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Abstract 

This practice-led project investigates how the process of pain recovery and the 

resulting alteration of the mind-body connection can be expressed through a 

gestural painting methodology. Recovery is seen within this investigation as a 

process of transformation. Given that the process of recovery from pain and 

injury is difficult to relate linguistically, I have sought to communicate this 

experience through the recording of embodied gesture.  

In this investigation, I have employed an autoethnographic approach to 

analyse my own intuitively developed recovery process—identifying agency, 

poiesis and duration as key elements. The application of these elements as 

painting-procedural verbs created a formal framework for my artmaking 

process. Neuroscientific research on brain wiring and mind-mapping by 

Donald Hebb (1949) and Antoni Damasio (2012) have provided an important 

theoretical underpinning for the understanding of the recovery process as well 

as informing my art practice. Damasio outlined how the mind makes matter 

through a tightly-coupled, interconnected, recursive process that produces its 

own topography of neurological wiring. Likewise, the concept of ‘flow’ 

formulated by psychologist Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi (1975) and the Zen-

derived concept of ‘No-Mind’ as elaborated by D. T. Suzuki 

(1959)⎯exemplified in the practice of Yamaoka Tesshū (1836-1888)⎯have 

been crucial in analysing the state of mind beyond conscious thought that 

underlies both my recovery from pain as well as my process of gestural mark-

making. The writings of Barbara Bolt (2004) and Paul Crowther (2017) on 
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painting as an embodied process rather than a practice of representation have 

also provided a foundation for my methodology, as has James Elkins’ (1999) 

emphasis on the act of painting as an alchemical process of transformation. 

 

Situating my practice within the field of gestural painting, four artists in 

particular have informed this project: Kazuo Shiraga as exemplar for agency 

painting; Willem de Kooning, whose later works illustrate how a repetitive, 

unconscious, mind-body connected painting method imprints the artist’s 

neurological and psychological being, even when the mind suffers a cognitive 

decline; Hans Hartung, whose restriction to a wheelchair later in life 

demonstrates how physical limitation can produce a creative impetus to 

expand an established art practice; and Takesada Matsutani as a guide for how 

to incorporate the restriction of limited elements of material and gestural 

parameters into the process of making artwork.  

  

The resultant suite of works has been created whilst strapped to my inversion 

machine, where I delivered unconsciously produced intuitive lines that 

reference Damasio’s parameters of interconnected, tightly-coupled and 

recursive neurological wiring over successive markings. The durations of 

embodied marking archives the temporal record of the mind-body 

connection’s history through the material manipulation, which is recorded in 

the topography of the substrate material. The interaction between artist and 

material agency illuminates the underpinnings of the painterly translation of 

recovery in which a forced restriction ultimately has expanded my life’s 
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options and, through this research, my painting oeuvre. This kind of art offers 

the possibility of a kinaesthetic response to an intuitive, embodied making—

that is poiesis in both making and revealing. The final exhibition mirrors the 

process of recovery, moving from tentative and delicate through to powerfully 

defined marking in both material and mind-body mastery, and enhanced 

gesture.  
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INTRODUCTION: PAINTING RECOVERY 

 

I am not my past…because I was it (Sartre 2003, p. 139). 

 

My practice-led project investigates how pain recovery can be incorporated 

into a gestural painting methodology without using typical depictions of pain 

and trauma. The aim of this research is not to represent pain or trauma in 

narrative or figurative form but rather to demonstrate, through gestural 

mark-making, the process of recovery from pain. This research explores how 

gestural mark-making can capture and express where pain infiltrates and 

forces change in the individual’s tacit knowledge after injury. The aim is to 

translate the process of recovery from pain and injury into a methodology for 

the creation of non-objective painterly artworks. Of central importance to 

this research is the process of making, where I seek to embody the recovery 

process.  

 

This research project is framed through the key questions: 

Q1: How can pain recovery be expressed through a mind-body 

framework and reinterpreted through gestural, painterly means? 

Q2: How can key themes attributed to recovery—such as restriction, 

duration and unconscious embodiment—be applied as painting-

procedural verbs to create a formal framework for gestural painting?  
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I see recovery as an act of re-building, or essentially a self-making, which 

becomes a process of autopoiesis. Autopoiesis is a concept derived from the 

work of two Chilean biologists, Francisco Varela and Humberto Maturana 

(1980), and is the self-sustaining system an organism needs to create itself. 

Auto is ‘self’, poiesis is ‘making’, so autopoiesis is ‘self-making’, which is how I 

see the process of recovery after extreme injury as it requires one to re-make, 

or to progress to a new form of the self, post-injury. Here, one moves from a 

weakened and painful state toward a state of more power, determination and 

strength, which then facilitates more agency in one’s life direction. The key 

for a system that continuously reproduces itself within its own making is that 

it becomes an operationally closed system whereby it does not need external 

inputs to be what it is, even though it needs outside materials to survive 

(Capra 2015).  

 

Just as my recovery became a self-sustaining method, so too the painting 

process becomes a system that continuously reproduces itself from a 

restricted number of elements and moves into the world of gestural markings 

that activate intuitive responses from the viewer. Defining key elements of 

recovery that are then translated into a painting methodology allows a studio 

process that can be varied by altering any of the elements. This mirrors how 

the recovery process can also differ, depending on the combination of 

resources allocated. Any change in the elements creates a different emphasis 

on aspects of the process and produces a very different outcome in the 

artworks produced, which is explored in Chapter 4.   
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Spoken language is often lacking in terms of describing the kinaesthetic 

experience of pain, particularly regarding its intensity and isolating effects 

(Dormandy 2006; Rey 1995; Scarry 1985). Using the recovery experience to 

create a new visual language derived from that experiential process moves 

beyond the limitations of linguistics. Art-as-research allows a transcendence 

of language, which can be useful for an alternate, or more complete 

investigation of human experience, including that of pain. Speech and writing 

are communication, and so is painting. The embodied mark-making 

associated with gestural painting is a language that includes material forms 

temporally recorded on a material substrate. Here, rather than a depiction of 

a feeling, or imagery, the communication revolves around an intuitive 

response to a spontaneous gestural mark (Crowther 2017).  

 

All conflated marks are externalised thoughts, created by embodied gestural 

markings that leave a trace or record of that movement. This type of 

painting1 and drawing favours the unconscious, intuitive, gestural mark 

which evidences the body that created the marks. These created marks are 

held within the manipulated material and become a testament to the 

archiving of time and embodied gesture that is itself an output of the mind-

body connection at a given duration of time.  

 

 
1 I see painting as being not so much defined by the medium of paint on canvas, but rather a 
certain approach to mark-making. For example, Cy Twombly is generally seen as a painter, 
although his mark-making strategies include the use of charcoal, oil-stick and paints.  
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Embodied gestural art has a long history2 that moves beyond the limitations 

of language and into a universal system of interpreting (Crowther 2017; 

Varnedoe 2006). Here, the work is created in a heightened state of mind that 

enables unconscious delivery of embodied gesture more rapidly than 

conscious thought (Rosenberg 1952). This is similar to how a musician or 

athlete activates an enhanced mind-body connection (Csikszentmihalyi 

1975), where gestural movement happens more quickly than conscious 

thought can manipulate (Wegner 2018). These paintings are a capturing of 

the mind-body connected markings during any given duration. The 

cumulative topography of physically manipulated material forms a marked 

surface that can be experienced and interpreted by a viewer (receiver) 

through a shared social environment and their own perceptions and beliefs. 

The conflation of embodied markings becomes an archive of historic mind-

body connected nuance, presented in its cumulative entirety within each 

artwork.  

 

The first challenge in this project was to develop a methodology that would 

allow the blending of the subjective experience of pain and recovery with the 

scientific, objective analysis of key elements included in my intuitively 

 
2 The core elements of Modernism that included material and gestural concerns are seen 
where Clement Greenberg (1960) references Palaeolithic art. Crowther (2017) refers to 
Homo-erectus art dated at 430,000-540,000 years ago and Homo-sapien art from 70,000 
years ago; Damasio (2012) posits that art emerges around 30,000 years. Evans (2003) 
suggests the archaeological records show that art developed with religion and rapid 
improvement of tool and artefacts around 50,000 years ago. Although there is a variation 
between authors regarding the timing of when art emerges, all link with the evolution of 
higher-order brain processing capabilities when our brains developed a more complex, dual 
processing system as the neo-cortex evolved (refer chapter 2).  
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developed recovery philosophy. I use an autoethnographic methodology to 

outline my recovery philosophy and consider the key elements in my process. 

Employing subjectivity and reflexivity allows for a more meaningful 

description and rich interpretation of the acquisition of knowledge (Gough & 

Madill 2012).  

 

An important element in my recovery, in addition to regaining my agency, 

was the enhanced state of mind that felt like when I was ‘in the zone’ while 

playing sport. ‘In the zone’ (Doyle 2017, p. 1; Wilson, TD 2002, p. 52) refers to 

the state that moves beyond conscious thought, into the faster, more 

powerful intuitive, unconscious processing, where the mind-body 

connection3 enables enhanced performance. Functionally, this state aligns 

with Zen ‘No-Mind’, and the psychological ‘flow state’. This research seeks to 

understand this state further from a variety of sources including the writings 

of neuroscientist Antoni Damasio (2000, 2003, 2004, 2006, 2012) and 

psychologist Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi (1975, 2014), along with the Zen-

inspired writings of D. T. Suzuki (1959) and Richard Light (2014) to discover 

what the key drivers of this state are and how can they be translated, trained, 

and re-presented in a new visual language. These intuitive states are 

examined in Chapter 2.  

 

 

 
3 The mind-body connection refers to how the mind influences the body and vice-versa.  
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0.1 The Research Process 
 

…‘doing’ is essential in order to find out what form your thought takes  

(Riley & Bracewell 2009, p. 18). 

 

Essentially, this research is a three-part enquiry, where I: 

1. Analyse and understand what I did by performing an 

autoethnographic analysis to investigate my subjective experience of 

pain recovery; 

 

2. Contextualise the key elements of my recovery with reference to 

writings addressing the concept of the athletic ‘in the zone’, or 

Buddhist ‘No-Mind’,4 or the psychological state of ‘flow’;5 along with 

the work of relevant artists; and 

 

3. Translate those contextualised elements of recovery into a studio-

based process to create new artworks, thereby moving into a new 

visual language defined by those recovery elements.  

 

My recovery came about by experiential learning through embodied material 

making, which aligns with the ancient Greek concept of poiesis and the new 

field of material thinking as described by Estelle Barrett and Barbara Bolt in 

 
4 No-Mind is explored in Chapter 2. 
5 Csikszentmihalyi’s conception of flow is explored in Chapter 2. 
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Carnal Knowledge: Towards a New Materialism through the Arts (2013). I 

found the creation of poietic artwork can enhance the natural healing 

abilities of the mind-body connection and I believe that being in the process of 

creating embodied gestural artworks produced, then enhanced, a connected 

flow state. As healing can be viewed as a creative process (Kim 2012; McNiff 

1992; Richardson, Gollub & Chunghong 2012) where the ‘flow of energy is a 

vital process within the body, within art, and within the relationship of the 

artist and the painted world’ (Richardson, Gollub & Chunghong 2012, p. 67), 

the mind-body connected flow state of healing became a key pillar of this 

research.  

 

Retrospectively analysing my history of recovery, I identified key elements 

that contributed to healing from the restriction of painful injury. These 

included the fact that when I regained my agency from a medical system that 

failed me and trained my mind-body connection, the embodied pain and 

physical limitations began to change. Just as there is negligible conscious 

involvement in joining skin cells after a cut, the body repairs itself largely 

without conscious interventions. That is, most of the healing happens at an 

unconscious level (Damasio 2012), and recovery happens over time, 

essentially becoming a collection of durational experiences. The combination 

of embodied and unconscious are key elements in poiesis when defined as a 

creative embodied making. Therefore, the key aspects of my recovery 

philosophy can be seen as:  
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• Agency: the sense of empowerment which came from taking 

control of the healing process; 

• Poiesis: the employment of an embodied creative making process 

that generates something new, rather than copying existing form; 

and 

• Duration: a repetitive process of mind-body training to achieve a 

No-Mind state. 

 

Translating these insights into my studio practice, I devised a painting 

process that was underpinned by the recovery elements identified, and also 

included the employment of an apparatus that restricted my movement 

during recovery—my “inversion machine”.6 Just as an injury forces one into 

new forms of bodily comportment, producing my works through a durational 

process of gestures (which continued until I reached the limits of bodily 

discomfort or my materials were exhausted) brings elements of the recovery 

process into embodied, gestural, material making. 

 

This studio process mirrors my recovery, and at the same time generates 

new knowledge by providing a more effective means to express an 

experience that cannot be so readily communicated through the spoken or 

written word (Rey 1995; Scarry 1985). Initially, the rupture of life that the 

unexpected injury creates can be very debilitating. However, the restriction 

of injury and overwhelming pain, over time, can also become the instigator of 

 
6 See Chapter 4.  
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an expansive way of life and enhanced mind-body connection by allowing a 

slowing of life and internal focus. These key ideas—a restriction that 

expands; a transformation; and training an intuitive mind-body mastery—

became important parameters for this research.  

 

This thesis is structured in four chapters. In Chapter 1: Project Parameters, I 

define the autoethnographic methodology that underpins this research, then 

examine the case study of my own experience with injury, pain and the 

failure of mainstream medical approaches to manage my case. I examine 

aspects of pain and consider why my intuitively developed recovery process 

not only reduced but removed pain. I consider my recovery philosophy and 

briefly distinguish this from Art Therapy and define the key elements of my 

philosophy as being agency, poiesis and duration.  

 

Chapter 2: In the Zone begins with understanding the mind-body connection 

along with the state of mind I achieved for recovery. Because this state 

involves the fraught area of mind and unconscious processing, I look toward 

conceptions of mind from various contexts to gain insights into how that 

state may be trained and included in my artistic creation. In this context, I am 

particularly interested in neuroscientist Antoni Damasio’s perspective, which 

provides a template of how, through emotions, the immaterial mind 

physically creates matter in the body. Damasio’s active ingredients for 

creating matter are explored, defined and have been translated as 

foundational parameters of my studio practice. I also explore theorisations of 
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the ‘in-the-zone’ or flow state by drawing on writings by psychologist 

Csikszentmihalyi and consider the similarities in process with the Buddhist 

state of No-Mind through Zen-inspired practitioner Yamaoka Tesshū—to set 

the fundamental understandings for examining my practice of gestural 

marking. 

 

Chapter 3: Artistic Context looks to the gestural artistic movements such as 

Action Painting, Gutai and Art Informel, focusing on Kazuo Shiraga as an 

exemplar of agency painting; Hans Hartung whose gestural art making 

process was significantly impacted by physical injury which confined him to a 

wheelchair; Willem de Kooning as an exemplar of No-Mind painting where 

back injury and Alzheimer’s Disease combined to restrict his abilities, yet 

tacit knowledge remained despite cognitive decline; and Takesada Matsutani 

as an exemplar of self-imposed restriction as a key element of art making. 

Insights from these artists help clarify and define my developed studio 

process and artworks in the final chapter.  

 

Chapter 4: Bringing it all Together discusses and analyses the studio process 

and examines various experiments produced in relation to the project’s 

intentions. Finally, in the Conclusion, the exegesis discusses the findings and 

significance of the research discoveries. In particular, how the recovery ideas 

of transformation and restriction can translate into a gestural painting 

methodology. By including these elements of my case-study recovery, I add to 

the continuing field of gestural mark-making. The exhibited artworks show a 
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new visual language that moves beyond the limitations of linguistics alone in 

communicating the experience of recovery from pain.  
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CHAPTER 1: THE PROJECT PARAMETERS  

 

It is only change that is at work here (I Ching, cited in Capra 2010, p. 282). 

 

In this chapter I begin with defining the parameters of the research. Using an 

autoethnographic approach, I examine my subjective experience of injury-

induced pain and subsequent recovery, which then informs the methodology 

for my studio-based practice. Given the difficulty in relating the embodied 

experience of pain, I have examined the possibilities of how to express my 

recovery process in visual form, by employing a painting methodology that is 

closely related to that used in my recovery from pain. 

 

Utilising the studio for production of new art provides a generation of new 

knowledge in a form that moves beyond personal narrative and theory alone 

(Bolt 2004; Carter 2004; Elkins 1999; Sullivan 2005). The blending of a text-

based exegesis and art-based practice, which investigates my personal 

recovery, creates an armature for this research. Bearing in mind that ‘the 

dialogue is richest when method takes precedence over personality’ 

(Ngunjiri, Hernandez & Chang 2010, p. 5), I seek to use my personal dialogue 

as a conduit to move into a methodological studio process. Via an 

autoethnographic framework I unpack my experiences of injury and beyond.  
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1.1 Autoethnography 
 

…autoethnography is one of the approaches that acknowledges and 

accommodates subjectivity, emotionality, and the researcher’s influence on 

research, rather than hiding from these matters or assuming they don’t 

exist (Ellis, Adams & Bochner 2011, p. 274). 

 

Autoethnography is a method of exploring personal, subjective experience to 

influence research. It is both method and text, which can be described as a 

‘form of self-narrative that places the self within a social context’ (Reed-

Danahay 1997, p. 9). It ‘describes and analyses (graphy) personal experience 

(auto) in order to understand cultural experiences (ethno)’ (Ellis, Adams & 

Bochner 2011, p. 273). An advantage of autoethnography is that it moves 

beyond the typically impersonal scientific research methods and invokes 

evocative, meaningful and insightful research that includes personal 

experience. Here, the researcher writes about past experiences, assembled in 

hindsight, that often had a great impact on their lives (Ellis, Adams & Bochner 

2011). Reflecting upon these past experiences enables a ‘constructive 

interpretation’ (Chang 2008, p. 140) and self-discovery in the present, which 

is contextualised in the past to allow further reconfiguration, transformation 

and elaboration of understanding (Chang 2008). As Freeman puts it: ‘Self-

interpretation is […] an act of self-construction, or poiesis—self-articulation 

and self-discovery entail self-creation as well’ (Freeman, cited in Chang 2008, 

p. 140). 
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Although self-focussed, the researcher is both the ‘“subject” (performs the 

investigation) and the “object” (a participant who is investigated)’ (Ngunjiri, 

Hernandez & Chang 2010, p. 2), providing a window to understanding the 

world, and helping to bridge the dichotomy between science and art 

(Ngunjiri, Hernandez & Chang 2010). Storytelling allows autoethnographers 

to explore the depths of their personal experiences (Ngunjiri, Hernandez & 

Chang 2010; Wolcott 1994) to ‘extract meaning from experience rather than 

depict experience exactly as it was lived’ (Bochner 2000, p. 270). Denzin 

(2014) asserts that experience can be studied only through performative 

acts. Such acts include writing, speaking and painting, which are already 

interpretations that evolve from an individual’s perceptions. The whole cycle 

is interdependent, reactive and informed by both culture and individual 

experience.  Grenfell and James (1998) state that for Bourdieu, within this 

framework, the researcher acquires knowledge that ‘is robust enough to be 

objective and generalisable, and yet accounts for individual, subjective 

thought and action’ (p. 10).  

 

When referring to performance, I am using the definition of an action or 

process of performing a task; whereas when referring to performative I am 

referencing the nature of artistic performance. Performativity, in this sense, 

is in line with Brad Haseman’s (2010) discussion on the differences between 

Quantitative Research, which is also termed the scientific method, Qualitative 

Research, termed the Multi-method, and Performative Research being the 

Multi-method led by practice. Here, Performative Research is ‘Expressed in 
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non-numeric data, but in forms of symbolic data other than words in 

discursive text’  which include ‘material forms of practice, of still and moving 

images, […] of live action’ (p. 151), which is involved in gestural mark-making 

of action painting, for example. 

 

By moving beyond autobiography alone, autoethnography ‘goes beyond the 

writing of selves’ (Denshire 2014, p. 833). My own story of intuitively derived 

recovery from pain through the realisation of the intimate connection 

between mind and body, along with texts about other artists who use a mind-

body connected process, inform this project. 
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1.2 Methodology 
 

Utilising an autoethnographic subjective position results in the researcher 

becoming a participant in their own and other’s knowledge creation (Kundi & 

Nawaz 2010). My role as a researcher was multifaceted as I was the 

performer, creator, and participant in the creative process. Rather than 

depicting the experience of recovery as an outside observer, I embodied it as 

an integral part of my artmaking process. At the same time, I also analysed 

the process, both in real-time and later, translating and relating my findings 

in terms that transcended my intuitive, subjective experience.  

 

Researching the mind-body contextual fields, along with the artistic context, 

informed the studio-led process of translating my subjective recovery 

process into an objective painting and drawing process. Given the personal 

experience is represented through the creative act itself (Kossak 2013), 

making the internal explicit in the form of an artefact, or artwork, allows 

studio production to lead the way of discovery.  Artistic expression becomes 

a ‘mode of understanding’ (Shaun McNiff, cited in Kossak 2013, p. 22) and the 

creative arts have a generative ability to create new knowledge in a visual 

form derived from the subjective, emergent approaches (Barrett 2010). 

Subjectivity is key to studio-based, practice-led research (McNiff 1998), and 

through investigating my case study, I determined a method of interpretation 

and re-presentation of my recovery process through a new visual language. 
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In Acquiring Know-How: Research Training for Practice-led Researchers 

(2009), Brad Haseman and Daniel Mafe discuss the intentionally creative 

nature of practice-led research, and how the problem being researched may 

morph as new findings eventuate throughout the course of the research. 

They outline the six conditions7 for practice-led research (pp. 214-217) that I 

used as a guide: 

Phase 1: Analysing and Contextualising the Case Study 

1. A case study was conducted utilising an autoethnographic 

methodology to determine an appropriate model, which resulted in 

using my own recovery from extreme and chronic injury. 

2. An interrogation of my recovery philosophy analysed and determined 

key elements of that successful process.  

3. These key recovery elements informed the research, which were 

positioned contextually—first, in a mind-body context in Chapter 2; 

then within an artistic context in Chapter 3—which provided a further 

framework to contextualise the research outputs. 

 

  

 
7 The six conditions outlined by Haseman and Mafe include: 1. Resolving the ‘problem’ of the 
research problem (p. 214); 2. Repurposing methods and languages of practice into the 

methods and language of research (p. 215); 3. Identifying and deploying emergent critical 

contexts which are networked out of his or her practice (pp. 215-216); 4. Identifying and 

engaging with the ‘professional’ frames within which practice is pursued (p. 216); 5. 

Anticipating and deciding on possible forms of reporting (p. 216); 6. Deliberating on the 
emerging aspirations, benefits and consequences which may flow from the demands and 

contingencies of practice (p. 217). 
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Phase 2: Studio Experimentation 

1. The case study analysis of my recovery revealed key elements which 

informed the materials and modalities that were reintegrated into 

my own artistic practice. Once established, the recovery parameters 

became the framework for my studio process, which allowed a 

feedback loop of generative and reflective research to eventuate. 

Here a restrictive method created an expansive mark-making 

methodology. 

2. Artworks were produced with materials and process informed by 

the elements discovered and defined from the research. 

3. A self-reflective analysis clarified the approaches used to reinterpret 

the research findings, which included the influence of the research 

and its processes on my own artistic practice, and examples of the 

key materials, gestures and modalities uncovered by the research 

that emerged in the artworks. 

 

Phase 2 will be discussed in Chapter 4.  

 

1.3 Phase 1: The Instigator – [A Case Study] 
 

Due to the lack of success I had with standard mainstream medical 

interventions—psychological and pharmacological—I reflect upon my 

recovery, seeking to understand why my intuitive recovery process proved 

more successful, whilst examining the major aspects I attribute to enhancing 

the healing. Identifying these recovery elements provides a spine for this 
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research. An important aspect is pain, and how I came to view it as part of the 

body’s homeostasis system. As my recovery from pain is the basis on which 

this art project is premised, it is important initially to have an understanding 

of the concept of pain. 

 

1.4 Pain and Homeostasis: The Basis of it all 
 

Whatever pain achieves, it achieves in part through its unsharability, and 

it ensures this unsharability through its resistance to language (Scarry 

1985, p. 4). 

 

1.4.1 Pain 
 

Pain is a subjective experience (Torta et al. 2017; Wall 1989) and a natural 

consequence of injury.8 The International Association for the Study of Pain 

(IASP) defines pain as ‘an unpleasant sensory and emotional experience 

associated with actual or potential tissue damage’ (IASP 2017). This 

definition highlights pain as a combination of bodily sensation and emotion 

that can result not only from physical injury, but also from perceived threat. 

In this framework, emotions such as fear, panic, depression and anxiety can 

be both outputs of, and contributors to, pain.   

 

 
8 Etymologically, the word ‘pain’ is derived from the Latin poena, meaning penalty (Seth & de 
Gray 2016, p. 431). Whether pain is viewed as a penalty or an asset depends on each 
person’s mind-set. However, on balance, I argue pain is a functional, useful element of the 
homeostasis system.  
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Pain is also an isolating, unique and internal kinaesthetic experience that is 

often totally immersive and beyond language’s ability to describe adequately 

(Dormandy 2006; Rey 1995; Scarry 1985). One person’s pain can never be a 

truly shared experience, as their worst pain may be entirely different to 

another’s. With a lack of shared experience, and therefore no common 

reference point, often the only way to describe pain is through metaphor, like 

a burning, numb, tingling, stabbing, tearing pain, and so on (Scarry 1985). 

However, satisfying descriptions remain elusive.9 Since the experience is 

difficult to relate, it is isolating, as attempts for empathetic understanding are 

filtered through each person’s perceptions and experience. This proved to be 

the case in my experience. The difficulty relating pain linguistically becomes 

one of the motivating factors behind seeking a visual language to 

communicate the experience of recovery from pain. 

