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PROLOGUE

Introduction: Before We Begin

 

My classes are not physical.

 

They’re psychological.

 

I figured this out somewhere around year three of teaching — when I noticed that the students who improved most weren’t the ones who arrived with the best technique or the most natural ability.

 

They were the ones who gave themselves permission.

 

Permission to begin.

 

To make a mess.

 

To be average.

 

To fail.

 

To enjoy themselves.

 

To matter.

 

Most people think creativity belongs to gifted people.

 

They’re wrong.

 

Creativity belongs to the people who keep turning up.

 

The painter who paints.

 

The writer who writes.

 

The musician who practices.

 

The sign-writer who loads the brush one more time.

 

The person who keeps showing up long after the excitement has faded.

 

This book is about what happens before the technique.

Not how to paint.

 

There are a thousand books about how to paint. Better technical books than this one, written by better technical teachers.

 

This book is about the psychological territory between wanting to make something and actually making it.

 

The inner critic and the imposter syndrome and the comparison and the fence-looking and the waiting for conditions that never arrive.

 

And the antidote to all of it.

 

Which is not confidence.

 

Not talent.

 

Not the right studio or the right materials or the right moment.

 

Just — permission.

 

The permission to pick up the brush before you’re ready.

To make the mark before you know where it’s going.

 

To show up even when the conditions are wrong and the weather is bad and the canvas feels like an enemy.

 

I’ve been a sign-writer, an abstract expressionist, a teacher, an accidental philosopher.

 

I’ve exhibited in New York, Stockholm, Paris.

 

I’ve taught in football clubs and arts centres and a ghost town in the northwest of Australia.

 

I’ve stood in front of Kandinsky in the Hermitage and petroglyphs carved fifty thousand years ago and a Murano glassblower turning breath into something impossible.

 

And every single time — in front of all of it — I’ve asked the same question.

 

How do you do that?

 

40 years since a 15-year-old boy stopped his pushbike on a suburban street and watched a sign-writer on trestles and asked that question for the first time.

 

I’m still asking.

 

That’s what this book is about.

 

Not completely. Not definitively.

 

But honestly.

The way a person answers after 17 years of paying attention.

 

Here’s what I know.

 

You don’t need more technique.

 

You need permission.

 

You have it.

 

Now pick up the brush.

— Rob Forlani
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EVERYONE HAS ONE.

VERY FEW PEOPLE SPEND THE TIME TO DISCOVER IT.

 



 





1.

WE’RE ALL HERE FOR SOME REASON

 



“I can’t draw. I’m not creative. I don’t know why I’m here.”

“I can’t draw. I’m not creative. I don’t know why I’m here.”

 

Week one.

 

I’ve heard this more times than I can count.

 

It comes from the woman who signed up on impulse and is already regretting it. The man whose partner bought him the class as a gift and who would rather be anywhere else. The retired teacher who spent 40 years encouraging other people’s creativity and somehow lost track of her own.

 

They stand at the door of the studio with the particular look of someone who has made a terrible mistake.

 

I always say the same thing.

 

I understand why you’re thinking that. I hear it all the time. But here’s what I know — we are all creative. Every single one of us. We can all draw. We’re all different. And you’re here, maybe, to step outside of yourself for a few hours. To leave whatever you were thinking about this morning at the door.

 

These three hours are yours. Do what you wish with them.

 

No one can tell you what’s good or bad here. There’s no wrong answer. There’s no competition. There’s just you, and the paint, and whatever happens when they meet.

 

We’re all here together for some reason. Let’s enjoy ourselves.

 

And then I watch something shift.

 

Not always immediately. Sometimes it takes twenty minutes. Sometimes it takes the whole first class. But it shifts. The shoulders drop. The grip on the brush loosens. The face that walked in carrying the weight of everything they couldn’t do starts to look like the face of someone who is making something.

 

That’s the moment I live for.

 

Not the finished painting. Not the technique breakthrough.

 

Not the student who surprises themselves with what they can do — though that happens too and it never gets old.

 

The moment the door opens.

 

That’s why I’m here.

 

Before anyone picks up a brush I introduce myself.

 

My life. My career. The sign-writer who became an artist. The carton of Guinness. The gallery in Stockholm. The house above Lake Como with the green shutters I painted myself.

Then — any questions?

 

There are always questions. That’s the point. I’m not standing in front of them as an authority figure delivering information.

 

I’m a person who made things and kept going and ended up somewhere unexpected. I’m showing them that the path isn’t straight and that’s not a problem. That’s actually the whole point.

 

Then I ask them to do the same.

 

One by one around the room. Who are you. Where have you come from. Whatever you’re comfortable sharing.

