I was terrified to write this, but after rejecting the rigid structure of a formal reflective piece, I’m enjoying writing it – this is consistent with the points I raise in this essay. I have taken inspiration in my writing style from John Bergers novel, ‘G’; (1972). It is generously ladled with not directly related observational shower thoughts—perhaps my reflection reads in the same way. I am tired of contorting my ‘creative voice’ into an academic caricature, like a splinter off some other great thinker. My thoughts (like yours, if you have them) do not always overtly connect; this reflective piece mirrors the sporadic nature of my mind.

Cohesion is not my priority.  

I have chosen to discuss in depth this ink-on-hemp paper piece; it commemorates a shift in not only my artist process, but my Weltanschauung. Chiefly, the way I view my time, stemming from The Living Philosophy (2024) video essay ‘The lost art of Leisure’ which compares the work ethic and mental well-being in medieval and contemporary society. I thought how much happier I would be if I could doodle in the sun - avoid the perils of consumerism and capitalism. Consequentially this has impacted the other pieces in my portfolio, which I will briefly elaborate on. 

A couple of weeks ago now, it doesn’t matter when. I went to a Glyn Viv workshop event with an art-minded friend. It was the morning after the night before, and I was feeling somewhat unstable; my thoughts, for once, were stagnant – primarily focused on trying to control my body temperature and trying not to collaborate on the paintings on the walls. This may seem trivial, but I believe being mindful of my body and accompanying sensations united me with the work created; I felt there is more of myself, my own aura (Benjamin, 2008) in the piece. We were ushered into a studio where the session leader insisted on the overhead lights turned off so the room could be illuminated by natural light (aided by a couple of lamps at shoulder height creating long, elegant shadows.) It has come to my attention how quintessential I find ‘good light’. Lucian Freud writes in his 1954 essay ‘Some Thoughts on Painting’ 

 “The aura given out by a person or object is as much a part of them as their flesh. The effect that they make in space is as bound up with them as might be their colour or smell … Therefore the painter must be as concerned with the air surrounding his subject as with the subject itself.” (www.royalacademy.org.uk, 2019) 


Laid out in front of us were ‘stones for grounding’ and ‘plants for inspiration’, I thought this was a bit new wave but my mind was as blank as the paper before me– I didn’t know what to draw! People were around me – they could see me – God forbid perceive me. I was in no mood (too hungover) to act a ‘front-stage performance’ (Goffman, 1959).

 After who knows how long, I decided to cease pondering my desire to metamorphose (not unlike Gregor (Kafka, 1915)) into an omnipresent fly on the gallery wall, all-seeing yet unseen. I had to draw something, anything. Comrades around me drew figuratively with enviable technical talent: flowers, octopi, birds. I couldn’t do this. What if it was perceived as un-intriguingly bad? I took refuge in Moores Principia ethica (1903), that good is indefinable, and thought of Nietzsche (1901) who states “to experience a thing as beautiful means: to experience it necessarily wrong”. I couldn’t shake off the fear of judgment. I yearned for solitude with the rosemary.

My mum has always had an herb garden. In my youth, I used to enjoy making lemonade with the mint that would entwine amongst the rosemary and the other plants I was told were not to be served in lemonade. There is no shortage of examples of artists repeating the motifs of their childhood: Maclachlan, Hadley Hooper and Roaring Brook Press (2014) state Matisse “painted his feelings and he painted his childhood.” Notoriously Picasso’s repeating motif of the pigeon was inspired by his father, a Paloma breeder and painter (Wagner, 2024). More cynically Edvard Munch’s reappearing motif of his dying sister, Sophie (Ulrich Bischoff, Hulse and Edvard Munch, 2017) or Francis Bacon implying his adverse childhood experiences and severe asthma in his paintings, most notably his last ‘Study of a Bull’ using dust itself as a medium (Bacon et al. 2021) to name a few. But the list is as long as there are artists.

Perhaps this is why I picked up a sprig of rosemary the lady insisted was fresh from the garden that morning (originally, I was going to say ‘as if that mattered’, but I am thinking perhaps the freshness really did matter). I extort it between my fingers until I smelt the oil merge with the stale air of patina-ed paintings around me. I am now in the habit of bringing a sketchbook with me everywhere I go (an object that reminds me I want to be an ‘artist’ and that it is indeed my life purpose thus worth the 5 years of debt that an ‘artist’ can only fantasise repaying). I took it out of my bag, being cautious not to let prying eyes fracture any auras (Benjamin, 2008) it may contain (the cover can be seen as a metaphor for a tin foil hat). I open a double page of my a5 sketchbook. I have decided is the perfect size for me; I always used to want to make my work so obnoxiously large, maybe just to make sure it was noticed, “not an afterthought” (Artfinder, n.d.) and that I was seen – as that’s what really matters. (I’ve matured now. Size doesn’t matter. But for me large does hint at overcompensating.) 

