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inspiration
chapter 3

why do you make art? is it to have fun? to express something you’re feeling? to ex-
press an idea? to advance a political agenda? all of these things at the same time?
what will keep you going when your body hurts from carving stone or from sitting in
front of the computer? why do you pound the pavement and make endless phone
calls to establish yourself as a successful performer? what gives you strength when
you feel like giving up? inspiration comes from many sources, and people make art for
various reasons.

The ancient Greeks believed that there were Muses, or goddesses, who presided
over the arts and sciences and inspired those who worked at these pursuits. The
word ‘Muse’ is related to the Latin word mens, meaning memory or reminder,
because in the earliest times, poets had no books to read from and relied on their
memories.

The Muses represent an old, romantic idea. Artists may jokingly say that they are
waiting for the Muse to visit them if they are stuck for what to do next, but in
reality any number of things or experiences in our real lives can inspire us to
create art. Remember, when we talk about art, we’re not talking just about “fine”
art in a gallery or theatre but about a whole range of expressions that can be
personal or collective, refined or raw, political or humorous, beautiful or ugly.
Almost anything can be considered art – whether it was created to be art in the
first place or not – if it is presented or perceived as art at some later time. It’s all in
the eyes or ears of the beholder. So we’ll put aside any attempt at defining
art for you, and just recommend that you leave your mind open.

American humorist
David Roche
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■ My enjoyment of art and desire to get better give me a reason to live.

■ My pain goes away when I’m making art.

■ It helps me meditate.

■ I can escape.

■ I want to push myself to do more and different work.

■ I don’t want to do anything else.

■ I can’t do anything else.

■ To express myself, communicate a message.

■ To make a living.

■ Because it’s therapeutic.  I can get things out of my system .

■ Because I love to work with children.

■ In the arts community, there’s an acceptance that I haven’t experienced elsewhere.

Here’s what the artists we interviewed told us about why they create:

Thanksgiving Flowers, oil painting by Vancouver artist Carma Rogers
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Many of us have grown up with the idea
that only certain people can be artists. We
often think that they are born with a “God-given
talent”and a primal urge to create, that they could
never imagine doing anything else. They live crazy,
isolated, impoverished lives until they are
discovered and then they become rich and
famous. This storybook version may happen for
some, but the truth is that everyone’s path is
different. Very few of the people who make art
become famous or can support themselves with
their art.  But even if you must do other things to
make a living,  you can still make art and call
yourself an artist.

You don’t need a reason to make art, and your art
doesn’t have to meet any “standard.” What’s
important is that it means something to you. The
pure enjoyment can be reward enough, and the
therapeutic value has been well documented. But
for some, art-making is a passion, an over-
whelming drive to communicate ideas and
feelings.

For people with disabilities who have difficulty
with communication, art may offer alternate ways
to express themselves. Many believe, as we do, that
people with disabilities have a unique point of
view, a perspective on being human that their
peers, as well as people without disabilities, might
learn from.

Art can be a powerful therapeutic tool, making
us healthier in body, mind and spirit.

In the beginning it was, as much as anything,
therapeutic. It was kind of like saying, “Well this
is who and what I am, and this is me trying to
come to grips with it and trying to come to an
understanding of it.” And the way I would look at
it was, a female comic makes female jokes, a fat
comic makes fat jokes, so how was I any different?
If the audience was having trouble laughing with
me, then they should be asking themselves why.

bernadine

If I painted and I never showed my work, that
wouldn’t make much sense. Like, if you learn to
play piano, you want to give a concert sometime.
More people will hear you. It’s connected to my
disability because I’m proud. I used to say, for sure
nobody would exchange their health with mine.
Then, on a beautiful morning when I’m going out
with my lunch and my brushes, I think, they’d
admire me and wish they could do what I’m doing,
instead of going to the office. That’s part of
accepting my disability.

roger

It gives me something I can do. I’m your typical
Type A personality who gets chronic fatigue; I have
to go, go, go, and it’s really hard to do that when
you have pain. I started painting again because I
was told as part of my treatment to go meditate.
The best form of meditation I know is painting.
And as a child growing up in not necessarily a
great home, to put it mildly, painting was a way
for me to escape.

gord
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Beyond therapy, art can be what keeps us alive.

I star ted my art-making  in 1981 with
woodcarving. Five years later I had to turn to oil
painting because my health got worse. That was
the beginning of my post-polio syndrome. I was
experiencing new muscle weakness, fatigue, and
very strong pain. I was afraid I’d lose fingers with
my dangerous woodcarving tools. And I started
to have less balance and began to walk with a cane.
That time was so difficult; that’s why I discovered
such a great passion for painting. Painting became
so important to me that it was maybe even a
necessity. It helped me to get through the darkest
period of my life. Before I began to paint, I said to
myself, “I hope my life will be short.” But once I
started to paint, I said, “I hope I live to be 120 years
old so I can become a good artist!”

When I was working as a financial analyst,
woodcarving was a hobby for me. When I was told
I had post-polio syndrome, I knew I couldn’t
continue with my career. I had to take care of my
health. I wanted to try to enjoy life, save energy
for life. It was at that time that I switched to
painting. But I thought painting was slow work;
maybe it would take six months to do a painting.
That’s not me. I have to work fast; spontaneity is
important for me. That’s why I like to go outside
and quickly capture the magic of landscape and
pastoral scenes. It’s stimulating for me. After four
or five paintings I said to myself, “Either I quit
right now or I start to paint for a future goal or
target.” Then things started happening pretty fast
for me. If I didn’t have a disability, maybe I would
go swimming in the morning, jogging in the
afternoon, dancing at night. Now painting is my
first and only activity. It’s my passion.

roger

Art gives us a variety of ways to express
ourselves.

