Vickers – How To – 


Patrick Scott Vickers
Preservation, a How To of Rendition

To Render: to purify fat.

Drawing tools, like charcoal or pencils, range in hardness. 


The 2B pencil of the Scantron™ test. 


The softest tools make the darkest marks, and in addition give as you draw with them. You can feel the charcoal crumbling on the paper, and if the paper has a rough texture, tooth, then the mark spills from the charcoal or pencil, as if you were grinding your line into existence. 


Which of course, you are. 


And didn’t you know that paper has teeth? You did, though you might now have thought about those teeth for a long time.


Run your fingertips over the paper. 


Its teeth aren’t for you, but for your tools. At least, not like that.


Practice suggesting depth and shadow with the width of your line. A thick line equals darkness and heaviness, a thin line a line of light, of delicacy. 


Despite what you may think, a charcoal pencil erases back to the color of your paper while a graphite pencil leaves its traces.


But don’t even think about erasing, for now. 


If you start to draw, for the first years, never erase a single mark.


Each one has a purpose. 



Each mark whispers to you of how you see, or how you don’t.


Of what you want. 

***
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***

You want to preserve something. Something happening right now, or something that happened before.


You’ve got some choices to make. 


How do you make choices?


How do you know what’s important, what to include?


You assume an audience. You could use yourself as your audience. But don’t use yourself right now as your total audience.

Use yourself right now as a clue. 

Have you kept a journal? Now would be a good time to reread it. If not all of it, pick a few sample pages. 

Here’s one way to write a journal: write what you’re thinking about right now.

Here’s another way to write a journal: write for your future self.

What would you like to know about the person you were twelve years ago?

In twelve years, what would you like to know about the life you’re living right now?


Yourself.


Or pick someone you know. Or pick someone you don’t know but wish you did. Or make someone up, but some way pick a single unique person, and aim all of your creative power towards that person. 


Then you preserve your viewpoint for that person. You write draw play sculpt film tape paint with that person in mind. Your own private consumer, viewer, audience of one. 

***

When composing an image, whether on a piece of paper or looking through a viewfinder or watching the world unfold on the LCD screen of your digital camera or bounded by the edges of the computer screen, start at the lower right hand corner of edge of your media, and then go left, to that corner, and then up, to the upper left corner, then back down to the lower right corner, and then back up to the upper right corner, and then across to the upper right corner. 


Assuming you’re a Western reader and viewer, that is, that you read from left to right, up to down. 


If you don’t, reverse the above directions.


You’re checking the edges for any distractions, a tree limb, a hand, the edge of a building. Look, see how the lines formed by power lines or roads or ceilings or furniture or trees or grass enter your bounded world, and leave your bounded world.


Just as a story is ruined or made by beginnings and endings, so too an image lives and breathes by its edges. 


If you’re a left to right viewer you use the opposite of the way you look to check yourself, following the reverse path your audience will take, tracing the end and flowing back to the beginning.


If you’re lucky, and slow, and careful, you’ll spot distractions before it’s too late. 


Before the click of the shutter. 


Before the 6B charcoal scrapes the Rives BFK paper. 


If you read from right to left and from bottom to top, or top to bottom, or you don’t read at all, that’s okay. 


Rotate the paper. Turn the camera. Ignore your subject. Think only of its context. 


What do you want to know in a hundred years?

***

Light has different colors. Can you see them?


Your eyes adjust, turning the morning light to white. But the morning light, like the evening light, is yellow, though the morning light burns brittle and pale, while the evening burns with undertones of red and blue and purple. 


Find a white wall near your home. 


Get up at daybreak. 


Watch the wall. 


Check your wall at noon, at three, at twilight, at night. 


Learn to see all of the different shades of white. Look at your wall until when you look away you can see it shining when you close your eyes. Now quick, dart your glance from the wall to the shadows in the bushes, in the trees, beneath cars, you should still see your wall, only now its white should have a tint.


Your eyes are chemical creatures, and you’ve been using up all of the chemistry for one color, now the other chemicals rush in, your eyes still communicate a shape to the brain, but the original chemistry has run low.


Your eyes do the best they can. They send in red. Blue. Purple. Yellow. Green.


Jasper Johns painted the flag of the United States, using encaustic, mixing his pigment with wax. Stare at it long enough, and when you look away, there is still the flag, only in compliments, flickering in your head, behind your eyes.


Green. Yellow. Orange. 

***

If every action has an equal and opposite reaction, when you’re trying to choose your essential moment, the thingness of the thing that is your life, or your imagination, what is its exact opposite?


You should consider this opposite, because its there, implied. 


When your brush dipped in gouache spreads its opaque red across the paper, you are implying green, but also your paper activates the space above it, the space your body moves through, and the space beneath the paper.


What is under there?


When it’s all over. On the paper, I mean, and you’ve hung it on the wall, then the activated space, it moves with the paper, and becomes what’s in the wall, what’s beyond the wall, what’s beyond and beyond and beyond.


