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Mindfulness

achieve something beyond the ordinary. The artistic activity is based on imitation
(mimicry) and allows the students’ imagination and empathy to unfold. This entails
above all the ability to identify with the artist in oneself. Through identification with the
dynamic of the model’s pose, experienced as lines and shapes in space, the student
virtually becomes one with the model. This is brought about by a continuous and
repeated drawing action that establishes similarities between the traces left by the
student’s hand movements and the motif. Students learn to trust their hands and
discover that intuition frequently — but not always — can be counted on, and that
emotional investment, hard work and diligence are indispensible.

Rendering the energy and dynamism of the model’s pose by using lightning-quick sketch drawing.
Student works.

One characteristic of a state of flow is that it provides self-esteem and thereby
transcends the boundaries of the self. This means that we imagine ourselves to have
qualities that we do not actually posses. In this way, the students can surprise
themselves and perform better than if they had maintained a more ‘realistic’ sense of
themselves. The students should be confident in their own abilities and hopefully not
be concerned about the results, although in many cases the drawing skills of the
individual student are not yet fully developed. The primary goal is to experiment with
coincidence, setting aside any major expectations. Students attempt to master
technique without defining advanced objectives such as rendering the energy and
dynamism of the model’s pose.

Determination and control of visual attention

The first step in learning to see is to understand the need to develop control of
visual attention. This applies to both quality (intensity) and quantity (selectivity).
Selectivity entails visual acuity — the ability to interpret a three-dimensional motif on a
two-dimensional surface and transform aesthetic stimuli into a repertoire of visual
elements such as lines, spacing, angles, proportions and symbols. In order to learn how
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to control attention, it is important to provide clear ‘guidelines’ that tell the eye what
to focus on, while at the same time judging what information should be suppressed as
irrelevant. When using focal vision (narrow/analytical) in everyday perception, the
shape of an object is identified in conceptual terms as a shape separate from a
background. The creative challenge in the act of drawing is linked to the ability to
register the relationship between shape and surroundings. This also involves attention
to negative interstitial shapes that surround the motif and provide a new focus. This
approach inhibits the usual tendency to focus on the main motif and instead fragments
the scene into a puzzle of shapes that carry as little symbolic significance as possible. In
this way, the artist can more easily break free from the presence of the concrete object
and the power of perception that is governed by a conventional systematization of
symbols.

By using non-focal vision (wide/synthetic), including both front and back (the main
subject and its context), the draughtsman establishes a relationship between
foreground and background and perceives the motif as a complete drawing. This type
of vision requires clearing one’s head of thoughts; the resulting ‘mindful void’ allows
the artist to unconsciously scan the field of vision using distributed attention
(Ehrenzweig 1974). Consciously shifting between focal and non-focal vision and thereby
achieving transitions in the perception of a motif is a useful exercise for developing the
experience of flow.

What about the intensity of visual attention during drawing? The level of intensity
plays an important role in the drawing process, since it mobilises an overall state of
alertness that allows the artist to address and respond to a stimulus, usually lasting
anywhere from one second to 15 minutes; the ‘creative instant’ probably occurs during
these short lapses of time. The path to achieving such an intense focus is an act of will
that requires both a mental and a physical effort. Many students are unaccustomed to
actually being inside the work and at first find this quite tiring.

Drawing is a psychomotor act that requires coordination of different mental
processes and areas of experience. This includes, among other things, the students’
need to extend their accustomed field of vision and to translate the entire gamut of
their perception into visual language, emotional commitment and physical, muscular
activity. All of this entails a more instantaneous collaboration among these areas than
is required in most of the fragmented and specialised activities we engage in, and
therefore demands a greater amount of energy than many of us are accustomed to. In
addition to a short and intense focus of attention, the draughtsman has to be able to
sustain his or her attention throughout the time needed to finish the drawing and learn
to exclude distracting elements while working.

Combining time pressure and focus control

Conscious use of time pressure forces students to develop a spontaneity that
reflects the model’s body in the selected pose. The student needs to apply synthetic
vision so as to capture a fleeting reality in mere seconds (10 to 15 sec.) and record it by
using unconventional techniques and materials. Materials and untraditional tools are
selected with a view to facilitating improvisation. Their use invites the student to think
and act spontaneously rather than to stick to familiar rules and routines. In this way,
representational schemata fall by the wayside and space is freed, allowing more
original solutions to appear. These solutions, which the student had to find while
engaged in an action, may have been inconceivable just moments earlier. As a
consequence of time pressure, gestural rapidity helps the draughtsman remain fully
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concentrated on the act of drawing so that all perception of time ceases. In other
words, the artist is ‘at one with his actions’, disconnected for an instant from the
perspective of past, present and future. The duality between body and mind that lies at
the heart of the drawing process has been temporarily suspended, subsisting
nevertheless in the constant alternation between proximity (being at one with the
drawing) and distance (evaluating from a distance). Reducing the distance between
intention and physical action may well be considered one of the most important
objectives in the drawing process as far as mindfulness is concerned.

L Y

Students work using various ink techniques.

Overlearning

Before carrying out the act of drawing as a routine action (intuitive reflex), one has
to learn by imitating: first drawing based on instruction, and then trying on one’s own.
When the stage dealing with focus of attention has been mastered (i.e. losing yourself
and becoming one with the subject), consciousness can be freed for other purposes.
Because the action has been partially integrated into the body, control is no longer
needed to the same extent as before. This stage wipes out consciousness similar to
falling asleep, and the act of drawing can occur ‘automatically’ but by no meansin a
mindless manner. As a transitional release, other parts of consciousness take over more
complicated tasks like capturing and combining fragments of information from both
past and present in new ways. Another form of visual concentration called non-focal
vision or distributed attention is used to simultaneously process different sources of
information by according each of them the same level of attention. This involves
alternating between conscious and unconscious scanning of the flow of outer and inner
stimuli.

Mastering the task and experiencing flow

From an ego-centric and rational, controlled state of mind, separated from an
awareness of the body and surroundings, the creative process moves to the transitional
state of becoming one with the motif and the surroundings through control of focused
attention. Once the ego gives up its disturbing habit of constantly producing new ideas,
the intensity of attention allows intuition to take over as a creative force and release
the flow of mental energy that provides optimal conditions for action. The artist feels at
the top of his form, wide awake and entirely present in the situation, mastering the
task. This situation, which is experienced neither as a wholly mental nor as a wholly
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