 

The same brain structures are implicated in emotional pain, such as Post-

Traumatic Stress (PTS), and physical pain (Panerai 2011). Their shared 

neural substrate may explain how emotional pain may be conflated with 

physical pain (Garland 2014), whereby either amplifies the other. 

Furthermore, pain begets more pain. The more often pain is experienced, the 

 
9 Pain theories have evolved over millennia and have varied with attitudes of any given 
period. Consequently, our current treatments are essentially a mix of Plato-derived Intensity 
Theory; Descartes-anticipated, but Charles Bell-termed Specificity Theory of Pain in 1811; 
Pattern Theory of 1929; Melzac and Wall’s (1965) Gate Theory (which conflated Pattern and 
Specificity Theories); and the Melzac and Casey’s (1968) redefinition of pain as a complex, 
multi-dimensional experience. Latest pain theories such as the Biopsychosocial Model of 
Illness (Engel 1981) and more recently the Neuromatrix Model of Pain (Melzack 1999), 
include a more holistic approach that mirrors Plato’s theories of circa 400BC and The Book of 
Medicines in Syria circa 200 BC (Moayedi & Davis 2012). 
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more it is expected. As pain becomes the dominant idea in the mind, the 

system becomes hypervigilant, lowering the threshold for pain to be initiated 

and increasing the subjective experience (Notebaert et al. 2011). While pain 

has both a psychological and physical component, understandings of pain in 

Western medicine have largely been premised on a split between mind and 

body, where only the physical symptoms have been addressed. The concept 

of homeostasis allows for a more holistic understanding of pain where mind 

and body are integrally related. 

 

1.4.2 Homeostasis 
 

Homeostasis10 was originally conceptualised by Walter Cannon (1932), 

building on French biologist Claude Bernard’s notion of internal milieu. He 

describes the unique biological process a living organism possesses that 

tends toward maintaining the body’s steady states to satisfy the unconscious 

urge of preserving life. Simple cells possess ‘“unconscious knowledge” of 

what to do (Damasio 2000, p. 138) to maintain an intricate system. This 

involves complex interactions between mind, body and environment—that 

is, internal and external inputs which are processed, influence and are 

influenced by this system that has the ability to sense or perceive imbalance.  

 

 
10 Damasio says that there is the ancient, what he terms basic homeostasis system and the 
recently evolved Sociocultural Homeostasis system. Both are designed to maintain life, 
however, are separated by ‘billions of years of evolution’ (Damasio 2012, p. 27). 
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Largely regulated by the limbic system, which produces stress responses,11 

homeostasis is a complex system (Damasio 2000) in which psychology and 

physiology are interconnected, and a change in one aspect alters other 

elements of the system (Cannon 1914, 1932). In homeostasis, the mind-body 

connection is made manifest. It involves signals such as pain, itch, thirst and 

temperature, which are designed to motivate remedial actions for the bio-

organism to stay alive.  

 

Much of the processing of mind and body regulation and regeneration 

continues outside of conscious awareness:  

In brief, it is not just that conscious and nonconscious processes coexist 

but rather that nonconscious processes that are relevant to maintaining 

life can exist without their conscious partners (Damasio 2012, p. 31). 

If pain is a result of the homeostasis system, and its purpose is to restore the 

balance of the person’s biosystem, then killing the pain without addressing 

the causes is contraindicated. That is, pain is an internal unconscious 

resource with a purposeful function.12 Like thirst, it is part of the homeostasis 

system. If a thirsty signal is noticed and ignored, the signal amplifies. Thirst 

intensifies as a reminder that the system requires fluids to survive, and if 

continually ignored, dehydration eventually shuts down the overall 

 
11 Such as fight or flight as described by Walter Cannon (1914, 1932). 
12 When viewed from a mind-body connected perspective healing involves harmony and 
listening to the signals from the body, through emotion. In contrast, medicine typically uses 
militaristic language (Foucault 2003)—fighting cancer; killing pain; the war on 
[something]—which has one at war and fighting the self, whilst looking at the signal as the 
enemy to be eliminated, or the unconscious as something to inflict punishment. This is 
particularly so with Freud’s concept of the unconscious (Freud 1962).  
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biosystem. However, if a drink is secured, the system returns to balance, and 

thirst as a signal is removed. In my experience, this is the same process with 

pain. Receiving and noticing the signal consciously, avoiding more damage, or 

taking remedial actions allows the pain signal to lessen. I learned how to 

listen to and mediate the signals through action and training to turn pain off 

at the unconscious level, thus allowing no pain in the body.13 

 

As pain is a signal that the homeostasis system is out of balance, one needs to 

listen to the body as it speaks (Harrington 2009) and address the cause, 

rather than simply eliminate a “bad” feeling like pain. Removing the signal 

does not necessarily put the system back in balance. Pharmacological pain 

relief blocks the receipt of the signal temporarily, thereby altering the 

experience of a symptom only for a short time while the system remains out 

of balance.  This may explain why medical pain relief is often an ineffective 

means of addressing the function of the pain signal (Garland 2014).  

 

Whether a person considers their pain to be punishment or guidance will 

fundamentally influence their approach to recovery. Whilst initially being 

overwhelming, I found pain to be a somewhat recalcitrant, determined 

phenomenon that became an ally once I understood the signals and how to 

address them. Satisfying the signals sent from the homeostasis system 

 
13 My recovery philosophy developed an enhanced mind-body connection that eliminated 
pain, which importantly is differentiated from most medical or mental health interventions 
that use talking, pretending, distraction, or consciously altered symptoms for a while, 
through medications.   
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enhanced the mind-body connection and hastened the overall recovery. I 

return to these themes after describing my case study. 

  

1.5 My Painful Beginnings: An Unwanted Restriction 
 

In 1981 I had a motor bike accident, sustaining multiple fractures to my leg 

bones (tibia and fibula) and bent ribs that re-shaped my ribcage. After being 

in a cast for some time, doctors realised the bones had been incorrectly set 

and then surgically re-fractured and re-set them, greatly extending my time 

in a cast. Finally, my leg healed, and I returned to the sports that had 

previously been such a large part of my life. It wasn’t long, though, before I 

started feeling immense back pain. However, as the fractures from the 

accident were healed, and I was a young man who “should not have back 

pain”, I was told I simply had “growing pains”. With this welcome news and 

because of my drive to be active and compete in sport, I pushed through the 

pain and continued playing. The pain, however, became worse.   

 

Many years, theories, assumptions and ineffective/detrimental treatments 

later, there was finally an explanation. My extended time in a leg cast 

occurred in a period of rapid growth (early teenage years). Walking on 

crutches with the plastered leg heavier, and held higher than the other, my 

spine had grown in a curve. This created problems with disc bulging and 

other pressures on an already stressed muscular-skeletal structure, which in 

turn led to further fractures and associated injuries. I also had a genetic 
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structural deficiency which had interacted with the new problems that 

amplified the pain (although this was unknown at that stage). Then came the 

doctors’ and specialists’ dire diagnosis—there was permanent damage and I 

would be in a wheelchair within the next two years. 

 

Between the physical damage, reduced mobility and distressing diagnosis, 

my biosystem began shutting down. This led to a vast range of allergies, 

insomnia, depression, anxiety and a continually increasing cycle of more 

emotional and physical pain. The years of misdiagnosis and treatment 

failures turned my pain from acute to chronic and what would now be 

classified as Chronic Regional Pain Syndrome (CRPS). In hindsight, I believe 

that earlier operations and medical treatments for associated surgeries and 

broken bone adjustments prepared me for coping with the pain from back 

injury. Despite some previous experience, I still had to live with extreme, 

unbearable pain or learn to do something about it.  

 

1.5.1 Recovering Agency: Mastering the Mind 
 

Instinctively, I could not accept the specialist’s predictions that I would be in 

a wheelchair. A huge shift in healing happened literally by accident when I 

began rapidly painting non-objective paintings. I had always drawn from a 

young age and found solace during the injury time by returning to the 

familiar practice of drawing and painting. I painted when I had some good 

minutes in a day and could sit up, but since I still only had limited time before 

I couldn’t sit anymore, I began intuitively getting the marks down quickly. 



  26 

When I painted, over time, I noted that the detail became less important, and 

that I often felt no pain whilst making the marks. Curiously, although the 

painting durations felt the same consciously, gradually, the duration of pain-

free experience lengthened. Here I began to experience a time-distorted 

duration of pain relief.  

 

In addition to creating non-objective paintings, I was continually fine-tuning 

a range of avenues for improvement. Over time, this process was enhanced as 

any success was amplified and trained to become habitual, and any non-

performing ideas were discarded. Including stretching, yoga and strength 

training when possible also led to a complementary sequence of embodied 

gestures that amplified the ‘in the zone’ state I was familiar with from sport. 

This became a feeling I began to experience more broadly throughout my life.  

 

A key recovery tool that helped gain relief, in the beginning, was my traction, 

or inversion machine, which inverts and uses the body weight to also create 

traction on the spine.14 An unexpected benefit of this was that it helped 

strengthen muscles and ligaments and afforded time to reflect on any signals 

sent from my body. The combination of mind and body training allowed 

internal focussing that became essentially an advanced, meditative, yet active 

mind-body connection enhancing process. Deepening my internal focus and 

listening to my body’s whispers through emotion and feeling, further 

 
14 See Chapter 4 for more details. 
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amplified results and the ability to obtain and maintain the in the zone/flow 

state.  

 

For me, embodied gesture combined with full focussed attention whilst 

creating produced the side-effect of anaesthesia and time distortion—which 

are both hypnotic phenomena (Heap & Aravind 2002) that superseded the 

failed mainstream medical pain relief options. Continual experimentation 

with the process of creation, the positioning of the body, choice of materials, 

and state of mind when beginning a painting, ultimately became an enquiry 

into pain relief. This experimental, experiential learning became the impetus 

for the creation of a system that allowed me to achieve not only pain relief, 

but pain removal. Consequently, I had created an intuitive method of 

repairing, where I believe conscious and unconscious processes are in 

harmony and the mind-body connection optimised.  

 

1.5.2 Therapy Through Art: Not Art Therapy 
 

My recovery was an intuitively developed process whereby I gained a 

therapeutic effect of anaesthesia and time-distortion from creating non-

objective paintings through an ‘in the zone’ state. After injury, initially I was 

painting for myself, untrained formally, but with a lifetime of drawing 

experience. I drew pictures, but I painted the material properties of paint.  

That is, I wanted to see what paint could do, what its limits were and what I 

could create. I was not attempting to represent anything, nor did I attempt to 
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convey any narrative or feeling as I explored the material properties of paint 

through embodied gesture. In this respect, it differed from traditional Art 

Therapy whereby a person is guided to produce an outcome of artwork that 

is thought to reveal insights into how the person’s internal emotional 

processes are organised (Hass-Cohen & Carr 2008; Kalmanowitz, Potash & 

Chan 2012; Malchiodi 2012; McNiff 1992). In my case, art was employed to 

gain a pain-free, heightened unconscious state, to be used with the embodied 

creative gesture as a method, or tool, of mind-body connection. Unlike Art 

Therapy, here, the painting outcome was secondary to the process of 

creating. It was this intuitive need of making a mark that culminated in the 

surprising result of pain relief and enhanced recovery in which I evaluated 

and responded to my own actions, thus fine-tuning a process which became a 

therapeutic tool for my own improvement. I attribute this kind of gestural art 

with healing properties—as have artists such as Sam Francis15—whereby the 

process of creation and performative gesture produces a mind-body 

harmony that reduces pain and enhances healing.  

 

Whilst I developed my recovery process intuitively through making artwork, 

there is a long history of employing art in this way. Early proponents include 

Dr. W.A.F. Browne in his 1857 book Art in Madness (Maizels 1996), and 

 
15 Sam Francis received an injury whilst working in the air force which led to his being 
restricted to a body cast for years. During this period of immobilisation—a restriction forced 
upon him—Francis began painting and has said ‘painting has healing qualities’ (Hess 2016, p. 
30). This introduction to creative making led to a successful career as a gestural artist. The 
injury I sustained allowed me to return to artmaking, where I moved from more realistic 
painting into a creative, intuitive gestural marking, in which the focus changed to that of 
embodied gesture and material qualities being the subject. 
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psychiatrist, philosopher and art historian Hans Prinzhorn (1886-1933), who 

encouraged asylum inmates to make spontaneous artworks, as a method of 

calming and creating relief (Cardinal 1972; Rhodes 2000; Zolberg & Cherbo 

1997).  Prinzhorn’s (1922/1972) book Artistry of the Mentally Ill explores the 

artwork of those diagnosed as psychotic, and led to later artists such as Jean 

Dubuffet and Arnulf Rainer championing and broadening the exposure of this 

type of art to a wider audience (Cardinal 2009; Rhodes 2000; Zolberg & 

Cherbo 1997). Here the process of doing, the creating, is more important than 

the final artwork. This coincides with my finding that the process of creating 

gestural artwork is where the pain relief and enhanced recovery takes place, 

as opposed to the conscious evaluation of the picture.16 Dubuffet gave the 

name Art Brut (Raw Art) to this style of self-taught art which included insane 

inmates, as well as primitive, untrained art created by those who are outside 

the mainstream art-world. British art critic, Roger Cardinal (1972), who 

termed it ‘Outsider art’, defined it as: 

…an internationally recognized category of self-taught art. Its ambit of 

use rests on the notion that art making is a widespread human activity 

reaching far beyond the world of public galleries, teaching institutions 

and culturally marked art production (p. 1459). 

My approach has similarities with the earlier Art Brut or Outsider Artists, in 

that it was direct, relatively primitive and untrained17. Further, I guided 

 
16 Freud (1962) and Jung (1969) were proponents of incorporating art into their 
psychoanalytic treatments. Jung utilised the arts in line with an Eastern mindset. His Red 
Book (Jung 2009), although not published in his lifetime, shows his beliefs and use of art and 
the Taoist sensibilities of enhancing the mind-body connection, which are techniques he 
utilised and incorporated into his daily life. For more on how Western and Eastern 
philosophy can intermingle see also Psychology and the East (Jung 2008). 
17 See also Hall and Metcalf (1994). 



  30 

myself through my intuitive recovery, devoid of any therapist and developed 

my own unconscious process. 

 

While initially, my artworks served a primarily therapeutic purpose, it would 

be a mistake to view the works in this project this way. Rather, this process of 

recovery is the basis for a painterly translation that is no longer simply a 

therapeutic tool. It has now become a means to communicate the experience 

of pain recovery to others in a way in which language cannot. While the work 

of the Art Brut artists is primarily intuitive, my work now also includes a self-

reflective phase where I analyse the outcomes in terms of how they translate 

the process of pain recovery to others, which are explored throughout the 

exegesis and the created, exhibited artworks discussed in Chapter 4. 
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1.6 My Recovery Philosophy 
 

Whilst reflecting on my recovery process, three key pillars emerged, which 

came to underpin my studio-led painting and drawing process: 

• Agency 

• Poiesis 

• Duration 

 

1.6.1 Agency 
 

A, or perhaps the, key part of my recovery process is agency, or permission to 

treat oneself, as opposed to outsourcing healing to others. The obverse of this 

is what Stanley Milgram (1974) terms an “Agentic State”. The Agentic State is 

‘a frame of mind thought by Milgram to characterise unquestioning 

obedience, in which people as agents transfer their personal responsibility to 

the person giving orders’ (Vaughan, GM & Hogg 2011, p. 256). A key 

component in achieving unquestioning compliance is the authority figure 

operating under the guise of a respected organisation (Encina 2014). That is, 

people give their agency to others who appear to them as “experts”. But what 

happens when a point arrives where medical experts have nothing more to 

offer you?  

  

When I started to take control back over my mind and body, healing began. I 

began listening to my body and was able to reframe my situation. I effectively 

regained my agency from the failed, accepted treatments and started to 

improve. This continually increasing sense of agency intensified 
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progressively, which ultimately built a self-sustaining process of mind-body 

connection and recovery that is now a way of life. By harnessing my agency, I 

set my agenda and treatment program, which progressed my relief and 

recovery.  

 

For years I had complied with expert advice, but often obtained the opposite 

result of what was intended. There was a recurring misalignment between 

the information given and the result achieved, between intent and actuality, 

and between therapeutic gesture and pain relief. The conflation of these 

misaligned dynamics spurred me to deeply reflect on my mind and body 

connection and ultimately opened a new life for me; one which I would not 

have achieved without those injuries and complications. Regaining my 

agency heightened my intuition, and began the process of controlling, then 

removing, the embodied emotional and physical experience of pain. 

 

Agency, therefore, became a key element in developing a painting and 

drawing method which translated the healing process into an artmaking 

process. I use the idea of agency as a parameter in creating artwork through 

seeking both material and gesture that can leave a pronounced result of the 

artist’s embodied mark captured in paint or charcoal. The idea of a physical 

body making a gestural mark with materials, that is, agency, is akin to the 

recovery process where the body must wrestle with many obstacles, both 

internal and external. In striving for ways to amplify artist agency, I 

experimented with the idea of removing the brush bristles to create a more 
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direct mark and entertained the idea of wrestling with the material in a co-

production in making an artwork. This is discussed in detail in Chapter 4. 

 

1.6.2 Poiesis as a Creative Embodied Making 
 

…you know that poetry [poíesis] is more than a single thing. For of 

anything whatever that passes from not being into being the whole cause 

is composing or poetry; so that the productions of all arts are kinds of 

poetry, and their craftsmen are all poets (Diotima, cited in Shestag 2017, 

p. 20). 

 

Poiesis, as defined in Classical antiquity, is the highest form of creative 

making, by a person, bringing something new into being (Agamben 1999; 

Brown, N & Milat 2017; Shestag 2017). For Charmides talking to Socrates in 

Plato’s Dialogue, ‘poiesis is not praxis, nor is it (hard) work or labour’ 

(Shestag 2017, p. 17), ‘poiesis [is] a genesis, the making of a poem – [a] 

generation’ (Shestag 2017, p. 18). This illustrates an important difference 

between working and making as a slave or artisan, and poietically creating as 

the poet/artist. Closely related to praxis (doing), poiesis brings forth a 

creative element that praxis lacks. For example, a maker of pots can use 

either poiesis or praxis. If he is copying (mimesis) and reproducing a known 

form, this is generally considered praxis, which is ‘an imitation of an action’ 

(Brown, N & Milat 2017, p. 7). Whilst moving beyond mimesis, or copying 

something known, poiesis incorporates the unconscious creativity and 

embodied gesture of the artist’s agency, to make a new form in a co-
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production, or pro-creation (Agamben 1999) with material agency. This 

distinction between repetitive mass production and unique creating can be 

seen in painting as the differences between rendering, copying, or abstracting 

from an existing form and creating; between realism and non-objective 

painting; between conscious versus unconscious processing; between 

thinking consciously versus instinct and intuition; between the craftsman 

and the artist—or between praxis and poiesis. 

 

A creative poietic method moves beyond replicating or simply copying, 

toward a creative making that brings a type of knowing that invokes the 

imagination (Levine 2009). Poiesis does not represent what we see but 

makes real the truth of what the artist sees as a re-presentation, through 

unconscious creative imagination, where art can move beyond the limitation 

of language to reveal a deeper truth about being (Gadamer 2004). For 

Heidegger (2002) in The Origins of the Work of Art, this truth about being can 

be revealed within art-making, or poiesis, whereby the artwork reveals a new 

world within itself. Poiesis, in this sense, reveals the object’s true Being. 

Heidegger sets the foundations for Dasein, literally ‘being-there’ (Heidegger 

1962, p. 27, ft.1 ), in Being and Time (1962), arguing poiesis ‘is the proper root 

of art’ (Poggeler 1994, p. 122), where, for authenticity, art needs to return to 

this creative making. For Heidegger, ‘[a]uthentic existence […] is poetic 

existence’ (Levine 1997, p. 37). 
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As previously discussed, my recovery began in earnest when I began creating 

non-objective paintings. Here, I was not copying or abstracting from a known 

form, but creating through poiesis, allowing embodied gesture and material 

properties to become the subject matter. Poiesis in gestural and non-

objective painting brings forth a conflation of moments that record the type 

of movement the body makes in a duration of time. By capturing these 

conflated gestural markings, the artwork becomes an archive of mind-body 

connected markings, which effectively evolves a temporal recording of the 

durations of embodied gesture held in the material. Embodied and 

unconscious gestures are aspects of poiesis and inform the subject of the 

artworks created for this project, which helped eliminate overly conscious 

decisions in favour of unconscious processes.  

 

I see my recovery in terms of a self-making, or autopoiesis, which I literally 

found by accident. In Greek tragedy, catharsis is gained through overcoming 

adversity (Aristotle 2013; Levine 2009), through katabasis18 and discovering 

one’s true character (Falconer 2001; Martínez 2000). I sought to express an 

analogous process in my own recovery.  

 

Like the ancient Greeks acting out a Tragedy to have the purification or 

healing catharsis, I sought to communicate the key element of a creative 

 
18 Katabasis is the ancient Greek concept of the great fall, or descent to the underworld 
(Falconer 2001; Martínez 2000) whereby one’s own true character is revealed, which is 
largely discovered in Act II of a Tragedy. 
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embodied performance through the painterly translation of my recovery 

process. The studio works exemplify the autopoietic process of creating. They 

are essentially a self-sustaining process that varies mostly due to the material 

variations combined with durational continuations of contingent marking 

gestures. 

 

1.6.3 Duration 
 

Experience is also based on temporal extension, on interconnections 

between temporal horizons (Han 2017, p. 5). 

 

As recovery happens over time, the durational aspect of healing became 

important in both understanding recovery as a phenomenon, and for a 

painting process element in the studio. Duration can be defined as the time 

during which something continues. It is used as a temporal continuum that 

helps to make meaning (Bergson 1908/2004, 1911/1998). I had years where 

durations of pain were constant. I also realised that the pain mechanism 

cannot constantly exist in peak-pain. Although the pain may be extreme, 

there are durations of variations. These lessened intense moments became 

the focus, and I determined to increase the durations of relief and minimise 

the durations of pain.  

 

Time is fleeting, yet time can feel like it stands still. Whichever way we 

approach time, it remains elusive and paradoxical (Han 2017; Merleau-Ponty 
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1958/2002). Byung-Chul Han (2017), suggests the art of lingering is required 

to experience phenomena fully, and that in our information-rich world, we 

have lost the poietic art of contemplation. Han, like the Ancient Greeks, 

suggests that only through contemplation and reflection can one relish being 

alive and human. When lingering in the moment, fulfilment and actualisation 

of our deeper being can become possible.  

 

This experience of lingering in the moment is at odds with historical time 

which ‘has the form of a line that rushes toward a goal’ (Han 2017, p. 17). 

Historical time creates meaning if it is moving toward a point in the future or 

past, whilst organising and channelling information into a ‘linear narrative 

track’ (Han 2017, p. 7). Such a notion of time does not allow one to pause and 

reflect but rushes on relentlessly in one direction.  

 

In contrast to historical time, Ingold (2007) suggests a different temporal 

model based on wayfaring, or directionless meandering, which allows for 

lingering in between points so moments can be fully experienced, and 

fulfilment becomes a possibility, instead of emptiness. My intuitive recovery 

philosophy not only included learning how to linger in the durations of pain 

relief but also learning how to actualise the deep satisfaction that came from 

reflecting and contemplating the mind-body connection as it moved toward 

increasing durations of deep fulfilment of overcoming an overwhelming 

obstacle. Good feelings increased the periods of feeling powerful, lessened 

the duration of overwhelming fear, and enabled the body to connect with the 



  38 

mind to allow the experience of my life to become one of continual quality 

fulfilment and, quite often, peace. Doing more stints of useful activity and 

purposeful action, both in mind and body, led to the durations of health and 

strength becoming continual. Any fluctuations became more a fleeting 

moment of pain, which was passing and therefore not really a consideration 

in the duration of feeling fulfilled.  

 

Injury creates opportunity, and a wayfaring recovery brings poietic 

knowledge. Lingering creates the possibility of deep fulfilment. Training the 

mind how to linger in that state of pain-free durations became a useful 

process to achieve that state with regularity and increasing intensity. I also 

trained with repetition (as an athlete would), to imprint into my neurology as 

a habit. In this way, I have obtained much longer durations of that flow-state 

of being ‘in the zone’, or ‘No-Mind’, which corresponds to longer periods of 

pain-free experiences. This has become a way of life, a method of being. It has 

become a useful state of mind to include as a method of painting. Here, the 

embodied gestural markings are made on a substrate, with each line being an 

historical rendering that is available to be re-lived through observing or 

lingering within the surface.  

 

The embodied gesture records the experience of durations as the lines 

become a transformation of a point, into a progression of points. A dot 

marked is a mark in time. A line is essentially a collection of points, made 

when the moments of dots become a continual line that progresses the point, 

turning a moment into a duration. The recorded durations of marking 
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become preserved in an eternal present, as the surface of a painting that 

remains, awaiting further interrogation by the viewer in the future, when 

they look and apprehend this conflated temporal horizon in the present 

moment. 

 

Duration is an integral aspect of my art practice insofar as the process of 

mark-making is a meditative act of endurance that continues until either the 

body, or the mark-making material, is exhausted. This style of artwork is 

essentially a temporal record, or rather a temporal collapse of the combined 

markings that become the work itself. Painting a surface that is beyond 

representation (mimesis), where the surface is the event itself, proffers an 

arena where material and embodied gestural agency combine. That is, the 

painting’s own tangible quality offers something to experience in lingering 

time, thus allowing the possibility of contemplation and fulfilment.  

