d draw with our eyes closed or paint with tree branches or make group drawings. The results were often improbable; that is they were more fantastic and cheering than we might have predicted. Some of us were rank beginners, some experienced artists. We all worked together and the bigger the chances we took, the more we learned to embrace ourselves just as we are and where we are. No small feat. We started seeing and doing more. People who hadn’t drawn since childhood were soon making art, even having shows. Others began to change and grow their art in new ways. We began to expand our vision of what was possible for us as artists, and even in our lives. I know I did. And there was a lot of laughter. After some time working together, it became clear that we were more than an art class. We were a club, The Saturday Morning Drawing Club, a sanctuary for creative exploration, a place to gather and jump over the edge of our limited expectations.

  This book shows how to start and run a drawing club in which we can nurture and grow our creative selves. Included are three 8-week session plans with exercises that will take a club through its first year. The first session is based on building drawing skills. In the second, we expand our creative thinking abilities by working in unusual ways and with different materials. In the third, we learn to let go of inhibition and ease into a sense of freedom. Instructions are also given for how to develop further exercises so a club can continue on.

  All of the art in the book is by me or members of our club. Some is finished art; some is simple exploration in the form of pencil, charcoal, brush drawings and painted paper collages. As much as possible, I’ve used work from our recent sessions to illustrate some of the explorations we’ve made.

  In our club, we’ve entertained the sometimes improbable dream that we can each find unique and brilliant ways to fulfill our creative desires. And we’ve so often slipped, like Alice, into Wonderland. Now, we invite you to join us.
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  Sue Twombly—ink and watercolor drawing

  

  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

  . . . . .

  When I was asked to teach drawing to adults, I’d already been an illustrator for many years and made hundreds of drawings and paintings for newspapers, magazines, books and films. I’d studied art history at university but never been to art school, so when I began to teach I wasn’t entirely sure how to proceed. All I had was a dream. I wanted others to be able to draw and make art so they might have a friend in art as I’ve had all my life; so they might have a place to reflect on the world around us in a visual way, to imagine and envision, and to make art. It seemed simple enough save for the fact that I didn’t actually know much about teaching drawing. But I reassured myself that I’d been drawing for eight hours a day for years. I knew something.

  The class was open to everyone, both beginners and more experienced artists. I wanted to believe that everyone can draw but I couldn’t have said then for sure. I can now. Every single person who has come to our club, no matter how inexperienced or unsure, has learned to draw in a way that is distinctive, true and engaging. I especially hoped the beginners would feel welcome and that they would allow their desire to draw to overcome any trepidation. We’re all uncertain when we do new things and, when we draw or make art, the evidence of any ineptitude is right there for us, and others, to see. It’s true we have to get comfortable with the fact that drawing involves a learning process and we’re okay just where we are, wherever that is on the learning curve.

  There was no budget for models, so I thought we’d simply draw things like plants and still lives, clothes, shoes, chairs, whatever we had lying around. Then we could try drawing people too using photographs and possibly, if we were feeling a bit bold, we’d try drawing each other. When we haven’t a lot of experience, drawing people is more daunting than potted plants. When we’ve drawn a lot, we may have another challenge— we may need to find our innocence and truth again. I wanted all of us, the beginners and the old hands, to feel free to explore freely without fear of mistakes. We’ve all been judged and graded all the way through school and on jobs. It can be so inhibiting and sometimes downright discouraging.

  I did know that there’s no shortcut or trick to drawing well. There’s no special formula or at least none that will keep our eyes and hands alive and fresh. I wanted our drawings to be full of life and our own hand. I didn’t want us to entertain the wishy-washy or aim for the overly earnest, prosaic study. I wanted to encourage mad bursts of awkwardness and for us each to gradually find our own truth in them. I had a lot of desires for the class, improbable dreams.

  I knew that the only way to learn to draw well and be the artists we are is by working at it. It takes hours and hours, days, years. But every drawing matters; even the first can have genius. No one gets it all right from day one. As illustrator Maira Kalman said, “My secret for drawing is not a secret. It is sitting down and drawing.” That’s it. Practice, practice and, I would add, exploration. Trying things out and trying other things out. Progress is quicker and more interesting when we allow experimentation and its clumsiness and willingly, even consciously, make mistakes. We need to forget the carefulness that says we really ought to look good. I didn’t know it at first but we were on a journey to embracing the whole of who we are, even our awkwardness.

  So, we began. There were only five or six students in the first class, all women of middle age in that first session who had other careers. One had a higher degree in art, some had a regular art practice, and a couple hadn’t drawn since childhood when lack of support or a wilting word stole their confidence. I decided to draw alongside everyone else, to be a fellow explorer and learner. I was excited to try drawing in new ways too and presumed there’d be less self-consciousness if I weren’t peering over everyone’s shoulders.

  On the first morning, we drew plants. After working for an hour or so, we taped our drawings to the wall to look at them together. We’d all drawn the same plants but all the drawings had their own character. Most were a little wobbly but we learned our first great lesson—each artist has a unique hand and way of seeing. Even with different levels of skill, we could see qualities in each person’s work. Some of us are tender, some quirky, some bold and incisive. I thought we were off to a great start!

  Then, around the fourth week, one student broke down. She said she couldn’t go on. “I’m afraid. I just can’t do this.” She told how a teacher long ago had made a casually dismissive remark, oblivious to its effect. She believed then she couldn’t draw, yet the desire had stayed with her all these years.

