
 



Self Help Art: Create Your Way to Balance. 
The value of process over product. 

The World Health Organization (WHO) defines holistic health as: 
viewing man in his totality within a wide ecological spectrum, and … emphasizing the view that ill health 
or disease is brought about by an imbalance, or disequilibrium, of man in his total ecological system and 
not only by the causative agent and pathogenic evolution.1(p13) 
    

Creative thinking offers a solution to a uniquely modern problem. If you hadn’t noticed yet, ADD 
(Attention Deficit Disorder) has taken the world by storm. What was once diagnosed almost 
exclusively in children has now spread to every demographic connected to the internet. As a 

species in the modern age, we have compromised our ability to focus on subjects that fail to immediately 
induce an adrenaline rush or offer entertainment value. In front of a screen, the brain tells us that 
something better awaits with the next click, so it’s on to the next click. Click, consume, repeat. When the 
real world fails to follow those rules, we become anxious and impatient. Then in predictable fashion, we 
often seek the quick and easy fix by medicating the problem. But what happened to creativity? Can the 
arts offer a chemical-free way of settling the mind? Somewhere in the rush to speed up the production/
consumption loop that drives our world, the value of individuals making things for the sake of making 
things got left behind. In the blur of consumption, we have lost ourselves. It’s time to find the ‘self’ again, 
and art can lead the way. 

 Once upon a time, humans needed creativity to survive. Seeing a new solution to a problem that 
had not yet happened, foresight, is the skill that set homo sapiens apart from the competition. Predicting a 
variety of scenarios, seeing into the future, then scheming a solution to minimize the impact of 
unfavorable circumstances, represents the most significant cognitive skill separating us from other 
species. Today, creative problem solving has largely given way to a consumptive mindset as so many of 
our basic needs are satisfied my modern industry and the information age. Our attentions are directed 
elsewhere. From a physiological standpoint, humans were not designed to handle prolonged and rapid 
sensory input. That energy was originally reserved for brief fight or flight situations like running away 
from saber toothed tigers or attacking neighboring clans to steal a hot meal. Today’s ‘fight or flight’ 
instinct is triggered more by the threat of someone stealing our phone than by survival. How times have 
changed. 



 The constant drum of digital input alters the brain’s structure in ways that science is only 
beginning to understand, and yes, it is a physical change in the brain’s structure. Like muscles, synaptic 
connections in the brain that are more frequently activated become stronger connections. Dr. Caroline 
Leaf, in her eye-opening book, Switch On Your Brain, describes how our thought patterns, positive and 
negative, largely determine the physical makeup of the brain’s neuro network. “This state of mind is a 
real, physical, electromagnetic, quantum, and chemical flow in the brain that switches groups of genes on 
or off in a positive or negative direction based on your choices and subsequent reactions” (Leaf 14).  We 
become what we think, and right now we’re thinking a lot about what someone else wants us to 
experience through a screen. We’re losing the ‘self’ in all of the noise. That’s where the full body 
experience of art offers a solution. 

 I know quite a bit about Attention Deficit Disorder. I am freshly retired from a 29 year career as 
an art educator teaching high school level digital photography and design. In the last 15 years, I’ve seen 
the changes in my student’s reduced ability to focus on a topic for more than about 3 minutes before 
growing impatient and reflexively reaching for the smartphone. I admit it; I do it too. Recent 
developments in the world that impact pretty much every minute of our everyday lives have thrown our 
collective mental state out of balance. Sure, stress has always been a part of life. However, our brains 
have never encountered an overwhelming tidal wave like the one that swept us into the ocean of the 
technology revolution. It hit teens especially hard, as just about any study of adolescent mental health will 
attest. Over-stimulated busy brains are not happy brains. Ask any school counselor. These kids need help.  

