Many artists spend a hfetlme creating, "ex_hibiti_ng, and publishing
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their art, yet never know how their audience experiences their

work. Professional artists who have publishéd or exhibited know

* what the critics think of their art, or whether it’s commercially suc-

cessful. But beyond that, do they reélly know what they’re commu-
nicating? What are the emotions their art awakens? The same
questions apply to anyone who practices art as a hobby. |
Our art is always comfnunicating, and we need to be conscious
of what its message is. Creative feedback offers artists an opportu-
nity to get a sense of the impact of their work: the visceral, direct
effect that they’re having on their audience. '
It should be clear at this point that the process of quieting and
focusing the mind is common to creative perception and creative
expression. As we will see here, it is also the central element of cre-
ative feedback. . ‘
Evelyn Underhill, speaking about the mystic’s way of perceiv-

ing, describes the following exercise.

- Look for a little time, in a special and undivided manner, at some
simple, concrete, and external thing. This object qf our cont‘emp]d—

tion may be almost anything we please: a picture, a statue, a tree,
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a distant hillside, a groWing plant, running water, little living
things. . . . Look, tben, at this thing wb1cb you have chosen.Will-
Sfully yet tranqml]y refuse the messages szcb countless other as-
pects of the world are sending; and so concentrate your whole
attention on this one act of loving sigbi. that all other objects are
excluded from the conscious field. Do not think, but as it were pour
out your personality towards it: let your soul be in your eyes. Almost
at once, this new method of perception will reveal unsuspected

qualities in the external world.

What one seems to want in art, in experiencing it,
is the same thing that is necessary for its creation,
a self-forgetful, perfectly useless concentration.

ELIZABETH BISHOP

- First, you will perceive about you a strange and deepening
quietness; a slowing down of our feverish mental time. Next, you
will become aware of a heightened significance, an intensified ex-
istenbe in tbe'thing at which you look. As.you, with all your con-

. sciousness, lean out.toward it, an answering current will meet
. yours. It seems as though the barrier between its life and your own,
between subject and object, hqd the]ted away.You are merged with

" it, in an act of true communion: and you know.the secret of its

. being deeply and u;y‘brgettab]y.

Many years later, photogi'apher‘Mi-nO’r White applied some of
these principles of intimate perception and contemplation in his
photography Workshops in a process he called “creative audience.”
In this book we will be dealing with the same process embedded in
the teachmgs of Zen and Zen meditation.
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The inner—what is it?
Zf not intensg‘ﬁed sky . . .

RAINER MARIA RILKE

It’s sometimes surprising what happens when we suspend judg-
ment and get in touch with how art makes us feel. I sat in a creative
feedback session once where two young women, Cynthia and Rose,’
were working on a photograph of a beautiful rocking chair sitting in
front of a window, with light streaming on it. Rose, who was giving
the feedback, began to describe how the chair made her think of an
old woman with arthritis in one hand.

“She’s holding a cane,” Rose said, “and she’s wearing a shawl
around her shoulders. She’s also a bit blind.”

While Rose was talking, Cynthia began to cry. Rose was de-
scribing Cynthia’s grandmother, an old woman who had sat in that
rocking chair every day for forty years. Rose had never met Cyn-
thia’s grandmother—she had passed away some time before—but
her intuition allowed her to tap into the depths contained in the

image of the rocking chair.

This is not an easy process. It requires a deep sense of trust between
the person giving the feedback and the person receiving it, and it
takes time and patience to develop this trust. Once the process is
working, it acts as a doorway to insight. What we create in our lives
can be a powerful teacher. A key element that enables this to happen
is a creative feedback group. Members of such a group do not nec-
essarily have to be artists. They can be peers, nonartists, anyone

willing to look at your art.