 

No one has ever refused.

 

And every single time — I watch the weight lift the moment they start speaking.

 

Because here’s what happens in that room before anyone has touched a canvas:

 

A retired nurse discovers she’s sitting next to a former engineer. A grandmother finds out the quiet woman beside her just left a 20 year career to start again. A young woman who thinks she has nothing to say listens to a 70 year old man describe his life and understands for the first time that everyone is carrying something.

 

The whole range of human life walks into my classes.

And every one of them thinks they’re the only one who doesn’t belong there.

 

They’re all wrong.

 

Then the settling in begins.

 

The first couple of hours are talky. Loose. I let it be.

 

I observe.

 

People sort their territory. Find their space. Push the tubes around. Pick up a brush and put it down again. Talk to the person next to them about nothing in particular while their eyes slowly take in the room.

 

This is not wasted time.

 

This is essential time.

 

The body needs to arrive before the mind does. Most people rush through their day from one obligation to the next and suddenly they’re in a studio with paint in front of them and they have no idea how to slow down. The talking is how they slow down. I let it happen.

 

I watch. I learn who they are before they know I’m watching.

The one who immediately starts arranging everything perfectly — she’ll struggle to let go when the painting starts.

 

The one who pushes everything to the side and makes space — she’ll find her way quickly.

 

The one who keeps looking at what everyone else is doing — he needs permission to stop comparing.

 

I file it all away.

 

Then I have to talk about equipment.

 

Students arrive with the particular combination of tools that says — I’m not sure I deserve to be here yet.

 

Thimble-sized paint tubes. Toothpick brushes. A palette the size of a postage stamp.

 

Everything miniature. Everything tentative. Everything saying — I’ll just take up a little room. I don’t want to be a bother.

 

I watched this for a while. Then one week I went to Kmart.

 

Kitchen section.

 

I came back with serving platters. Grand ones. Silver. Gold.

 

The kind you’d put a Christmas roast on.

 

Four dollars each.

 

I put them on the tables and watched the eyes go wide. Like I’d produced something extraordinary. Like it was a gift from heaven.

 

A $4 plastic serving platter.

But here’s what it actually was — permission.

 

Permission to mix colours properly. Permission to take up space. Permission to stop treating your creativity like something that should be kept small and tidy and apologetic.

 

98% of my students are women. And I’ve noticed something about women and creative space — they’ve spent so much of their lives making themselves smaller, taking up less room, being careful not to impose, that it follows them right into the studio.

 

The tiny palette is not about paint.

 

It’s about permission.

 

The serving platter says — you’re allowed to be here. You’re allowed to make a mess. You’re allowed to need more space than you thought.

 

The following week they all came back with their own platters.

 

Silver ones mostly. The girls love the silver.

 

Here’s what I need you to understand before we go any further:

 

There is no such thing as not creative.

 

There is only — haven’t found your way in yet.

 

Every person who has ever stood at my studio door and said I can’t draw has been wrong. Not because drawing is easy. Because drawing isn’t the point.

 

The point is the three hours. The point is leaving your morning at the door. The point is finding out what happens when you stop trying to be good and just start making something.

 

That’s what nobody tells you about making things.

 

It was never about the thing.

 

It was always about you.




2.

WTAF?

 



The emotional truth of something. Without the literal representation of it.

(What The Actual F**k Is Abstract?)

 

Week two.

 

The warm introductions are done. The serving platters have been sourced. The territory has been sorted. Everyone knows each other’s name and a little of everyone’s story.

 

And now they’re standing in front of a blank canvas.

 

And nobody is moving.

 

This is the moment I call WTAF.

 

Not out of frustration. Out of recognition.

 

Because WTAF is an honest response to abstraction. It is the correct response. If you stand in front of a blank canvas on week two and think — what the actual f**k am I supposed to do — congratulations. You’re paying attention.

 

The people who don’t feel that are the ones who aren’t really looking.

 

Let me tell you what abstract art actually is.

 

Not what the textbooks say. Not what the galleries say. Not what the person at the dinner party says when they want to sound intelligent.

 

What it actually is.

 

Abstract art is the emotional truth of something without the literal representation of it.

 

Read that again.

 

The emotional truth of something. Without the literal representation of it.

 

You don’t paint the tree. You paint what the tree makes you feel.

 

You don’t paint the ocean. You paint the memory of standing at the edge of it at 6 years old with the cold water on your feet and the whole world ahead of you.

 

You don’t paint your mother. You paint the particular quality of her kitchen on a Sunday morning when the tagliatelle was on and the whole house smelled like something ancient and good.

 

That’s abstraction.

