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THE MIND’S MIRROR: VISUAL ART 

Introduction


All my life I have been an artist. Although I started to draw very early in childhood, it was only by studying psychology that I began to realize how deeply creative behavior reflects the mind. In its creation and in its appreciation, visual art is a mirror of and for the mind. It is both an exteriorization of unconscious mental processes and a stimulus for conscious reflection. Like some great iceberg floating on an inner sea, only a very small tip of creativity rests above the surface while its greater part lies hidden beneath the waves of waking consciousness. It is this vast unseen body of thought that pushes the brush strokes on the surface of the canvas, creating the surprises and “accidents” intrinsic to creativity.

Accidents and surprises


Even with carefully drawn figurative work such as mine, the unconscious is dominant. This produces continuous surprises. For example, it was not until I had completed Inner Calm 
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Inner Calm
that I realized the meaning of its imagery. In this work, the Zen monk and scholar, Soen Roshi, rises above a landscape while stopping a volcanic explosion with his hand. After its completion, I realized that the image represents Soen Roshi calming the fires of the mind during meditation. Our emotions form an inner landscape. Acknowledging their presence with detachment produces a state of inner calm.

Artists, myself included, often have a positive attitude toward what emerges unpredictably during the process of painting. Sometimes the unexpected is experienced as a gift. Unplanned events that shape the course of a work of art can be of such magnitude and unconscious origin that one wonders sometimes how they manifest. For example, while working on the painting Memories, I was having great trouble painting the sky. Try as I might for hours 
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Memories
upon hours, the clouds would not come out right. Over and over again I painted them, always with the wrong result. But I refused to stop. Finally, at about two or three in the morning, in utter disgust and exhaustion, I painted them yet again. 

But this time, I was so tired and angry that I could not even look at the canvas, so I painted without looking. Turning my head away, I just kept working, my arm moving across the canvas in great arcs. When I finally decided to look back at the canvas I thought I was going to see another terrible mess that I would have to remove with turpentine yet again. To my surprise, there were the clouds I had wanted to paint many hours ago. The structure that I had worked in vain for so long to capture was now on canvas. The clouds were finally in the shape and size I needed for the underpainting and ready for the many adjustments and multiple glazes of transparent paint that would bring them to completion. 

Unconscious skills

This experience may be explained through the phenomenology of learned skills. Our lives are full of tasks that are accomplished without consciously reflecting on all the steps necessary for their completion. In learning to do something with sufficient skill, many aspects of the routine become unconscious, yet are recalled to use without conscious thought. 

My experience with the clouds used the motor skills of painting, which may be seen as a type of somatic knowing. It is the knowledge of skills encoded in the hand and the arm, the body skills that are the physical dance of painting. Although somatic skill and muscle memory are involved in every aspect of painting, it is unlikely that I would have had the great success of the sky had I looked away while painting a face. Faces and other carefully painted areas call for fine motor control along with visual vigilance over the more exact meeting of lines. 

Unconscious faces

Yet faces themselves exhibit constant surprises. The face that is painted does not always look like the face that was planned. Even when depicting the same faces in two works, such as the mother and child seen in Compassionate Heart and again in Wind on the Lake, they come 
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Compassionate Heart 


 Wind on the Lake



out differently each time. I may be more prone to this because of my way of working. I use photographs more often than live models, and then after a while don’t even use the photo but paint almost entirely from mind and memory. Often, I paint thinking I am depicting a certain face, and yet another one comes through. Sometimes I can recognize the newly painted but unplanned face as that of someone I know. Perhaps I was thinking of that person on an unconscious level and so they emerged through my hands and eyes unawares. Sometimes, if it works in the painting I leave the unplanned face on the canvas, as I did with the faces of the women in Fair Game. Other times I take it out, trying once more to depict the model of the face 
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Fair Game
in my conscious mind, as I did with Quanah. Because Quanah Parker was a Comanche chief and 
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Quanah
a historical figure, it was essential to have a likeness. For some works, such as Travelogues,
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Travelogues
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Winter
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Sameness, Depth of Mystery
Winter, and Sameness, Depth of Mystery, I take the face out almost completely to impart a sense of ambiguity. Cast in shadow, they become fertile ground for the viewer’s projections.

Unconscious self-portraits 

One of the most common faces to come through unconsciously is that of the artist’s own likeness. Leonardo da Vinci warned against this general tendency in his writings (1489-1519/1989), reminding artists to take care not to repeat their own image. We are all so familiar with our own face that it is not surprising for it to come through in art. I have also noticed that when this occurs, I and other artists do not recognize the faces as self-portraits. They exist as psychological/visual blind spots. It is as if we are so steeped in our own face, yet perhaps simultaneously so blind to it as well, that we cannot recognize it before us in our own work. There is a tendency to reproduce our own face repeatedly yet remain unaware of doing so both during the time of painting and then afterward when viewing the work of art. It is only when other people point it out to me that I suppose I have recreated my likeness, but even then I can’t always see it. Some people have said I look like the woman in Gaia, but to me she looks like a friend of mine who died many years ago.