In my own work, I have preferred to work with small groups.
 The group Tused for years consisted of a couple of art critics a pho-
tography teacher; an art student a erter the farmer across the
road, and: my mother b, | |
It was very reveahng to have such a mlxed group since, even
though their knowledge of and 1nterest in art varied Wldely, the L
comments I heard from each were not that dlfferent My mother,
for example, never understood my abstract photographs She would
invariably say to me, “Oh ]ohn you have such lovely children! Why
don’t you, photograph them 1nstead of these silly rocks?’Yet her 4
feelings about my. Work Were essentlally 1dentlcal to the feehngs'
 that the critics and photographers expressed ‘ .
Part of tralmng a feedback group requires that you't be relentless -
in demandlng that your audlence express their. feehngs not their :
ideas, CrlthISInS or oplmons Some people have dlfﬁculty gettmg in
touch with their feehngs but you’ll find that the process itself will
help them to open up It takes time, patlence and commltment to :
develop a functlomng feedback _group. ' x4 o .
As the artlst recelvmg the feedback, you need. to train yourself '
how to hear what” s belng sald and draw out the information that - |
- only the aud1ence can glve you. The tendency for the artist is to
“hear” what he wants to hear, accordmg to his preconcewed notions
of his art, rather than what it is actually commumcatmg Ty AL
One of the pltfalls of creatlve feedback is you may | find yourself : _‘ 5
trying to -create art that pleases your creative feedback group, e
. rather than art. that sprmgs from your own v151on ‘Learn from your -
group, but keep gomg, keep explorlng Don t get hooked on look-
«ing for approval. It’s easy for us to work hard until we master atech-
nique, then just keep ploddlng along 1n a’ rut because we know we 2o &
can work well in it. Take chances Some of the greatest Work has ) e
been produced by people Who were_ Wllhng to be rejected. Experi- |
Cenr ) T e i S
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Practice: Creative Feedback

For creative feedback to work, we need toenter into the still point first,

deepening our attention until the mind is relaxed, free of tension, and

ocused on the here and now. Although you may have been practicin
e : gh you may p g

zazen and have developed skill in attehti_veneés,‘ your group of volun-
teers may not have acquired such skills. They will need to be guided
through a relatation dd focusing process before engaging the art.
What follows is an-example of how this process works. Using

yourself as the audience arid the picture on the previous page as the |
subject, try this practice yourself. Since creative feedback is a guided,
meditative way gf eXperz'e'ncing art, you should either prerecoid the
following iﬂstrdciiOns or have a friend read them to you as you engage
the image. The:instructions must be given in a slow and deliberate
manner, allowing :enougb time jbr each step to be engaged.

* Place the image in ﬁbnt of you, but don’t study it yet. Make your-
self comfortable and relax your body completely. Begin by closing your
eyes and becoming aware of your face, especially the muscles around
the eyes. Become aware of any tension that may be there, then deliber-
ately and consciously let go-of that tension. Next relax the muscles of
your jaw so.it hangs'joose]}/;' gently pressing your tongue against the
roof of )/bur rﬁoutb. Now move to the muscles on the back Qf the neck;
be aware of any tension there and let it go. Relax the muscles of the
back, the shoulders, and the chést.
 Become aware of your breathing. Allow yourself to breathe deeply
and easily, without effort. Imagine each inhalation bringing energy
into the body and each exhilation letting go of tension. If your mind
begins to wander, don’t fight it. Witness what it’s doing, and after a

b ﬁW:moments', bring your attention back to your breath.

Next let go of the tension in your stomach. Become aware of the
musc]es-'of the arms and let go gf anytension that you may be hold-

ing. Do the same for the forearms, and the muscles in your hands. Feel
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the muscles of the thighs, the calves, and the feet, letting go of any
tension left in your body. | A
Now 1magme Jou are sitting next to a sma]] pond. On its surface
ﬁoats a white swan. It’s very still. Tbere is no movement. No wind. No :
sound. Try to fee] that stillness Wzth your whole body. Y}y to contact
that still p]ace within ]ourse:lf that re]ates to the pond and the swan.
' Turn your awareness to your ham Begin drawing energy from all

parts of your bod)f to that pomt from the top of your head and the

E tzps g’" your: toes and ﬁngers Focus a]l tbe energy of your body in your
" hara; fee] it buz]dmg there. Now' begm to move tbat energy upward to
. the back of your closed eye]zds ol '

- When  you e ready to begm, open )/our eyes, take a ﬁasb look at
tbe 1mage, and close your eyes agazn Keep yourself still and quiet.
How does it fee]? What part qf your body is 1nvolved in thzs ‘percep-

tion: ?

. Try to see the 1mage on the back gf your closed eyelids, and notice
how you fee]—-—not what you tbmk qf it, but how you fee] Fill in areas

' ,qf tbe image. that are unclear to you Don b Wony about getting it

r1gbt Sta)/ connected with your jeelmgs

* Now open your eyes and take in the whole 1mage at once. How
does that ¢t feel? Not what you: tbmk cf it, but how it feels. See every- |
: tbmg that the artist 1ntended to present Begm to move slowly through

the 1mage Are tbere parts that attract you more than otbers? Sections

| tbat repulse you? Allow your e)/es to scan every section of the image—
. ‘don t leave an)/tbmg out. 71‘)/ to postpone your ]udgment Just see and.
£ 4, fee] If tboughts arise, acknow]edge them, let them go, and return to
. ]ust seeing, just fee]mg

Now 1mag1ne yourself entermg the 1mage becommg part qf it. Be.

