
Symbolic Languages

Morning Practice

How do we begin?

I often begin with the loosest sketching. Sometimes a good idea comes during a routeen exercise or
practice, sometimes an idea can strike and express itself very boldly. Picasso aparently said

'inspiration must find us at work' – which is why its good to have simple methods to pick up a
pencil and do something every day.

The best way I find to get into the groove with creating ideas is to have a morning practice. A
simple sitting calibration of breath and centering for 5 minutes, and then a very spontanious release

of ideas onto an a4 piece of paper with colored pastels or chalks. I give myself a maximum of 5
minutes. 

Time commitment : 10 minutes a day for 30 days

Practice this exercise. It takes very little time but it will benefit ones flow of inspiration immensely.

Once you begin, hold yourself to it. But if you have practical circumstances that mean it is difficult 
or problematic to do it a given morning, do not worry. Just miss that morning but re-establish 
practice the next day.

Requirements : A4 sketch book or a4 paper. Colored pastels, crayons or chalk. (better than pencils 
or pens because they are bolder and cruder - our intention is not to make an artwork of any 
particular quality). 

Print out or copy onto A4 sheet the  'Symbol keywords' document and cut into pieces along the 
guidelines. Put in a jar.

Practice : Sitting in presence in undisturbed environment with pastels and paper next to oneself.

Pick from the jar three random words without judging whether they are 'good' or 'bad'.

After a few minutes of placid inner witnessing, open eyes and take pastels. Limit oneself to an 
immediate, intuitive choice of 3 colors. Use bold lines and make one or two drawings within five 
minutes. Remain unattatched to outcome whilst playing with color and line and be indifferent to 
result.

Result : We will review the development of this practice later in the course.



Symbolic Articulation

The great Sufi scholar and mystic, Ibn Arabi,
proposed that there exists an 'Alam-I-Mythal' – a
realm of imaginal vision, in which transcendent
truths and wisdom clothes itself from the things
drawn from the natural world. The higher world may
make itself known to us through sense objects.
Therefore, visions are a language of symbols, the
symbols are existential envelopes for ineffable
immaterial gnosis.

Let us take this experiment :

MOUNTAIN

A mountain is a natural form. If we introspect, think
of a mountain, which mountain comes to mind?
A mountain from a childhood? A mountain from a
holiday? Everest? A mountain near your
neighbourhood? A mountain from a film or story?

The mountain is a natural object, a landscape. It is also a personal association, a memory. And it is 
also a collection of qualities.

Qualities may include : journey, ascent, endurance, snow, cliffs, eagles, summit, apex, vista.
The quality of the summit may also relate metaphorically to scenarios of victory, of the supreme, of 
'earth touching the sky', the 'realm of gods' – e.g Mount Sinai. Or Mount Kailash. 

The interesting thing about a symbol is it can include all of these associations, from the general, 
biographical, to stories and media, to deeper spiritual and mythic qualities.

Therefore it is quite true a symbol is something 'from the world', but transcends it, because a 
mountain may symbolise a purely abstract quality like Godliness or Spiritual Attainment.

MAZE

A maze is a situation that is unlikely to be concretely experienced in daily life. Therefore it is a 
visual symbol that pertains immediately to a pychic reality and metaphor for a particular class of 
existential conundrum. A maze is a confusing sense of being lost in an environment that seems 
designed to obstruct and detour. And yet it also symbolises the journey and a particular stage in the 
progress of the psyche toward its goal.

THRONE

The throne is a production of human artifice, it is the physical chair of the worldly monarch. And 
yet the seat of power also belongs to the dignitary, the storyteller, the shaman. The throne is from 
where proceeds power. We may confer personal meanings to the throne, positive and negative. 
From the throne, the wellbeing or defection of the entire kingdom is established. When we resound 
the word 'throne', many fairytales, histories, and contemporary monarchies are invoked in 
associative memory. Even though we may never have approached 'the throne', it appears in the 



minds eye as a locus of power and rulership.

And so by dwelling with the symbolic words, the archetypal symbols, we are drawn into deeper 
layers of psyche from which the myths and metaphors are drawn. But in this morning exercise, we 
approach this realm playfully and with a light touch.

Work Simply

Our challenge is to remain bold and simple.

The morning practice requests us to work with bold
materials, reducing our picture making to creating
simple motifs, rather than getting lost in complexity.

The idea is not to produce an artwork but to simply
develop the habit of releasing energy in color and
line. It is just a very simple practice to establish and
reinforce connection between internal energy, hand
and eye.

This practice often gives me some very simple
shapes that can serve as the beginnings of a
composition envelope.

This sort of bold sketching teaches us the next
important aspect in composing that is called
'thumbnailing'. 