 

The creative state of mind that I obtained when painting intuitively felt like 

the state I had achieved on the sports field, known as ‘in the zone’. It was also 

reminiscent of my experience of Zen with Samurai and Buddhist Monks in 

Japan, known as ‘No-Mind’. As a key driver of the poietic, intuitive creation of 

art and the martial-arts styled mastery of mind in sports and weapons 

(sword) training, I have researched these key areas of the mind-body 

connection. Samurai, martial arts, sports and gestural art all utilise this 

aspect of the mind-body connection for enhanced performance. The next 

chapter will deepen research into these intuitive facets of the mind—
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unconscious and flow state—as they are key to my recovery and subsequent 

translation into my art-making process.   
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CHAPTER 2: IN THE ZONE  

 

When you begin to think, you miss the point (Dōjō, cited in Brown, B et al. 

1982, p. xxiv). 

 

Given the key feature of my recovery included the intuitive state of mind that 

controlled pain and accelerated healing, this chapter focuses on explaining 

the concept of ‘in the zone’ or ‘No-Mind’ state. I examine the areas of mind, 

the unconscious, and intuition to understand these phenomena, and include 

an examination of neuroscientist Antoni Damasio’s theory of how the self 

comes to mind (Damasio 2012), as his insights provide a guide for this 

research. Further, I draw on the relevant theorists—both Western and 

Eastern—to understand the dynamics of how the ‘in the zone’ state can be 

enhanced. Of particular interest is psychologist Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi 

(1975) and his conception of the ‘flow’ state, as well as the Buddhist 

conception of ‘No-Mind’ articulated by Daisetz T. Suzuki (1959) and Richard 

Light (2014). I look to Samurai artist Yamaoka Tesshū as an exemplar of the 

mind-body connection and No-Mind flow state as a way of life. This is 

followed by a discussion of how this state of mind can be applied in painting 

practice through the embodied gesture.   

  



  42 

2.1 The Field: It’s All in The Mind 
 

Clichés of yesterday will no longer do today, and will, no doubt, be 

hopelessly out of date tomorrow (Einstein 1948, p. 150). 

 

The mind is an elusive concept that has evolved over time. Although we have 

a general consensus as to how the body works, no such consensus exists 

regarding consciousness or the nature of the mind (Chalmers 1996; Rose 

2006). Part of the difficulty in defining the mind is it ‘does not exist in space 

and cannot be located in or attributed to an organ’ (Szasz 2002, p. 101). 

Essentially, how the mind is understood is influenced by how matter is 

conceived. This is derived from the conflation between technology and 

cultural power structures that produce the ontology of a time.  

 

For the Ancients, the mind was termed soul or psyche, ‘described with the 

metaphor of the breath of life’ (Capra 2002). The human, animated by this 

breath, was conceived as soul and body united (Jung 1969).  From Réne 

Descartes’ (1596-1650) time through to the nineteenth century, ‘the mind 

was considered the secular successor of the soul’ (Szasz 2002, p. 101). 19 

Many conceptions of the mind have left significant, intangible and often 

unexplainable metaphysical elements, which have historically been 

attributed to Spirits, Demons, Gods, a God, Science (Ellenberger 1970), or 

fields of mathematical equations (Capra 2010). Additionally, mind has been 

 
19 Psyche, Soul, and unconscious are essentially terminology for the same unexplainable and 
largely scientifically unmeasurable phenomenon that co-exists with being human. 
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metaphorically expressed through the dominant technology of time: 

mechanical and clockwork theories, pneumatic and hydraulics, steam power, 

telegraphic wire connections, relay and circuitry, and computer models 

(Daugman 2001).20   

 

Réne Descartes  (1637/1998, 1641/1998, 1644/1983, 1649/1989) is 

considered the ‘triggering point for modern philosophy of mind‘ (Rose 2006, 

p. 19) and is an exemplar of how attempting to modify ideas to fit with 

powerful institutions has proved limited. Descartes was guided by the 

dominant forces of his time—Mechanical Theory21 and Church Doctrine22—

and constructed findings consonant with these influences.23 He created the 

concept of mind24 (Chomsky 2017) to explain what Mechanical Theory could 

 
20 Daugman (2001) warns ‘we should remember that the enthusiastically embraced 

metaphors of each new era can become, like their predecessors, as much the prison-house of 

thought as they at first appeared to represent its liberation’ (p. 33). He cautions that while 
metaphors initially provide a vehicle of expression for previously elusive concepts, 

explaining phenomena such as mind, and pain, in terms of a metaphor, tends to narrow our 
thinking about that subject, shutting down other options. 
21 Mechanical Theory is where the world is viewed as though made by a Master artisan, 
where mechanical parts like cogs, levers and pulleys make things happen (Chomsky 2017). 
22 See also the closing statements in Principles of Philosophy (Descartes 1644/1983). 
Descartes states that ‘I submit all my opinions to the authority of the Church’ adding 
‘Nevertheless, mindful of my insignificance, I affirm nothing: but I submit all these things to 
both the authority of the Catholic Church and to the judgement of men wiser than I’ (p. 288). 
23 Church power was an omnipotent presence in Descartes’ time that influenced his work. 
His contemporary, Galileo Galilei (1564-1642), was condemned for heresy by The Inquisition 
for espousing Copernican Doctrine that the Earth moves around the Sun (Machamer 2017) 
and wasn’t forgiven until 1992 by Pope Paul II, 359 years later, for being right (New Scientist 
1992); Descartes withdrew the publication of ‘one of his most revolutionary books’ (Clarke 
1998, pp. xxii-xxiii), The World (Descartes 1667/1998), which remained unpublished until 
after his death. His gravestone holds the inscription that he used regularly, from Ovid’s 
Tristia, ‘he who hid well, lived well’ (Damasio 2006, p. 249), which may give clues to his 
thoughts regarding the situation he lived and worked within. 
24 The Mechanical Theory could not adequately describe things like sensation and vision, as 
everything seen could not literally be in the eye, so Descartes developed the concept of the 
mind to explain the projection of what we see, along with all other sensory experience, as 
being a construction in the mind (Chomsky 2017). 
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not, similar to how Maxwell developed Electromagnetic Theory to explain the 

unexplainable concepts within Newtonian Physics (Chalmers 2014). 

Descartes’ attempts to remove the metaphysical aspects of mind and body 

resulted in ceding the immaterial, metaphysical workings to the Church. This 

left God as the explanation for the unmeasurable, unexplainable and 

metaphysical aspects. His perspective included the body that moved, the 

mind that made us exist and separated us from animals, and he believed that 

thoughts are the only thing we need to attribute to our soul (Duncan 2000). 25 

Descartes knew that the soul and body interacted, but could not effectively 

reconcile how. 

 

Ellenberger (1970) states, ‘Whereas in the early scientific era, knowledge has 

rested on observation and deduction, modern scientific knowledge is based 

on experimentation and measurement’ (p. 47). This poses a problem for 

mind research. As Seligman (1995) highlights, it is inherently difficult to get 

accurate readings and research data on subjective interpersonal reactions. 

This leaves much of the intangibles associated with energy, pain, workings of 

the unconscious and mind as anomalies that exist but cannot be fully 

explained. This material reductionist separation of mind and matter has 

created ‘a science of correlations, it is not a science of explanations’ 

 
25 Among Descartes’ legacy includes the conception of two main types of thoughts, which are 
the precursors for today’s concept of conscious and unconscious minds, and are what he 
termed “actions of the soul” and “passions of the soul” (Descartes 1649/1989 see Article 17, 
p. 28)—with actions being volitional (conscious), and passions being intuitive (unconscious). 
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(Chalmers 2014, 4:20). For Michael Polanyi (1958), scientific wisdom begins 

by accepting the limitations of science, whilst Hebb (1949) similarly states: 

To deal with behaviour at present, one must oversimplify. The risk, on 

the one hand, is of forgetting that one has oversimplified the problem; 

one may forget or even deny those inconvenient facts that one’s theory 

does not subsume (p. xiii). 

 

Rather than looking at isolated pieces of matter or mind as an activity of the 

brain alone (Hebb 1949), the mind-body problem involves understanding 

how the mind and body interact (Chalmers 1996; Robinson 2017; Rose 

2006). In The Tao of Physics: An Exploration of the Parallels between Modern 

Physics and Eastern Mysticism, Fritjof Capra (2010) suggests we need ‘not a 

synthesis but a dynamic interplay between mystical intuition and scientific 

analysis’ (p. 307) as ‘mystical experience is necessary for understanding the 

deepest nature of things and science is essential for modern life’ (p. 307). As 

Capra (2010) suggests, the more science advances, the more it supports 

ancient mind-body connected practices such as Zen Buddhist or the Taoist 

approaches, where the aim is to connect mind and body in a harmonious 

process. 

 

2.2 Contemporary Conceptions of Mind 
 

Contemporary accounts of the mind from psychiatry and neuroscience 

suggest that rather than being an autonomous thinking thing separated from 
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the body, the mind is a complex process of interaction between the mind and 

body (Capra 2010, 2015; Chalmers 1996, 2014; Damasio 2000, 2004, 2006, 

2013). For example, Rose (2006) contends that the mind is an emergent 

property of the brain but does not reduce to brain function alone. As a 

process rather than a ‘thing’, the mind is intangible, yet ‘can cause physical 

effects in the material world, including the physical body’ (Feinberg & Mallatt 

2016, p. 115). Proponents of the mind as a networked process of cumulative 

interactions between mind and body include Fritjof Capra (1997, 2002) and 

Pier Luigi Luisi (Capra & Luisi 2016), along with Antoni Damasio (Damasio 

2000, 2003, 2004, 2006, 2012, 2013). The Systems View of Life (Capra & Luisi 

2016) essentially defines a systematic view of ‘relationships, patterns and 

context’ (Capra 2015, p. 243), whilst integrating four dimensions of life 

(biological, cognitive, social and ecological dimensions).  

 

Damasio presents a more complete perspective of how the mind interacts 

and physically makes matter in the body from a complex interaction between 

internal and external inputs and influences. He describes how the mind came 

and comes into being, and he also intricately outlines the processes that the 

immaterial mind requires to physically create matter. This research will look 

to Damasio as a guide for understanding the process involved at a 

fundamental level for the creation of matter in the body. Therefore, Damasio 

becomes a practical influence in determining the painting process within this 

project, as I see a correlation with his work and how the body recovers from 

injury at the foundational, or fundamental level.  
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2.3 Damasio’s Mind: Something from Nothing 
 

Damasio suggests that mind and body are so intricately linked in a complex 

biological system that the mind is an emergent property, not only of the brain 

but of the interaction of the entire body; such that mind would be an entirely 

different process without the extensive full-body connection.26 Taking a 

holistic approach in addressing the mind-body problem, Damasio (2000, 

2006, 2012, 2013) offers an explanation of consciousness, which 

incorporates the environmental, social and emotional aspects of a person 

along with evidence from the neuroscientific study of the brain’s matter. He 

suggests that, through self-consciousness, we develop a mind. With the 

evolution from simple to more complex organisms, humans developed the 

ability to recognise the Self in their experience, which is an essential 

requirement in the making of the mind. He identifies three selves—the 

protoself (controls primordial feelings); the coreself (relating to action); and 

the autobiographical self (higher or advanced qualities). The 

autobiographical self has the level of consciousness that shows our advanced 

human qualities, which are built upon extended memory, imagination, 

creativity and language—a lived past and an anticipated future.  

Damasio considers these selves as objects that are ‘a dynamic collection of 

integrated neural processes, centred on the representation of the living body, 

that finds expression in a dynamic collection of integrated mental processes’ 

(Damasio 2012, p. 9). He argues that the dynamic process of mind-mapping 

 
26 Damasio (2006) says Descartes’ error is the ‘abysmal separation between body and mind’ 
(p. 249) adding ‘[s]pecifically: the separation of the most refined operations of mind from the 
structure and operation of a biological organism’ (p. 250). 
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continually gathers sensory information about the environment, as well as 

information from the inner workings of the body to imprint experience. The 

gathered information is continually recorded in the brain maps, developing 

patterns unique to that sensory input. The tight coupling of the brain stem 

and spinal cord creates the emotions that imprint these maps. Here, the maps 

superpose (Damasio 2012)27 and a conflated topography ensues, which is 

essentially a record of life. Using the interconnected processing systems of 

the mind and the body and facilitated by emotions, matter is created in the 

brain. This means that the immaterial mind makes physical matter out of 

emotional energy. 

Organisms make minds out of the activity of special cells known as 

neurons […] Neurons are largely concentrated in a central nervous 

system (the brain, for short), but they send signals to the organism’s 

body, as well as to the outside world, and they receive signals from both 

(Damasio 2012, p. 17). 

 

Thoughts produce emotions, which in turn, create different chemicals 

(Cannon 1932; Damasio 2012; Kravits 2008). For example, endorphins, 

dopamine and oxytocin are the ‘feel-good’ chemicals that can be activated by 

pleasant memories, whereas cortisol is a stress chemical (Carr 2008; 

Damasio 2012). Learning how to activate one’s own beneficial chemical 

cocktail through useful thoughts and actions supersedes much of the need for 

chemicals from problematic, side-effect-prone medications. By learning how 

 
27 Superposing is different to superimposing. To superpose is to place or lay over so all parts 
coincide, whereas superimposing has the constituent parts still usually visible. 
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to control thoughts, the flow of chemicals can become more beneficial, which 

is what I did during my recovery. 

 

Damasio contends that for the mind-making regions of the cerebral cortex 

and the sub-cortical nuclei, there is ‘massive interconnectivity’ (Damasio 

2012, p. 87), which enables recursivity and cross signalling between regions 

(Damasio 2012). Here he refers to recursivity as the: 

…signalling that, rather than merely going forward along a single chain, 

also returns to its origin, looping back to the ensemble of neurons where 

each element of the chain begins (p. 87). 

The process of the tightly-coupled, interconnected mind-body systems uses 

recursive and ongoing activations to continually map the mind in the brain, 

which forms its own cumulative topography (Damasio 2012). The body, mind 

and environment are in a complex process of interaction whereby the brain 

is constantly affected by the sensory information from the fluctuating 

external environment, along with internal feedback as a result of that 

external influence. The brain is constantly connected to the mind and can be 

the subject of mind, although, the mind is not always in the brain (Damasio 

2012). This continual mind-mapping forms the topography in the brain, 

which physically makes the body. This is the process that underpins the 

recovery process and is a driver for shaping the painting process. 
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Damasio’s conception of mind-mapping builds on Hebb’s Law (1949) of 

neuroplasticity, which describes the physical processes by which the brain is 

structurally altered by experience. Hebb (1949) states: 

…the persistence or repetition of a reverberatory activity (or “trace”) 

tends to induce lasting cellular changes that add to its stability. […] 

When an axon of cell A is near enough to excite a cell B and repeatedly 

or persistently takes part in firing it, some growth progress or metabolic 

change takes place in one or both cells such that A’s efficiency, as one of 

the cells firing B, is increased (p. 62). 

Brain plasticity (Doidge 2007) refers to Hebb’s Law in action. As suggested 

by the common phrase, ‘neurons that fire together wire together’ (Doidge 

2015, p. 7), thoughts and emotions that are temporally paired strengthen the 

associative neural pathways. This sometimes also generates a white myelin 

sheath around the neuron axons, which expedite signal transmission 

(Carlson 2010; Damasio 2012; Dormandy 2006; Hass-Cohen 2008), enabling 

what has been learnt to become habitual. Here, associations continually 

strengthened become ‘wired’ into the unconscious, such that activation of 

any node of the now interconnected cluster activates all elements (Hebb 

1949). Either positive or negative associations can be strengthened, 

elucidating how pain can become a habit that becomes progressively easier 

to trigger. 

Damasio’s parameters are key constituents in how the mind creates feelings. 

These feelings create the matter in the brain, which in turn illustrates how 

the brain becomes influenced by experience, as described by Hebb’s Law. 
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Damasio’s philosophy informs the strategies I employed for creating artwork, 

as I see a link between how the mind’s mechanism for creating matter within 

the body’s brain can be used as parameters for creating a painting. These four 

brain mapping characteristics—topographical, interconnected, tightly-coupled 

and recursive—are used as studio methodological verbs to describe material 

application. My colour palette is derived from the notion of grey matter and 

white matter of the brain, which includes the white myelin.28 

 

2.4 Unconscious Processing   
 

Art has always something of the Unconscious about it (Suzuki 1959, p. 220).  

 

Emotions are the product of the mind, experienced in the body, and are the 

driver of the brain’s mind-mapping (Damasio 2012). As this continual mind-

mapping process is the mind-body connection in action, it becomes a major 

element in my process of recovery. Whilst enhancing the mind-body 

connection can be achieved through conscious and unconscious inputs, 

particular interest is with the unconscious, intuitive processes that improve 

healing.  

 

 
28 Myelin insulates neuronal connections and is white. Stronger pathways have a greater 
mass of insulation, resulting in greater myelin (Damasio 2012; Dormandy 2006). 



  52 

Unconscious is a term for anything outside of our conscious awareness.29 It 

includes automatic instinctual and innate processing, such as; heart beating, 

blood pressure and breathing; the operation of the homeostasis system that 

maintains, repairs and rejuvenates our biosystem; as well as habitually 

wired-in behaviours developed throughout life (Damasio 2012). 

Furthermore, whilst we often feel we act by using our own consciously-

decided free will, experiments such as those conducted by Libet (1985) and 

Soon et al. (2008) suggest that the unconscious can decide up to ten seconds 

before we have any conscious awareness of the decision made. 

 

As conceptualised by Stanovich and West (2000) and expanded by 

psychologist Daniel Kahneman (2013), the unconscious is described as part 

of a two-tiered, dual-speed processing system. System 1 refers to the realm of 

the unconscious, imagination and passions. Here the process is fast and 

automatic, ‘effortlessly originating impressions and feelings that are the main 

sources of the explicit beliefs and deliberate choices of System 2’ (Kahneman 

2013, p. 21). System 2 reacts to System 1’s automatic processing that 

generates intuitions and complex patterns and ideas by constructing 

‘thoughts in an orderly series of steps’ (Kahneman 2013, p. 21). As Kahneman 

suggests: 

 
29 The unconscious can be used interchangeably with sub-conscious and non-conscious. 
Pierre Janet coined the term sub-conscious in psychology; however, psychoanalysis would 
use the term unconscious. Jung (1969) defines the unconscious as ‘the totality of all psychic 
phenomena that lack the quality of consciousness’ (p. 133). 
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• System 1 operates automatically and quickly, with little or no 

effort and no sense of voluntary control. 

• System 2 allocates attention to the effortful mental activities that 

demand it, including complex computations. The operations of 

System 2 are often associated with the subjective experience of 

agency, choice and concentration (Kahneman 2013, pp. 20-21). 

 

Therefore, people process information through two differently evolved but 

complementary systems (Sadler-Smith 2016): a non-conscious (Dane, Erik & 

Pratt 2009) intuitive system which processes quickly (Gore & Sadler-Smith 

2011) in an associative, tacit and automatic manner, and a conscious 

analytical system where processing is slower, rule-based, analytic and 

explicit (Hodgkinson, Langan-Fox & Sadler-Smith 2008; Stanovich & West 

2000). A major influence in both these processes is the role of intuition. 

 

2.5 Intuition: Flow’s Foundation 
 

Intuition is knowing without being able to explain how we know 

(Vaughan, FE 1979, p. 46). 

 

Intuition comes into our daily lives in many forms and aliases. People may be 

familiar with the terms gut-feeling, hunch, imagination, guesswork, sixth 

sense, or feeling in [your] bones; which, at a functional level, all infer 

intuition. Etymologically, intuition is derived from the Latin in-tuir, which 
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means ‘looking, regarding, or knowing from within’ (Hodgkinson, Langan-Fox 

& Sadler-Smith 2008, p. 2). Intuition30 is the result of the unconscious process 

of intuiting, which brings awareness and knowledge into consciousness 

(Sinclair 2010), and thus intuition bridges unconscious and conscious 

thought. As an unconscious process, intuiting is rapid, effortless and alogical, 

that is, not necessarily contradictory to the rules of logic but not tethered to 

those rules either (Dörfler & Ackermann 2012). As a conscious outcome, the 

emergent intuition is holistic, tacit and therefore unexplainable by the 

intuitor, yet the intuition is accompanied by a sense of confidence that it is 

correct (Dörfler & Ackermann 2012). Intuition is experienced either as a 

bodily awareness from strong gut reactions to less specific feelings or as 

cognitive awareness as a ‘sense’ or mental image (Sadler-Smith 2016). As the 

artist Jackson Pollock once commented: ‘I don’t know where the pictures 

come from—they just come’ (Pollock, cited in Gibson 1987, p. 64).  

Carl Jung saw intuition as a psychological perception (Jung 1969) and one of 

four psychological functions—thinking, feeling, sensation, intuition (Dörfler 

 
30 In the Republic, Plato (2007) felt that intuition is the fundamental source or ability to 
understand reality where pre-existing knowledge becomes available. Descartes (1641/1998) 
in Meditations on First Philosophy sees intuition as pre-existing, and that intuitive knowledge 
comes forth with contemplation. In contrast, Spinoza regards intuition as the most 
sophisticated means of achieving knowledge but suggests that intuition occurs only after we 
accumulate knowledge and use reason to analyse it (Damasio 2004; Spinoza 1900/1985). 
Spinoza (1900/1985) delineates intuitive knowledge as the most important out of the three 
types of knowledge (which he identified as opinion or imagination, intuition and reason). 
Kant (2007) suggests ‘all thought must, directly or indirectly […] refer ultimately to 
intuitions, and therefore with us, to sensibility [perception], because in no other way can any 
object be given to us’ (p. 59). For Bergson, ‘intuition is memory, it is not perception’ (Lawlor 
& Moulard Leonard 2016, para. 25). Bergson (1911/1998) sees intuition as not only a 
superior form of knowledge, but also as a method, where one can cycle through intellect and 
intuition to arrive at knowledge. Here, the intuition is consulted to gain insights when the 
intellect fails or becomes starved for answers. However, contemporary approaches to 
intuition suggest that the process of translating tacit knowledge into intuitive judgement is 
continuous (Zhang, Lei & Li 2016). 
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& Ackermann 2012; Jung 2016). He stated that we are unable to define how 

intuition works.  We notice the result without seeing where it comes from—

that is, the awareness of the perception is a result of all the intermediate links 

and chains of associations, rather than any point of origin (Jung 2016). This 

closely aligns with Dane and Pratt’s (2007) definition of intuition as 

‘affectively charged judgements that arise through rapid, non-conscious and 

holistic associations’ (p. 40). Jung (2016) considered intuition superior to 

sense perceptions as it also included the unconscious perceptions. 

 

Damasio (2006) describes intuition as ‘the mysterious mechanism by which 

we arrive at a solution without thinking about it’ (p. 188), and as a ‘covert 

operation of the mind’ (p. 187), where consciousness receives emotional 

signals to determine life maintaining strategies. For the purposes of this 

research, intuition is considered our guidance system, and effectively is our 

method for dealing with the uncertainty of daily life.  

 

Intuition is closely related to tacit knowledge (Polanyi 1967), as both 

emerge from previous experience, implicit learning and innate 

knowledge (Hodgkinson, Langan-Fox & Sadler-Smith 2008). Shirley and 

Langan-Fox (1996) suggest that ‘the unconscious knowledge obtained is 

always richer and more complicated than what can be verbalised’ (p. 

572). Intuiting creates tacit knowledge (Polanyi 1967) as the intuitor 

often cannot linguistically explain where that knowledge came from or 
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how they “know”, as there is ‘no apparent intrusion of deliberate, 

rational thought’ (Hodgkinson, Langan-Fox & Sadler-Smith 2008, p. 4).  

 

Two identified forms of intuition are problem-solving (also called expert 

intuition or intuitive judgement) and creative intuition (Dane, Erik & Pratt 

2009; Dörfler & Ackermann 2012; Gore & Sadler-Smith 2011; Sadler-Smith 

2016). Problem-solving draws from pattern matching and comparison with 

past and current environmental cues and is therefore viewed as convergent 

processing (Dane, Erik & Pratt 2009). Creative intuition tends to have longer 

incubation time and synthesises divergent and disparate elements, fusing 

them together in novel and sometimes complex combinations (Dane, Erik & 

Pratt 2009) to create ‘truly new’ (George 2007, p. 449) knowledge. Creative 

endeavours such as painting benefit from both problem-solving intuitions 

(for example, choosing between alternatives) as well as the generation of 

new knowledge and approaches. The nexus of these is where Elkins suggests 

that ‘a painter knows it intuitively’ (Elkins 1999, p. 18).  

 

Considering the nature of these unconscious, intuitive processes that helped 

my recovery poses a quandary for this studio-led painting research: the 

problem of how to translate this into a studio methodology. I developed my 

recovery process intuitively. However, the challenge in the re-presenting of 

this process becomes how to involve the unconscious, without thinking about 

it consciously, to make an intuitive gestural mark.  
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2.6 Enhancing Insightful Intuition  
 

…those who guess well are called intuitive; those who are intuitive, 

however, don’t think they guess (Goldberg, cited in Shirley & Langan-Fox 

1996, p. 569). 

 

Although the processing of unconscious thoughts and actions is, by definition, 

outside of conscious awareness, this does not mean it is impervious to 

alteration via conscious means.  In fact, the unconscious is trainable via the 

tacit knowledge gained during consciously determined actions (Bargh & 

Chartrand 1999; Polanyi 1967). While there is a role for conscious effort in 

forming automated, unconscious processing, intuition works best when the 

unconscious is set a task, and the means of delivery or achieving it (the how) 

is not cluttered by conscious thought (Capra 2010; Maltz 1960; Suzuki 1959). 

