Upstate Visual Arts’ Artist’s Hour

Tuesday, January 3, 2006
The Greenville County Library

“Lost: Inspiration! If found, please contact . . .”
with Dr. Tom Britt, Professor, Clemson University Department of Psychology and artist panelists: Grey Thompson and Rebecca Jonas
Moderator: Will Gray
Minutes: Nancy Clayton
Dr. Britt gave an opening statement of his background and research, which was followed by a panel discussion with the artists and audience

Dr. Britt: I have done research on what causes us to become engaged – our motivation and the consequences. Most of the time, I am talking with military personnel about ‘self engagement,’ meaning that you feel that part of yourself is invested (in an activity). It means that emotions are involved to a large extent. Impediments (to involvement) might have negative consequences. In a state of “engagement,” you are part of what you are doing. In a state of “disengagement,” you are disconnected from what you are doing.
A lot of my work involves looking at what causes soldiers to become engaged in military work. There are three indicators:

1. A “Road Map” – meaning clear and well defined guidelines for successful performance. If you have no idea (how to succeed) you will become disengaged.

2. Personal control over job performance. If driven by others, or by extrinsic elements, you will become disengaged.


3. The activity must be relative to your sense of identity, aptitude, etc.

If (in an activity) these three are low: lack of control / not well defined / not relative, a person will become disengaged.

Engagement is a good thing. It can become a double-edged sword if you encounter obstacles or impediments. You might not realize how engaged you are until you encounter obstacles. We come to infer what is meaningful based on emotional reactions.

Grey and Rebecca comment on these ideas:

Rebecca: I am a full time artist / artisan. When I am working for income, everything I do is involved in my work. I have recognized some of the stressors. Art is expression of emotion. With depression, work through it and let those emotions out. Most of us do show our work. Probably, artists have to deal with more rejection than acceptance of our work. Doug Greer said, “When you enter a show, you are dealing with judges and with your ego.” Most artists don’t recognize feelings of guilt. You can’t feel guilty if your house is a mess (mine gets cleaned up one a year) - don’t feel guilty for getting engaged. These are some of the stressors that I recognize. You need to recognize where your stress is coming from.

Grey: I have a full time job. I don’t always have the energy to come home and paint. I don’t always have the energy to market and do other stuff. Two years ago I had a resolution to finish one painting every week. I am not directed by money. Getting into shows is great, but getting started is the hard thing. If (a painting) takes more than one sitting, it ends up under my bed.


Rebecca: Come see what is sitting in my attic. Sometimes going back through unfinished works gets you restarted. I work in different mediums - sometimes changing mediums helps. My mediums tend to require drying time. I have 12 different projects with some requiring drying time. This keeps me interested. I get up early in the morning to get 3 or 4 hours in before I have to go to the job site.

Tom: I did some searching of tips on how to become re-engaged. The idea of “lost inspiration” means that you had it at one time. How you respond to this loss has a big impact. “I had it once, this is temporary” is a more successful way to think about the problem. There are strategies to re-engage. Pessimism results from the negative attribution of ideas that represent normal states of lapses of inspiration. My advice is: just do something to get the machinery going.

Psychologists have come up with a term for everything. We refer to “implementation intentions.” You have to get very specific in forming intention: where, how, when, etc. People who form these kinds of intentions are more likely to follow through.

Grey: “Just do something” I can live by those words. After I do a number of paintings I feel that I can take a break.

Rebecca: Artists feel inhibited because our unsuccessful pieces are around to haunt us. (I like clay because you can throw it back in the bucket and it becomes clay again). Don’t be afraid to experiment.

Tom: One of the biggest impediments is self-consciousness. This can be destructive, particularly if you are thinking something negative. By doing something, even minimal, you take attention away from yourself. 

Audience question: The two artists have been candid about strategies. I am a non-fiction writer, so, Tom, what are your strategies (for writers)?