I dip the rosemary in what resembled oil, letting my eyes seep in with the deep forest green becoming submerged in the liquid void of colour. My mind exclusively on that one task; equally engrossed as I was content; experiencing Jung’s theory ‘participation mystic’ defined as a profound blurring of boundaries between the self, others, environments and objects, (Winborn, 2014). I succumbed and dissolved into the chair, into the ink, dispersed into the air that engulfed around me.

I lower the plant to knight the page. I repeated this at different speeds, kissing the page with varying intensities. It was Saturday and the clouds were good enough to take photos of and softly murder (Sontag, 1977). I thought I was wearing double denim (I felt powerful) but I wasn’t. 

-

POV: 

A photographer enters the room.

The photographer: does anyone mind if I take photos? 

The whole room seemed to look in on itself for the answer then turn outwards when it realised it did not have one. No one ever overtly objects to these things - unless in witness protection.

*photographer shuffles from downstage right, past protagonist in downstage centre, and lingers in downstage left* 

Countless clicks guillotine each continual moment from the last. The photographer alternated landscape and portrait shots, she was polite so I liked her. I empathise with photographers when they know their subject does not want to be immortalised (Sontag, 1977). The camera becomes a welcome barrier between two people who do not want to share the experience, creating a divide between the two parties. That’s what cameras do best – cockblock experience. I ended up on the ‘gram – providing desired validation, also how I knew I wasn’t wearing double denim. See appendix 1 (also cold hard evidence that this whole revelation did actually happen; who are you to contest a photograph?)

My view of photographers has been skewed from my fling as a club photographer. It was casual, a couple of months, but I always checked my phone for messages like a lover. Before long the camera simultaneously became the reason I was there and precisely why I did not want to be there. I was no longer human Nico, just a shape behind a big fuck-off camera and disbursing blinding flashes. Selling people the token experience of a night that they most likely won’t remember – seeing furnishes evidence (Sontag, 1977) that it did happen and that they did have a good time – I could envision myself as an angel, offering salvation of a successful stag do, or watch myself “as a woman must continually watch herself” (Berger, 1972 p.46); a young girl in an oversized push-up bra with too much lip gloss, to “turn myself into an object” (Berger, 1972 p.47) to get some tips in this capitalist wasteland, who’s to say? 

I feel detached with a camera – I want to experience, be in the view so to speak (Forster, 1961). Doodling brings me closer. It’s only when I find myself in a depressive state that I don’t find nirvana doodling in the sun.

I was floating the sprig above the page, watching the ink roll off and seep into the pages of my sketchbook, curious to see what would happen. I knew as they were rolling off it was probably some great metaphor but I didn’t know for what, so I stayed mindfully flirting with this physical manifestation of my mind. The room was full of hushed niceties and reassuring smiles – it padded my fragile ego. Bucowski (2004, p.3) would insist the need for validation means I am “not ready” to be an artist. 

Although my body resided in the white cube, I had transgressed. Focused on experiencing, feeling vulnerable to the possibility of self-transcendence. This doodle is special to me, I look at it from my bed and I smile. I am in two minds whether the people who visit my bed also think it is special or not. I am in two minds if I care. 

After navigating an escape from the cotton wool of my mind (contemplating time dilation (Johnson, 2023) or, more likely, ‘thinking of the immortality of the crab’ (Hewins, 2021)). I was encouraged to use the nice hemp paper. Recently, I read, “A pen is only as good as the paper that accompanies it” (F. Tucker, private correspondence, 2024). I felt moderate pressure that whatever mark I made on this piece of paper had to be of substantial merit—to do the paper justice. 

I shan’t fabricate what line I made first or try to narrate the series of movements that created this piece. (Come to think of it) I felt like a bystander; my hand went wherever it did, and I watched it. I do know once I drenched the rosemary in the ink and pressed it down in the top left, it felt unbalanced, so I had to repeat it at the bottom right in the name of harmony. I was engrossed in the process of gravity, ink departing rosemary. I forgot to aim or even consider where the drips would stain. I was indifferent, solely enjoying the way I felt as I moved through time; wondering if art is perceived in the same way as God?