Indeed, conscious thinking (trying to work out how) would bring the 

opposite of the intended intuitive, unconscious solution (Baudouin 1920; 

Brooks 1922; Coue 1922; Csikszentmihalyi 1975; Maltz 1960).  

When life is not intellectually and therefore consciously conditioned but 

left to the inner workings of the Unconscious, it takes care of itself in an 

almost reflex automatic fashion, as in the case of the physiological 

functioning of an organic body (Suzuki 1959, p. 197). 

Intuition brings the required unconscious knowing into conscious awareness, 

in response to the consciously determined direction (Shirley & Langan-Fox 

1996, p. 565). This could be viewed as akin to the engine room in a ship that 
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responds to the Captain’s requirements: the conscious processes hold the 

destination in mind while the unconscious engine room adjusts accordingly. 

 

Intuition can be trained through techniques that still the mind and focus 

attention internally (Vaughan, FE 1979), such as meditation and hypnosis 

(Coue 1922; Elman 1964; Heap & Aravind 2002; Yapko 2012). Pain also 

initiates an internally focussed hypnotic effect that I found brought intuitions. 

As Capra (2010) elaborates ‘[d]uring periods of relaxation after concentrated 

intellectual activity, the intuitive mind seems to take over and produce the 

sudden clarifying insights which give so much joy and insight’ (p. 31). This 

process has commonalities with Maslow’s Peak Experience (Maslow 1965, 

1970a, 2013), 31 which includes what psychologist Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi 

has theorised as the state of mind that is elaborated through his concept of 

the ‘flow’ state. 

 

2.7 Flow State: Intuition’s Holy Grail 
 

Csikszentmihalyi (1975) began researching intrinsically rewarding 

experiences (such as play) and describes the state of effortless attending, 

which he termed ‘flow’ (Csikszentmihalyi 1975, 2014). Flow is used to 

describe the state of ‘wholistic sensation present when we act with total 

 
31 Peak experience is a phenomenon that includes elements of flow. Maslow asserted that 
peak experience was possible for anyone, often in mundane daily life activities that are 
intrinsically rewarding. See Humanistic Science and Transcendent Experiences (Maslow 
1965); Motivation and Personality (Maslow 1970a); Religions, Values and Peak-experiences 
(Maslow 1970b); and Maslow interview discussing peak experiences (Maslow 2013) for 
more. 
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involvement’ (Csikszentmihalyi 1975, p. 43) with no conscious intervention. 

In the ‘flow state’, an effortless yet automatic concentration ensues 

(Csikszentmihalyi 1975; McInman & Grove 1991), ‘so deep that [people] lose 

their sense of time, of themselves, of their problems’ (Kahneman 2013, p. 40), 

where idea and action are fused (Csikszentmihalyi 1975, 2014).  

When an activity is able to limit the stimulus field so that one can act in it 

with total concentration, responding to greater challenges with increasing 

skills, and when it provides clear and unambiguous feedback, then the 

person will tend to enjoy the activity for its own sake (Csikszentmihalyi 

1975, pp. 60-61). 

This total involvement is where one forgets the surroundings (such as an 

audience, or other external entities) and often forgets the sense of self. What 

is lost is ‘the self-construct, the intermediary which one learns to interpose 

between stimulus and response’ (Csikszentmihalyi 1975, p. 49). However, if 

any conscious awareness is brought to the activity (such as checking to see 

how you are doing, or checking technique or rules), ‘the self reappears again 

to negotiate between the conflicting definitions of what needs to be done, 

and the flow is interrupted’ (Csikszentmihalyi 1975, p. 53). Flow stops when 

you consciously think of yourself, your actions, or an outcome, as 

consciousness interferes with the unconscious processing (Baudouin 1920; 

Brooks 1922; Coue 1922; Csikszentmihalyi 1975; McInman & Grove 1991). 

‘As soon as you begin a struggle to concentrate, you lose the ability to flow’ 

(McInman & Grove 1991, p. 347). As intuition brings forth guidance and 

knowledge without conscious effort, intuition and flow are intricately linked, 



  60 

with greater flow resulting from allowing intuition to guide decisions 

(Kuhnle & Sinclair 2011).  

 

Achieving the flow state is not necessarily mystical, as it can be trained 

through activity repetition (Csikszentmihalyi 1975) which builds tacit 

knowledge, allowing for appropriate, intuitive responses/actions without the 

need of conscious input. For example, well-trained athletes experience flow 

more often than less trained athletes (Csikszentmihalyi 1975) and the 

unconscious nature of the flow state may also explain why many exceptional 

athletes are unable to articulate the how and why of their performance. As 

Csikszentmihalyi (1975) comments: ‘…the flow experience differs from 

awareness in everyday reality because it contains ordered rules which make 

action and the evaluation of action automatic and hence unproblematic’ (p. 

53).  

 

Flow has been studied in many different activities such as chess games, 

religious rituals, surgery, yoga, the practice of Zen, rock climbing 

(Csikszentmihalyi 1975) and during the creation of artworks (Banfield & 

Burgess 2013). It has perhaps been most extensively studied in sport, where 

flow is often referred to as ‘being in the zone’ (Doyle 2017, p. 1; Wilson, TD 

2002, p. 52). It is a state where there is a balance of ability and task 

requirement in which one is ‘very aware of one’s actions, but not of the 

awareness itself’ (Csikszentmihalyi 1975, p. 45). As one’s skillset expands 

through training and understanding, flow becomes more likely as there is a 



  61 

greater sense of ability and therefore control (as well as less conscious 

attention), which enhances both performance and becomes an intrinsically 

rewarding activity (Csikszentmihalyi 1975). Feeling in control and capable 

lends itself to strengthening a sense of agency (Ryan & Deci 2000) and 

accords with my experience of taking ownership and responsibility for my 

mind-body connection, which enabled healing. Control, ability, and 

measurable feedback contribute to a connected mind-body (Bennett 2014) 

knowledge delivery.   

  

2.8 The In the Zone, No-Mind Flow State  
 

No-Mind is the same as Right-Mind. It neither congeals nor fixes itself in 

one place. It is called No-Mind when the mind has neither discrimination 

nor thought but wanders about the entire body and extends throughout 

the entire self  (Fudochi Shinmyoroku, cited in Munenori 2012, pp. 118-

119, ft. 61).  

 

No-Mind is a Buddhist concept that has evolved over millennia and has many 

fundamental attributes aligned with Csikszentmihalyi’s flow—or rather flow 

aligns with No-Mind, as it predates Csikszentmihalyi’s conception of flow. No-

Mind, known as mushin in Japanese or wu-hsin in Chinese (Suzuki 1959, p. 

94), is the state ‘beyond thoughts, emotions and expectations’ (Moate 2014, 

p. 4) where the ‘absence of thought […] results in spontaneous and creative 

response to life situations’ (Keenan 1989). Evolving alongside Martial Arts, 

No-Mind is a key element of performance and enlightenment in East Asian 
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thought. No-Mind is the basis of a spiritual practice where the mind-body 

connection is enhanced, and action is derived more quickly than conscious 

thought. It involves the attainment of un-self-consciousness. As Watts 

describes: ‘It is a state of wholeness in which the mind functions freely and 

easily, without the sensations of a second mind or ego’ (Watts 1999, p. 23). 

The mind does not focus or stop on one detail, but rather continually is in the 

flow of all surroundings. To quote Takuan (2012):  

Where there is no stopping place, it is called No-Mind. When it stops, 

there is something in the mind. When there is nothing in the mind, it is 

called the mind of No-Mind (p. 23).  

When there is something in a mind, there is conscious thought, and the mind 

becomes ‘attached to a single situation’ (Takuan 2012, p. 23). With something 

(conscious thought) in the mind, ‘though you listen, you will not hear; and 

though you look, you will not see’ (Takuan 2012, p. 23). Removing the 

thought, or rather, the fixation of a position that comes with a conscious 

thought allows the attainment of nothing in the mind, no fixed position, and 

therefore, the attainment of No-Mind. This mirrors the concept of flow, where 

any conscious intervention interrupts the flow experience (Csikszentmihalyi 

1975). Whether for a contemporary athlete or for a Samurai from centuries 

ago, the fundamental spiritual practice of mind-body training through No-

Mind becomes a ‘“Way” of self development’ (Bennett 2014, p. 9).32 In the 

 
32 No-Mind is a cornerstone of Bushidō, which is translated as ‘the Way of the educated or 
gentleman warrior’ (Wilson, WS 2014, p. 7). This mind-body connected practice is based on 
principles of Buddhism (Stevens, J 2001). It provides a strict spiritual code that ensures 
Samurai master mind and body through repetitive mind and body training (Cleary & Daidoji 
1999). This practice allows one to implement Zen trainings into daily life, thus favouring the 
intuitive, unconscious processing rather than conscious thinking (Takuan 2012). 
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contemporary world, mushin is incorporated into sports performance (Light 

2014; Light & Kentel 2015). However, the fundamental elements of No-Mind, 

flow and in the zone are consistent throughout cultures. Enabling the flow 

state of No-Mind allows trained techniques to be enacted quickly and without 

conscious thought, in whatever situation eventuates (Terayama 2003). It is 

an active state where one is ‘“unconsciously conscious” or “consciously 

unconscious”’ (Suzuki 1959, p. 95). 

 

D.T. Suzuki (1959) refers to Takuan’s33 letter where No-Mind is related to an 

‘“unknown power” that comes to one from nowhere and yet seems strong 

enough to possess the whole field of consciousness and make it work for the 

unknown’ (Suzuki 1959, p. 94). Here, Suzuki suggests the person’s No-Mind 

corresponds to the concept of the unconscious and differentiates between the 

swordsman’s and psychoanalyst’s unconscious, pointing out that the 

swordsman’s unconscious ‘is free from the notion of the self’ (Suzuki 1959, p. 

96). The lack of the sense of ego in No-Mind aligns with Csikszentmihalyi’s 

(1975) flow state and the athlete’s experience of being in the zone that, as 

discussed previously, involves intuitive processes which can be trained 

through mastering techniques involving spontaneity and repetition. 

 
33 Takuan (1573-1645) was a major figure in the history of mastering and refining the mind 
through Zen. He was a calligrapher, poet, adviser to Shogun and Samurai, gardener and a key 
figure in ‘[f]irmly establishing the unity of Zen and the sword’ (Wilson, WS 1986/2012, p. 
xvi). The Unfettered Mind (Takuan 2012) is Takuan’s influential manifesto that consists of 
advice for Yagyu Munenori, who was a great Samurai swordsman and rival to Miyamoto 
Musashi. It remains influential for later Zen swordsman and painters. 
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Rather than the more intellectual pursuits of Confucianism or philosophy 

(Suzuki 1959; Watts 1999), the Buddhist principle of Zen stressed the 

harmony of mind, body and technique to enable the practitioner to operate 

intuitively (Brown, B et al. 1982). It is a balancing and harmonising of energy 

known as Chi (or qi in Chinese, or ki in Japanese; Liao 2009), and comes with 

an enhanced and harmonious mind-body connection (Jahnke 2002). Mushin 

offers the opportunity to perfect mind and body where one can ‘go beyond 

the dualism of all forms of life and death, good and evil, being and non-being 

[which is] where all arts merge into Zen’ (Suzuki 1959, p. 94).   

 

In Zen Buddhism, the teachings encourage the practitioner to harness the 

powers of intuition present in any daily activity (Brown, B et al. 1982; Capra 

2010; Suzuki 1959; Watts 1999). Here, immediacy activates intuitive 

understanding without the need of language and bypasses the critical faculty 

where ‘there is no mediation of the intellect’ (Brown, B et al. 1982, p. xxiii). 

The various Zen schools have developed many techniques for attaining the 

intuitive moment, most of which favour the spontaneous experience. For 

example, Zen has a natural affinity with the art of calligraphy in that it 

liberates the practitioner from any concern for the outcome of the encounter 

(Bennett 2014), moving beyond normal judgemental parameters of likeness, 

into the blank-mind, creating with no concern of beauty or illustrative, 

narrative form. As Bennett (2014) explains it: ‘Ultimately, the calligrapher, 

the warrior and the monk share the intention of nullifying the ego in order to 

come closer to understanding the truth of being’ (p. 9).  
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For the painter (Sumi-e34 painters and calligraphers), the responsive material 

of ink and the easily-marked surface of paper or silk holds the cutting gesture 

of the brush in much the same ways as a cut of the sword can slice through 

the air. In painting, the idea is to make marks on paper in one breath, one 

motion, with no corrections. Just as in combat, one does not get a second 

chance with an opponent. Therefore, when slicing paper with brush and ink, 

or a combatant with a blade, the idea is of mastering, perfecting and 

intuitively making the right gestural stroke with the right mind-set at the 

right time (Terayama 2003). Attaining the correct state of mind is paramount 

in activating the body for maximum performance (Takuan 2012). 

 

Many Samurai swordsmen were also accomplished calligraphers, and 

wielded the paintbrush like the sword, producing many powerful and unique 

artworks that favoured the gestural mark rather than the copying of the 

correct form of Chinese characters (Terayama 2003). From the 1870s on, the 

‘artforms of poetry, calligraphy and painting became fused into one’ (Hariu 

1993, p. 29). John Stevens (2013), suggests in Sacred Calligraphy of the East, 

that calligraphy is the person and ‘indeed a painting of the mind’ (p. 143). 

Here, the focussed mind, connected with the body, using the difficult to 

control yet immensely pliant materials of ink and paper, allows a field to 

create the spontaneous mark. Known as the Heart Print (Hearn 2013, p. 13), 

this is a mark that essentially becomes as unique as a fingerprint because it is 

 
34 Sumi-e is ink wash painting practiced as an expression of Zen (Brown, B et al. 1982, p. 
xviii). 
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nuanced and revealing of the autobiographical marking characteristics of the 

painter (Stevens, J 2013). These paintings, done in one breath with one 

brushstroke and no corrections, capture the duration of spontaneous 

embodied gesture. Consequently, each mark is an explosive recording of a 

mind-body connection at any given time.  

 

Counter-intuitively, focussed awareness on one object excludes the greater 

reality that is simultaneously flowing around us (Neisser & Becklen 1975), 

which thereby creates limitations.35 The mind that does not stop to 

consciously dwell on anything is, therefore, the ideal that brings intuitive 

insights and internal knowing. With the attainment of the No-Mind state, it 

can be said that the mind is right and that delusion and subsequent ignorance 

can be avoided (Suzuki 1959; Takuan 2012) and a deep, profound internal 

peace begins to dominate.  

 

 

2.9 Yamaoka Tesshū: Embodied Mastery 
 

Yamaoka Tesshū (1836-1888) was one of the last Samurai (Malone 2015)36, 

whose life is an exemplar of mind and body being honed through daily rituals 

to perfect the No-Mind state (Anshin 2012; Stevens, J 2001). Tesshū strove 

 
35 See Takaun’s story of the tree (Takuan 2012, p. 7), where he discusses that if one’s 

awareness becomes fixed on one leaf, this causes one to miss the complete tree. However, if 
viewing the tree with No-Mind, nothing in the mind, then the whole tree becomes available. 
36 Tesshū unusually outlasted the end of the Samurai era after the transition from the 
Tokugawa Shogunate and worked as an advisor for Emperor Meiji (Anshin 2012; Stevens, J 
2001). 
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for the mastery of mind and body in all endeavours. Incorporating ancient 

techniques of mind-body training (some of which were generally forgotten in 

his lifetime), Tesshū revived traditional training methods to achieve an 

extraordinary mind-body connection.37 

 

The Samurai, like the modern-day athlete, learned the 10,000 techniques38 

required in combat through repetitive training of the mind-body connection 

so he could fluidly employ them automatically, that is, without conscious 

thinking. Tesshū (cited in Wilson, WS 2014) considered No-Mind and his 

concept of No-Sword as being similar: 

No-Sword is similar to what is called No-Mind, and what is called No-

Mind is the mind that does not stop. When the mind stops there is an 

opponent; when the mind does not stop, there is no opponent. Menicus 

said, “Ch’i is broad and expansive, and fills everything between heaven 

and earth.” And No-Opponent is the ultimate [attainment of this 

expression] (p. 192). 

What Tesshū references as No-Sword, No-Opponent and No-Mind refers to 

the uncluttered mind (Munenori 2012; Mushashi 1992; Takuan 2012), which 

 
37 From the Kamakura Period (1185-1333), Samurai training involved the combining of 
spiritual practice and practical technical training (Anshin 2012; Cleary & Daidoji 1999; 
Stevens, J 2001). Establishing his own sword school—the Sword of No-Sword (Stevens, J 
2001)— Tesshū taught and perfected the ancient skills where sword, mind and body unite 
and victory is possible through the mind. Lamenting the ‘flowery training’ (Anshin 2012, p. 
29 & 106) of the Shogunate period of relative peace, Tesshū strove for the more ruthless and 
demanding techniques of the pre-Tokugawa era, as espoused by, among others, Miyamoto 
Musashi (1584-1645) in his The Book of Five Rings (1992); Yagu Munenori (1571-1646), The 
Life Giving Sword (2012); and  Takuan Sōhō (1573-1645), The Unfettered Mind (2012). 
38 Musashi (1992) said, ‘From one thing, know ten thousand things’ (p. 21). The 10,000 
techniques is an expression used for a complete trained arsenal of techniques an elite 
warrior strives for, thus enabling mastery of mind-body connected training.   
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has similarities to the state of ‘being in the zone’, where all these states share 

no conscious interruption to the unconscious processes. It is a balancing of 

energies Hippocrates (1923, 1939) strove for in balancing the Four 

Humours.39 This is similar to what Traditional Chinese Medicine strives for 

with activating Ch’i40 to balance yin yang (Shu 2012), and in psychological 

terms it has affinities to Csikzentmihalyi’s (1975) flow state. When the 

dynamics of these are understood, it enables one to train and enhance one’s 

intuitive abilities in ways that cannot always be easily explained by words. 

 

For Tesshū, the sword and brush were his weapons of influence. He perfected 

the moves, techniques and characteristics of each, which manifested in his 

sword training skills, along with his calligraphy (Stevens, J 2001). As Tesshū 

commented: ‘I realised that the Ways of the sword, Zen and the brush are not 

separate paths but rather different functions of the one truth’ (Tesshū, cited 

in Terayama 2003, p. 14). For Samurai such as Tesshū, the sword and brush 

were not just tools, but rather a reflection and extension of themselves where 

‘the sword and Zen are one’ (Tesshū, cited in Wilson, WS 2014, p. 182). His 

confident, powerful calligraphic marking developed in tandem with advances 

in his mind mastery, as evidenced in Tiger and Dragon (Refer to Fig. 1), done 

after his enlightenment in 1880 (Anshin 2012; Stevens, J 2001, 2013).  

 
39 Hippocrates is considered the father of medicine (Suvajdžić et al. 2016) and used the 

balancing of energy and prevention strategies which opposes today’s intrusive system that 
splits the mind and body into separations, thus opposing Hippocrates intentions.  
40 Ch’i also spelt qi is the energy of a person; when the yin yang is balanced there is no 
illness; Ch’i can be activated or moderated to enhance this balance (Shu 2012). 



  69 

 

Fig. 1. Yamaoka Tesshū, Dragon and Tiger, 1880.  
Ink on paper, 135.5 x 58 cm each.  

From (Bennett & Moate 2014, p. 34). 

 

A progression can also be seen in his signature line-work, where he gained 

more confidence post-enlightenment (Sogen & Katsujō 1983; Stevens, J 

2001). This progression or mastery of line-work mirrors the mastery of mind 

and the consequent mind-body connection. This mastery is exemplified in the 

forceful, decisive brushstrokes made, where one can re-live the creation of 

the marks, envisioning the speed required to remove ink from the bristles in 

one breath, one brushstroke.41 This gives the viewer clues as to the gestural 

direction and order of construction (see Fig. 2). 

 
41 Calligraphy, when understood as an embodied process, as opposed to simply copying 
beautiful characters, is where the gestural marking becomes the focus, producing a line that 
essentially is an autobiographical mark as distinctive as a fingerprint.  
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Fig. 2. Yamaoka Tesshū, examples of signatures.  
Dates from left: 1873; 1881; 1886; 1888; A: made at 37 years of age; B: 45 years of 

age (after enlightenment experience in 1880); C: 50 years of age; D: 52 years of age. 
Photograph from (Bennett & Moate 2014, p. 7). 

 

To achieve these kinds of marks, the desired state is one beyond thinking, 

and into the realms of intuitive whispers. Imprinting and activating these 

mind-body connected markings within one’s own genetic potentials and 

dispositions can be enhanced through repetitive training. The material mark 

produced as a result of the evacuation the conscious self stores durations of 

mind-body embodied gesture.  
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2.10 Hitsuzendō 
 

Hitsuzendō is a modern form of Zen gestural painting that evolved from the 

work of Tesshū (Terayama 2003, p. 14), which favours unconscious 

processing42 and ‘is an endeavour in which the self is forgotten’ (Terayama 

2003, p. 14). Founded by Yokoyama Tenkai (1855-1966), Hitsuzendō is a 

‘practice to uncover one’s original self through the brush’ (Terayama 2003, p. 

14). Here embodied gesture meets material agency and favours the energy 

and vitality of an autobiographical gestural mark rather than the correct form 

or beautiful writing of a character (Terayama 2003), therefore becoming a 

poietic version of line marking.43 The quality of the Zen line depends upon 

the quality of the mind-body connection and, according to Terayama Tanchū, 

exceeds culture (Terayama 2003). The Zen line, the one-line painting, circular 

or straight (ensō, or mujimbō respectively), is used in Hitsuzendō to attain 

No-Mind, which subsequently allows further painting. That is, the process of 

marking is a ritual, or meditative technique, to align the mind-body process 

through gaining No-Mind before and during an enhanced performance 

(Sogen & Katsujō 1983). Just as Tesshū honed this No-Mind state throughout 

all aspects of his life, I found that it became a useful habit to apply throughout 

my life. Through a process of repetitive training, I focussed on the changing 

 
42 Hitsuzendō combines calligraphy and Zen trainings. ‘Hitsu is the brush that absorbs and 
projects the practitioner’s state of mind: Zen is to function wholeheartedly in the present 
time and place, free of all smallness of mind: and dō is the Way of continuous practice’ (Sogen 
& Katsujō 1983, p. 89). 
43 Sho in Japanese is Calligraphy. The Way of writing is known as Shodo (Sato & Roshi 2013), 
which favours the marking of writing characters. Over millennia, there has been a move 
away from Chinese characters. The main difference between standard and gestural 
calligraphy and Hitsuzendo is that Hitsuzendo favours the artist and material agency, valuing 
the energy and spirit of the spontaneous mark in line with the ideals of Gutai.  
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states of healing, where my mind achieved No-Opponent, thus releasing the 

hypnotic focus pain had internalised.  

 

In summary, the key elements of flow, in the zone and No-Mind share the 

same underlying functional structure. Obtaining these states requires: total 

involvement in an activity; focussed attention/concentration; a sense of 

control and agency in the outcome; clear and unambiguous rules and 

feedback; and an activity that is enjoyable in itself, and perhaps key is the 

unconscious delivery of that information and performance. All of these 

aspects were involved in my recovery process. And all have been included in 

my painting and drawing methodology.  

 

Taking the idea that the unconscious can be trained through repetitive, 

embodied gestures provides a model to translate my own process of recovery 

into a painting process. An important consideration is that conscious thought 

displaces the flow state. Attaining this No-Mind flow state was imperative for 

recovery, and is an important consideration in the translation of that state 

into the painting process. Key to these states is the smooth interaction of an 

enhanced mind-body connection produced from repetitive interaction of the 

mind and body. Therefore, embodied gestural marking becomes a major 

factor in both healing and painting. In the next section, I discuss how the 

notion of embodied gesture has been theorised within art practice. 
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2.11 Material Making  
 

This very act of communication displays a knowledge we cannot tell 

(Polanyi 1967, p. 5). 

 

Positioning art within Heidegger’s notion of poiesis, or creative making, 

Barbara Bolt (2004) links art to a dynamic relationship, or co-

production, where embodied gesture as well as materials, tools and 

ideas, create art as a revealing. This revealing occurs where the body’s 

movement ‘has the potential to become language and the work may take 

on a life of its own’ (p. 188). Bolt suggests ‘the work of art is this 

movement’ (p. 188), and the embodied performative process allows 

work to assert and reveal itself as a creative material ontology. Once 

revealed, the artwork offers the possibility of teaching the viewer in 

ways that go beyond linguistics and becomes a silent oracle that can be 

drawn upon through the viewer’s own perceptions, beliefs and sensory 

interpretations. Within this framework defined by the relationship of 

material process, ‘image making [can] be posited as a productive 

materiality’ (p. 168).   

 

The ‘engagement with tools, materials and ideas produces its own kind of 

sight’ (Bolt 2004, p. 187), which moves beyond mere representation. Here, 

painting the material properties of the marking medium becomes the 

artwork, rather than creating an illustrative, or representational picture. The 
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marks are the subject and essentially an autobiographical signature that is 

unique to that artist. In What Drawing and Painting Really Mean: The 

Phenomenology of Image and Gesture (2017), Paul Crowther asserts that art 

as mimesis is not the same as art about painting and drawing as 

autobiography. The difference is that the conflation of material and gesture 

creates a unique mark, rather than a derivative image of something known. 

Here, the idea of poiesis becomes aligned with Crowther’s assertion that the 

gestural material making can become a thing unto itself. 