Are you sure you want to reach that space?


At the very least, please tell me you’ve considered it, that world you’re about to touch. 


Think of what you’re disturbing. 


Awaking.

***

Interviewing.


Even if you’re talking to yourself. 


You do talk to yourself, don’t you? Start.


There are three rules for asking questions, that if you follow them, you’ll save yourself blood. Now or later.


Enough. Ready?


1. Don’t ask a question you’re not prepared to take the time to listen to with your whole head and heart. 


2. Don’t ask a question you wouldn’t be able to answer yourself.


3. Don’t ask a question unless you’re sure, absolutely sure you’re emotionally ready to hear the answer. 


You could put ‘never’ before that ‘don’t.’


Or you could put always before all three of the rules. 


Richard Maxwell said that every criticism implies its opposite. 


Every suggestion, too.


The opposite hides everywhere, like in your vision, waiting for when you look away, from the light to the dark, from the question to the answer, from being awake to going to sleep, and in that moment, when you’re asleep, your eyes closed, you think you know what you’re going to see when you open your eyes. 


Try not to expect. Try not to know ahead of time. 


Lie there, with your eyes closed, dream of your room, your space, see the walls, place your clothes, your chair, the piece of paper on your desk, and then go to the sockets in the walls, where does the phone plug in, where does the computer plug in, where are these holes, these connections in your walls, where do they lead to, and in the darkness of your eyes, in your sleep, send yourself as far as you can.


Is there water dripping? 


Those drops, where did they start, where were they born?

***

One suggestion of behavioral science makes us not into beings that make conscious decisions based on current factors, instead we make a decision by taking everything that has ever happened to us, all of our memories, such as they are, and our brains shift through that mass of sensory information, finding the past moments that most resemble the current situation, averaging our entire life in a fraction of an instant, and then we act, based on our past. 


And add a new slice of memory.


There is no good. No bad. Only a variety of outcomes that we read as good or bad. Pain is bad. Pleasure is good. We sift, hunting for the options that might lead or at least tilt the likelihood towards pleasure. 


You’re wanting to preserve?


You’re about to have to discard damn near everything about the moment you want to keep. There isn’t enough room on the paper the screen the canvas or contained within the block of stone. 


Something has to go. 


In fact, it would be easier to concentrate on what can stay, as so much has to go. 


Using the memory model of behavior, when you pick what stays, you must make an informed decision or you will pick the wrong essence of your moment.


In twelve years, you will read the essay, see the photograph, and wish you had turned your roving capturing self a smidgen the other way, there will be something outside the frame, beyond the page, that you will want there, on the page, in the stone, crying out.  


Think of your own memories. Lay out a memory in your mind. Is there sound? Color? Smell? Examine the borders of this memory. Concentrate on the memory’s center, shopping for a new stove, opening the door of your first home away from home.


There’s a center, in your memory. Focus on each detail, one at a time. Separate them out, line them with light. 


Now, right now, look away. 


What’s there at the edge? 

***

If you’re composing a photograph of two people, they’re natural inclination, or if they want to look chummy, is to place their arms around each other. 


Stop.


Look at the hands. A hand on a shoulder often dissolves into fingertips so that in the photograph there appears to be fat worms resting on the shoulder. A hand appears around a waist, but it doesn’t look connected to an arm. 


A couple hugs each other, their arms winding, and the hands and fingers get all mixed up. 


Follow each limb to the edges of your frame, as well. 


Don’t, if you can, cut off the tops of heads, the ends of fingers, the tips of feet. 


Your audience, your viewers, they can see through time. You knew that, right? They can sense your intention. Your private viewer, when you take the picture, talk to your person, talk to yourself, say, “I checked the edges. I checked the corners. I followed the arms.”


And in the future, your person will feel that, will trust you.


So that even if you have to cut something off, it will feel intentional, because it was.


Intention builds trust. 


Oh, and make everyone take off their watch. Watches look terrible in photographs.

***


The most classic mistake in drawing a human being?


S.


That’s the shape of our backs. 


I.


That’s the shape we all draw first, when we draw our backs.


Why?


Because none of us, it appears, see.

***

Gordon Holler, when we were all drawing a tree on windy day, said, “You’re attempting to draw the tree.”


We all nodded. We were sitting on our drawing horses. Those uncomfortable rectangles of wood, with one end notched for the drawing board, and we had dragged them outside, into the early Spring weather, in California, at Foothill Junior College.


You were there.


Well, if you weren’t, you were now.


Gordon’s tall. His hair black and thick with white struck through here and there, and his dark eyes that burned. 


It’s a cliché, but when you looked in his eyes you could see the fire raging in his skull.


“You draw the branch, the leaf, now”


He gestured and we all drew. 


Your paper was white. Now a single limb trembles its way from white to black to white and in between, a leaf dangles at the end.


Gordon walks the circle. 


Your charcoal has already darkened your fingers, and though you have been trying to teach yourself not to, you wipe your hands on your pants, so that later the charcoal will mark something else. 

