
Mindfulness in the Arts  
A Conversation

r
Hugo Fernandez, Humanities

The following is an edited transcription of a conversation I moderated 
on February 3, 2010 on my radio show, “How It Works,” on LaGuar-
dia Web Radio, WLGCC. “How It Works” is a weekly radio show I 
began in 2008. It is dedicated to highlighting personalities throughout 
the LaGuardia community and the great work they are doing. The 
participants in the February 3rd program represent the Visual Arts area 
of the LaGuardia Community College Humanities department. We are 
practitioners in two- and three-dimensional arts, educators with over 
eighty combined years of experience in the field. The topic for this dis-
cussion, “mindfulness,” emerged from the most recent call for papers 
from In Transit: The LaGuardia Journal on Teaching and Learning 
and discussions in the 2009–10 Carnegie Seminar on the Scholarship of 
Teaching and Learning, conducted at LaGuardia by Professors Evelyn 
Burg, and Sigmund Shen, and Dr. Michele Piso, under the direction of 
the College’s Center for Teaching and Learning.

When I hear the term “mindfulness,” I relate it to this argument: All 
undergraduate college students should take an introductory art course 
in order to learn to “see” rather than simply to “look at” artwork and 
the world. To “see” implies a greater depth of understanding, while 
to “look at” suggests a passive lack of attention. It can be argued that 
many people go through their lives visually illiterate and that core art 
instruction can lead to a greater engagement not only with art, but also 
with life. 

In preparation for the conversation, I came up with two ques-
tions: What is mindfulness? How does art teach mindfulness? The 
participants were: Bruce Brooks, Director of the Visual Arts Area and 
Professor of Visual Arts; Hugo Fernandez, Lecturer in the Visual Arts, 
moderator; Michael Rodriguez, Chair of the Humanities department 
and Professor of Visual Arts; and Scott Sternbach, Director of the Pho-
tography program and Professor of Photography. 



Hugo Fernandez (HF): Within the topic of mindfulness in teaching and 
learning, we’re going to focus predominantly on the idea of mind-
fulness and how the visual arts, maybe the arts in general, can 
teach mindfulness. What definitions do you have for mindfulness?

Bruce Brooks (BB): If you talk about mindfulness, you’re talking about 
awareness, I think, and consciousness, like being aware of what 
you are doing. Take the notion of negative space. For example, 
if we name a chair a chair, we always see a chair as a chair, never 
beyond that. So we never really see the form of the chair, or the 
negative spaces of the chair.

I tried a simple experiment. I asked students to describe a 
traffic light. The classic definition of a traffic light is three circles, 
red, yellow, and green. And to ask stu-
dents to go beyond that is to ask these 
questions: What does the design of the 
traffic light look like? Where is the light 
in relation to where you are in the car or 
standing on the street corner? They don’t 
really know. As they set out to draw the 
light, they’re very uncertain. They know 
there are three circles, but they don’t know what the actual form 
looks like. So I ask them, what does it mean that we don’t know 
what a traffic light looks like? 

The case is we live in a world where there are so many stim-
uli all the time. There’s noise and tons of visual stuff. You stand 
on a street corner in New York; every mode of transportation 
exists, except antigravity pods, and even they might be there as 
far as I know. There’s a lot of noise. You go by a newsstand. You 
know, when I was in high school, there would be like 15 newspa-
pers and 3 magazines. Now there are 10,000 magazines and like 
two newspapers. So in order to protect ourselves from completely 
going insane, we learn to screen things out and we learn to focus 
on things that have names. So when we look at a traffic light, we 
screen out everything that is unnecessary. All that’s important is 
to stop, go, and go faster (that’s the yellow light). We learn that 
and we learn that deeply. 

We take a moment and go out to the street to take a closer 
look at a traffic light, or a fire hydrant, for that matter. And we’ll 

If you talk about mind-
fulness, you’re talking 
about awareness, I 
think, and conscious-
ness, like being aware 
of what you are doing. 

– Bruce Brooks
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discover that there are many different types and they have differ-
ent kinds of features. Some have words on the lights, some have 
little bars that flash, some hang in the middle of the road, and 
some are attached to a sign. There are many different variations.

What we try to do with art, certainly in drawing, certainly 
when we’re drawing from life, we’re trying to take greater note of 
what we are looking at. We have to try to blow past what we’re 
used to doing and move into unknown territory. Negative space 
is really unknown territory. 

So we spend 90% of the day not drawing. We spend 90% of 
the day trying to cross the street while not getting run over. Even-
tually we get to the point where we tune out automatically, just 
because of repetition and age. But what we try to do in drawing 
is make students aware of the fact that they really can see these 
things. 

Sherlock Holmes said to Watson, “You see, but you fail to 
observe.”1 

HF: I was teaching a class yesterday, and talking about the Renais-
sance, and I showed one of Durer’s inventions, a glass frame con-
taining a grid [through which the artist viewed his subject], and 
a tall, thin eyepiece [for focusing]. The artist would have to put 
the eyepiece near his eye in order to render a drawing correctly; 
this perspective device was one of Durer’s ways of showing other 
artists how he did what he did, because people would look at 
his work and think it was magic. But let’s get some of the other 
folks here to chime in on the issue of mindfulness. Do you agree 
with Bruce? Is attention the definition of mindfulness? Is there 
anything we can add?