 

Gesture is informed by and gives clues to the size of the artist’s body, the 

speed and the power of each mark made. It aligns with the dialogue of 

drawing as a direct marking. Each mark is unique and can be read like a 

fingerprint of the artist’s gesture. This unique, nuanced mark made by a 

person can be likened to the ‘Heart Print’ (Hearn 2013, p. 13) of gestural 

calligraphy (as discussed above). This is where a line is made in one breath, 

one movement, with no corrections, leaving a true autobiographical record of 

that person, in that duration of marking (Terayama 2003).   

 

James Elkins explores the notion of the studio as a place of establishing and 

exploring this creative material ontology by relating it to alchemy in his book 

What Painting Is: How to Think about Oil Painting, Using the Language of 

Alchemy (1999), in which he describes this process as being about the act of 

painting, rather than the paintings themselves.  
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Alchemy is the art that knows how to make a substance no formula can 

describe. And it knows the particular turmoil of thoughts that finds 

expression in colors. Alchemy is the old science of struggling with 

materials, and not quite understanding what is happening: exactly as 

Monet did, and as every painter does each day in the studio (Elkins 

1999, p. 19). 

Elkin’s idea of the alchemical process as conflating disparate elements to 

produce a new form is an important idea for this research. As I am taking key 

elements from my recovery process and turning them into painterly-

procedural verbs, my gestural marking process is essentially set from the 

mind-body contextual research. Recovery is a transformation, and so are the 

alchemical transformations of the studio. Here, the embodied gesture 

combines with the material agency to create new forms in artworks.  

 

The process of alchemy—the ‘struggling with materials’ (Elkins 1999, p. 19) 

as one does when recovering from injury—is a key factor in the painting 

process that utilises gesture and material properties in a co-production, 

whereby each influences the other. As the combination means that neither 

can be controlled totally during this struggle, the outcome of the resultant 

painting itself is altered due to this conflation. This type of painting aligns 

with the marks made from this process being the subject as it is essentially 

capturing durations of mind-body connected lines, in a topography that 

forms throughout the process.  
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Paul Crowther (2017) extends Elkins’ ideas. He suggests there is a ‘gestural 

and material subconscious’ (Crowther 2017, p. 2) to the intrinsic meanings of 

painting and drawing that lingers from antiquity and activates intuitive 

responses in both the maker and viewer. The idea of gaining new knowledge 

through painting that is beyond the need of linguistic explanations also 

moves into the world that Paul Carter (2004) writes about in his book 

Material Thinking, where new knowledge occurs after the studio exploration 

done with embodied gesture and materials of marking.  

 

In this chapter, I have sought to understand the mind and unconscious, 

intuitive processes that contribute to the ‘in the zone’, ‘No-Mind’ and ‘flow 

state’ that underpinned my recovery. Hebb’s Rule of brain neuroplasticity, 

along with Damasio’s understanding of the mind, gives insight into the 

process of recovery at the fundamental levels. Brain wiring and mind-

mapping are the processes that show how the intangible mind makes 

physical matter in the body. This is a highly intuitive, largely unconscious 

process that can be trained. The mind-body connection is key to this. Artists 

such as Tesshū provide a guide for training the unconscious, tacit knowledge 

toward greater performance, and demonstrate how a disciplined, repetitive 

process can be enhanced in life, martial arts and painting. 

 

In the next chapter—Artistic Context—I examine artists who utilise embodied 

gesture in their working methodology. Here, the flow state and Zen No-Mind 

become key working parameters, not only framing the working method for 
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the creation of art within this project, but also the guiding parameter for the 

art contextual field.   
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CHAPTER 3: ARTISTIC CONTEXT  

 

Painting […] has to do more intimately with the act itself: the muscles that 

burn after repeated gestures, the thin sweat of constant activity, the 

rubbing and caressing of paint against paint. The studio comes before art 

history: at first painting is the illicit scene, and only later a story told 

about it (Elkins 1999, p. 161).  

 

In this chapter, I explore artistic movements that utilise embodied gestural 

mark-making as a central methodology. From these movements, I look 

toward particular artists and their individual practices and methodologies to 

gain insight: Kazuo Shiraga as the key exemplar for the agency painters 

where embodied gesture and material properties combine to form an 

artwork; Willem de Kooning as an exemplar for illustrating how a repetitive, 

unconscious mind-body connected painting method imprints the artist’s 

neurological and psychological being, even when the mind suffers a cognitive 

decline; Hans Hartung as a guide for how a physical restriction can produce a 

creative impetus to expand an established art practice; and Takesada 

Matsutani as a guide for how to incorporate the restriction of limited 

elements of material and gestural parameters into the creative process of 

making artwork.  
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3.1 The Contextual Field 
 

As pain and recovery are embodied phenomena, gestural marking directly 

involving the body becomes an important differentiating element to narrow 

the selection of artists away from indirect, mechanical or digital art. Intuitive 

embodied mark-making has a long history (Crowther 2017; Damasio 2012; 

Evans 2003; Greenberg 1960). This existed long before Jackson Pollock was 

credited with breaking through with a new radical form of painting (see 

Auping 1987, p. 153) by taking the canvas off the easel (Greenberg 1948) in 

mid-twentieth-century American Abstraction. For example, there were 

unclassifiable painters known as the Untrammelled painters in the Tang 

Dynasty (618-907; Lachman 1992) who used flung, dripped and smeared 

marking techniques44 applied to silk and paper on the floor, or pinned to a 

wall. This style of embodied process-driven mark-making45  is in the 

 
44 For example, Wang Mo (known as Ink Wang), was using emotive, free embodied gestural 
abstraction where Wang would ‘splatter ink […] kick at it, or smear it with his hand […] 
sweep his brush about or scrub with it’ (Soper 1958, p. 228), ‘sometimes would even soak 
his topknot in ink, and then drunkenly butt his head on a scroll’ (Lachman 1992, p. 501).  
45 The gestural prowess of an artist is exemplified in the energetic, full-forced actions of 
Richard Serra throwing molten lead like a baseball pitcher (see Auping 1987, p. 152); or 
Georges Mathieu in mid-air extension with both feet off the ground whilst using a long brush 
to hurl lumps of paint like a catapult (See Georges Mathieu website - https://georges-
mathieu.fr/en/); or Jackson Pollock flinging paint from his paintbrush (see Auping 1987, p. 
153); wrestling material in the form of Gerhard Richter scraping, dragging and forcing his 
will upon a resistant surface of oil paint (Mark & Serota 2011); Jules Olitski hand painting, 
moulding a textured topography out of mounds of acrylic paint (Olitski, Rose & Grimley 
2014, p. 6); Arnulf Rainer’s clawing, desperate markings, where each addition changes the 
whole form of the surface (Rainer 1981; Rainer & Fuchs 1989, 2000; Rainer, Gachnang & 
Dupin 1985). Matthew Barney’s (2005) Drawing Restraint series incorporates determined 
impediments to create gestural marks at the physical boundaries of his embodied power. 
Particularly, Gerhard Richter’s physically demanding process involves full-bodied wrestling 
of the Perspex squeegee across the often large-scale surfaces, where each passing becomes a 
wholesale redistribution of the painted medium that is compressed and reformed into new 
confabulations (Gerhard Richter Painting 2012). These performative actions remain 
evidenced in the compositions of their artwork as tell-tale signs of the process of creation. 
Knowing when to stop becomes an issue as each continuation of the process essentially 
forms a new painting.  
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language of material and artist agency, rather than any likeness to an existing 

form. I explore artists belonging to the group of post-war Abstractionists. 

Although these artists vary in their direct marking methods, they share in 

common the generation of works which become a painterly record of the 

material process of their production.   

 

The painters relevant for this research replace realism or even abstraction 

from realism with a gestural marking sequence, captured in the marking 

material that becomes the subject itself. It is a temporal rendering of 

durations of line making, which becomes embodied gesture caught in 

material. Artistic movements working in this vein include Action Painting in 

America, Art Informel in France and Gutai in Japan. In recent years there has 

been a resurgence of exhibitions46 featuring art by the Gutai artists such as 

Shiraga; Art Informel artists Georges Mathieu, Hans Hartung (particularly 

since his death and the establishment of his Foundation) and Pierre Soulages; 

along with Action Painters such as Jackson Pollock and Willem de Kooning. 

Consequently, these post-war art movements can be viewed without the 

cultural baggage of the time, so now, over half a century later, the artworks 

can be evaluated in more artistic terms (Tiampo 2011).  

 

 
46 For examples see, Gutai: Splendid Playground at the Guggenheim Museum (Tiampo & 
Munroe 2013); Between Action and the Unknown: The Art of Kazuo Shiraga and Sadamasa 
Montonaga Dallas Museum of Art February 8-July 19 2015 (Ritter 2015b); Kazuo Shiraga, 
Axel Vervoordt and Dominique Levy Galleries (Kawasaki et al. 2015); Hans Hartung: In the 
Beginning was Lightning (Barzel & Isnardi 2007); Matsutana at the Pompidou Centre 
Takesada Matsutani 26 June-23 September 2019 (Macel et al. 2019). 
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Action Painting was a term defined by Harold Rosenberg in 1952. This term 

was used to describe a sub-group of the Abstract Expressionists who used 

energetic brushstrokes to create a gestural event on the arena of the canvas.  

Rosenberg and Greenberg’s rivalry (Macadam 2007) 47 led to Rosenberg 

using the term to counter Greenberg’s formalistic reading of the work of 

artists such as Jackson Pollock, which focused on the end-product, rather 

than the process of creation. Rosenberg (1952) characterised Action Painting 

thus: 

At a certain moment the canvas began to appear to one American 

painter after another as an arena in which to act—rather than as a space 

in which to reproduce, re-design, analyse, or “express” an object, actual 

or imagined. What was to go onto the canvas was not a picture but an 

event. The painter no longer approached his easel with an image in 

mind; he went up to it with material in front of him. The image would be 

the result of this encounter (p. 22).  

 

Art Informel was a post-war movement that produced intuitive, expressive 

gestural artworks that moved away from geometric abstraction. It included 

the sub-movements of lyrical abstraction, which is credited to Georges 

Mathieu (Ferrier 1989; Lombard 2016), matter painting and tachisme (which 

 
47 For a more complete understanding of Greenberg’s evolving approach see his collected 
writings (Greenberg & Morgan 2003; O'Brian 1986) and in particular Avant-Garde and Kitsch 
(Greenberg 1939); The Crisis of the Easel Picture (Greenberg 1948); Modernist Painting 
(Greenberg 1960); After Abstract Expressionism (Greenberg 1962); Post-painterly Abstraction 
(Greenberg 1964); Modern and Post-modern (Greenberg 1980); with his most pointed attack 
on Rosenberg in How Art Writing Earns Its Bad Name (Greenberg 1963). Rosenberg’s 
writings are exemplified in The American Action Painters (Rosenberg 1952); and also in his 
response to Greenberg in essays such as Action Painting: A Decade of Distortion in 1962. 
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is derived from tache, which means ‘stain’). Hans Hartung (Barzel 2006b) and 

Pierre Soulages (Black light: Pierre Soulages 1997/1998; Yau, Badiou & 

Obrist 2014), were key members of the group which is considered the 

European version of Action Painting (Ferrier 1989).  

 

Gutai is a largely forgotten, or even a lesser-known perceived derivative of 

American Abstract Expressionism, or French Art Informel (Fontanella 2012; 

Tiampo 2011). The leader of  the five founding artists, Yoshihara Jiro (1956), 

outlined Gutai’s ideals in the 1956 Gutai Manifesto that states in part: 

In Gutai art the human spirit and matter shake hands with each other 

while keeping their distance. Matter never compromises itself with the 

spirit; the spirit never dominates matter. When matter remains intact 

and exposes its characteristics, it starts telling a story and even cries 

out. To make the fullest use of matter is to make use of the spirit. By 

enhancing the spirit, matter is brought to the height of the spirit (p. 18). 

Gu signifies ‘tool’ or ‘means’, tai signifies ‘body’ or ‘substance’ (Monroe 2013, 

p. 143) and Gutai artists explored the reciprocity between embodied gesture 

and matter. Yoshihara described their aims thus: 

We thought at the time—and still do—that the greatest legacy of 

abstract art is the opening of an opportunity to depart from naturalistic 

and illusionistic art and create a new autonomous space, a space that 

truly deserves the name of art (Yoshihara 1956). 

It is this Gutai spirit that aligns closest with the poiesis—the creative 

embodied gestural making—that I initiated in my recovery. Therefore, the 
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embodied gesture, the human touch and unconscious creation that this type 

of art utilises became a core element to explore. For the purposes of my 

project, four gestural artists have emerged as key influences: Kazuo Shiraga; 

Willem de Kooning; Hans Hartung and Takesada Matsutani. 

 

3.1.1 Kazuo Shiraga: Wrestling Material 
 

Kazuo Shiraga (1924-2008) represents the key exemplar of poiesis in action 

within agency painting. The result is a variably textured surface that shows 

the process in action—wrestling; effort; mastery—in which both the artist’s 

body and material have input. As a dominant figure in Gutai, Shiraga is most 

famous for his direct touch, where he used feet and hands to move the matter 

of oil paint around a surface, replacing any intermediary application tools 

such as a brush. Shiraga’s method required the physical struggle of moving 

matter. Initially gaining fame for his artwork of Challenging Mud (1955; see 

Fig. 3), where he added concrete into the mud and wrestled it into a new 

form (Ritter 2015a), Shiraga proved to be an influential force within Gutai.  
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Fig. 3. Kazuo Shiraga, Challenging Mud, 1955.  
Photograph Courtesy: Amagasaki Cultural Foundation  

 

Shiraga’s working methodology is perhaps the purest form of Action Painting 

(Rosenberg 1952), where he saw the canvas as an arena to have an encounter 

with the material of paint, resulting in an image as a testament of that 

embodied process. Hanging from a rope (see Kawasaki et al. 2015; Ritter 

2015b; Tiampo & Munroe 2013) and using his feet to smear and move 

material through what is a direct and powerful marking technique, Shiraga 
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creates forms through frustrating, or even by-passing habitual and 

traditional ideas of painting with a paint brush (see Fig. 4). Shiraga’s reliance 

on painting on the floor offers another element which highlights the 

physicality and spontaneity of the creative act even more because he used his 

body directly as a gestural marking implement. Shiraga felt that by using his 

feet and looking up while marking he activated unconscious processes, thus 

making the most ‘automatic works’ (Koichi 2015, p. 19)48 which assisted in 

his desire to remove formal composition. 

 

Fig. 4. Kazuo Shiraga, In His Studio, 1963.  
Photograph Courtesy: Amagasaki Cultural Foundation 

 

 
48 See interview with Shiraga (Ritter 2015b, p. 129) where he discusses his working 
methodology and historical evolution of his body of work, including his desire to remove 
composition through gestural painting. 
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Here, the resulting surface is a smooth foot gesture of compression and 

release, marked, or rather shaped, through speed and body weight providing 

the impetus for the gestural stretching of material across a canvas surface.  

 

Shiraga was a Buddhist Monk (Kunimoto 2015) and calligrapher who, in the 

spirit of generations before, used his spiritual rituals as the basis for his art 

practice (Pacquement 2015). He conflated Western expressionism and 

Eastern mysticism to ‘bring together body and mind, energy and meditation’ 

(Pacquement 2015, p. 11) to process trauma through embodied gesture. 

Gutai proved a fertile ground for Shiraga to incorporate his many influences, 

such as the horrors of war and the injuries created at spiritual festivals where 

his family’s kimono shop became a type of improvised hospital to treat 

people:   

I thought there was a fascinating beauty about seeing red blood 

streaming over the door board and dripping slowly down from a 

powerless dangling arm […] The experience of the bloody djanjiri49 in 

my childhood still exerts a strong influence on my art. I think my foot 

paintings totally express this influence (Shiraga, cited in Tiampo 2015, p. 

21).  

Shiraga wanted his work to ‘have the impact of a blow’ (Shiraga, cited in Levy 

2015, p. 7). This is what I felt when I first encountered the speed and 

physicality of one of his red paintings. Shiraga preferred the use of Crimson 

 
49 Djanjiri is an ancient harvest festival that carries 300 years of tradition and often creates 
injury as the culmination of the concentration of people pulling a purpose-built 4-tonne cart. 
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Lake oil paint (Hirai 2015, p. 27), his favourite colour (Ritter 2015a), which 

has an unsettling suggestion of coagulating blood. Ming Tiampo (2015) 

writes that Shiraga’s use of red pigment is ‘too visceral, too uncomfortably 

evocative to remain in the realm of mimesis’ (p. 21). I agree that the power in 

these paintings is a result of a creative act, or partnership between artist-

spirit and material-spirit, produced in the true spirit of Gutai. His red 

paintings, such as Untitled of 1964 (see Fig. 5), show the importance of 

palette and gesture. The purely restricted colour palette highlights the 

embodied gesture that made each painting.  

 

Fig. 5. Kazuo Shiraga, Untitled, 1964.  
Oil on canvas, 162 x 131 cm Private Collection.  

Photograph Courtesy Sotheby’s, New York.  
© The Estate of Kazuo Shiraga. 
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Shiraga stated that the ‘shadow extracted from within yourself should 

become the capital for creating your next stage’ (Shiraga 1956, p. 280). 

Bringing this idea of ‘extending the shadow within’ into my studio 

experimentation, offered the possibility of creating without the bristles 

of the brush acting as an intermediary filter that lessens the direct 

touch. Similarly, the unconscious, intuitive physicality of unifying 

gesture and material can be seen in Shiraga’s paintings, where the oil 

paint has a textured presence and, in the end, helps define the result as 

its material agency influences artist agency. In this vein, I also 

experiment with methods to remove layers of dissociation that brushes 

create.  

 

3.1.2 Willem de Kooning: Literally No-Mind Painting  
 

When, in his final pictures, the light flickers or a trace wavers, we regard 

such uncertainties or hesitations with amazement rather than dismay, for 

they are the most reliable signals we are ever likely to receive of a superior 

aesthetic intelligence exploring the furthest limits of consciousness itself 

(Storr 1997, para. 12). 

 

Willem de Kooning (1904-1997) was a preeminent figure in Abstract 

Expressionism. His career included many surprising turns and eventually 

paralleled his physical condition, where back problems from 1982 (Zilczer 

2014, p. 227) and Alzheimer’s Disease became more apparent in his later 
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years (Fraser 1998). This coincided with an emptying of the canvas, as his 

mind emptied of cognitive ability.  

 

Although Alzheimer’s Disease impacted his paintings, evidence of his tacit 

knowledge remains in his line-work and draughting within these late 

paintings of the 1980s that mirror the structure of his earlier works from the 

1940s. Even after his brain had reduced in cognitive ability, Robert Storr 

(1997) suggests that de Kooning’s loss of memory had ‘no significant effect 

on his technical mastery’ (para. 9). For de Kooning, Alzheimer’s Disease, 

could be seen as the greatest frustration of consciousness, resulting in an 

intuitive, embodied gesture that evidences a well-trained mind-body 

connection over decades. 

 

Thomas Hess claims that ‘[t]here is a brain in the hand which, while drawing, 

will criticize, invent, erase—think new thoughts’ (Thomas Hess, cited in Storr 

1997, para. 9). This statement mirrors Kontos’ (2003, 2004, 2005, 2012)50 

notion of embodied selfhood and can be seen at play in Alzheimer’s Disease 

because the body is a way Alzheimer’s patients continue to engage with the 

 
50 Kontos (2003) redefines agency through merging Merleau-Ponty’s (1958/2002) 
phenomenological derived sense of self with Bourdieu’s (1977) socially constructed form of 
self. According to Kontos, Merleau-Ponty bridges intellectualism (which assumes the mind 
gives meaning), and empiricism (which makes perception physiological) and summarises 
Merleau-Ponty as asserting that perception is ‘neither purely physiological and automatic 
nor purely psychological and reflective’ (Kontos 2003, p. 161). Bourdieu explains that the 
individual’s understandings, locate the body in habitus, which is shaped through culture and 
societal status (Bourdieu 1990), and are both largely unconscious processes. For Kontos and 
embodied selfhood, the body is an ‘active, communicative agent, imbued with its own 
wisdom, intentionality, and purposefulness, separate and distinct from cognition’ (Kontos 
2005, p. 558). This mirrors my experience of a trained mind-body connection bringing its 
own unconscious knowing. 
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world despite their cognitive decline. Kontos views the body as a 

fundamental source of selfhood that does not derive its agency from a 

cognitive source of knowledge, but rather through instinctual and tacitly 

trained knowledge. De Kooning’s late works show that an art output can be 

possible when ‘he would mine a lifetime of studio experience to craft a new 

process grounded in his graphic sensibility’ (Zilczer 2014, p. 227). It also 

illustrates how a trained mind-body connection can continue operating when 

not aware of Self in the traditional cognitive sense. 

Age and sickness debilitate, but they are also catalysts. […] Thus, while 

the forfeiture of strength is implicit in the human condition, so too is 

their constant metamorphosis (Storr 1995, p. 51). 

In 1986, a few years before de Kooning’s death, Conrad Fried filmed de 

Kooning at work and shows he was still employing techniques he had used 

for years (Prather 1994). It cannot be definitively known exactly how much 

Alzheimer’s contributed to the aging decline of his capacities (Siegal 2001). 

Given de Kooning’s earlier predisposition to disrupt easy, or normal habits 

(Waldman 1988), these late works could also be seen as an adaption to a new 

and evolving set of creative parameters (Siegal 2001). 

 

In his catalogue essay ‘Willem de Kooning: Painting’s Potential’, Richard Shiff 

(1997) wrote of how de Kooning ‘often expressed his delight in the aesthetics 

of instability’ (p. 7) and further described his method as ‘distracted’ (p. 7). 

Shiff was indicating how de Kooning intentionally and methodologically 

included the meandering journey of intuitive ideas that become part of the 
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painting, thus never returning to the source image. This is akin to Ingold’s 

(2007) idea of the wayfaring line that requires one to slow experience and 

dwell in the reflections of a moment.  

  

De Kooning was an artist who worked without a plan (Stevens, M & Swan 

2016), making no hierarchical differentiation between painting and drawing 

(Marshall 1999). Instead, de Kooning relied more on ‘a mentality and an 

appropriate procedure’ (Shiff 1997, p. 11), which became immersed in the 

material qualities once the painting began, rather than representative 

illusion. With a method that ‘refuses to be pinned down’ (Burgi 2005, p. 28), 

he largely abstracted from life—figures, landscape and reflections on the 

water—to begin a painting. Yet, particularly with his black and white (see Fig. 

6) earlier series (Elderfield 2011b), along with his last works (see Fig. 7; 

Elderfield 2011a, 2011c, 2011d; Shiff 1997; Siegal 2001), he largely created, 

rather than copied from projections or traces of other drawings.  

 

De Kooning told his wife Elaine ‘you should paint every stroke as though it 

was your last’ (Storr 1997, para. 6), and this is evidenced in his urgent, 

authentic, frenetic brushwork. In his late works, de Kooning shows his 

ultimate ‘No-Mind’, by retaining the same structure after his cognitive decline 

and memory loss. This consistency in structural marking is a consequence of 

a highly trained mind-body connection. 
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Fig. 6. Willem de Kooning, © ARS, NY, Untitled, 1948/49. Oil and enamel on paper 
mounted on composition board, 36 ¼ x 48 ¾ in. (92.1 x 123.8 cm), without frame. 
Not inscribed on recto; inscribed: verso: “de Kooning” (upper left in black crayon). 

Gift from the Mary and Earle Ludgin Collection, 1981.260. The Art Institute of 
Chicago. Photograph: The Art Institute of Chicago/ Art Resource, NY. 

© The Willem de Kooning Foundation, New York/ARS. Copyright Agency, 2020. 

 

 

Fig. 7. Willem de Kooning, Untitled II, 1983. 
 Oil on canvas, 70 x 80 in. (177.8 x 203.2 cm).  

San Francisco Museum of Modern Art, Fractional gift of Mimi and Peter Haas.  
© The Willem de Kooning Foundation, New York/ARS. Copyright Agency, 2020. 

Photograph: Courtesy of SFMOMA. 
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Storr (1997) uses an interesting choice of words for describing de Kooning’s 

tendency to constantly rework his paintings through scraping, adding and 

altering lines (Elderfield 2011c; Shiff 1987; Storr 1997). Storr terms each 

correction as ‘rephrasing’ (Storr 1997, para. 7), which is entirely in tune with 

the idea of a creative making, or poiesis. Likewise, Elizabeth Murray (cited in 

Siegal 2001) comments about de Kooning’s late paintings: 

What I really admire is the way they soar beyond thought. The beauty of 

the paint pouring across spaces, the way the line dips and swirls, was 

just amazing. That he had the ability in his body despite a growing 

darkness in his mind is amazing; I don’t mean to say that he was 

working on sheer instinct or habit—he went somewhere else, into some 

other mentality that could also feel (p. 33). 

His work is ‘more a tactile exploration than a visual one’ (Shiff 1997, p. 12) 

and his late works show a newfound ‘nearly miraculous recovery of focus and 

ambition’ (Storr 1997, para. 5). This occurred as his health temporarily 

improved after finding sobriety late in life. De Kooning inspires me to re-

focus upon the key elements of my painting, and similarly move beyond 

conscious awareness whilst exploring the tactile and kinaesthetic qualities of 

both embodied artistic and material agency. I see de Kooning as an exemplar 

of intuitive, kinaesthetic, No-Mind painting. As such, the idea of tacitly 

training the unconscious through repetitive gesture, within limited 

parameters, along with selecting materials to enhance the kinaesthetic 

agentic inputs, influences the model for developing the painting process 

within this project.   
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3.2 Restriction that Expands 
 

When considering how injury and pain cause a restriction in life, I look 

toward two artists who use restriction—one involuntary and the other self-

imposed—within their oeuvre. The first is Hans Hartung, who had to adjust 

his gestural process firstly after losing a leg in WWII, and then after being 

restricted in a wheelchair later in life. A second method of employing 

restriction can be seen in the work of Takesada Matsutani, who deliberately 

limits the number of elemental inputs into his process and performance-

driven painting methodology. Both provide useful insights that have helped 

stimulate the idea of restriction as something that can, at the same time, 

expand options.  