" aware c_)f how it fee]s ﬁom tbe 1ns1de Are visceral sensatzons evoked by .
. 'the 1mage? Is it smootb bot pebbly? Do you jée] nervous, exczted re-
i Iaxed? Just: Ieeep seeing and fee]mg without ]udgmg or ana])fzmg Tune

. into your bady as you move from area to area, noticing how the



ground feels beneath your - feet. Is it spongy, smooth, hard, wet? Are
there any sounds? Smells? Don’t try to make sense of what you're
. Jeeling. Just let it move through you. . ,

Now choose a particular area of tbe 1mage to go into. Become it.
Notice how you feel, being this place. How.does the rest of the image
look from this position? Do you feel big, small, frightened, confident,
weary, or angry? Notice a-ny bod:‘ly sensations. How does it feel to

move out of being this one area and back into the whole image? A

‘What happens if you try to move out and beyond the image? How

does the image continue beyond the borders? Do you feel relief, anxi-
‘ety, fear, joy?. Spénd some. time outside the borders of the image. Then
return to the _image just ds,zft is, seeing it as a whole. Take it in all at
once again, bgfqre-dosing your eyes, and again see the afterimage on
the back qubur,closed eyelids. Fill in any areas that aren’t clear.
Notice the sensétfons you are left with. Try to amplify the feeling
and really expenence it.Then let it go-
Draw your energv. back down to your hara and away from your

eyes. Feel the energy building there until you feel that sense of light-

. ness; warmth, or bucyfancy Then cohscjously and deliberately let it go.

Let go of the  feeling; let go of the image. Become aware of yourself, the

' room, and sounds. Move _your body slngt]y, and, when you're ready,
s]ow]y open your e)/es

Now, if you’re in a creative feedback group with an artist whose work
you're responding to, you re.ready to give  feedback. Stay with your

fee]ings. Leave your analysis for a critical audience. Criticism is also

z'mpértant, but it’s a separate process. Tty to convey to the artist every-

‘thing that you experienced during the creative  feedback process.
It’s easiest to learn the instructions for creative feedback using a
visual medium, but once you.aie  familiar with the process, you can

adapt it to other art forms. For a short piece of writing, the “flash
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look”might be the word or two that catches your eye in that first

impression. Then you can listen to or read the poem as a whole piece.

Next, read the poem more thoroughly, line by Ifne, allowing yourself to '

move into and experience each image or line, anid how it feels to move
through it. Then choose one phrase or line to move into and become
that one phrase. Going beyond what is actually written on the page,
do you feel you can move outside the poem? Does it continue in a
similar way or radically change? - 7

For a longer piece of writing, or a pezfoimance piece of dance or
music, the “flash look”is simply your first impression, the change from

the quiet before the piece begins to the initial movement. Stay aware

 of your visceral experience throughout. Allow )/ourse]f to be moved by

the piece; move through it, in it. Allow yourself to become the music,
words, or dance, noticing the sensations in your body._ When the:piece
ends, close your eyes and sit quietly. Be aware of any residual impres-
sions and feelings, and intensify them. Then conscibus]y and deliber-
ately let them go and return to your center and the sounds in the
room. Then open your eyes. :
The instructions for doing creative feedback with a visual image
are 'preseﬁted in‘a way that will allow you to experience the image
from different perspectives, not just what is comfortable or familiar to
you. For other media, the same prz‘ﬁciples of awareness apply, but the
process can’t be as structured. You need to open yourself to the move-
ment of the piece as it is presented allowing it to unfold without
comments or criticism.
~ . This kind of creative feedback requires a very deliberate commit-

‘ment to stay with the direct experience, to not move away into day-

. dreaming, numbness,' or inattention. Some parts qf the piece may be

difficult to fee] others pleasurable, but don’t try to pro]ong a pamcu—
lar feeling or hold yourse!f back:

It is also possible to g1ve nonverbal feedback using touch, move-

c

ment, theater, or mime. Be creative. The point is to communicate as

clearly as possible youi experience to the artist. One of the most pow-

&



egful responses that I ever received came ﬁ'om a pe{formance artist. His
short performance directly transmitted his experience of my photo-
graph.When he finished, 1 had no doubt about what my photograph

communicated to him.

Please keep in mind that in this process, your art and audience are

functidning as a teacher, a guru—a mirror reflecting you back to

yourself.

If you still don’t understand.

Look at Septembei', look at October.
Leaves of red and gold
Fill the valley stream.

JOHN DAIDO LOORI
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