Tom: I use that implementation idea, especially in the library, which is a change of scene. I do best if I have something I have to do about an hour later. Writing takes so much mental energy, so I do give myself that pressure. If I go through a period of block, I prefer to do something fun rather than ruminate over it.

Rebecca: I make dates and commitments to force myself out of that state.

Audience contribution: I engage myself by observing different things. Because we are visual people, just simply observing is useful. I am always thinking about art.

Grey: That’s one of the reasons that I gave up the TV. There are so many channels; there is always something to watch. So, instead, I get to painting.

Audience contribution: I get ideas from everything – sometimes I have to jot it down. I recommend that you do not throw anything away because you will see progress, and that builds confidence, which leads to action.

Audience contribution: I keep everything, and my wife has sold more prints of my worst painting than of anything else that I have done! 

Audience contribution: I have the same problem. It is my rough drafts that seem to sell like hotcakes. Women are really enthusiastic about my (pencil) sketches, and those are not the ones that I want to sell.

Audience contribution: I get ideas, but if I lose my concentration I can’t always get it back because I’ve got a million things on my mind.

Rebecca: I have a mental sketchpad. I am doing one thing and I am painting something else in my mind! If you are making a living at art, there is some prostitution of your art. It is the ability to sketch that really sets us apart. 

Audience question: When you have a talent, you feel like you have to use it. But when you become disengaged, how do you get away from that?

Rebecca: I have come to accept that I am going to work at the last minute, but I get myself ready and set myself up.

Audience contribution: I have a rule of four P’s. It starts with procrastination. Then there is Passion, which needs plenty of fuel and can be rekindled by looking at other people’s work, and rediscovering how to do things. Then there is Painting, and finally Profit.

Tom: Recognize what you have the ability to change and what you can’t change. Most motivated people might leave a job if the can’t get personal involvement. If you are doing a job and the majority of your motives are driven by extrinsic factors, you will not have such a feeling of well-being.

Audience contribution: At low points, I cover with gesso the paintings that I don’t like.

Rebecca: The public can lack understanding of the process. People need to understand that. We need to help them understand. The public feels intimidated. My work sells best when I take the time to explain the process to them and it moves them emotionally.

Audience contribution: I let people touch my art. They get excited about that.

Audience question: I have a question about block. About nine years ago I burned out and could not paint. I ended up in landscape design, but my passion has been painting. Four years ago I got back into painting after I saw a Chihuly exhibition of glass art. Now, I am not having a creative problem, but I still cannot physically get back in to art shows. I cannot walk in the door. Now, I am here because of Art in the Park.

Audience contribution: Various suggestions were offered. One asked, “Why do you need to show?” and “Could you use an intermediary?”

Audience contribution: We were talking about roadblocks that take us away from our talents. We all have numerous gifts, and sometimes we are developing one of the others. Then life experience brings enrichment, when you are able to get back to your art.

Rebecca: I didn’t get back to art until I was in my 40’s, then I pilled out my specific talent and have run with it. Now I wake up with my art in my mind.

Grey: I agree with you. I could paint all day, but I agree about these other experiences.

Audience contribution: Sometimes life throws up roadblocks and you have to choose alternative routes. I can’t do theater now, so I do storytelling.

Rebecca: I can’t do fine stuff anymore, that’s what got me into sculpture.

Audience contribution: Sometimes, too, you have to ignore the external voices because you have a long-term view.

Rebecca: If you are looking for ways to rebuild yourself, look back at the things that you have done before. Revisit yourself.

Tom: Only one person has mentioned the social side of it. I am primarily a “social psychologist”

Audience contribution: I left a corporate job for my artwork. The thing that was missing was the creative/ personal passion. The job did not satisfy, so I kept a sketchbook. That was my creative statement for the day. I felt that I was isolated by not being able to talk to kindred spirits.

Tom: One researcher found that there was a strong social network around people who are very successful.

The meeting concluded. 

Notes recorded and submitted by Nancy Clayton