 Making time for creative activity offers a solution to the ‘monkey mind’. You should see the 
magical levels of focus and prolonged engagement that occur when my students are immersed in art. If 
given a safe environment that encourages creative risk, permits failure, and rewards resilience, my 
students lose themselves in a process of pure presence and awareness. They feel empowered to make a 
difference, however small, in our little classroom slice of the world. Art and creativity provide a language 
for open and confident communication. It’s a positive difference-maker. 

 The most beautiful aspect of art is also its biggest challenge because, unlike the culture in which 
it exists, art in its purest form values process over product. There is value in creative thought, but it is not 
immediately observable and cannot be measured by a numeric value (graded). As photographers seek that 
decisive moment to communicate a message that stimulates contemplation for the subject of the 
photograph, painters and sculptors pursue their truth through a practiced, refined process. Process is 
everything. To stand out, the photographer must place themselves in a position of potential that others do 
not consider, then frame a section of reality that contains significant form. It may take 1/1000 of a second 
to create an image, but true photographers are willing to sacrifice hours, days, or weeks in order to find, 
then record that magical moment. Painters and sculptors develop their language, their craft, over extended 
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periods of time, failing more than succeeding, then failing again in an exploration of their process. Art 
requires an intellectual and emotional investment of time effort, but in the end, process is everything!
  
 I describe the making of an art object as, ‘meditation that leaves a mark’. It’s that quiet spot in the 
woods, off of life’s main highway, where you exhale and introspectively examine what’s happening as a 
creative effort evolves. Art requires a firing of brain synapses that bring a sense of calm and control to 
battle busy brain. Entering into a state of directed awareness has the power to alter the physiology of an 
organ long thought incapable of structural change. Art is empowering. It has become more valuable now 
as an answer to an accelerating life. Creativity offers a return to a level of presence and self-actualization 
that makes us feel grounded in the ‘now’ moment, and gives us a reason to stay there to simply see what 
plays out. Art is a change in priorities. It’s not about the product. Contrary to today’s win at all costs and 
results oriented paradigms, the simple act of allowing the mind to wander in making music, cooking, 
dance, doodling or Zentangle activities provides an opportunity, an excuse, to slow down and exhale. 
Give yourself permission. Go create your balance. 

By Matthew Dowling (Author, teacher, painter, graphic designer) 
mattdowlingartanddesign.com 
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10 Minute Meditations That Leaves A Mark 
Observational sketching and positive distraction 

SUPPLIES:  
1.) Any simple object (coffee cup, scissors, shoe…etc.) that can be set in front of you.  
2.) Pen or pencil and paper (any piece of paper larger than a sticky note will do). 
3.) An open mind with the phone turned off. 

I.) CONTINUOUS CONTOUR LINE (5 studies in 5 days) 
The objective is for your eyes to move slowly around and through the subject of your drawing. The 
pencil/pen should never leave the paper and mirror the movement of your eyes while exploring the edges 
and forms of your chosen object. The takeaway here is moving the priority away from the quality of the 
final drawing by concentrating on spending more time looking at the object instead of your paper. In the 
end, the object should be defined in a fair amount of detail, and with one single continuous line. 



II.) GESTURE LINE (5 studies in 5 days) 
Keep your hand moving in quick strokes, again focusing more on the angles and shapes that define your 
object and less on the results. This is more about developing observational skills through the process, so 
we’re just getting an idea of general proportion and volume in space, not realism. I couldn’t help myself 
and began indicating shadows with the same quick strokes, but do what’s comfortable to you.  

III.) SKETCH LINE (Give yourself a little more time here)  
This is where contour and gesture lines combine as you develop your unique style. The tendency is to 
tighten up and start worrying about producing a super-realistic masterpiece. DON’T FALL INTO THE 
TRAP! Nobody needs to see your sketched studies, so relax and let those glorious mistakes happen. It’s 
experiment time as you play with different line combinations that feel right to you. Again, I absolutely 
love shading and had to do it. Keep it loose and have some fun in the moment.


