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Life and art have been intertwined since the earliest
days of human beings becoming human beings.
Early cave drawings reflected the desire to
symbolize the hunt, or a battle with another tribe.
One could imagine dance, theatre and storytelling
evolving out of the need to share adventures and
life's unfolding. People beating the ground or fallen
tree trunks, capturing the rhythms of the heart beat,
the changing of the seasons, or building energy to
hunt or to war, celebrating a birth, and singing to
manifest the need to express grief or love. Art has
always been present to symbolize and express life.
This is an example of how life informs and shapes
our art. Birth, death, the changing of the seasons,
anticipation of planting a crop, all were
acknowledged, celebrated and marked by the
community coming together to participate and
celebrate as a community. Everyone participated to
make music, to sing, or to dance. Being a human
being and making art were synonymous in these
cultures.

The ways of modern society have created an
artificial barrier that has separated art and artists
from daily life and “regular people”. There are
people born with incredible gifts and talents, as well
as others who develop it by hard work and study,
who are doing incredibly creative things. It goes
without saying that they are Artists with a capital A.
At the same time art is not limited to just these
exceptlonally gifted people. As dancing is not

. limited to ballet, or singing to
opera; creativity is inherent in
all of us. It is an innate right
and, some may argue, an
essential part of our well being
and as important to our sanity as
work and play. Art is a basic
human function. One could say
that being a human being and
living a life is itself a continual
creative process. It is not such a
stretch to say that inherent in all
our gestures, movements, words
and thoughts are the elements
for a work of art.

The Life Art Process model
says that potentially, doing art
and living a life are completely
intertwined. They draw from
and influence each other. They
function on a continuum of living a life and being a
human being. To be human is to create. Not be
involved in some aspect of a creative process is to
not fully embody our humanness.

The separation of art from life in the western culture
can probably be traced to the dualistic philosophy of
Plato and Descartes. This dualism and separation
permeates almost every aspect of our lives; from
education, to religion, medicine, our sex lives, and
of course, art. At the same time there is, and has
been, a movement of people rejecting these
separations and choosing to adopt life styles and
practices that meet the needs of perceiving
ourselves and life as a holistic and interconnected
process.

As our Life shapes our Art, we also have the
potential to allow our art to shape and inform our
lives. An example of how art impacted on my life is
when as a young man | was introduced to Yoga.
Yoga means to unite body, mind, and spirit; not see
ourselves as separate compartments, but as one with
all that is. | also learned that my practice could have
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a profound impact on how | both lived and
experienced my life. Yoga was a way of life.

Another early example was my training in the
Martial Arts. The Martial Arts taught me about
using the arts to cultivate ways | wanted to be under
stress, in movement, and in my everyday life. Who |
was when | was attacked in the practice space was
not different from who | was in my daily life when |
was “attacked” by my children, my boss or my
spouse. | learned how | could stay in a state of
grace, and still deal with and resolve conflict in a
positive and awake way. Making a commitment to
my practice had an impact on my commitments in
other areas of my life. Learning to show up in
uncomfortable situations in the studio reflected in
how I showed up in life.

All the time and energy | was putting in, in dance
studios and dojos was an apprenticeship for the
ultimate art we call life.

Years later | had the great fortune to meet and work
with Anna Halprin. Anna was developing the
Life/Art Process. Later her daughter Daria Halprin-
Khalighi further developed the work with other
teachers at the Tamalpa Institute, including the
author, Ken Otter and Jamie McHugh. Anna’s
approach grounded my experience and
understanding of art impacting on life. It gave me a
way to use my life stories and myths as resources to
shape my dance and movement, my theatre and
performance, my drawing and painting, prose and
poetry, and my storytelling, and then, my art
circling back and influencing and shaping how I
was living my life.

My life was becoming my art. This perspective
serves as a wake up call, bringing more
consciousness into my day to day activities and
relationships. It informs me that life, like art, is both

a process and a goal. | am constantly rehearsing and
performing my life by practising my art, and living
my life is an artful expression. Indeed, we can
extend the idea by saying that how we live our lives
is the ultimate artistic expression, and can include
the awareness, preparation, focus, intensity and
clarity of any piece of art. Life as art and art as life
presents a perspective from which | can begin to
shape my vision of myself in a desirable, creative,
and productive way. The information and insight
my art generates can be applied to my relationships,
my work, and my play.

At this point let me give an example of what this
process could look like. A student was working on
owning her voice; speaking her “truth”. As she
worked through the process she saw that this was
tied to many aspects of how she experienced herself
and others. She began to see how it was shaped in
childhood by being the only Asian American in a
northern American state predominated by blond
northern Europeans. As a child she was called a
wide range of names and disgusting things by both
other children and adults related to her being
“different”. For example, she “wasn’t American but
an alien”, to “go back to where she belonged”, that
“her father is the devil” and so on.