[image: image10.png]



Gaia
Psychologically, painting one’s own face may be a type of projection, unconsciously seeing the world through a subjective viewpoint that manifests visually in painting. There is also another reason. I believe that every work an artist creates is actually a self-portrait and as such contains an unconscious tendency to reproduce the artist’s features or experiences. Some works, like the multiple self-portraits of Rembrandt and Van Gogh, are obviously and consciously intended to be likenesses, while other works may reveal themselves as self-portraits only well after they were completed. For example, it was years after I painted Memories that I realized it depicted the time in my life when I was forced to leave my loft after an unscrupulous landlord took over the building. Formerly, I had thought the only meaning of the painting was that we all carry mental baggage that should be jettisoned. When people are attracted to Memories, as many people are, I know that at some time their life has been difficult and I always feel compassion for them.

Autonomy and unpredictability in a work of art

Paintings seem to have lives of their own, existing out of the artist’s control. This is most obvious when a work is complete. To me, a finished painting is like a beautiful bubble, shining and whole, sailing away. I know I created the bubble, but it is complete now, severing its ties to me almost as if it were never connected. Of course, I can remember making the painting. But the memories of its creation seem to partially fade in a mist created by the existence of a finished work. 

I never make a work of art that comes out as planned. There are always changes, and usually fundamental ones. Even the most carefully designed piece contains unforeseen alterations. I thought I would put other elk in Rainmaker, but I kept the composition with just 
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Rainmaker
one. Likewise, I thought to put in a fulcrum for the seesaw in Yin and Yang along with a 
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Yin and Yang
landscape background, but I left these elements out in the final work. Paintings dictate to the artist what needs be done. It is what the painting requires, rather than what the artist wants. 

A very clear example of this occurred during my work on the Pilgrim. I had just changed 
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The Pilgrim
the image so that the figure is walking a narrow bridge to solid ground. In the foreground I had painted a garden; his road was to end there so he could have some rest. But the painting wouldn’t let me; the composition called for the road to continue. Try as I might to keep the garden across the bottom of the canvas, it didn’t work. Finally, I gave in and painted the road. Immediately, the work looked better. It was now correct. As an exercise in conscious reflection, I recognized that it was my desire to rest that made me want him to come to a garden. But of course, my own road continues. 

Visual Memory


Visual memory is intrinsic to the creative process. I paint what I see inwardly in the present, which is modeled on what I have seen outwardly in the past. The sky and water in The Wind Stirs the Surface of the Lake were done from memory, as were the clouds, mountains, and earth in the background of Planar Time. Artists are known to have strong visual memories. Some aid 
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Planar Time
their visual memory by making sketches but others like me just look intently at whatever they want to remember.


Until the conscious reflection involved in writing this article, I had not realized there were multiple components to the intensity of my focus. When I look at something I want to remember, I very carefully look at the whole first, then at each part separately, and I have the sensation that it physically goes inside me, entering my mind for storage. In addition, while looking at what I want to remember, I paint it in my mind. I do this exactly the way I would be transcribing the scene onto canvas, even deciding what colors and brushes I would use. These associations help to encode the memory for storage and facilitate both its retrieval and its expression on canvas.

Digital fine art

Recently, there has been a great change in my work. I used to make only paintings or drawings. These one-of-a-kind works usually took many years to complete. Now, I make giclée prints, which generally take several months to a year to finish. These prints are a form of digital fine art, originating from my paintings and drawings. First I scan a slide of a painting or drawing into the computer at 4,000 dpi (dots per inch). I then alter it considerably by changing color, tone, saturation, sharpness, details, and cropping. Sometimes I use only part of an original image as I did in Winter, which is cropped from Travelogues. Then I print the work in a limited edition with archival materials that are supposed to last hundreds of years. 

I like the inherent generosity of multiples, because they are available for more people to enjoy. Another positive aspect is that they can bring works back into existence that were previously lost. For example, the print of Day Journey no longer exists as a painting. It was 
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Day Journey
painted over years ago, becoming an underpainting for Night Birds. Yet, because I had a slide of 
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Night Birds
it, I could make a print. On the slide it was an unfinished work, so I finished it as if I were painting a canvas, but instead of paint I used the computer. 

Conclusion: philosophy of the work

Even though I enjoy the technical aspects of creating art, it is the meaning of the images and the message of the work that is most important. My art is about possibilities depicted as actualities to inspire dreams in the viewer. Reveries made real, they show “what if” appear “as is.” Sometimes the dream comes from the person I am depicting. For example, Mermaid is a 
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Mermaid
portrait of my friend Leslie, who wanted to be shown as a mermaid. Other times the work shows the possibilities of a theory, as in Travelogues. This image was inspired by Einstein’s General Theory of Relativity, which says that in certain instances time can curve and even form a loop. At the intersection of the loop, it would theoretically be possible to meet yourself at another point in time.

In this, as in all my work, images balance on the line between known and unknown. Their careful rendering is reminiscent of reality, but it is my hope that their subject matter enlarges the possibilities of consciousness. 
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