 

It’s not harder than realism. It’s not easier either. It’s different. It requires something that realism doesn’t — it requires you to go inward before you go outward.

 

Most people have never been asked to do that before.

 

No wonder they freeze.

I draw a semicircle on the whiteboard.

 

On the left end I write A. On the right end I write R.

 

Abstract. Realism.

 

Along the arc I write names.

 

Rothko. Pollock. Kandinsky. Krasner. Moving along toward the middle — Klee. Dali. Picasso crossing the whole thing because Picasso did whatever he wanted and answered to nobody.

 

Then Monet. Van Gogh. Turner. Moving toward the right.

Photo Realism at the far end.

 

I ask — where are you on this dial?

 

Silence.

 

Not uncomfortable silence. Thinking silence. The particular quiet of people genuinely considering a question nobody has ever asked them before.

 

Where are you?

 

Not where do you want to be. Not where do you think you should be. Not where is your favourite artist.

 

Where. Are. You.

 

This is the question that changes everything.

 

Because here’s what I’ve learned after 17 years of watching people answer it:

 

Most people plant themselves somewhere in the middle without knowing it. They’re not fully abstract. They’re not photo realists. They’re somewhere on that arc that belongs specifically and only to them.

 

And the moment they find that spot — something relaxes.

 

The WTAF feeling doesn’t disappear. But it changes character. It goes from I don’t understand this to I’m finding out where I belong.

 

That’s a very different feeling.

 

Now I need to tell you about the arc.

 

People look at that semicircle and immediately start judging their position on it.

 

Abstract feels more sophisticated. More serious. More art.

Realism feels safer. More achievable. More like something you could show your mother without explanation.

 

Both of those assumptions are wrong.

 

There is no hierarchy on the dial.

 

Rothko is not better than Monet. Pollock is not more serious than Turner. A photorealist who renders a face with such precision it stops your breath is not less of an artist than someone throwing paint at a canvas from across the room.

 

They are different.

 

That’s all.

 

The dial is not a ladder. It’s a map.

Your job is not to climb it. Your job is to find where you are on it.

 

That is a lifetime’s work. And it is entirely worthwhile.

 

Back to the WTAF moment.

You’re standing in front of the blank canvas. You know where you roughly are on the dial. You understand that you’re not painting the thing — you’re painting the feeling of the thing.

 

And you still don’t know where to start.

 

Good.

 

That means you’re ready.

 

Here’s what I say next:

 

Take the charcoal for a walk.

 

Don’t think. Don’t plan. Don’t decide what you’re making.

Just put the charcoal on the canvas and walk it around.

 

Lines. Shapes. Marks. Whatever your hand feels like doing.

This is called mark making. It’s the most underrated thing in art.

 

Your marks are like your handwriting. Nobody else makes marks exactly the way you do. The pressure you apply. The speed. The curve or the slash or the careful deliberate line.

 

That’s yours. Already. Before you’ve learned a single technique.

 

The charcoal walk is how you find out what your handwriting looks like in paint.

 

Most people are astonished by what appears.

Because they were expecting to be told what to make.

 

And instead they discover they already knew.

 

I had a student once — I’ll call her Val — who stood frozen for twenty minutes in week two.

 

Just stood there.

 

Charcoal in hand. Canvas in front of her. Not moving.

 

I watched her from across the room. I didn’t rush over.

 

Rushing is the worst thing you can do with a frozen student. It confirms that something is wrong. Nothing is wrong.

 

Eventually I wandered past.

 

What’s happening, Val?

 

I don’t know what I’m supposed to make.

 

I looked at her for a moment.

 

What did you have for breakfast this morning?

 

She stared at me.

 

What?

 

Breakfast. This morning. What did you have?

I… toast. And coffee.

 

Did you worry about whether the toast was going to be good enough before you made it?

 

A pause.

 

No.

 

Right. Make the painting the way you made the toast. Just start. See what happens.

 

She looked at me like I’d lost my mind.

 

Then she put the charcoal on the canvas.

 

Twenty minutes later she had the beginning of something extraordinary.

 

She still talks about the toast.

 

WTAF is not a problem to be solved.

 

It’s a door to be walked through.

 

On the other side of it is everything you didn’t know you could make.

 

The blank canvas is not your enemy.

 

It’s the most democratic object in the world.

 

It doesn’t care who you are. What you’ve done. What you were thinking about this morning. Whether you brought a proper palette or a $4 Kmart serving platter.

 

It just waits.

 

And when you’re ready — it receives everything you give it without judgement.

 

That’s more than most things in life can offer.

 

Walk through the door.

 

Take the charcoal for a walk.

 

See what’s on the other side.
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