 

3.2.1 Hans Hartung: Restriction that Expands 
 

Hans Hartung (1904-1989) was a French-German artist whose artistic career 

began in Dresden in the 1920s and continued until death in 1989. Hartung is 

an exemplar of how an artist and artistic practice can respond to the 

restriction of injury and develop an expansive methodology (Barzel & Isnardi 

2007; Gatel & Lutanie 2018; Pontegnie 2006). Known for a long career of 

gestural painting, and as a leading figure in Lyrical Abstraction (Ferrier 1989; 

Kaiser 2006), Hartung had to re-invent himself, initially after losing a leg 

fighting the Nazis in WWII, and later, after a stroke in old age confined him to 

a wheelchair. Positioned like a feeble king on a throne, his confinement to a 

wheelchair provoked a creative shift, as he replaced implements such as 
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garden rakes and tree branches, which required a full-bodied gesture, with a 

smaller wrist gesture using a spray gun (see Fig. 8). This, paradoxically, 

resulted in an expansion of his mark-making abilities. The outcome was what 

I consider some of Hartung’s most important work, done on a heroic scale.  

 

Fig. 8. Hans Hartung in his studio, Antibes, 1989.  
© Hartung-Bergman Foundation. 

Screenshot of Hartung 1989, Hartung-Bergman Foundation archives. 

 

While Hartung’s oeuvre developed from figurative, landscape and abstract 

influences, it is important to note that he ‘had no interest in either 

abstraction or representation’ (Barzel 2006b, p. 22). Hartung’s central 

concerns regarded capturing energy (Kaiser 2006; Mundy 2006; Poirier 

2018; Welchman 2006) and were further expanded by his interest in space—

internal space; that which engulfs humanity; and that of the universe (Barzel 

2006b, p. 22). Hartung ‘wanted to feel part of the forces that run through 
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nature’  (Hartung, cited in Barzel 2006a, p. 100), and was interested in the 

alchemic transformation that derives order from chaos. From his childhood 

until his last paintings in a wheelchair, Hartung used gestural, embodied 

agency as a core strategy of his artistic creation to explore these themes. As 

such, his paintings are a method of giving form to the unseen, formless forces 

that surround us by channelling it through his body, to be recorded in paint. 

 

Hartung’s interest in energy can be traced to his coping mechanism 

developed as a child to deal with his family’s phobia of storms, where he 

quickly sketched the form of lightning, before the thunderclap (Welchman 

2006). Additionally, Barzel (2006b) suggests:  

His output was created by a thunderbolt, as suddenly as its blinding 

flash. Every line, every brushstroke, every drip of ink forms a syllable in 

the intricate syntax he used in his urgent desire to create a sign of our 

existence on Earth. Nothing is narrative, nothing is descriptive. It is a 

form of action painting (p. 22). 

Examining his earlier drawings such as Untitled from 1935 (see Fig. 9) and 

his late spray paintings such as HH, T1987-H4 from 1987 (see Fig. 10), 

Hartung’s spray works show a draughting structure he had been developing 

all his life. 
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Fig. 9. Hans Hartung, Untitled, 1935. Graphite on paper, 49 x 65 cm.   
Collection Hartung-Bergman Foundation. 

Photograph © Hartung-Bergman Foundation. 

 

 

Fig. 10. Hans Hartung, HH, T1987-H4, 1987. 
(Right Hand Panel of the Diptych T1987-H3 T1987-H4, 1987. Acrylic on canvas,  

180 x 360 cm). Acrylic on canvas, 180 x 180 cm.   
Collection Hartung-Bergman Foundation.  

Photograph © Hartung-Bergman Foundation. 
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The restriction of the wheelchair allowed a creative opportunity to expand 

his authentic mark, as a freer, looser and larger mark became possible with a 

smaller wrist gesture. The drawing gesture with a pencil and the wrist 

gesture with the spray gun are closely aligned. This is evidenced in the 

pictures above. Hartung goes full-circle in gesture. His early drawings of the 

1920s, through to his last work seated in a wheelchair, show an easy 

spontaneity. It reveals a fast, purposeful wrist-dominant gesture to quickly 

make the marks, the difference being that the use of spray gun turns that 

wrist gesture into an enormous, spontaneous, free-flowing mark which is 

more life-sized.  

 

Remarkably, the restriction of the wheelchair meant the ultimate mark 

became largely dependent on the pressure of the nozzle and distance from 

the canvas. Layering, colouring and gesture remain as silent witnesses to a 

mind-body training, which, created with speed and ease (as with Zen No-

Mind), allowed both the embodied and material agency to reign. The 

verticality of the surface is highlighted as the gravity-affected pull leaves a 

trail of historic rendering in the paint-runs. Dribbles and over-spray give 

further clues to the nozzle and distance of the canvas from his hand. The 

speed and effort, or effortlessness, of each darker line made over the usually 

lighter ground evidence Hartung’s life training of mind-body connection. 

Hartung’s restriction of wheelchair and process expanded not only his 

creativity but also his gestural abilities. This encouraged me to include the 
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idea of restriction expanding an artistic practice by using limited elements 

from my recovery process, and my inversion machine (see Fig. 19, p. 121). 

 

3.2.2 Takesada Matsutani: Poiesis with Restricted Parameters 
 

To make something is proof of life, but that must be more than a daily 

routine. To face a material, grapple with it, collaborate with it, and see in 

the outcome solid, tangible, proof of one’s own existence; it is for this 

reason Matsutani continues his work (Yamanashi 2019, p. 201). 

 

Takesada Matsutani (b. 1937) is an exemplar of how to utilise a restricted 

number of elements in one’s painting process to create artwork that 

transforms the purity of material through artist embodied gestural agency. 

Matsutani’s ethos involves ‘introducing materials in their pure form and 

transforming their properties to produce paintings’ (Yamanashi 2019, p. 

191). As a ‘second generation’ Gutai member (Hauser & Wirth 2019), 

Matsutani began with action painting in the 1960s using the properties of 

glue and breath and continues through to today with energetic, embodied 

gestural works that conflate material and gestural elements in process-

driven art. Generally employing a ritualistic, repetitive, meditative embodied 

process with pencil and paper, or ink-block and stone, Matsutani uses these 

restrictions to expand his mark-making repertoire and overall artistic 

practice which ‘provides a great field of exploration to metamorphosis’ 

(Peyre 2019, p. 161).  
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Matsutani was forced to live as a ‘shut-in, confined to his bed’ (Macel 2019, p. 

29) for 8 years due to a battle with tuberculosis. Here, he began his artworks 

with the materials and gesture available. After recovery, the glue and breath 

works have allowed his initial recognition and inclusion into the Gutai group, 

and it is a continuing part of his body of work. The breath is an injection of qi 

into each painting (Jean-Michel Bouhours, cited in Douniaux 2019), from the 

tuberculosis-scarred lungs. His artistic career started and was influenced by 

illness, which forced a restriction upon his life. His response to economic 

restriction early in his career became an exploratory asset, which maintains 

the purity of the basic elementary materials of pencil and paper. Matsutani 

used meditative, repetitive gesture to produce art that diarises time ‘like 

geographical strata conveying eons of history’ (Yamanashi 2019, p. 200) 

through ‘a primal physical action that is easy for those living in advanced, 

industrialised societies to forget’ (Yamanashi 2019, p. 193). The idea of 

maintaining and enhancing the transformation of matter through embodied 

gesture aligns with Crowther and Bolt’s material making, Elkin’s idea of 

studio alchemy and the Gutai notion of artist and material spirit shaking 

hands in mutual respect.  

 

The stills below (Fig. 11 and Fig. 12) show his embodied, performative 

creative methodology, employing a few elements. In this instance, he used a 

block of stone, a dripping hessian bag filled with water, an ink block, and his 

own body agency.  
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Fig. 11. Takesada Matsutani, Stream, Konshi House, 2001.  
© Takesada Matsutani. Courtesy of the artist and Hauser & Wirth.  

Photograph: Jun Arao. 

 

 

Fig. 12. Takesada Matsutani, Performance by Takesada Matsutani, 17 May 2001 
From ‘Takesada Matsutani A Matrix’, Hauser & Wirth, London, UK, 18 May – 27 July 

2013. Stream, Sumi ink, canvas bag with water, Somerset stone and canvas,  
430 x 238 x218 cm. 

© Takesada Matsutani. Courtesy of the artist and Hauser & Wirth. 
Photograph: Guilhelm Alandr. 
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A commentary for the work could be: On a blank white sheet of paper 

positioned in the middle of the floor lies a shaped stone, taller than it is wide, 

two sides honed, with the top being irregular and worn. Above that is a 

suspended hessian bag full of water that begins dripping on the block. A 

figure walks into the room, onto the paper, kneels on one knee, and begins to 

grind his ink block with one hand, onto the rock’s top surface. As the rubbing 

continues, the ink block begins to be ground, with the powdered pigment 

combining with water dripping from the bag above to become an ink. The 

artist continues his ritualistic grinding of the ink block, and the water 

continues its regular dripping. As the gesture and material are combined, the 

volume of the ink begins to flow. Meditative, embodied gesture combines 

with the developing material flow to spill over the stone’s surface, finding its 

own direction down the side of the stone. It initially flows into a point on the 

paper, and also begins to find its own direction as a line across the paper 

develops. As the water continues dripping, and the gestural grinding done 

with a regular rhythm forces its way through the now pooling ink on the 

stone surface, drips and splatters spray in a halo-like aura around the stone 

onto the floor, thus increasing the circular overspray on the paper. Other ink-

flows begin to find their way down the stone’s surfaces and onto the floor. 

The gesture is reminiscent of grinding seeds, like wheat or millet, in a 

ritualistic process, which leaves a trace of the conflation of material and 

embodied gesture on the paper’s surface. This mesmerising, ritualistic 

process is abruptly punctuated as the artist drops the ink block, rubs his 

hand on the top of the stone, then energetically and spontaneously rubs that 

ink-loaded hand through the paper’s splatters, to create a hand-painted circle 
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around the stone. Rising to his feet, with a slight bow and smile, and to the 

applause of the audience, Takesada Matsutani brings his work titled Stream 

(2013) to a conclusion (see Fig. 13).  

 

Fig. 13. Takesada Matsutani, Installation view of Takesada Matsutani, A Matrix, 
2013. 

Hauser & Wirth, London, UK, 18 May – 27 July 2013. 
© Takesada Matsutani. Courtesy of the artist and Hauser & Wirth. 

Photograph: Alex Delfanne. 

 

Stream51 illustrates the possibilities of a limited palette, gesture and material 

conflation. Just as Buddhist teachings suggest existence is a moment within a 

constantly changing flux, Matsutani’s oeuvre becomes an ‘attempt to stop 

time, to materialise a fragment, a suspended moment, on the paper’s surface’ 

(Douniaux 2019, p. 139). Therefore, Matsutani becomes a guide for how to 

conflate material and artist agency, in a durational restricted process-driven 

 
51 See his Art Dealer’s website for more Hauser & Wirth (2019); also the latest exhibition at 
the Pompidou Centre Takesada Matsutani 26 June-23 September 2019 (Macel et al. 2019).  
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art practice. The question for this research becomes: how can I similarly 

incorporate these ideals into a restricted process to expand my oeuvre? 

 

In summary, Shiraga shows an agentic mastery of the Gutai spirit in action, 

whereby artist and material agency conflate and encourages me to 

experiment with the same principles of gestural and material interaction as a 

basis for my process. Hartung illustrates how a physical restriction may 

expand an artistic practice and encourages me to entertain the idea of letting 

my physical restriction open an expansive methodology I had not previously 

considered. De Kooning proves a guide for how to train the tacit whispers 

that linger within physiology through repetitive mind-body training. 

Matsutani provides insight into how the restriction of the elements of a 

painting process can create something new out of itself, therefore providing a 

template for me to limit my painting methodology to those elements defined 

as part of my recovery—poiesis, agency, duration—and translate them into 

restricted elements within a mark-making process.  

 

In Chapter 4: Bringing it all Together, I explore the restriction, conflation and 

translation of these recovery elements into a painterly method of making 

artwork.  
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CHAPTER 4: BRINGING IT ALL TOGETHER  

 

Each situation in the duet between painter and paint was to be met and 

dealt with as it came along, and the painters’ hope was that they would 

not impose their will upon the situation but collaborate in the emergence 

of something with a life of its own (Sylvester 1994, p. 29). 

 

4.1 Phase 2: Studio Experimentation 
 

In this chapter, I discuss how I brought all the key recovery elements into the 

studio and translated them into a painting process. Having identified the key 

factors of recovery as poiesis, agency and duration, I examine methods of 

implementing them as painterly mark-making strategies, or verbs, to guide 

the process. Poiesis involves unconscious embodied creation. Agency 

includes the artist and material physicality combining with embodied 

gesture. Duration focuses upon the temporal aspect of gestural marking of 

lines.  

 

The idea of transformation from injury to recovery was paralleled within the 

studio with the idea of alchemy, whose language is that of material, 

transformation and metamorphosis (Elkins 1999). Material thinking and 

materialising practices became the modus operandi of the studio, where the 

co-production between artist and material agency were combined in an 

embodied gestural encounter. By working with material such as paint, which 

could not be fully controlled, improvisation, controlled chance and material-
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marking through bodily movement were key methods of exploration. In my 

studio practice, improvisation and material agency influenced each other to 

create unexpected results. These results became apparent after the creation 

had happened. As Sajnani (2013) characterises it, improvisation ‘is a primary 

skill often used by artists to push against the boundaries of their own 

knowledge to generate insight and create new works’ (p. 78).  

 

The subject of the works is the gestural capturing of embodied movement in 

material. Therefore, the process aligns with unconscious processing and 

artistic movements of Gutai and Action Painting where ‘material and artist 

agency shake hands in mutual respect’ (Yoshihara 1956, p. 18), and Bolt’s 

idea of materialising practices, which privileges gestural marking that 

ultimately becomes the work itself. Instead of judging or evaluating the work 

in terms of formalist concerns, it is the temporal capture of gestural 

durations marked in material that is the subject. Here the mind-body 

connection is recorded from different times, historically creating a 

topography of durations. Therefore, the handmade results of temporally 

capturing various embodied gestures in material, defined by the process, is a 

non-objective subject matter. There is no referential, abstracting, or 

representative standard in interpreting these works because a likeness to 

some pre-existing thing is not the aim. Instead, the painting becomes an 

ontology that teaches, when it is revealed in the world. Rather than painting a 

picture, it is the painting of paint, or rather the gestural marking of material 

that is important.  
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4.2 Part 1: The Gestural Marking of Lines 

 

Every line […] is therefore an actual experience, each with its own history. 

It is not a form of illustration - it is the perception of its own 

materialization (Cy Twombly, cited in Museum Brandhorst 2016, p. 5).  

 

Tim Ingold explores lines in their various forms and impressions in his book 

Lines: A Brief History (2007). A line essentially is a collection of points made 

in durations of time and is the basis for all art, whether calligraphy, 

landscape, portraiture, or a gestural abstract painting. A drawn line is one 

that moves (Ingold 2007, 2011; Rosand 2016), and it is the type of gesture 

that informs the nature of the line as art, or otherwise. 

 

Artist Paul Klee famously spoke of how the line takes a walk (Ingold 2007; 

Rosand 2016); whereby the intuitive, embodied line that develops 

dynamically influences its material form recorded on a surface, 

differentiating this from a static unidirectional line with no life of its own 

(Ingold 2007). This idea of static and dynamic lines mirrors Ingold’s (2007) 

conception of meandering versus travelling, as he sees the wayfaring line as 

very different to the traveller’s line. A wayfaring line is how Ingold asserts 

humans live, whereby ‘the wayfarer is his movement’ (p75) as he journeys 

through life without a pre-determined direction or destination. 

The process is rather like that of following trails through a landscape: 

each story takes you so far, until you come across another that will take 
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you further. This trail-following is what I call wayfaring (Ingold 2011, p. 

162). 

Knowledge comes from the process of experiences through the various trails 

of life. Ingold’s (2011) thesis is that it is ‘through wayfaring, not transmission, 

that knowledge is carried on’ (p. 162) and: ‘It is following this path—in their 

movement along a way of life—that people grow into knowledge’ (p. 162). 

 

With no pre-determined destinations, Ingold’s conception of wayfaring 

suggests a slowing or lingering in experience to learn the knowledge 

available. The experiential aspect of wayfaring allows people to become their 

stories, which adds an autobiographical perspective, thereby adding a 

mapping element of experience to the neurology of the brain. This coincides 

with the idea of the Zen line that moves beyond copying the correct forms of 

Chinese characters and instead utilises mushin to create the Heart Print, or 

line of nothingness, which becomes the autobiographical mark as a result of 

mind, body and process. Tim Ingold (2007, 2010, 2011) illustrates how 

gestures are also cumulative when creating sketch maps and traces on 

surfaces. Cumulative mapping of gestures develops a continually evolving 

topography as every new gesture adds to the mapped form.  

 

The idea of mapping through sketching, cartography or brain neurological 

mapping have similarities in process and became central to my methodology, 

which utilises an accumulation of additive gestures to leave a trace.52 Here, 

 
52 A trace is ‘any enduring mark left in or on a solid surface by a continuous movement’ 
(Ingold 2007, p.43). A thread is ‘a filament of some kind, which may be entangled with other. 
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the idea of superposing and continually adding to the surface of transcription 

includes overmarking layers on one surface. This creates a cumulation of 

mind-body gestural traces. The brain’s process of conflating and continually 

mapping neural networks is analogous to continually overpainting new 

markings onto one substrate. Each additional line transforms the overall 

substructure, which alters according to the added markings. Taking a line for 

a wayfaring walk can help inform a new gestural trace as a co-production 

between gesture and material.  

 

Ingold (2007) suggests these ‘wayfaring lines are lines drawn along, in the 

evolution of a gesture, rather than across the surfaces on which they are 

traced’ (p. 84-85). These ideas bring to mind Australian artist Tony Tuckson, 

who, in answer to the question of what are you painting, responded, ‘Up and 

down and across and back’ (Tuckson, cited in Luckett 1995, p. 6). Tuckson 

was referring to how his painting was limited by the restrictions of his 

movement and his body’s gestural abilities. As a key element of recovery 

from pain includes working within restriction, the idea of marking lines at 

the extremities of what is bodily possible, as a trace of mind-body connection, 

is fitting and in line with the overall aims of the project. This became a key 

parameter in my creative process. 

 

My recovery included the structural strengthening of my spine by 

adding to the strength of surrounding body parts. Strengthening the 

 
threads, or suspended between points in three dimensional space’ (Ingold 2007, p. 42). 
Drawing is ‘an activity of the hand both in the manipulation of threads and inscription of 
traces’ (Ingold 2007, p.43).  
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muscles, ligaments and sinews corresponded to increasingly 

strengthened neural mapping, through the faster firing synapses of the 

pathways that are used more often. These neural pathways and brain 

maps can be affected through repetition, as what fires together wires 

together, improving both the synaptic connections’ responsiveness and 

strengthening the pathways. My trained, repetitive method of adding 

lines in the painting process reflects the process of strengthening and 

repairing the body by training the mind.  

 

4.3 Part 2: Development of Studio-Work 

 

The act of painting is more important than the completed work (de 

Kooning, cited in Zilczer 2014, p. 227).  

 

4.3.1 Early Experiments Without Inversion Machine 
 

Studio exploration of the interaction of artist and material agency began with 

the use of thick and resistant textures of oil and acrylic paints, applied with a 

brush using a full-bodied gesture. At this stage, I had not yet thought of 

employing my inversion machine or challenging my body with restricted 

movement.  
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4.3.1.1 Black, White, Red 
 

The palette was a mixture of black, white and red. These colours were chosen 

as I was looking for suitable colours that would refer to the aspects of the 

mind. I chose black after considering how shadows of the past linger in the 

deeper recesses of the mind, along with Jung’s conception of the shadow 

personality and the collective unconscious. Further, Plato’s Cave analogy 

(Plato 2007, pp. 240-248) 53 also informed the choice of black. White was 

selected as a reference to consciousness, and red was chosen for its 

connotations of life-force (blood), power and strength (see Fig. 14).  

 

Fig. 14. Stephen Woodbury, Omnipotent Shadow, 2017. Charcoal, ink, pigment 
and acrylic on linen, 210 x 180 cm. Photograph Stephen Woodbury, 2017. 

 
53 Plato’s ‘Simile of the Cave’ in book 7 of The Republic (2007) refers to how the prisoners 
cannot see the source of the shadows on the cave wall and remain ignorant, seated in the 
darkness with little comprehension of what is happening behind, around or above them on 
the surface in daylight. The allegory of the cave thus comments on the nature of perception, 
knowledge, consciousness, wisdom and the illusionary nature of reality. 
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These earlier paintings were produced in series and were considered too 

literal and illustrative because the palette, especially the red, had loaded 

emotional connotations that could be too readily associated with the pain 

and injury of the trauma, instead of the process of recovery. As the research 

had moved beyond the painting of a feeling, or representation of a conscious 

or unconscious mind through colour, I sought to expand the experimental 

practices further by exploring the idea of how the mind-body connection was 

altered due to injury and pain. 

 

4.3.1.2 Bandage Paintings (2017) 
 

Version 1: Tortured/Damaged Structures 

Another early experiment was the Bandage Paintings, where I sought to 

include aspects of the injury (see Fig. 15). I was thinking of the types of 

injuries sustained and the idea of the broken bones rupturing the skin, 

tearing flesh, searing pain and the tortured, mangled body. This was the 

event that changed my life and introduced so much pain. The bone injuries 

were fractures, and most of my back pains were due to compression pains. 

With the bandage, I experimented with torturing a painted canvas during 

different aspects of the creation process by using types of injuries as painting 

verbs. I ruptured, attacked, compressed, sliced, tore, scraped and basically 

injured the painting in a combination of these ways. I then added the 

bandages to re-structure and assist the painting so it could hold its original 

(squared rectangular) form.  
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Fig. 15. Stephen Woodbury, Bandage Painting I, 2017.  
Charcoal, oil, ink, acrylic and bandage on canvas, 90 x 40 cm.  

Photograph Stephen Woodbury, 2017. 

 

Whilst I experimented with these ideas for many weeks, I eventually 

concluded that the focus was too much on the initial trauma, rather than the 

subsequent process of recovery. 
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Version 2: Compression  
 

I began another version of the bandage paintings after contemplating that 

much pain was derived from compression injuries. I applied these ideas into 

taking a bandage, compressing it into a ball, then using spray-paint to spray 

pigment from one point only. I would then open the bandage out flat, then re-

compress it into the tightly compressed ball. Then I would spray pigment, 

then open it again, and repeat further.  

 

Fig. 16. Stephen Woodbury, Bandage Painting (version 2) III, 2017.  
Acrylic on bandage, dimensions variable.  

Photograph Stephen Woodbury 2017. 

 

Numerous compressions happened, and with each addition of new paint, the 

bandage began to take on a new form. Sometimes the paint overlaid earlier 

painted areas, other times it found its way to virgin material. The cumulative 
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effect was that, over time, and with the drying of intervening layers of 

randomly sprayed bandage, the material itself began to change in its rigidity, 

reminiscent of scar tissue. That is, some areas remained unpainted, whilst 

others included many layers of paint. As this altered the strength and 

flexibility of the material, each compression into the ball became 

progressively more surprising and unpredictable as the ball began to resist 

returning to the original, tightly compressed, ball-like form (see Fig. 16).  

 

Again, whilst I thought there was promise in this idea, these compression 

paintings felt too limited in scope as the compression and release was only a 

small aspect of the process of recovery. The use of spray paint removed the 

artist’s touch and added another disassociation from artist agency. 

 

4.3.1.3 Clear Minded (2017-18) 
 

Throughout the durations of these experiments, I was considering the nature 

of mind and how it is omnipotent and omnipresent, yet remains elusively 

intangible. I began experimenting with clear substrates and clear paint, 

viewing the plastic as akin to mind, in that it has an influential presence that 

is difficult to define or perceive, yet alters the wall surface over which it is 

placed (see Fig. 17).  
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Fig. 17. Stephen Woodbury, Clear Minded, 2017-18.  
Acrylic on plastic, 120 x 90 cm.  

Photograph Stephen Woodbury 2019. 

 

Using clear paint on clear substrate initially showed promise, however, after 

completing several pieces of differing sizes, I realised that painting clear on 

clear is not how memories and thoughts are processed—they are not on the 

mind, they are in the mind. From here, I altered the approach to experiment 

with how the clear paint can absorb and hold whilst re-shaping the gestural 

forms, more akin to how the mind absorbs experience, memories and 

thoughts within it. Although conscious awareness is focussed on a perception 

of an experience, the overall experience is caught in the expansive 

unconscious. This led to a reconsideration of how to include clear binder in 
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the painting process, which began in the Portals and influenced the Snapshots 

and Shadow works (discussed in subsequent sections).  

 

4.3.2 A Restriction that Expands: Inversion Machine 
 

A major turning point was the idea of including the inversion machine 

(depicted in Fig. 18) as a method of restriction to frustrate and generate new 

gestural possibilities. I was considering Hartung’s adjustment that resulted 

from being in a wheelchair and employed my inversion machine as a similar 

method of restriction. This decision proved a pivotal moment for the project. 

Early experimenting with the machine felt intuitively important and 

encouraged me to implement a variety of materials whilst using the inversion 

machine arcs to maximise the gravity-fed gestural sensitivities of the frame. 