It triggered memories of school. Students along one long bench watching a woman who isn’t quite sure what to do with herself on the other side. She showed her work, abstract black ink – just mark making. It was a small and quiet piece, so quiet that even in the stillness of the gallery, I couldn’t quite hear it, but I was listening for it. I enjoyed it although I couldn’t describe it to you now – does that mean it wasn’t very good? I certainly felt something; “The stronger the infection, the better is the art as art” (Tolstoy, 1897).


A memory from 2007: 

Today we made imprints in clay – African animal tracks. Pressing sticks in the clay, pressing my fingers in the clay, pressing more sticks and more fingers into the clay… “A real artist knows when she is done” Mrs. Mayflower targeted me as I have been having too much fun for too long now; fun must be rationed in school. I suppose I can't be an artist. I continued maiming my clay until it was home time. The value is in the action, (Vygotsky, 1974) how could she not see! 

Present day: 

I was conscious of not overdoing it, not too many marks. If the rosemary kissed the page once too passionately or once too many, it would ruin everything. Treat the paper mean and keep it keen, so to speak. 

The ink drawing was supposed to be accompanied by a haiku, however, I just couldn’t do it.

The more words I thought,
Fewer came, feel restricted,
Can't speak like others.

Maybe this is why I doodle. My friend’s poem was about the day before when we fed blanched almonds to jays in the woods. This touched me but reinforced how easily beautiful words come to some people. Communication is multifaced; there is one way to read a sentence but a thousand ways to read a picture (Ellis, 1998). Expanding further upon this, Huxley states in Doors of Perception (1954) that artists are able to communicate something beyond words; Berger (1972) notoriously comments “seeing comes before words” and critiques the limitations of language. 

I feel obliged to justify having fun and experiencing, but this is where good art comes from! Feeding jays almonds ‘En Plein Air’ (Tate, N.D). Unadulterated experience that, hopefully, somehow, using some kind of visual language tool, translates feelings onto some kind of surface – as artists do (I think). 

I struggle to label myself ‘an artist’. I make art, sure, but this is not a definition I am accepting, nor is an artist a person who sells for capital. I assume to call myself an artist I must be good at art, a duality between my genuine belief that everything is art. 

“Nico, are you an artist?”
“I’m doing my master’s in art” (or similar dodging titles.)

A quote that has resonated with me for a number of years is by D. W Winnicott (1971). I remember first seeing it on my old, cracked iPhone 4 screen whilst lounging on the sofa, feeling profoundly understood: “Artists are people driven by the tension between the desire to communicate and the desire to hide.” –I must be an artist to have been so profoundly touched by this. In a similar vein, Winnicott also said, “It is a joy to be hidden, and disaster not to be found.” With this in mind, my work changes immensely depending on its ‘purpose’, whether designed for cult or exhibition value (Benjamin, 2008). How can I expect to be understood if I design my work with the motivation behind it being ‘to be understood?’ Is this not a catch-22 (Heller, 1961)? ‘The other’ (Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, 1998) has been monitoring my work, steering it down avenues it wouldn’t naturally flow, adulterating my intentions and execution. But no more! I am not even going to try… (Sethi, 2021)

When I was younger; an only and somewhat isolated child, I believe I was more authentic. This is what I must return to. No art of any merit will come from me doing it to please the other. The more repeatedly we view our appearance through the other, the more repeatedly one adjusts the self as one would with one’s posture in a real mirror, maybe check to see if there is anything in our teeth; we become self-conscious of who we think they are seeing or which adaptation of our persona we are projecting. Not my original thought: Satre’s concept of ‘the look’ being how individuals perceive themselves through the lens of others in ‘Being and nothingness: An essay on phenomenological ontology’ (1943) or most acutely Charles Horton Cooley’s concept of the "looking-glass self" being how one’s self-image relies on the responses of others alongside how one interprets the perception of the other (1902).

Is it such a terrible thing not to be understood? After some contemplation, my perspective has changed. Kafka states in his diary: 

“I never wish to be easily defined. I’d rather float over other people’s minds as something strictly fluid and non-perceivable; more like a transparent, paradoxically iridescent creature rather than an actual person.” (Kafka and Brod, 1999)

Likewise, I would be ashamed to be so transparent. 
Besides, if you are misunderstood – it is not you that is mistaken. They are the stupid ones, 
let them be stupid so long as they leave me in peace. 


