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It starts with a breath, one of the few bodily functions
under both conscious and automatic control.
There’s a feeling or an emotion.
It’s a nudge, a hunch, a thought, or a notion.
It can be gentle in nature, like a seed or a whisper.
Sometimes it’s loud in its need for acknowledgement. Rushing
and spinning towards its arrival with no resistor.
I didn’t mean to start rhyming; I should probably stop.
Introspection is uncomfortable. I’m self-conscious and growth
gets heavy. I’m no good at poetry and I can’t lie, sometimes I
just want to give up and go out for a bevvy.
But I’ve learned through my artistic research that perception
can be a reflection. Sometimes internal experiences are better
in a body of their own.
That way I can analyse them externalised in their new home.
My practice is the act of exploring internal narratives and
experiences, mostly my own. But as part of my research, I
wanted to consider how other people’s experiences may
compare. Over the past year, I have collected a database of
anonymously submitted answers to various emotional
prompts. This research report is split into two sections, but just
as we cannot always control our emotions in our day-to-day
life, it is interwoven and interrupted by pages containing these
emotional responses.

Emotional regulation
the word emotion is based on Latin emovere,
from e- ‘out’ + movere ‘move’: To move out.
Emotions sculpt the landscape of our internal experiences,
subsequently moving out and shaping the perception of our
external reality. Left unchecked, sometimes I feel that my
internal experiences can get stuck. Instead of moving out, the
emotions and thoughts they’re built from remain looping
inside, ruminating. With a general interest in theories of the
mind, I figured it wouldn’t hurt to research the science behind
how I was feeling.

Automatic sketchbook
pages, (2021),
pencil on paper.
Text reads:
(Left) ‘Stuck inside’
(Bottom right) ‘let me out’

Recent neuroscience research shows that when memories
remain stuck, ignored, or buried the mind is unable to change
them. The story needs to start being told to change, ‘the act of
telling itself, [then] changes the tale.’ Our minds can’t help but
make meaning out of what it’s got to work with, and ‘the
meaning we make of our lives changes how and what we
remember.’ (Van Der Kolk, 2014, p.229). As Carl Rogers,
one of the founders of person-centred counselling said: ‘The
curious paradox is that when I accept myself just as I am, then
I change’ (2011, p.17). The change I was seeking wasn’t
going to come from reinventing myself, but rather honestly
expressing exactly how I am at any given moment.
To get to a place where I felt I was capable of this, I decided
I needed to work on my emotional regulation. Our brains
give us two options: ‘top-down’ regulation which involves
strengthening the capacity of the prefrontal cortex to observe
inner experiences; think mindfulness, meditation, or yoga. Or
option two, ‘bottom-up’ regulation, which involves
recalibrating the autonomic nervous system through
breathing, movement or touch (Van Der Kolk, 2004)

Automatic sketchbook
page, (2021),
pencil on paper.
Text reads:
(Top Left) ‘The sun keeps
rising…’
(Bottom right) ‘what a
terrible comfort’

Diagram of the brain. (Van Der Kolk, 2004, p.69)

I gave everything a go: breathing exercises, yoga, cognitive
behavioural therapy, and counselling. The one method I
frequented the most was meditation. Like art, it’s something I
could throw my whole self into. The more I lost myself in it,

the more it gave me back.
Presumably, the word meditation evokes an image in your
mind’s eye of a still figure, sitting cross-legged, with its
eyes closed. This traditional form of meditation was crucial
for me to learn the foundations of the practice. It allowed
me to create some space in-between my emotions to pull
things apart and get them moving. The presence required
for meditation taught me how to tune into my body more.
Aware of my internal experience I noticed how certain
feelings and thoughts would appear and fade very
quickly. And how others would stick around like a weight.

As my practice grew, my use of meditation developed into
something much more organic. My time in the studio,
paired with the use of automatism, became my version of
meditation.
Automatism as a term is borrowed from Physiology, where it
describes bodily functions that are not consciously
controlled. In the art world, the term is mostly linked to the
surrealist movement, which André Breton described as: ‘Pure
psychic automatism ... the dictation of thought in the absence of
all control exercised by reason and outside all moral or
aesthetic concerns’ (1992, pp.87-88).

I meditate/have a moment of introspection. Then I sit, and
patiently (sometimes not so) wait until something internal
comes to the surface. I try to capture it in my sketchbook,
most often in the form of Biomorphic figures. But sometimes,
just squiggles, wiggles, random lines, or shapes.

Automatic sketchbook
page, (2022), Before and
After Meditation,
pencil on paper.
Text reads:
(Left) ‘Before’
(Right) ‘After’

Don’t get me wrong I’m not a medium, I can’t channel
spiritual truth. Sometimes my drawings aren’t great and won't
go any further, but occasionally there’s something that can be
reflected on, refined, and then put through another layer of
automatic response when I begin to paint.