Similarly, the restriction both in painting parameters and physicality allowed 

the exploration of Damasio’s parameters in more detail.  

 

Surprisingly, whilst restricted by the machine, I found a huge variation of 

mark-making abilities. While the physical restriction narrowed the arena 

available within which to mark, each mark became more nuanced as small 

differences of gesture and material marking became more pronounced within 

that restricted field. I experimented with a variety of tensions in the grip of 

the marking medium. I also experimented with varying the speed of the 

ascents and descents of the inversion machine. Any variation in material, 

gesture or delivery speed of inversion varied the outcome of the line’s 
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quality. I began with inks and papers, experimenting with a range of 

substrate materials and marking implements which included bare hands, 

steel palette knives, tubes, sticks, brushes (home-made and commercial), and 

the materials themselves such as charcoal and oil sticks. Restraining the 

production of artwork to this inversion machine, I felt, was an important 

inclusion that allowed the key elements of my recovery process—poiesis, 

agency and duration—to be manifested through my art practice.  

 

 

Fig. 18. Stephen Woodbury, Studio View with Inversion Machine, 2018. 
Photograph Stephen Woodbury 2018. 

 

The machine itself is relatively primitive, in that it invokes gravity and 

strengthens the muscles and ligaments whilst simultaneously applying 

traction to the spine. To use the inversion machine requires the ankles to be 
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secured in the clamps at the base of the frame (see Fig. 19). Although the feet 

are fixed in the clamps at the ankles, lateral movement is possible through 

arm extension and torso twisting. Extending my length by straightening my 

knees and/or raising my arm(s), means the centre of gravity shifts, which 

allows the frame to begin inverting, and the whole apparatus then moves as 

the frame pivots and lowers my head whilst raising the feet. Compounding 

that with the effect of gravity, especially when inverted, allows the body 

weight plus associated forces to further restrict the opportunity of any free-

flowing movement.  

 

Each line in the painting is created within a full pass or sweep of the 

inversion machine, as my arm extends the hand holding the marking material 

to touch the surface, thereby making a marked line as the frame inverts, then 

recursively returns to the upright position. This restricted parameter offered 

an even greater variation in mark-making than initially anticipated, with the 

speed of each pass being able to be adjusted with the slightest alteration of 

the body (lengthening or shortening) around the centre of gravity. This offers 

a corresponding variation in the speed of the marking, from a head-spinning 

quick descent and ascent, to the possibility of hovering at any height within 

that arc, and any combination in between.  

 

The inversion machine was appropriate for my limited parameter painting 

process. It simultaneously restricted the embodied movement and allowed 

unconscious painting techniques to be favoured, as the inversion of the body 
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disrupted normal upright methods of painting to which I had habituated 

myself through decades of the previous marking. Unconscious processing 

was activated as the inverted position of my body forced an engagement with 

the mark-making surface that was guided by touch rather than sight. This 

exceeds methods of being blind-folded and painting left-handed to overturn 

usual painting patterns, as artists such as de Kooning have tried previously, 

because the inversion’s disruption of depth and perception, along with speed, 

requires a new gestural marking strategy to develop. The fast speeds that can 

be achieved through the use of the inversion machine also encouraged 

extremely quick gestural marks which exceeded conscious control.   
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Fig. 19. Stephen Woodbury, Using Inversion Machine, 2019.  
Photograph Stephen Woodbury, 2019.  

Each line is drawn with a passing and raised arm above my head. The 

strength of the grip is directly reflected in the quality of the line, from straight 

and thick, through to thinner and fragile if the mark-making medium is held 

in the fingertips. Similarly, the ability to hover or linger allows many 

variations to the vertical and horizontal line, as the mark-making material 

can be fluidly passed from one hand to the other, whilst still in motion on the 

ascent or descent. The gesture itself is surprising, as there is little actual body 

movement required to produce a life-sized mark.  
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Throughout my career, I have worked from very small to very large scale, 

which required a large variety of brushes and techniques. One of my 

favourite brushes is the length of a cricket bat, which also coincides with the 

length of a Katana (Samurai sword). To paint with a fully loaded brush of this 

size requires a full-bodied gesture, often standing over or before a surface. By 

contrast, the marks on the inversion machine can produce larger than life-

scaled marks with very little body movement once my body is locked into 

position. Once the arm is raised overhead and the knees slightly lengthened, 

the whole line work involves the smallest movement of fingers and 

shortening of legs to raise the machine. Internally, all muscles are engaged, 

with the core and leg muscles playing a prominent role. However, most of the 

gesture is an almost unnoticeable movement when viewed from outside. This 

is a restriction that expands.  

 

The idea of moving from a restricted pain and injury-limited life to an 

expansive recovery turned into an opportunity for personal growth, where I 

gained new skills and a fresh outlook on life, becoming more resourceful and 

adaptive than before the injury. I took these ideas and brought them into the 

studio methodology by using a transformative, expansive, adaptive and 

intuitive process as the basis of the studio process derived from my recovery. 

Utilising this framework led to the incantations of all my subsequent works, 

with the key element being the restriction that is inflicted through using the 

inversion machine. 
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4.3.2.1 Inverted Renderings 
 

I relentlessly trained my body and mind and only gained understanding of 

strategy around the age of 50. Since that day, I have lived without need of 

searching further into the Way. When I apply the principles of strategy to 

the various artistic Ways, I am no longer in need of a tutor for any of them 

(Musashi, cited in Terayama 2003, p. 14). 

 

Continuing with the poiesis of embodied material making, I sought ways of 

including the ideas of brain mapping and rewiring into the painting process. 

Here, I began with experiments involving adding lines in tightly-coupled, 

interconnected, recursive means whilst producing a material topography 

(see Fig. 20-Fig. 24).  
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Fig. 20. Stephen Woodbury, Inverted, 2017.  
Charcoal and acrylic on timber, 120 x 60 cm.  

Photograph Stephen Woodbury, 2017. 
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Fig. 21. Stephen Woodbury, Studio view, 2017.  
Photograph Stephen Woodbury, 2017. 

 

These experiments included using a variety of traditional painting and 

drawing materials, such as ink, acrylic and oil paint on paper and linen 

surfaces. I also favoured techniques that enhanced unconscious, intuitive 

marking, mostly involving the speed of delivering the mark, and the upside-

down disruption of perspective from the inversion machine.  
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Fig. 22. Installation view of Stephen Woodbury, Strung Out, 2018.  
Ink on rice-paper, dimensions variable. Photograph Stephen Woodbury, 2018. 

 

 

Fig. 23. Installation view of Stephen Woodbury, Strung Out, 2018.  
Ink on rice-paper, dimensions variable. Photograph Stephen Woodbury, 2018. 
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Fig. 24. Studio view of Stephen Woodbury, Clear Minded, 2018 (left),  
Acrylic and pigment on plastic, 270 x 135cm, and  

What Fires Together, Wires Together, 2018 (right), 
Oil-stick on paper, 295 x 150cm.  

Photograph Stephen Woodbury, 2018. 

 

Shiraga’s direct touch using feet and hands to kick oil paint across a surface 

encouraged me to evaluate marking opportunities other than a brush. I began 

with using my hands, where I essentially smeared a handful of paint at a time 

across the textured linen surface. This resulted in my fingers feeling like 

bristles on a brush, which added a more sensorial experience of the marking. 

The nerve endings of my fingers are much more receptive than a brush to any 

slight variation in material, particularly at the conflated interaction between 

paint and substrate (see Fig. 25). 
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Fig. 25. Stephen Woodbury, Cumulative (Diptych), 2018.  
Charcoal and acrylic on linen, 122 x 90 cm.  

Photograph Stephen Woodbury, 2018. 

 

Although I initially felt these works had much promise, I decided a more 

effective communication of the vicissitudes of the experience of recovery 

required materials that were more sensitive to the mark-making process. I 

thus began to use drawing materials such as charcoals and oil-sticks, as well 

as employing material substrates that asserted their presence, including 

heavy-weight, rough-surfaced papers and linens. I also adjusted my palette to 

a more muted combination of whites and greys,54 which placed the focus on 

the gestural mark made in the material. The weft and weave of the substrates 

evoked references to the grid-like form of the brain sections that is perfect 

for the creation of mind-mapped neuronal topographies. I took this idea and 

 
54 I used the restriction of the limited palette offered by the packs of these particular 
charcoals – black, greys, ochre and white.  
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saw my line marking activities on the inversion machine as a mapping done 

on this pronounced linen surface. Here, the textured surface was an 

intriguing mix of receptive ability—in that it absorbs and holds the marking 

material—and a dominant form that similarly asserted its presence while 

receiving the lines. On reflection, this brings to mind how I had moments, 

especially in the early phases of recovery, where I felt I was achieving 

mastery of my pain; yet on many occasions, and without any apparent 

reason, the pain asserted its presence again, thus altering my sense of agency. 

Here, the importance of guiding rather than dominating both pain and 

unconscious process became apparent. Conscious and unconscious processes 

need to work in harmony. Harmony is more likely to be achieved with a 

mind-body connected flow state, and this heightened intuitive state of mind 

is the key to removing pain and healing the body.  

 

4.3.2.2 Portals (2018): Microscopic Inversions  
 

Where the telescope ends, the microscope begins. Which of the two 

possesses the larger field of vision? (Hugo 1955, p. 837). 

 

As well as experimenting with new mark-making materials and substrates, I 

also engaged in a series of experiments with circular forms (see Fig. 26). 

Rather than the squared corners of a stretched linen, I wanted to experiment 

with the idea of a more organic structure when viewed at a microscopic level, 

to evoke the idea of the cellular form. For here, at the microscopic level, 
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memories, emotions and images are condensed, superposed and stored 

within the molecular level of the mind-mapping of experience. 

 

Meaning in life is made from a progressively adjusted, experiential viewpoint 

imprinted within the mind-mapping of each recall (Damasio 2012). The 

neural mapping of the mind is continuous. As this research examines the 

aspects of how pain recovery can be translated into a painterly methodology, 

I began to view memories as a portal to the past. Injury and the accident were 

imprinted in my mind, through my perceptual filters of the time. These 

images and feelings remain strong, but as they are recalled periodically, they 

have adjusted automatically through my life’s informed mind-body 

connection at any given time.  

      

Fig. 26. Stephen Woodbury, examples of Portals, 2018.  
Charcoal and acrylic on timber, 60 cm diameter each.  

Photograph Stephen Woodbury, 2019. 

  

The charcoal, hand-drawn lines are the result of an inversion that gesturally 

marks the wooden surface of the tondo. Repetitive inversions add to the 

cumulative conflation of lines, building a slight topography that begins to fill 

the textured surface of the tree's grains.  
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Fig. 27.  Installation view of Stephen Woodbury, What Fires Together, Wires 
Together, 2018. Henry Jones Art Hotel Packing Room Gallery exhibition.  

Photograph Stephen Woodbury, 2018. 

 

Material agency is dominant within the linework and the substrate surface 

qualities that retain their unadulterated raw palette. Once I concluded the 

charcoal inverted markings, I added clear binder, which melded the 

pigmented form, reconstituting and redistributing the pigment and binder 

into a new constitution of paint that is a temporal capture of durations of 

marking. This result evolved into a new form, guided by the gesture and the 

clear binder’s material qualities that absorb, re-shape and re-present the 

linear topography (see Fig. 28). With the addition of the clear binder, the 

linework could be viewed as mind-mapping that is absorbed into the mind.  

This mind-mapping retains the conscious (or focussed) areas, along with the 

detritus-infused regions on the periphery of awareness. The clear paint 



  132 

absorbs and reconstitutes the charcoal powder, which leaks into the raw 

substrate, forever staining or marking the surface. Similarly, the mind 

absorbs and reconstitutes memories within the depths of awareness, through 

each person’s perceptual filter.  

 

Fig. 28. Stephen Woodbury, Portal #9, 2018.  
Charcoal and acrylic on timber, 60 cm diameter.  

Photograph Stephen Woodbury, 2018. 

 

The neurological wiring is the underpinning of the bodily interpretation of 

the injury, pain and recovery. With this in mind, I began marking the tondos 

with a paint made from burnt notes from my studio diary, or poems, which 

reconstituted the words from before into a contemporary pigment, 

temporally captured in the paint made from its essence. Here, the thoughts, 

memories and gestural history are transformed into a liquid form. This 
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coagulation retained the crudely ground ash paint, which itself includes the 

remnants of text that was both hand-written, and in the case of some poetry 

books, includes the paper-ash and the staples that held the book together.  

 

Fig. 29. Stephen Woodbury, Studio view, 2018.  
Photograph Stephen Woodbury, 2018. 
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Fig. 30. Stephen Woodbury, Studio view, 2018.  
Photograph Stephen Woodbury, 2018. 

 

 

Fig. 31. Stephen Woodbury, Studio view, 2018.  
Photograph Stephen Woodbury, 2018. 
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Over the surface of these ash paintings, I added the oil-stick white lines, 

which referenced the idea of myelin sheaths that surround neurons within 

the brain’s mind-mapping (see Fig. 29-Fig. 31). The surface qualities of the 

wood were altered into a more pronounced topography due to the 

cumulation of ash paint and oil-stick lines. Artist and material agency 

conflated, producing their own unique topographies, that hold the gestural 

temporal collapse.  

 

However, after experimenting with the tondo form, I began to feel that the 

works at 60 cm diameter were a somewhat constricted form. This smaller 

size limited the gestural marking capacity to register the embodied agency 

that made the marks. Whilst initially the experiments felt suitable for the idea 

of a portal into the past, or into the inner workings of the body, I began to feel 

that, just like injury, they were limiting. Taking the idea of recovery as being 

an expansion from restriction, I decided to expand the scale of the works to 

be that of more life-sized forms. This corresponds more with the overall arc 

achieved on the inversion machine and responds to the growing feeling of 

power and strength that recovery brought as my legs began working better 

and I returned to an upright state of standing more often. 

 

4.3.2.3 Neural (2018) 
 

The Neural artworks were inspired by the smaller tondo sized markings, and 

I initially began with smaller paper sizes, such as 100 x 70 cm (see Fig. 32), 
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before scaling the series up to more life-sized dimensions. The use of the 

inversion machine became second nature very quickly, which allowed the 

focus to move from conscious, deliberate thinking about marking, to where 

the linework is testament to the intuitive, sensitive, kinaesthetic experience 

of unconsciously determined form. By marking upside down and being too 

close to be consciously aware of the actual picture’s opticality, conscious 

consideration was replaced with unconscious gestural sensitivity. 

 

Fig. 32. Installation view of Stephen Woodbury, Neural, 2018.  
Each is: charcoal on paper, 100 x 70cm. Photograph Stephen Woodbury, 2018. 
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Fig. 33. Stephen Woodbury, Neural, 2018.  
Charcoal on paper, 113 x 308 cm. Photograph Stephen Woodbury, 2018. 

 

 

Fig. 34. Stephen Woodbury, Neural (Diptych), 2018.  
Charcoal on paper, 76 x 112 cm.  

Photograph Stephen Woodbury, 2018. 
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Scaling the work up from the smaller tondo size led to the creation of full-

body length sized papers that were pinned to the wall (see Fig. 33-Fig. 36). As 

before, the marking process was instigated from the inversion machine, using 

charcoal to mark each recursive passing, allowing a great variety of tactile, 

guided, intuitive marking. Firmly holding the charcoal produced definite, 

strong lines, through to the tentative, searching line that materialises by 

gripping the charcoal in the fingertips. Similarly variable are the attenuations 

and graduations created due to the speed of the recursive inversion, whereby 

the quicker inversions produced straighter, crisp linework, whilst the slower, 

or lingering descent and ascents allowed a more fluctuating, meandering line 

that also incorporated more horizontal gesture. 

 

Fig. 35. Installation view of 3x Stephen Woodbury, Neural, 2018.  
Photograph Stephen Woodbury, 2018. 
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Fig. 36. Installation view of 2x Stephen Woodbury, Neural, 2018.  
Photograph Stephen Woodbury, 2018. 

When experiencing these Neural artworks made with charcoal, what is 

evident is a tightly-coupled, interrelated mesh of gestural marking (see Fig. 

36). The surface of the works retains the quality and intensity of each line, 

where the pressure, force, and speed of each constructed mark makes it 

possible to re-live the making, as newer lines pass over previous ones. This 

shows the duration of time taken to produce the works, and the line quality 

betrays the increasing exhaustion of the body as it travels from the beginning 

to the end of each mark. The life-sized scale of each artwork also captures the 

size of my body and reach, which heightens the experience of the absent body 

where one can feel the shoulder and body gesture in play. The line quality 

shows a complete catalogue of line gestures, from infirm to assured, and the 

combination of these results in an interconnected form of tightly-coupled, 

recursive markings. When positioned next to each other, the difference in 
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accumulated markings is highlighted on each paper. For example, when 

arranged as a triptych (see Fig. 35), or diptych (see Fig. 36), the 

concentration or density of markings and their positioning on the paper 

differs from higher to lower, depending on the positioning of the inversion 

machine whilst marking. Further, the quality of linework varies throughout 

each work due to the sensitivities of the charcoal and paper’s interactions, 

combined with the gestural idiosyncrasies. The delicateness of the paper and 

charcoal line reveals minute and tentative markings, which mirrors the 

uncertain, tentative nature of the overwhelming injury and pain at the 

beginning of my recovery (see Fig. 37).  

 

Fig. 37. Stephen Woodbury, Neural (detail), 2018.  
Photograph Stephen Woodbury, 2018. 
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Viewing from afar shows that there are open areas of substrate which are 

often marked with a fine powdery effect of charcoal ‘spray’. The spray 

tarnished the virgin surface as the charcoal dust fell and collected on lower 

areas of the paper surface (see Fig. 38 and Fig. 39). Here, the residue, in a co-

production with both my embodied gesture and gravity, conspires to 

structure a collection of charcoal ‘rain’ that grows like spores at the base of 

the papers and studio. I decided this was an important aspect of this process 

as it is material evidence of embodied movement. It also harks back to the 

recovery process in which, at various stages, movement created residue 

effects ranging from the creation of more pain, that created further injury, 

through to later recovery where movement resulted in aches through lactic 

acid build-up after physical training. 

 

Fig. 38. Stephen Woodbury, Studio view of Neural Detritus, 2018.  
Photograph Stephen Woodbury, 2018. 
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Fig. 39. Stephen Woodbury, Neural, 2018.  
Charcoal on paper, 360 x 150 cm.  

Photograph Stephen Woodbury, 2018. 

 

I resolved to incorporate this detritus into further experiments, as well as 

allowing the tell-tale signs of this process to remain on the surface as an 
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important signifier of the gravity-fed, restricted embodied process I had 

established. This also mirrors how deliberate actions during recovery led to 

unintended consequences on occasion.  

 

4.3.2.4 Snapshots (2018-19) 

 

In What Painting Is: How to Think about Oil Painting, Using the Language of 

Alchemy (1999), James Elkins talks of how the studio intrudes and engulfs an 

artist’s normal life. Traces of paint and detritus seem to continually expand 

their horizons, finding ways of escaping the confines of the studio, by 

infiltrating clothes, bodies and places outside of the studio itself (Elkins 

1999). These artworks are no exception. As the charcoal dust fell with gravity 

and began to find its own form, sneaking into hollows and crevices in the 

studio that weren’t immediately apparent, I began to wonder how this ever-

expanding coating seemed to continuously be moving. I realised the source of 

this subtle invasion was the air conditioning duct, which was always on. 

Subtle to the naked eye, yet abundantly apparent when washing hands, face 

or clothes, the charcoal dust became omnipotent and omnipresent. I found 

myself getting somewhat frustrated in this regard, which was very familiar 

during the recovery phases when unforeseen results from activity led to 

more unintended injury, damage and scarring. With hindsight, my next 

incantation of these works was a result of my intuition solving this problem, 

although I did not recognise this consciously at the time.  
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I began creating medium-sized linen works, using the same inversion 

machine and gestural line accumulation in charcoal as with the paper works. 

However, this time, once the lines were marked and charcoal sticks used up, I 

began to place clear binder over the linework, just as I did with the Portals, 

but this time the gestures were more life-sized. After experimenting with 

methods of using my hands to apply the clear binder, I also used the brush. 

The holding capacity of the loaded brush allowed several full inversions, 

lowering and returns. Adding the clear binder over the top of the charcoal 

lines allowed a new compression and re-arrangement of pigment. 

Consequently, the resulting lines are absorbed to a degree whilst being 

reconfigured into new visual forms. The depth of colour depends upon the 

amount and hues of the lines, yet the result is a wonderful warm grey that 

darkens because of the quantity of charcoal. Within the depths of the 

topographical markings, I also experimented with the idea of gouging out a 

quick mark with a steel palette knife. Here, the groove inflicted upon the 

reconfigured surface is even more scarred and defaced with what ultimately 

becomes an autobiographical gestural assertion that marks a presence in the 

depths of pigment. I see this as a signature self-portrait marking, as it is a 

confident, powerful mark that asserts the self within the hues that hold it 

(see Fig. 40). 
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Fig. 40. Stephen Woodbury, Snapshot, 2018.  
Charcoal and binder on linen, 90 x 122 cm.  

Photograph Stephen Woodbury, 2019. 

 

The topography of the recursively marked lines remains tightly-coupled and 

interconnected yet is reshaped as the clear binder makes a new kind of paint, 

absorbing traces of the marked charcoal gestural lines. Each line involves a 

full inversion and stomach crunch to reinvert the weight of my body, held in 

the inversion machine. Therefore, each surface is essentially an archaeology 

of physicality and duration, made repetitively as a trace of artist’s and 

material agency. The repetitive nature of the gestural marking becomes 

essentially a ritual of embodied performance, like that of the athlete or 

warrior, which also trains the neurology and physiology and becomes an 

automatic, intuitive action that enhances flow and No-Mind.  
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Fig. 41. Stephen Woodbury, Snapshot, 2018.  
Charcoal and binder on linen, 90 x 122 cm.  

Photograph Stephen Woodbury 2019. 

 

I deliberately used a smaller linen to crop the overall gestural markings, in 

what I see as a parallel to how the mind remembers fragments of events, 

calling the works Snapshots. These works also evoke the snapshots of the 

brain’s activity revealed through MRI scans. Here, one fragment of experience 

or one moment in time captures a glimpse, or a snapshot, of the mind-body 

connection in that moment of mind-mapping. However, although the 

snapshot of history is retained in perpetuity, it is actually now a glimpse of 

the past. Even the activity of evaluating the scan is re-wiring the brain, as 

every thought and emotion alters the physiology and neurological 

constitution.  
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Fig. 42. Stephen Woodbury, Snapshot, 2018.  
Charcoal and binder on linen, 90 x 122 cm.  

Photograph Stephen Woodbury, 2019. 

 

These Snapshots are in a similar vein, in that the pictures are determined 

essentially by how many lines are drawn, which is limited to the parameter of 

either the material or my mind or body being exhausted. The different hues 

are therefore a temporal record, or clue, as to how many inversions and 

consequent lines were required. The darker the hue, the more lines there are. 

Each panel can therefore be seen as an aspect of recovery at a given time, 

because it records a history of durations of marking on one surface. 
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Fig. 43. Installation view of Stephen Woodbury, Snapshots, 2019.  
Photograph Stephen Woodbury, 2019. 

 

As these experiments continued, an interesting phenomenon became 

apparent whereby the new form derived from the clear binder was delivered 

over previous thicker mark-making gestural strokes full of pigment from the 

earlier painting. This resulted in nebulous or floating cloud-like forms that 

contained all the past gestures and thoughts made manifest through gestural 

marking with charcoal, then redistributed as they are absorbed into the clear 

binder. The clear binder holds the surface, preventing the shedding, whilst 

subsequently absorbing any excess or detritus (see Fig. 40 - Fig. 44).  
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Fig. 44. Stephen Woodbury, Detail of Snapshot Wall, 2019.  
Photograph Stephen Woodbury, 2019. 

 

When considering how the injury imprint is impacted upon the mind which 

holds or absorbs experience, I see these works as being a visual embodiment 

of that idea. As a mind metaphor, reshaping and reforming charcoal lines into 

a different form parallels how actual events are recorded as personally 

derived perspectival recordings of memory. Furthermore, including 

Damasio’s parameters—interconnected, tightly-coupled, recursive and 

topographical—into the process as material marking guidelines, references 

the mind-body connection’s process of mind-mapping.  
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4.3.2.5 Shadows (2018-19) 
 

The series of works titled Shadows were made in direct relation to that of 

Snapshots. The inversion passes marked the Snapshots in charcoal, while the 

detritus that fell from these was caught on canvases laid on the floor below 

each work, which eventually constituted the Shadow series. As each Shadow 

work was formed, the darkness in hue was determined by the number of 

lines made on the Snapshots. I was considering how the path of recovery was 

essentially a culmination of deliberate training over time; where, for example, 

the accumulation of useful exercise—when reinforced and repetitively 

enacted—becomes a process of familiarising the psychology and neurology 

to those actions.  

 

Additionally, I took the idea of Tesshū’s sword school trainings, where 200, 

600 and 1400 bouts were done over 1, 3 or 7 days respectively. I utilised this 

idea within the mark-making process as an analogy for the determinate 

actions of the journey of recovery. For there were many days where I was so 

determined to make a breakthrough that I diligently and repetitively strove 

to re-train my body into a new form, which often resulted in total exhaustion, 

sometimes emotional, but mostly physical. Translating this principle into my 

studio process, the completion of sessions on a given day was determined by 

the body’s, or the mark-making material’s exhaustion. Hence, the unique 

mark of each inversion sweep is essentially a diarising of the mind-body 
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connection at any time, and the overall accumulation becomes a form unto 

itself.  