Ink was a new medium so as soon as I got home, I ordered overpriced ink and waited impatiently. I also bought some cheaper black ink – I don’t like it. To get a true black, it must be layered. I was enamoured by the immediacy of the ink on hemp. As soon as the ink grazed the paper it was unapologetically charred black – a true black. I favour vibrant tones; I think I use them because I feel vividly – as a sensitive person (another clue that I am indeed an artist? Matthews (2024) would say so), my feelings are undoubtedly undiluted; consequentially my pigments should also remain undiluted. Alternatively, superficially, I simply enjoy a strong contrast. Perhaps I'm demonstrating apophenia; trying to connect dots where there are none; it really doesn’t matter. Maybe I'll flip a coin to decide, a classic example of “the law of excluded middle” (Internet Encyclopedia of Philosophy, n.d.).


I have learnt from this piece both during the experience and upon reflection, is to enjoy myself. If I wasn’t obliged to make art and study, what would I be doing? I would make art and study. It is clear my ambitions for my artistic practice align with Lucy Honeychurch: “Adventure and art, the two things that she wanted more than anything else, were hers at last.” – (Forster, 1961)




Other nonsensical yet tangible brain ramblings: 

The other pieces in my portfolio also reflect my refreshed Cosmovision: “Existence precedes essence”, a phrase popularised by Satre (Brown, 1948), meaning the idea of something surpasses the importance of what it actually is. Me making pictures is more important than the pictures themselves, even if they are bad, they will never have a ‘perfect form’ anyway - ask Plato (2013).


1. My sketchbooks 

No work I create with the intent of exhibition value (Benjamin, 2008) will contain my authentic aura, thus any merit, as it will adapted for praise. I will draw for myself, only showing those I deem worthy spectators.

I spoke to an artist recently, he didn’t ask to see my work. Only 
“After university you still enjoy it?” 
“More than ever.”
Later we drew willows by the river where my grandparents’ ashes were sprinkled. I saw a purple heron which I consider some kind of symbol.


2. Under-construction manifesto 

Essentially notes-to-self on why and how to be an authentic artist. I have called them ‘orders’ like the orders of the simulacrum (Baudrillard, 1981) as they should be followed like orders but mostly because I think it’s catchy. 
Also worth noting, this was a set assignment in my undergrad - I dreaded writing it. Now, due to it being completely optional, I chose to write one. It is for me, not the assignment specification – it’s fortunate they coincide. It’s unfinished, but the communist manifesto wasn’t written in a semester, was it? 


3. A (intentionally bad) drawing of a drawing my father drew of my mother.

Again, “Existence precedes essence” (Brown, 1948), its void of meaning without context. The intention and importance of this work is elaborated on in appendix 2. – I don’t want to show you the original, it would be judged on its artistic merit and that is not the point. Much like Barthes winter garden photograph (1993) “it exists only for me”. You'll just have to trust me when I say it is special. 


4 Underlined books

I could claim I've read a million books, get AI to summarise, cut corners, fool everyone, feel clever at last, for what reason? The actual process of reading is an art, my underlining’s are art. It documents I’ve read it. It illustrates I cared.

I find myself making assumptions about the previous owners' psyche in well-loved charity shop books. 
Which pages are folded? Ahh page 17 - they were in love! They’ve underlined a lot about art, death, and alcoholism. They must be an artist and certainly not in love. 
‘Dear lord it looks like a raincloud was trapped in here!’
‘This book’s seen better days’
Or just ‘this ‘Nico’ really liked John Berger.’

How do you perceive the owner of these books?







Appendixes 
Appendix 1 
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Appendix 2 

The original drawing by my father (which you will never see) is a representation of everything that my mother is, in a sense. In a way that only a true artist could encapsulate - It was never ever meant to be seen by anyone other than my mother. It’s a doodle in a book that he had probably forgotten about (probably, I can’t ask him now). While that drawing remains private, other aspects of family life were not so discrete. My aunt Anne had married into money. The rest of my dad’s family felt a need to please her and Anne certainly felt the need to be pleased. On meeting my mother, she enquired about: the car she drove, whether she owned her own property, whether that was real gold? More like a mortgage advisor than a relative. My mother did not care for this. 

“So,” Anne poised “What is your profession?” 
“I shovel shit” my mother replied nonchalantly.

When my mother tells this story I can almost hear the gasps of my entire extended family. 

“Oh no, that’s not all, Liane! Far too humble” My dad’s mother rushes to my mother’s aid and begins to gloat about her horsey accomplishments (there was a lot to gloat about.)

“Sure, but it’s mainly just shovelling shit.” my mother insisted cooly. 

My father admired my mother’s grounded candidness so much so he immortalised it with the drawing, bought her a baseball cap with ‘NO1 shit shoveler’ embroidered on the front and eventually, asked her to marry him on the condensation of a coach window on the way back from a horse show.
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