***


Gordon stands behind you and marks with his gaze from your paper your limb and your leaf. Then he walks to the tree and snaps off your branch. He twists his hands with their long bony fingers and your leaf rocks to the ground. 


“Now,” he says, “if you draw the tree, which is the real one?”


He points at the ground.


Here?


He takes the tree, a slender thing, its base still wrapped in burlap to protect it, and shakes the trunk. Or here?

***

The essence of the thing. 

And the shape of the thing. 

And the thing.

And your version of the thing. 

***

Blind contour drawing has the wrong name. 


But if you want to learn to draw, or rather, if you want to be able to recreate on a two dimensional surface, say, a piece of paper, a translation of a three-dimensional world that moves constantly in time, then the quickest way is blind contour drawing.


Take your drawing tool, any will do, but perhaps a 4B pencil, charcoal or graphite, and do not look at your paper. Trace its outlines with your non-drawing hand, so that you know its physical dimensions, but do not look at it.


Look at your thing. The thing you want to draw. 


Imagine that you can press your pencil on it, with no pressure, no dent, and with that mental pencil in front of you, touching your subject, move your physical pencil on the paper as your mental pencil moves on your subject.


Take your time. 


Scott Betz suggested that you think of your pencil as being in the grasp of an ant. He wasn’t the first drawing teacher to suggest that. 


Snails leave slimy messes, so don’t think of them.


Draw.


Trace, your subject, caress it, let your pencil wander.


Stumble along the lines, while at the same time push and pull your pencil on the paper.


This should take a long time.


You know you’ve done a good drawing, which in this case is not a subjective measure, but an objective measure of good, in this way: your drawing should be unrecognizable according to what your brain, wielding your eyes as tools, suggests your drawing should be. 


You should see a mass of lines. 


You should be able, looking at your lines, to know where you were, on your subject, what contours you were traveling.


If your lines on your paper look to your eyes like the thing you were observing, then there are three possibilities.


You cheated. Start over. The most common mistake? Too quick.


You’ve been practicing this style of drawing for a decade or more.


You’re a genius.


Which is the correct answer?


This too: objects don’t have contours.


What have you been drawing?


Start over. There are no contours. 


Use the shadows. Use the light. Use any change of any kind from any part of any part of any part and make it. Take what you decide and make it.


Then make it again.


But don’t remake along the same contour in the same drawing in an attempt to correct a mistake. There are no mistaken marks here.


You can only return to the same contour on your way to somewhere else.


But that shouldn’t happen, if you’re making your contours as you go.


Don’t sweat it if it does.


Don’t sweat it if you look at the paper. Who cares if you cheat. Who wants to be able to see anyway? Why run if we can stretch our legs?


Oh, and never pick your pencil up from the paper.


And never look away.

***

Or two seconds from now. 

Henri Cartier Bresson was a photographer who believed in the precision of a moment. A decisive moment. A moment worth keeping. A moment that wasn’t right before and wouldn’t be a moment after but an exact moment that was art. 


If you’re after the now, then you’re after such a moment.


You have to not think about yourself twelve years from now.


You have to not think about yourself at all.


You have to think of this world of instants, as each foot falls or each breath rises.


The world coalesces about you and your job, your only job, is to be ready.


Click.


Don’t bother pressing the button again. If you have to press the button again you missed it. 


Don’t draw the same line. Don’t chase what already isn’t there.


Anymore.


Calm yourself. Wait. Look.


So you lost a moment of glorious light and import and beauty and your soul will never recover, be true, and wait, and here will be another.


But don’t forget that you fucked up, too.

***

Why the hell.

While you are watching, listening, waiting, standing, being on the outside of each moment, the moments are there without part of you.


Your life is absenting you and you are becoming a shade of your own existence.


What does it matter, as all of your life is memory and all you are doing is going straight from memory to memory without the moment in between.


You are saving so much time.


And the memories are the same.


The time saving adds up somewhere.


You’re sure of it.


But.


You sometimes notice that the new memories, the ones that remember you remembering, the ones that are of you noting the moment rather than being the moment, these moments are themselves shadows, and though they stand up for now, how will they last?


They seem weak. 


You are afraid to touch them, as if they are spider silk, and they would wrap around you, lost but not gone, sticky strips of faded color.

***

You cannot go back.

You thought you would dabble. Though you would never have used the word dabble.

You thought you might have a hobby.

You even thought you might be an artist.

You were going to add to the world through observation.


And you did. You have.

And then you began to realize you were no longer part of the world and wanted back in. You wanted to no longer have to notice with extreme prejudice everything, to go back to being blind. 


But you have stared too long at the sun, into your soul, and now, when you close your eyes you cannot help but see yourself, and the opposite of yourself, and when you cannot stand to see that anymore, you are forced to open your eyes and you cannot help but notice that pair of blue sneakers, the loping stride, and from somewhere, the scratch of cinnamon in the air.
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