
 

Have you fallen for the myth of 'I can't
draw'? Do it anyway – and reap the rewards

December 28 2021, by Darren C. Fisher

  
 

  

Credit: Darren Fisher, Author provided

Drawing is a powerful tool of communication. It helps build self-
understanding and can boost mental health.

But our current focus on productivity, outcomes and "talent" has us
thinking about it the wrong way. Too many believe the myth of "I can't
draw", when in fact it's a skill built through practice.
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https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/0276237420923290
http://www.visuallanguagelab.com/P/NC_drawingdevelopment.pdf


 

Dedicated practice is hard, however, if you're constantly asking yourself:
"What's the point of drawing?"

As I argue in a new paper in Closure E-Journal for Comic Studies, we
need to reframe our concept of what it means to draw, and why we
should do it—especially if you think you can't.

Devoting a little time to drawing each day may make you happier, more
employable and sustainably productive.

The many benefits of drawing

I'm a keen doodler who turned a hobby into a Ph.D. and then a career.
I've taught all ages at universities, in library workshops and online. In
that time, I've noticed many people do not recognise their own potential
as a visual artist; self-imposed limitations are common.

That's partly because, over time, drawing as a skill set has been devalued.
A 2020 poll ranked artist as the top non-essential job.
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https://www.closure.uni-kiel.de/closure8/fisher
https://www.closure.uni-kiel.de/start_en
https://mili.eu/insights/sunday-times-essential-workers-poll-response


 

  

Automatic drawing – where one doodles without a specific aim – is a way to tap
into flow states and become mindfully absorbed. Credit: Darren C. Fisher,
Author provided

But new jobs are emerging all the time for visual thinkers who can
translate complex information into easily understood visuals.

Big companies hire comic creators to document corporate meetings
visually, so participants can track the flow of ideas in real time.
Cartoonists are paid to draft innovative, visual contracts for law firms.
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https://inkfactorystudio.com/
https://australiacouncil.gov.au/wp-content/uploads/2021/07/Graphic-Storytellers-at-Work-GSAW-Report-Case-Study-One.pdf


 

Perhaps you were told as a child to stop doodling and get back to work.
While drawing is often quiet and introspective, it's certainly not a "waste
of time". On the contrary, it has significant mental health benefits and
should be cultivated in children and adults alike.

How we feel influences how we draw. Likewise, engaging with drawing
affects how we feel; it can help us understand and process our inner
world.

Art-making can reduce anxiety, elevate mood, improve quality of life
and promote general creativity. Art therapy has even been linked to
reduced symptoms of distress and higher quality of life for cancer
patients.

And it can help you enter a "flow state", where self-consciousness
disappears, focus sharpens, work comes easily to you and mental
blockages seem to evaporate.

  
 

  

Drawing without an intended outcome often ends with surprising results. Credit:
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https://medicalxpress.com/tags/mental+health/
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/261661107_An_Introduction_to_the_Diagnostic_Drawing_Series_A_Standardized_Tool_for_Diagnostic_and_Clinical_Use
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/0276237420923290
https://eric.ed.gov/?id=EJ722383
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6124538/
https://escholarship.org/uc/item/8bq69315
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/16288447/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/flow+state/
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Cultivating a drawing habit

Cultivating a drawing habit means letting go of biases against drawing
and against copying others to learn technique. Resisting the urge to
critically compare your work to others' is also important.

Most children don't care about what's considered "essential" to a
functioning society. They draw instinctively and freely.

Part of the reason drawing rates are thought to be higher in Japan is their
immersion in Manga (Japanese comics), a broadly popular and culturally
important medium.

Another is an emphasis on diligent practice. Children copy and practise
the Manga style, providing a critical stepping stone from free scribbling
to controlled representation. Copying is not seen as a no-no; it's integral
to building skill.

As researcher and artist Neil Cohn argues, learning to draw is similar to
(and as crucial as) learning language, a skill built through exposure and
practice: "Yet, unlike language, we consider it normal for people not to
learn to draw, and consider those who do to be exceptional […] Without
sufficient practice and exposure to an external system, a basic system
persists despite arguably impoverished developmental conditions."
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http://mtoku.yourweb.csuchico.edu/vc/Articles/toku/Toku_what%20is%20manga_.html
https://www.jstor.org/stable/20716077
http://www.visuallanguagelab.com/P/NC_drawingdevelopment.pdf


 

  

Making simple repetitive marks is a great way to develop your drawing skills.
Credit: Darren C. Fisher

So choose an art style you love and copy it. Encourage children to while
away hours drawing. Don't worry about how it turns out. Prioritise the
conscious experience of drawing over the result.

With regular practice, you may find yourself occasionally melting into
states of "flow", becoming wholly absorbed. A small, regular pocket of
time to temporarily escape the busy world and enter a flow state via
drawing may help you in other parts of your life.

How to get started
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https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Flow_(psychology)


 

Use simple tools that you're comfortable with, whether it's a ballpoint
pen on post-it notes, pencil on paper, a dirty window, or a foggy mirror.

Times you'd typically be aimlessly scrolling on your phone are prime
candidates for a quick sketch. Doodle when you're on the phone,
watching a movie, bored in a waiting room.

Together with mindful doodling, drawing from observation and memory
form a holy trinity of sustainable proficiency.

Drawing from life strengthens your understanding of space and form.
Copying other styles gives you a shortcut to new "visual libraries".
Drawing from memory merges the free play of doodling with the mental
libraries developed through observation, bringing imagined worlds to
life.

With time and persistence, you may find yourself producing drawings
you're proud of.

At that point, you can ask yourself: what other self-limiting beliefs are
holding me back?

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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