 BB: I can only relate mindfulness to my own working process and 
what state of mind I’d rather be in when I am working in my 
studio. Mindfulness is elevation of one’s consciousness. It is about 
being fully conscious in the moment. 

Michael Rodriguez (MR): The transition from my office to my studio 
is sometimes a difficult transition because the state of mind when 
I’m making artwork is the state of mind of being fully aware of 
the physical manifestation of what I am trying to make. For me, 
the most gratifying moments are when the students draw for 
two hours at a stretch without taking a break. If they can do that 



For me the most gratify-
ing moments are when 
the students draw for 
two hours at a stretch 
without taking a break. 
If they can do that and 
roll that kind of at-
tentiveness into their 
studies or their other 
courses, then they’ve 
really accomplished 
something. 

– Michael Rodriguez

and roll that kind of attentiveness into 
their studies or their other courses, then 
they’ve really accomplished something. 

There are different levels of con-
sciousness. I think human consciousness 
is geared toward the task at hand. I think 
that’s a reason there are monasteries and 
places where people practice religion in 
seclusion because you can’t attend to the 
day-to-day things of life – it’s hard to be 
in the light of God and worry about your 
taxes. You know what I mean.

BB: When you’ve been painting for thirty 
years or forty years, to get into that state that Michael is talking 
about takes a lot of work, because you have a lot of accumulated 
stuff to work through.

HF: I show Weston’s2 “Pepper,” and I talk about mindfulness. The 
students look at that photo and, first of all, they don’t even know 
that it is a pepper, and then they say, “Oh, what a wild pepper.” 
Then we start talking about when you go to the grocery store, 
what do you start looking for in a pepper? What constitutes the 
right one? What did Weston go looking for at the supposed gro-
cery store? Why did he choose that one, not your average pepper? 

Scott Sternbach (SS): It’s funny that you mention Weston, because 
I speak about Weston all the time and if anyone was mindful 
about photography and art, it was Weston. The word that comes 
to mind for me when I think of mindfulness is a sense of respect, 
overall respect: in other words, taking the time to respect your 
peers, the craft of photography, the tools you use, and your sub-
ject. Weston took all of his subjects seriously, even the pepper. 
He studied it for hours and hours, and photographed it in many 
different backgrounds. 

It’s the overall sense of respect and that sense of awareness 
about everything, not just art, but the entire world around us. In 
my classroom, we learn to respect each other during our critiques; 
we learn to respect our equipment, to keep it in good order; and 
we, again, respect our subjects, choosing to be as aware about 

Fernandez  •  161 



162  •  In Transit 

them as possible. We give our subjects an incredible amount of 
thought. That’s what I try to teach in the classroom. 

HF: I think when you talk about Weston and think about attention, 
it brings up all these other ideas about having the ability to turn 
off unnecessary stimuli from the outside world. The ones who 
end up being very good, they can turn things off in the middle of 
a crowded room. All unnecessary information gets shut off and 
all they see is the next subject.

MR: I always tell my students, “Inspiration is for amateurs.” It’s not 
like I have to get into this very rarified, meditative, mindful head 
space to work. Some days you just go in and you work, and some 
days it’s just a technical thing. Some days I might as well be grout-
ing the tile. I have to pay very close attention to technique. That 
is its own kind of mindfulness. You have to really pay attention. 
I didn’t want to make art making out like it was some kind of 
mystical or spiritual thing. Art is material, period. It’s not spiritual 
at all. It’s physical. 

BB: Those Jasper Johns Gray paintings3 amaze me. They touch a 
spirituality which is next to impossible in our culture. We’re not 
a spiritual culture. We’re a material culture. African sculpture 
comes from a spiritual base. Art Brut,4 the outsider art, comes 
from a spiritual base. But you probably do the same thing I do, 
which is have like a whole bunch of things going all at once 
because if I just walk into the studio and concentrate on one 
thing, then I’m really at a loss. 

MR: Actually I don’t do that. I work on one thing at a time. I do one 
painting at a time. I average one a month, so we differ that way.

HF: We’ve moved into the second question: How do we teach 
mindfulness? 

SS: I use the camera to show the students how to slow things down 
and be more mindful about taking a portrait. When you are 
just learning about photography, slowing down the process and 
breaking it down into its parts is important. For instance, the 
other day, I set up my camera and we did some portraits of people 
who work at LaGuardia. It was very slow; it was quiet in the 
studio; it was a very meditative state.

BB: Scott does large format photography; he uses an 8” x 10” Dear-
dorff camera, sort of like the Rolls-Royce of camera experiences. 