Think of my approach as a collaboration between both the
unconscious and conscious mind. A yin yang, give and take,
push, and pull pendulum swing. Sometimes the art makes me
stay in the studio and work late, and sometimes it tells me to
go home early and watch Netflix. A Balance between control
and surrender. Stepping into unknown territory while being
aware of my reactions but not subservient to them.

Our automatic responses are filled with secrets, clues and
maybe even some lies.

Artist research for me has been about exploring and
creating my own language. And like any language, it
comes with rules. Here is mine:

1. Connection to a life force: we are
connected to people and things around us
(like it or not).
When we’re born the bodily tie to our mothers is severed. Yet
even in the absence of the umbilical cord, we remain
intrinsically attached. Buddhists who may say that our
attachments are the route of all our suffering, or more
specifically the clinging to an attachment with no room for
change. But as humans’ attachment is necessary. Dependency
is unavoidable, not a choice or a preference. We rely on
connection, and that makes us not as separate for each other
as an independent person might like to think.

Automatic sketchbook
page, (2022),
pencil on paper.
Text reads:
(At page divide)
‘Hold me together’

Studies show that in a romantic partnership both parties form
one physiological unit, regulating each other’s blood
pressure, heart rate, breathing and level of hormones in the
blood: they are no longer separate entities. (Levine and
Heller, 2011). To varying degrees, this is true for any form of
relationship including platonic, and familial.

2. Everything is in Motion (always).
From the atoms in our body, to the memories we recall

and the planet that will never stop spinning. Everything is
always in motion. As mentioned in rule 2, a Buddhist
perspective would encourage non-attachment. This doesn’t
suggest that you should not form attachments, but rather
that you are open to the attachment shifting and changing
and potentially as you know it, ending. To capture this
ideology in my work, I developed a style that was
representational of continuality, fluidity and of course
motion. I realised in a life drawing class that if I used a
continuous line, I could capture the essence of the figure in
a short space of time. What I didn’t capture would be
filled in by the brain. This freed me from the
preconception I had that I didn’t have to draw something
perfectly to scale and exactly as I experience it, which
takes me onto rule number three.

Automatic sketchbook
page, (2022), The human
ouroboros initial
pencil on paper.
Text reads:
‘Stories without Endings’

3. What we see is not all there is.
Our eyes can only see visible light, which is 0.0035% of
the entire electromagnetic spectrum. This leaves over 99%
of our world invisible to us, including gamma rays, radio
waves, UV rays and soundwaves. Similarly, our hearing
range is limited from 20 to around 20 thousand Hz
(Garrett and Hough, 2017).
The world is noisy and we’re deaf to most of it. Other life
forms communicate with each other at a frequency we
can’t reach. It’s even thought that plants scream when
they’re cut, emitting ultrasonic sound.
Historian of science Ernest Peter
Fischer said ‘If I, as an artist,
want to portray the world as it is,
I must not portray it as it looks,
because it isn’t like that! So, if I
want to show as it is, I must
invent it’ (Beyond the visible:
hilma af klint, 2019). What we
experience in our reality is just a
tiny fraction of the real world, due
to the evolutionary limitations
imposed on our senses.
With regards to this rule, I often
depict lines and waves around the
figures to demonstrate invisible forces.
Automatic sketchbook
page, (2022), Delicate
Balance initial,
pencil on paper.

Considering the science and my rules, here are the
material and physical choices I’ve made to reflect and
explore them further.
In an essay by Nicholas fox weber, he recalls his professor
asking the class to write their term paper on a singular piece
of art with implicit instructions; ‘“No research. Nothing about
artistic movements. For God’s sake, no ‘isms’. Nothing about
the socioeconomic background, or on who influenced the
artist: I want your experience of looking and seeing.”’((Emin,
2015, p.27) I don’t believe an artist can conduct research
without ever connecting to other artists or art-isms, but for the
most part, I am not concerned with such. My aim for my art is
to create a visceral experience for the viewer.

A major source of influence for me comes from Annie
Besant, and Charles Webster Leadbeater’s book: Thought
Forms (1905). Which is a record of clairvoyant
investigation, documenting the visualization of feelings,
experiences and thoughts manifesting themselves outside
of the body.

Thought forms fig 19:
the intent to know

Thought forms fig 16:
Self-renunciation

Thought forms fig 27:
Sudden Fright

Thought forms fig 9:
Vague Selfish Affection

Automatic sketchbook
page, (2022) ,
pencil on paper.

Thought Forms introduced me to useful iconography,
colour theory and other artists said to be inspired by the
book. This includes Hilma Af Klint. I adjusted the colour
key in this book to create my own (seen at the start of this
document). Some things remain the same, some are
slightly altered, and some are completely new. I wanted
my use of colour to reflect how quickly one feeling can
change to another. This is demonstrated in the tonal
change of colours such as a lighter purple starting as
‘spirituality’ and as it deepens becoming ‘fear’. When I
paint with these colours there’s more of a nuance of an
emotion fading in and out of intensity, rather than just a
block colour, the shift represents the rule number two:
everything is in motion (always).