As we tend to do, she internalized the voices and
began to see herself as different, ugly and not
belonging. She believed that she had no right to
speak up and that she really didn’t belong. She also
came to realize that deep in her heart she had voices
that whispered that she hated blondes and white
people, her tormentors. The longer she held these
thoughts, the more power they got, the more
forbidden they became. But of course, being the
lovely soul she was, she certainly
couldn’t think or harbor those
thoughts, let alone say them out
loud. Over time all these little
traumas grew to be big shadows,
sucking the life force of our young
protagonist.

| The shadow concept is part of
Robert’s Bly’s body of work on the
. “Shadow” phenomenon. Bly talked
about how emotions and behaviour
that come up in our childhood, that
are not acceptable in our families,
society, or religion, with no other

| option, are stuffed into little bags

S that we drag around as we live our
lives. These little shadows don’t stay little. As we
grow up so do they, in fact, flourishing in the dark.
Then, in various inappropriate situations they
appear out of nowhere, big and ferocious. It can
startle us as much as anyone else who witnesses it:
“Wow, where did that come from?” Just as
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suddenly as they come out, they slip back into the
shadow to continue to suck our life force and wait
for the next opportunity to jump back into our life in
inappropriate and destructive ways.

Perhaps all the dragons of our lives are princesses
who are only waiting to see us once, beautiful and
brave.

Perhaps everything is in its deepest being
something that needs our love.

Rainer Maria Rilke

If we can begin, in a constructive and artful manner,
to bring these shadows out of the dark and into the
light then we can begin to see them for what they
are. We can possibly express them, make friends
with them, use them versus them using us, and
ultimately in the Life/Art model, create with them.

Of course this is a process and this is where a
therapeutic model becomes ingrained into the
bigger Life/Art Process model. (See Daria Halprin’s
“The Expressive Body in Life, Art and Therapy”).
The student has to work through their issues to get
to the point where the issues become a resource for
creativity. If the problem is too close and raw, it is
not the time to try to be creative. One has to respect
the problem/resource and do the appropriate and
therapeutic work to be able to reach a point where
there is enough distance to begin the creative
process.

And | promise you, that when the student gets to
that point where they can begin to work, explore
and create with the problem/resource it is a blessed
moment for all involved. It is the place where
creation begins to take place and we get to
experience the divine in them and in ourselves.

So, back to our story. When our lovely young
student got to the point where she was able to begin
to create an expressive “piece” around this story, we
talked about how all of us are at some point or
another on the outside, the other, the alien. It could
be around race, or gender, sexual preference,
economic status, social class or how you comb your
hair. It may be more damaging for some than
others, but sometime in our life we are going to
share that pain of being the other, the foreigner, the
“queer”, the weirdo. No one, including her, believed
she hated blonds or white folks. These were
thoughts and feelings she once had but never had
the opportunity to say, or own. Instead they had
fostered in her heart growing and blocking out other
emotions that she wanted to be experiencing. The
feelings of being an ugly little alien who hated
white folks was keeping her from seeing herself as
we who knew her see her; as a beautiful, graceful,
compassionate and loving human being. We
discussed how once she began to create and perform

the material, the material became bigger than her
personal story. It became a universal story of
alienation. By her creating and performing her
material in the class, the studio, or a theatre, all of
us witnessing, were given the opportunity to be
healed from this malaise. When she was able to
look in witnesses eyes and say out loud “I hate
you”, and when she could say it in the character she
was performing, and then say it as herself, then
move back into character, the darkness would, and
did, slowly leak out of the shadow. Seeing and
holding it in the light caused it to lose a great deal
of'its charge. In fact, later in the “piece” she lay on
the floor laughing and enjoying the moment.

I don’t want to imply that the problem was gone, au
contraire. But it was diffused, and as she comes
back to it and works it again and again, she will be
working it and not it working her. As she continues
to explore the nuances of her material she will walk
the path of healing and healer and she will become
free from the ties that keep her locked in the
feelings of her childhood. As she deepens herself in
this process she will say what she needs to say in a
way that allows others to hear her truth. She will
become more visible and alive as a human being.

In finishing, | want to reiterate this point of art
allowing everyone who witnesses the process and
the work to have the potential to share in the
healing, insights, and empowerment. We all begin
to understand that our shadows can destroy us if
they stay in the dark, or lead to our healing when we
bring them into the light. This is one important
aspect of Life/Art. It sheds light on a situation. Art
has the potential to enlighten.

When | bring myself more and more into the
moment by living in an artful way, I begin to
embody my humanness and to fully live my life as a
human being. The Life/Art Process Continuum is a
practice that allows us to unfold in a conscious and
mindful way. In a way that nourishes and cultivates
us in our ongoing becoming of that which we can
be.

Soto will be presenting a public workshop in
Melbourne, March 13-16 on working with self and
others in an expressive, creative and artistic manner.
Please contact Viv 03 9531 3125. See flyer insert.

Additionally Soto will be in Auckland, New Zealand
March 23-27 presenting with Marco Trust an
Environmental Workshop. Contact Amanda Levy 09
523 6208 or e mail at

amanda@marco.org.nz

Hong Kong April 3-5 presenting the Self Portrait
Process

Contact Wilson Chik at wilson@chik.tv
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