  I didn’t want my student to give up. I could see so much charm in the drawings she’d made and how sad she was at the thought she might not be able to draw well. Right then we decided we would never judge our work as if we were in school. There would be no critiques. We would never say negative things but simply look for what was interesting and strong, for what was good. In Japanese acupuncture theory, there’s a notion that building strengths overcomes all weaknesses and that, when weaknesses are overcome in this way, the results are long-lasting. That was what we’d do.

  I remembered too a precept from Yoga: Change all negative thoughts to positive ones. We would try this. We’re so habituated through our schooling to look for what’s wrong. Our approach would be to look for the good. It was an experiment.

  When we began again, I thought we might feel more empowered to start where we had as very young children—scribbling and simply making marks. How could we feel judged when we were just making marks? But even this made some of us uncomfortable. How do we know if we’re getting it “right”? So, we learned another great lesson—what we’re doing is not about getting it “right” but about drawing to discover and grow our own strengths. We can practice the art of exploration and discovery even when drawing what we see. It’s not always easy to let go of our need to look good or get things “right” but we can do as musician Leonard Cohen so beautifully put it, “Forget your perfect offering. There’s a crack in everything; that’s how the light gets in.” We want to discover our genius and how we can use it.

  When our friend spoke up that day, it changed everything. It was such a brave and honest thing to do. And art is nothing if it isn’t truth. If she’d not spoken up, we’d simply be an art class studying drawing in the usual ways, trying to hone skills. Practicing. We do that too, of course. But more importantly, we’ve found a way to step out of our comfort zones into being simply who we are in this moment. Everything great comes from that and from our desire to make something of what we have. Desire matters so much more than talent. In it is our deep caring for life and, without it, we don’t do much. It hones our focus and helps us be disciplined. It helps us to work with what we have, including our limitations, to find great ideas for our own work. Our club fuels our desire and helps us turn it into the art only we can make.
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  1 Drawing

  “I always said, ‘The teaching of drawing is the teaching of looking.’ A lot of people don’t look very hard.”

  — David Hockney

  . . . . .

  For a while, when I was a student in college, I had little chance to draw as I was too busy with my other work. But one night, my young art history professor held a party and, in the very early hours of the morning, someone unfurled a roll of white paper on the floor and scattered markers around. There were only a few of us left and we got down on the floor and started drawing. I still remember the visceral thrill of drawing again after this spell away from it. It’s curious how excited we all were by something so simple as drawing and we carried on until the long roll of paper was filled with scribbles and images, all overlapping. The longer we drew, the freer and bolder we each became. Some of us knew that night, me and my teacher too, I think, that we needed to carry on drawing, that we couldn’t be separated from it again and be who we are. In a few short years, my teacher left being an art historian to become an artist. I set out on that path too.

  To me, drawing feels like something primal, an inherent impulse to explore and express ourselves visually, to think and be without words. It invites us to forget ourselves and open up to seeing what is. It helps us imagine and envision in ways words can’t. Inside all of us who draw and make art is this feeling that drawing takes us somewhere, to a place of truth and perception, and that it is our way to manifest something. We all draw at the start of our lives; some of us leave off at times but we can come back.

  Many of us give up drawing when we’re just kids. If we had more instruction or support, many more of us might never give it up. Some of us find other ways of being, of course; there are many great ways to live. But some of us need art, and we can begin again. Those of us who have kept drawing will have more developed skills but there’s always more to explore. For all of us, if we have desire, we can do something with it. We all have limitations and even with them we can all find our genius—the place we meet and act without hesitation on the inspiration that comes to us.
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  Mo Cook—charcoal drawing

  Drawing lets us do many things—jot down visual ideas and explore them further, doodle, describe the world around us, puzzle things out, design and illustrate, make animated films, and make sketches for other kinds of art-making. It can be a simple meditation too. And, of course, it can be an art in itself.

  We can use all kinds of tools to make marks—a stick in sand, a twig dripping with black paint on paper, chalk on a sidewalk. Our drawings change with the kinds of materials we use and as our skills grow. But whatever ways we draw, from life or imagination, we’ll see the nature of our particular hand and vision.

  As we begin working together, whatever our experience, we can simply embrace where we are. Just love it. Sometimes we think we ought to be able to draw like Leonardo without having first put in years of practice, as he did. But we can know that even our most fledgling drawings can be full of charm and will point the way forward if we can appreciate what’s there. Our first task is to let go of our tight grip on the need to get things “right” straight away. In fact, it will help us to let go of judgment altogether and replace it with discernment. Our skills and vision will evolve even as we make mistakes.

  Let’s take note at this point that we can’t completely control drawing. If we doubt this, we can look at some of Matisse’s drawings and see the errant lines he sometimes left in them. He was a great master yet still made “mistakes”. He just kept going and knew that what was strong would overcome any awkward or misplaced lines. Let’s just enjoy our mistakes rather than fret and fuss. They’re showing us the way forward.

  In our club, we’ll explore drawing in abstract ways, draw from the world around us and from imagination too. We can draw with our eyes open and with our eyes closed, right-side up and upside-down. We’ll draw with all sorts of different materials—pencils, charcoal, crayons, markers, brushes and paint, even scissors. Making such varied explorations will show us the different things we can do with drawing, tell us something about who we are, and make our hand strong.
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