Key to the meanings of
colours.
Thought Forms

Hilma af Klint, Hilma af Klint From A Work on Flowers, Mosses and Lichen, July 2 1919 © Stiftelsen Hilma af Klints
Verk/Photo: Moderna Museet, Albin Dahlström

Iconography and Symbols are another useful tool to indicate
there is a continuum past what is depicted. Symbols can
represent complex stories or ideas. Artists are always
reinventing symbols and redefining their context. I enjoy
reframing symbols in my own language giving them a new
angle.
The above image is of Hilma Af Klint’s sketchbook. She does
use symbols in her work, but she works in ambiguous terms.
But one of the consistence features of her work is the use of a
spiral, representing evolution and change.
I do have begun to dabble in symbol use. And in fact like AF
Klint I may remain ambiguous about it. For now the three
symbols you can see consistently throughout my work are the
spiral, the ouroboros, scales or the yin/yang for balance and
duality.

Rethinking surface
While considering how an audience reads and interacts with
my art, I began to feel trapped and imprisoned by the
standard rectangular/square surfaces I was using. The linear
shape had created too much of a frame for the imagery. I
wanted my paintings to give a sense of continuum past the
surface I was working on.
I decided to entirely rethink surface and what I needed from
it. Primarily this was s more organic support, one that didn’t
box me in. I was inspired by the Thought forms described as
‘vague’ (such as fig.9) taking on the form of ‘shapeless rolling
clouds’ according to the clairvoyants (Besant and Leadbeater,
1905, p.44). The word vague almost comes across
negatively, but I want to think of vague in the same way
Buddhist philosophy thinks of emptiness or as they would say,
Śūnyatā. The undefined nature is not for atmosphere, but
rather ‘a vehicle for spiritual realisation’ (Rowley, 1959,
p.71). The Vague/ Śūnyatā shape should give the viewer a
hint of something and allow them to move past it and make
up their own mind where it continues.

I began designing and creating
my own Śūnyatā supports and
investigating a new material I could
paint on. Firstly, I took a trip to a
fabric shop and tried laser cutting
steel into fluid shapes.

After a brief examination of various
fabrics I settled that the best way to
suggest a continuum would be if you
could see right through the painting
on to the next place, wherever that
may be.
I trialled various mediums on different kinds of silk to figure
out how each would react. Ink and silk paints would bleed out
more, but I found that adding acrylic would create a sort of
barrier and allow me to have more control over where the
colour ended up.

Project Space
.
Viewer 1: the form isn’t saying anything, but it looks wet
Viewer 2: : It looks like some sort of sauce that you’ve
squeezed on yourself
Viewer 3: It feels open. It’s not clearly identifiable, it’s not
supposed to to look like anything.

RH: I’m beginning to be mostly concerned about how artwork
makes the viewer feel viscerally rather than what you think
you see. I just want to know, if anything, what these surfaces
bring up for you.
Viewer 4: Empty but in a peaceful way, relieved, almost like
stepping into a shower. Transfixed and involved.
Viewer 6: frustrated because it looks like a puzzle, and I want
to solve it

Leading on from the comments in the project space I realised
that although I had got closer to what I wanted, the steel
wasn’t quite what I was searching for. The light that bounced
off the surface and made it look ‘wet’ was too eye catching to
be vague.

Turning something fast, slow

Next, I tried making the supports out of wood. I let my hand
decide wherever it wanted to go and doodled a shape out
quickly. This was the fast part of the process. I then cut,
sanded, and attached an aero-ply edge to raise the silk
slightly and varnished. A doodle took days to construct. But
the result was the Śūnyatā shape I’d be searching for. It
suggests a frame, but in a bit more vague, shapeless, rolling
cloud way.
Incorporating unfamiliar surfaces into my work encourages
the viewer to readdress perspective. In combination with the
silk stretched over the support, I had created a surface that
could be blinding obvious or very subtle depending on how
the light hit the fabric. It is neither here, or there, another
physical representation of rule number two: everything is
always in motion.

Selection of supports and
surfaces in various sizes and
shapes.

Delicate Balance
(2022)
Propped up by the window
revealing its full
transparency, and how the
imagery can fade in and out
shadows.

Emotions are hard. And soft, and spiky and annoying,
upsetting, exciting, lovely, excruciating, frustrating, stressful
and you get the idea. My research has allowed me to build
and expand my own artistic language, welcoming rules,
symbols, and reinventing what I thought painting should be.
This all reflects my growing and shifting human experiences.
In my artistic pursuit, I learned that personal development
came hand in hand. It was unavoidable that some aspect of
my personal life would leak into my art. And it did leak,
creation has become an act intrinsically connected to my
emotional processing system. My art reflects me in ways I
couldn’t see without hindsight, hinting at secrets and lessons
and documenting my journey through life.
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