 

Just as deliberate action trains mind and body at conscious and unconscious 

levels, the line-work of each Snapshot has an overflow that was not caught 

within the surface. The result was a build-up of excess charcoal on the linen 

on the Shadow on the floor. After placing the clear binder on the paper or 

linen pinned on the wall, I then used a mixture of hand and brush to spread 

clear binder over the floor linen. As I was inverted, the actual application 

process was essentially blind and favoured direct touch.  

 

The flow of the clear binder absorbed the pigment, which found a new form, 

manifest in the duality defined in the Shadows. The forms that developed 

were of a divided canvas—dark on one side and primarily white/lighter on 

the other. Any residual run-off, or paint that dripped from the wall work, 

could accumulate and be part of the surface. Pigment held in the clear binder, 

moved by the artist’s agency, further evidenced the gestural idiosyncrasies of 

my painting process. As each new Snapshot developed, so too did a new floor 

painting. As life is an accumulation of memories and experiences, wired into 

the brain’s neural network, I began to create a similar accumulation of 

detritus and excess material within the Shadow paintings (see Fig. 45).  
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Fig. 45. Stephen Woodbury, 3 Shadows, 2018.  
Charcoal and binder on linen, 122 x 270 cm (each panel is 122 x 90 cm).  

Photograph Stephen Woodbury, 2019. 

 

I was reflecting upon the notion that the conscious is less powerful than the 

unconscious in terms of performance and recovery. I see both these series of 

works (Snapshots and Shadows) as a metaphor, told in the visual language of 

paint that holds the conscious focus but also includes the excess details that 

only the unconscious notices. The Shadows are more in line with the 

unconscious experience that absorbs all that is outside conscious awareness. 

I see these Shadows as referencing the limitations of awareness, just as the 

prisoners in Plato’s Cave (Plato 2007, pp. 240-248) are only aware of the 

shadows on the wall, instead of the cause of those shadows. The detritus 

forms the unconscious portion of the Shadows. This ‘leftover’ from 

experience and conscious process that remains—helpful or unhelpful—is 

absorbed and influences subsequent experience. During recovery, ‘detritus’ 

from the past in various forms, from beliefs about recovery prospects, 

wiring-in of pain expectations, as well as memories of failed or successful 

actions, influence the current experience. We remain aware of some of these 
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things, whereas others are forgotten consciously, relegated to the 

unconscious realm.   

 

Exhibiting the Shadows as a cinematic progression holds the idea that the life 

experience is added to continually, whether we want it to or not (see Fig. 46). 

This cumulative process is progressively adding to our life’s record, which is 

also continually logged in the neuronal brain-mapping.   

 

Fig. 46. Installation view of Stephen Woodbury, Shadows, 2019.  
Charcoal and binder on linen. Eight panels 122x720cm, (each is 122x90cm). 

Photograph Stephen Woodbury, 2019. 

 

The metaphor or analogy can be drawn with this cinematic presentation 

being a movement through the past durations that created them, similar to 

how the past accumulates and subtly changes us with each new experience. 

Each is a consequence of the excess of the process caught away from the 
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actual focus of the lines. When presented in the sequential hanging, the eight 

panels reference the durational nature of the recovery process.   

 

4.3.2.6 Wired (2019) 
 

Imagine holding a brain in your hand and looking at the surface of the 

cerebral cortex. Now imagine taking a sharp knife and making cuts 

parallel to the surface, at a depth of two or three millimetres, and 

extracting a thin filet of brain […] You will discover, in each cortical layer 

that you inspect, a sheathlike structure that essentially resembles a two-

dimensional square grid. The main elements in the grid are neurons, 

displayed horizontally. […] The arrangement, you immediately realise, is 

ideal for overt topographical representation of objects and actions 

(Damasio 2012, pp. 65-66). 

 

Reflecting upon Damasio’s description of the brain fillet inspired me to test 

material agency further. The idea of the brain’s grid-like patterning being 

ideal for topographical representations of objects and actions led to choosing 

a linen with an extremely pronounced profile. Here, the same process that 

began the Snapshots and Neural works was now positioned on a heavily 

textured linen surface. The effect of the linen is like the raspy grinding of 

sandpaper, which effectively shortened the life of each stick of charcoal due 

to its abrasive characteristics. The result is that much more pigment 

accumulated in the various cavities within the linen weave and weft per 

passing on the inversion machine. This not only reduced the number of 
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passes required to use the charcoal but also surprisingly created a softer, 

fluffy type of effect within the linen’s surface as the charcoal seemed to 

accumulate on itself, more like a whipped-line effect than a forced, sharp line. 

This irregular shaping of the surface is akin to how some events and 

experiences create various and often unpredictable emotional effects as all 

life experience accumulates to shape our lives and selves. 

 

At the end of each day’s session, I added the clear binder to absorb, 

redistribute and soak up the conflation of durational mind-body markings. As 

the whole process was repeated, interestingly, the clear redistributed 

charcoal lines of each session turned into a cloudy, less defined line 

configuration. The sheer weight of each layer of clear binder is not apparent 

until one attempts to move the linen artwork. As there are hundreds of layers 

of charcoal and clear binder on these paintings, especially on the larger linen 

works, the weight is an added burden that is not obvious to the viewer. This 

reminded me of how, with a lack of external cues, the burden of 

overwhelming back pain is invisible to others, as opposed to the sympathy 

and understanding enlisted when people could see when I was bandaged, in a 

cast, or on crutches. It is instead a kinaesthetic experience that is experienced 

with physical engagement with the painting and is particularly noticeable 

when moving or lifting a painting. 

 

In these Wired works (see Fig. 47 and Fig. 48), the substrate begins to flow or 

rather has the feel of a flow or poured painting, which becomes more and 
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more lake-like as the increasing number of layers and clear binder begin to 

obscure and flood the linen crevices. Over this surface, I added white oil-stick, 

to reference the myelin sheath that envelopes the mind-mapping as the 

neural substrate wires itself in response to emotions each day. Here, the 

white is stronger when the wiring is stronger. The oil-stick has a more fluid, 

less direct feel than charcoal, and seems to be an appropriate analogy for the 

insulating myelin sheath. The white oil-sticks add a more matt, textured 

quality that contrasts with the glossier feel of the clear substrates. 

 

Fig. 47. Stephen Woodbury, Wired, 2019.  
Charcoal, binder and oil-stick on linen, 198 x 183 cm.  

Photograph Stephen Woodbury, 2019. 
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Damasio’s parameter lines (interconnected, tightly-coupled, recursive, 

topographical) are delivered through the inversion machine’s recursive 

restriction, resulting in a cumulative topography of mind-body gestural 

markings. An interesting realisation whilst performing these inverted 

gestures lies around the idea of gravity. That is, when my injury and pain 

worsened, I became acutely aware of the constant force of gravity, as it 

seemed to be an insidious, omnipotent reminder of being alive, which 

amplified the pain in direct relation to my verticality. The inversion machine 

was and is a counterpoint to this effect of gravity, since, when in the machine, 

gravity’s effects are modulated, reduced and even nullified, depending on 

where in the inversion’s recursive arc one is situated. This anti-gravity effect 

similarly overrides conscious habitual perceptions, further adding to and 

enhancing unconscious process and the sensory amplification of the 

kinaesthetic experiences of creating and marking painting surfaces. 
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Fig. 48. Stephen Woodbury, Wired, 2019.  
Charcoal, binder and oil-stick on linen, 183 x 122 cm.  

Photograph Stephen Woodbury, 2019. 
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4.3.2.7 Flow (2019) 

The works constituting the Flow series (see Fig. 49) utilised the same 

procedural underpinnings of the Neural, Snapshots and Wired works. With 

the Flow series, there was a deliberate experimentation with palette in which 

I used the white charcoal, without any blacks or greys, to consider how the 

pure agency of material can affect appearances. The white also references the 

myelin insulating sheath, and the increasing amount of myelin, or white, can 

be seen as alluding to the deliberate, powerful determination that occurred 

during phases of my recovery, where the simplicity of healing seemed to 

manifest in clarity of what actions were required. I continued the gestural 

markings whilst being held within the restriction of the inversion machine. 

The result is a textured, multi-layered topography of white linework that has 

clear binder added after each day’s gestural marking. The white charcoal has 

a less pronounced, subtle, yet textured accumulation of charcoal detritus 

caught in the clear binder. The gesture is challenged with each pass over the 

pronounced texture of the grid-like linen, which holds previous chunks of 

material, suspended in clear binder. Additional linework becomes more and 

more uniquely nuanced as each mark betrays the pressure of every gesture, 

whereby the more pressure produces a thicker line and more textured 

topography.  

 

Consequently, with the next day’s layering, the lines are passing over an 

irregular surface, which further adds to the surprising effects as now both the 

textured linen substrate and the rough, lumpy painted surfaces interact with 
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the new embodied gestural marking. Previous surface material agency affects 

the newer surface qualities, mirroring the process of recovery, where each 

day brings different challenges and left-over consequences from previous 

days’ actions—for example, sore muscles that linger. 

 

Fig. 49. Stephen Woodbury, Flow, 2019.  
Charcoal and binder on linen, 122 x 366 cm.  

Photograph Stephen Woodbury, 2019. 

 

The idea of a diptych was initially one of practicality, for I had begun work on 

one 183 x 120 cm linen but, as I continued, I felt the urge to use both arms 

simultaneously, which required more linen. I had a second pre-stretched 

linen of the same size and quickly positioned and continued the session. 

Experimenting with diptychs on a larger scale (referencing the two brain 

hemispheres, and conscious and unconscious) created a wrestling match and 

durations of energised, physically exhausting painting. The contrast between 

matt substrate and satin, the glossy line added a depth to the surface qualities 

that I had not anticipated. The quality of the gestures co-produced with the 

material agency offered forms of a tangle of wired arrangements of various 

compositional densities. The accumulation of these lines created a flow effect, 

particularly when the clear binder was added. This process continued for 



  161 

many days with the result that the collection of lines appears more like a flow 

of paint than thousands of drawn charcoal lines.  

 

Fig. 50. Stephen Woodbury, Flow (Misaligned), 2019.  
Charcoal and binder on linen, 182 x 122 cm.  

Photograph Stephen Woodbury, 2019. 

 

As I ran short of white charcoal, I utilised this restriction and produced a 

smaller diptych, on the same type of linen (see Fig. 50). I was considering the 

idea of the misalignments that my recovery process involved—from 

misaligned intent and ability from the medical profession, the misaligned 



  162 

bones and ligaments, and misaligned medical results from all the well-

meaning help I had obtained over the years—and considered misaligning 

these panels. Through positioning them in such an arrangement, the overall 

impression becomes disrupted from easy reading, into that of an 

accumulation of enigmatic markings, disjointed, and reconnected into a new 

form—which is an apt metaphor for my meandering recovery process.  
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4.4 The Exhibition: Poiesis Meets Neuroscience 
 

So in the presence of a painting […] it is a matter of contemplating, of 

perceiving the painting by way of silent signals which come at me from its 

every part, […] in which one has the distinct feeling that nothing is 

arbitrary, even if one is unable to give a rational explanation of this 

(Merleau-Ponty 1948/2004, p. 96).  

 

4.4.1 Painting Recovery (2019-2020) 
 

Collecting the artwork experiments from the studio and editing for exhibition 

in the gallery space required some parameters for consideration. First, it was 

necessary to determine which works would best exemplify the process of 

recovery in a visual form. At one extreme, I was considering showing one 

painting only, as a manifestation of a temporal record of the varying and 

cumulative superposing of embodied gestural markings on a surface. Whilst I 

had done works that may have fulfilled this idea, on careful examination of 

the varied, fluctuating nature of recovery in my case, I decided to include 

multiple aspects of the studio experimentation. As with recovery, doing 

similar activities at different times yielded different results. The resultant 

exhibition layout includes a progression through various phases, which 

references how the recovery process also progressed through stages, from 

weak, tentative and searching to powerfully determined. 
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In the paintings, there is a variety of gestures that manifest what appear to be 

very different marking techniques, yet all are done from the restriction of the 

inversion machine. The variation between paintings depends largely on the 

different mark-making media and material substrates employed.  

 

Fig. 51. Installation view of Stephen Woodbury, Painting Recovery, 2019.  
From left – Shadow, 2018, Charcoal and binder on linen, 122x90cm;  

Shadows, 2018-2019. Charcoal and binder on linen, 122x720cm;  
Flow, 2019. Charcoal and binder on linen, 122x366cm;  

Wired, 2018. Charcoal, binder, oil-stick on linen, 198x183cm. 
Photograph Stephen Woodbury, 2019. 

 

The whole exhibition can be read as a progression from uncertain to 

purposeful, from restricted to free, thus mirroring the nature of my recovery. 

Initially, there were the searching attempts at recovery, whereby different 

methods were tried, combined and examined as exemplified by the Neural 

works which are done on the delicate paper substrate that is easily marked 

with the sensitive and brittle charcoals. Each of the tentative, searching lines 

is an examination of the possibilities of the process defined by the restriction 
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of the inversion machine, as well as the restriction of a few elements at a 

time. As I became more familiar with the inversion machine, I was able to 

further experiment with slight variations of gesture, discovering that great 

variations in mark were obtained by factors as simple as the firmness of the 

grip of the charcoal. Holding the charcoal firmly between thumb and finger 

produced a more distinct, crisp, definite line, regardless of the speed of the 

inversion, while the more delicate type of line was achieved by positioning 

the charcoal at the fingertips.  

 

The move toward a deliberate, sustained and dominant marking culminates 

in the Wired work. Here, the substrate is built upon hundreds of charcoal 

lines and clear reabsorption layers. The white consists of numerous white oil-

stick lines that are overdrawn, as many lines crossing others add to the 

cumulative topography. The active white is an accumulated layering of 

purposeful markings, made with the inversion machine. The repetitious 

process created a drilled-in familiarity which helped achieve a continual flow 

state.  



  166 

 

Fig. 52. Installation view of Stephen Woodbury, Painting Recovery, 2019.  
From Rear wall, left: Flow, 2019. Charcoal and binder on linen, 122x366cm;  

Wired, 2018. Charcoal, binder and oil-stick on linen, 198x183cm; 
Flow (misaligned), 2019. Charcoal and binder on linen, 182x122cm. 

Photograph Stephen Woodbury, 2019. 

 

Essentially, recovery is a process of increasing power over mind, body and 

environment; forming a deeper knowing, which develops a self-awareness at 

a deep unconscious core. Adapting to life as it comes and flows through is an 

artform that can be learned, whereby gaining control over thoughts, actions 

and emotions becomes a way of life. This is mirrored in my studio practice, 

where I attained a growing mastery of the restrictions placed upon me by the 

inversion machine to maximise the agentic, poietic-styled creation of auto-

biographical, mind-body connected markings.   

 

Each of these works is a physical manifestation of an alchemical 

transformation of material. As with Elkins’ (1999) idea of alchemy in a studio, 
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these studio paintings have transformed the base material into a new form, 

just as recovery transformed me from one state to another. Overwhelming 

despair and pain were replaced with an insightful, powerful, embodied 

contentment. As my strength and mobility increased, so did my confidence 

and freedom, which was an idea I carried into the painting. The artworks 

highlight visceral engagement with visual inputs as one moves around, across 

and through the surface of each painting. Eschewing narrative or figurative 

content, the works seek to evoke in the viewer a haptic response to the 

gestural marks that bear testimony to the body that produced them. 

 

 

Fig. 53. Installation view of Stephen Woodbury, Painting Recovery, 2019.  
Each is: Wired, 2019. Charcoal, binder and oil-stick on linen, 183x122cm. 

Photograph Stephen Woodbury, 2019. 
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Fig. 54. Installation view of Stephen Woodbury, Painting Recovery, 2019.  
Left is: Neural, 2018. Charcoal on paper, 360x150cm. 

Right is: Wired, 2019. Charcoal, binder, oil-stick on linen, 183 x 122cm 
Photograph Stephen Woodbury, 2019. 

  

The exhibition is, therefore, a testament to an auto-poietic self-making, 

within a self-initiated process, restricted to elements of my recovery, 

translated into painting form. The studio works exemplify the process and 

are essentially a self-sustaining process that varies mostly due to the 

different materials employed, combined with durational continuations of 

marking gestures. Through my studio exploration, I have learned that 

spontaneity and restriction, when combined with flow, allow resistance to 

transform into creative opportunity. This also creates a welcoming arena for 

training a state of mind many people search for, which has similarities to the 

Zen Masters and gestural Zen painters, Action Painters and Gutai artists. The 
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‘in the zone’ flow state of No-Mind is both input and output of the embodied 

creative gestural process that is itself a consequence and enabler of gestural 

art of this type.  

 

Fig. 55. Stephen Woodbury, Wired, 2019.  
Charcoal, binder and oil-stick on linen, 183 x 122 cm.  

Photograph Stephen Woodbury, 2019. 
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5.1 CONCLUSION 
 

A work of art is like a Monarch. You have to stand before it and wait until 

it starts to speak to you (Goethe, cited in Orban 1975, p. 44). 

 

The aim of this project has been to develop a visual language for expressing 

the experience of recovery from pain. After considering how trauma and pain 

are usually depicted in art, I became intrigued with the idea that although 

historical depictions generally are related to telling a story, or driving a 

narrative, there is little in the field to do with evoking the experience of 

recovery from trauma and injury. My research sought to communicate this 

experience through the recording of embodied gesture. 

 

Initially, I (re)examined my own recovery process to discover what I actually 

did, and why it may have succeeded after the medical pain treatments failed, 

establishing the key recovery elements to be agency, poiesis, and duration. 

These elements were then translated into art practices that used similar 

techniques. Within the overriding question of how to evolve an art practice 

from recovery, two key questions arose:  

Q1: How can pain recovery be expressed through a mind-body 

framework and reinterpreted through gestural, painterly means? 
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Q2: How can key themes attributed to recovery—such as restriction, 

duration and unconscious embodiment—be applied as painting-

procedural verbs to create a formal framework for gestural painting?  

Exploring these questions led to a third: 

Q3: How can aspects of contemporary neuroscience and the ancient 

Greek concept of poiesis be re-presented within painterly artworks? 

 

As a process of discovery, I ultimately found that pain is an accomplice that 

reminds me I am alive; a catalyst to take my painting oeuvre into a new 

frontier; and a restriction that expanded my life. By materialising practices 

and using the idea of a restriction that expands, I established a process of 

creating works using my inversion machine, that was tightly defined by my 

recovery process, yet able to open up new possibilities in my artistic practice. 

The employment of Elkin’s idea of alchemy—whereby material is 

transformed into a new state—in alignment with how my recovery 

transformed my state from weak to strong, provided parameters for my art-

making process within this research. 

 

The focus of this research deepened with the exploration of contemporary 

neuroscience, particularly the method of mind-mapping that occurs through 

the mind’s emotions. As discussed in Chapter 2, Damasio provides a 

contemporary account of how the mind makes matter and has unveiled the 

tightly-coupled, interconnective and recursive process, which creates its own 
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topography as the newer wiring superposes previous configurations. This 

mind-mapping, neuronal development can be seen as fundamental to the 

process of recovery and became the spine to structure the studio process. It 

is essentially a topographical record of life, held in the textures of matter, 

formed by the state of mind at any given time.  

 

Research into the unconscious and conscious processes underlying my 

recovery was guided by my previous familiarity with the ‘in the zone’ state of 

mind I achieved when playing sport and aligns with Csikszentmihalyi’s 

concept of the ‘flow’ state as well as the Zen Buddhist concept of ‘No-Mind’. 

Here, the unconscious processing of mind and body become dominant, thus 

creating an intuitive mark beyond conscious thought. Tesshū provides an 

exemplar of linking the ancient and the new in training the mind-body 

connection through the No-Mind state. Ancient warriors, contemporary 

athletes, or gestural painters all can utilise this mind-body enhancement to 

influence intuitive, unconscious processing. Whilst our current 

epistemological and ontological outlook is generally derived from today’s 

science and medicine, there are ancient ways of training the unconscious. 

This research has re-configured this combination of elements into a new 

visual form, thus making the implicit internal mechanisms of healing and 

recovery explicit.  

 

Pain is an unconscious phenomenon of the mind. It is felt in the body and 

becomes an intuitive whisper that informs of the current mind-body 
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connection status. Understanding these unconscious signals from both the 

mind and body during pain and injury required an internal intuitive listening, 

deciphering and retraining of mind and body. I took the idea of a sensitised 

embodied experience and translated it into the painterly methodology, 

through using materials that add a great deal to the kinaesthetic aspects of 

painting. For example, whilst making marks, the use of textured substrates in 

papers, timbers and heavily textured linens added to the sensory input. This 

was further enhanced by taking Shiraga’s cues in removing the disassociation 

of paintbrush bristles, in favour of the more kinaesthetically sensitive direct 

marking material of charcoal. Here, the unconscious aspects are heightened 

and tap into the intuitive, emotive, sensory realms rather than the conscious 

rational thinking aspects of mind.  

 

As recovery involved the restricted transformation from a weakened, 

overwhelmed state to a more powerful, mobile state, so too the embodied 

gestures in the artworks betray growing confidence and mastery of the 

restrictions through which they were produced. Whilst I familiarised myself 

with the elements and trained to make them unconscious and automatic, I 

created a well-defined process for the production of my artworks, gaining 

increasing control over the various parameters involved. Creating a refined, 

clearly defined process from limited recovery elements has allowed my work 

to go into surprising areas where gesture and material rule.  
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Notions of artist and material agency illuminate the underpinnings of 

the painterly translation of recovery. In my case, my intuitive recovery 

process is akin to the well-defined painterly process developed through 

this research that enables intuitive marking. The durations of embodied 

marking archives the temporal record of the mind-body connection’s 

history through the material manipulation, which is recorded in the 

topography on the substrate material. This kind of art offers the 

possibility of a kinaesthetic response to an intuitive, embodied 

making—that is, poiesis in both making and revealing. 

 

With the benefit of hindsight, my experience has been one of unexpected 

change that was forced upon my life. It drastically altered all my 

preconceptions of how life was going to be. Effectively, recovery 

involved transitioning through a forced restriction, from overwhelming 

pain to more strength and freedom. This ultimately expanded my life’s 

options, although I did not see it that way at the time. Translating these 

ideas of a transition of states and a restriction that expands through the 

assertion of one’s own agency, became key to establishing the painting 

process of this research. By including the restriction of my inversion 

machine and the limited number of elements included in the painting 

process, I developed a unique mix of factors that underpinned the 

process of making, adding a new dimension to the field of gestural 

painting. While there is a significant lineage of artists (including Action 

Painters, Art Informel and Gutai) who have explored different ways of 
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translating bodily gesture into painting, few have focused on how the 

restriction of bodily movement can impact on the painted mark or 

explored the potentialities that such restrictions can open up. 

 

By restricting the elements of that process-driven art-making, I have 

established a well-defined process that can be furthered by others using 

their embodied agency within the process. For example, holding all 

variables the same, but including a different body, thus alters the mark-

making gesture and therefore yields a different end result. The process 

itself, even maintaining the same materials, offers many possibilities to 

test in future, as any gestural variation on any given day will alter the 

autobiographical mark. The process, therefore, is essentially open-

ended, as any variation in mark makes a different painting.  

 

For future directions, I see other possibilities. Some are with exploring 

different methods of restricting the embodied gesture rather than just 

the inversion machine, while others are with material. For example, 

experimenting with different types of paint, or adding different 

substances to the pigment can create a different textural effect. In this 

project, the ancient marking material of charcoal was turned into a type 

of paint on the surface of each piece, with the addition of clear binder. 

This mix of materials combined with the embodied gesture produced 

unique, unexpected results. I feel the next variation to explore is with 

the colour palette. Although colour, or more appropriately, the lack of 
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colour, was a key consideration early in establishing the process within 

this research, I feel on reflection that instigating the use of different 

colour mixes may create a varied emotional response. Given that colour 

has emotive and suggestive abilities (Batchelor 2000, 2014), adding 

high-key colours may add another nuance. Using monochrome 

pigments, such as pure blue, red or yellow would create a different 

result than an earthy palette; or silvers, golds and other reflective 

substances, or fluorescent pigments. Experimenting with the potential 

emotional impacts is attuned with Damasio’s perspective of how 

emotions create different mind maps and can further the painting 

process within the established parameters. 

 

In conclusion, these paintings are gestural testaments to the process of 

recovery. Each artwork becomes an output of the painterly procedure 

developed from the recovery process. The restriction of parameters, or 

painting elements, were determined from the idea that recovery is a 

restricted process. Key elements included poiesis, which is a creative, 

embodied gesture. Poiesis limited the subject matter to include the 

unconscious, intuitive generation of an abstract, non-narrative form, derived 

from the process. 

 

Essentially, the embodiment of the process of recovery, translated into a 

performative agentic process of material marking, allows the viewer the 

opportunity to respond intuitively. The resulting artworks encapture 
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embodied gesture, which enables the viewer to be aware of the physicality of 

both body and material. In this style of art, there is a millennia-old dialogue 

with gesture and marking. This project adds to that dialogue and utilises the 

performative gesture and non-narrative subject matter to become a thing 

unto itself. Whilst the gestural field is large, this research focuses on a niche 

within that field where a restriction can expand the artistic marking 

possibilities of an oeuvre.  

 

Taking the key elements of my recovery and translating them into a 

painterly, visual language transcends the limitations of semantic language. 

Given pain, mind and the unconscious are difficult to measure and 

comprehensively articulate, moving beyond the realms of limited conscious 

linguistic explanations into the more intuitive, comprehensive 

understandings available through embodied gesture has offered a new way 

of communicating the experience of recovery.   
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