Because of my speech disability, I don’t always
have the opportunity in informal situations like
clubs or parties to express myself, show what kind
of person I am. I found the stage gave me that
outlet for self-expression. My art form is very
much affected by my disability; I’ve had to learn
to use what I’ve got. And just because I can’t do
different voices or speak fast like other comics
doesn’t mean I can’t do comedy. It just means that
that way of doing comedy won’t work for me, and
I have to figure out a way of doing comedy that
will work for me. I think that spreads across to all
other art forms. That’s what my main advice
would be, you know – here’s what you’ve got,
figure out what does work for you and go with it.
It’s good to know about different forms and to
know about different styles, but you don’t always
have to be able to conform to those styles in order
to be a good artist. I would say that’s very much
what any artist does anyway: you find your own
voice.

alan

France Geoffroy,
Martine Lusignan, and

Isaac Savoie of
Corpuscule Dance, Montreal
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I like to tell stories, but most importantly I love
working with children. So it wasn’t a spur-of-the-
moment idea that my dance teacher had. She
knows that I like working with children and she
knows I used to tell stories to them. And from that
she suggested story dancing. I’d already taken
dance lessons from her, so she knew I was pretty
good at that too. Two talents in one and love for
children – that became what I have now.

Art can be a vehicle to reach out to a certain
group – for example, children.

rasika

Sometimes, inspiration has to do with
community and with changing perceptions about
that community.

Recently, I have been creating audio-portraits of
individuals and communities by working with
their voices and the soundscapes of their
environments. I’m inspired by people’s voices and
soundscapes, reflecting upon life experiences and
drawing out meanings and purposes. I hope that
the audio-portraits I create convey the essence of
the communities with which I work, and that they
inspire and move listeners to emotion and
awareness. Unless the subject matter is about
disability, people may not necessarily know that I
am disabled when they listen to my work.

Academically and practically, electroacoustic and
soundscape composition tend to be on the outer
fringes of the mainstream musical and art worlds.
I have received support from my mentors, Barry
Truax and Hildegard Westerkamp, from S4DAC &
the Vancouver Adapted Music Society, from family,
friends and other artists.

sylvi

There’s a lot of different things that inspire me.
I’m inspired by people I meet; I’m inspired by
combinations of colour and texture; I’m inspired
by ideas, stories, things that have happened to me,
things that have happened to people I know. I’m
inspired by medieval European art at the moment.

I have goals that are about not just doing what I
already know how to do but pushing myself into
things that are new and scary at times: pushing
my eyes in what I can see and pushing my brain
in what I can conceive of and going beyond what
my expectations and assumptions are. It also has
to do with the content. I like my work to be
meaningful to people in my life who I care about
and in my communities in a way that kind of
stretches out beyond what my day-to-day life
encompasses.

persimmon

When somebody tells me that they did something
because they saw someone inspirational, it really
blows my mind. I think the best stories are the
ones where someone follows their dream or their
passion from an inspiring moment. I’m hoping
that having disability art in the mainstream will
provide those inspiring moments.

james

I paint women. That is the whole of my topic. And
I do that for various reasons. I did a lot of work
with victims of violence who were primarily
women and my paintings are inspired from that
work. I want to produce positive images of women
and women’s experiences.

bernadine
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Keys (from the Funny Book series)
mixed media assemblage
by Persimmon Blackbridge

Some people don’t wait for inspiration. Sometimes the process of making art gives you new
ideas and the work takes on a life of its own.

I don’t really believe in inspiration. Yes, it happens sometimes, but if you wait for inspiration you may
wait a long time. Just start writing on your computer or go to the studio or pick up your pencil and
draw, and you’ll see: inspiration will come. But not if you just sit and wait.

france

A few final words...

Writing is talking, sculpting is talking, painting
is talking, dancing is talking. Whatever the art
form you have, that’s going to help get out of you
the things that destroy you. Your art reflects what
you are. It reflects the problems, it reflects your
life, but it’s also more than that: it’s therapeutic, I
guess, to use a rather technical term for it. I find
that pouring out my self into my writing, as I do
sometimes, is exhausting but at the end of it I’ll
feel a lot better. When I was writing a chapter of a
particularly dark episode in my manuscript, I
found myself depressed for a day or two afterward,
although I told myself at the beginning, “Now,
you’re just writing this stuff, you’re not living it all
again.” But you are living it all again; your art
brings it up and hauls it out of you. In so doing,
it’s almost like exorcising an evil spirit. It’s a very
positive thing, I think. I guess the bottom line for
any human being in any endeavour is that you can
always achieve a great deal more than you ever
think you can. If you’re an artist or writer of
whatever genre, it’s true for that, too. And indeed,
while it’s sometimes extremely painful if
you have a disability and your  art is
reflecting that disability in some way, it’s
also a very helping process. Not just for
the person who’s doing the art, but also
for people who will read, will see, who
will experience the art of the person. I
think it’s a helping thing for a whole lot
of people.

ed