Everything you can do with a camera 
is right there, and you can just show 
them. I remember someone who used 
to use television – back in the day 
when we had television as we knew 
it – when you could turn the TV on 
and show students, “This is contrast,” 
and you’d turn the contrast up and 
you’d have black and white shapes, 
and you’d turn the contrast down and 
introduce grey tones and add volume, 
and when you eliminate the contrast, it’s flat, it’s like nothing is 
there at all – which is the same thing when you talk about draw-
ing: you use contrast to create space in a drawing, and you use 
value, which is light and dark, to create volume and weight.

SS: I could mention a photographer named Minor White.5 When we 
critique our images now, we follow his technique: Rather than 
putting the photographs up on a wall, or laying them out on a 
table and looking at them all at one time, what I’ve done is I’ve 
spotlighted the image: I put a spotlight on one central area on a 
table and darken the rest of the room. 

HF: Those posters of the “Faces of LaGuardia”6 show some photo-
graphs of you actually doing your “spotlight critiques.”

SS: There are posters around the college that show us doing spotlight 
critiques and I’ve found those spotlight critiques highly effective, 
because they take away all the distractions and allow students to 
focus, and in today’s world of constant texting and all that other 
stuff that goes on, it’s nice to be quiet, dark, and focused on one 
thing, and, of course, the cell phones are off.

HF: That’s a priority for you.
SS: That’s a priority, no texting, no cell phones in the classroom. 
BB: The thing about the mindfulness and the focus issue: One of 

the books that I have students read a lot in a lot of my classes is 
Zen in the Art of Archery, by Eugen Herrigel. In the book, the 
student is learning to shoot the arrow, release the arrow, and if 
he does it incorrectly, it goes “Twang,” like “breath . . . expelled 
explosively” (53). It goes all over the place. He cannot get it. So 
he goes over to watch the sensei [elder] do it. The sensei shoots his 

Fernandez  •  163 

The word that comes 
to mind for me when 
I think of mindfulness 
is a sense of respect, 
overall respect. In other 
words, taking the time 
to respect your peers, 
the craft of photogra-
phy, the tools you use, 
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arrow and it goes “Pheuuu,” breath glid[ing] effortlessly” (53). 
The student (Herrigel) copies the mechanics of the sensei. So he 

goes back and he tries it, and it works. He’s 
totally proud. So he runs up to the sensei 
and he says, “I think I’ve finally got it.” The 
sensei says, “Show me.” He strings the bow 
and shoots the arrow. It’s a perfect shot. The 
sensei grabs the bow and yanks it out of his 
hand and he says, “Get out of my school; 
I’m not going to teach a charlatan.” Eugen 
Herrigel is completely confused, “What did 

I do wrong?” So one of the black belt dudes says, “Come back 
later and talk to him at night.” So he [Herrigel] does and he 
comes back and he asks, “Well, what did I do wrong?” He said, 
“What you did was you copied my way of shooting the arrow; 
you didn’t solve the problem yourself. Sure it [the technique used 
by the sensei and copied by Herrigel] worked; I’ve been doing 
this all my life. But it was dishonest, and it was like a charlatan. 
What you don’t realize is that the bull’s-eye is already hit. You’re 
too concerned with hitting the bull’s-eye and shooting the arrow 
right and you’re not into the process” (Herrigel 50–51). Now this 
is what we’re talking about, the process.

HF: You’re talking about the process. We’re talking about mindfulness.
MR: They’re inextricable. You want to be mindful during the process 

and the process should create mindfulness.
In class, I frequently really frustrate students because they 

are so used to beginning and finishing, the goal is to finish, and 
they want to finish the drawing, and I just try to get them to slow 
down, not to rush. Also, they want to talk about their grades. I 
tell them, “I’m not interested in talking about your grades; it’s not 
about the grade.” When they’re doing a still life and they’ve been 
painting for an hour and they’re saying, “Professor, I’m finished,” 
I say, “You have no idea what it is to be really finished. You’ve 
just started.” 

BB:  You are reminding me of Eliot Eisner. He’s an educator; he’s kind 
of brilliant. He says that one of the things about studying art, 
and he doesn’t just mean only the visual arts – he’s talking about 
other art forms as well – is that, there is more than one solution to 

I want to always tell my 
students it’s their own 
idiosyncratic natures 
that are going to make 
the work interesting; I 
tell them to just trust 
themselves. 

– Michael Rodriguez



a problem, and what we’re talking about is that there are many, 
many solutions.

So also, in order to teach a class, you have to be ready to go 
in any direction to be able to understand what students are doing. 
The student solution is always individual. In standardized testing, 
there’s one answer, and everyone conforms to learning that one 
answer. So they learn to take the test, but they’re not solving any 
problems. They’re remembering how to take the test and what 
might be the right answer. 

Art becomes a very scary proposition for people when they 
start and they have little or no experience, because they start 
with a blank sheet of paper and they’re expected to make form 
or something from nothing. As Michael was saying, too, you 
really don’t know when the drawing is finished, and to try to get 
students to use an eraser is difficult; they associate the eraser with 
the wrong answer in math. You erase the wrong answer, put the 
right answer down. But an eraser is a drawing tool; it’s a way 
of removing material from the paper. So you add material, you 
remove material. You add clay, you take it away. The resistance 
to using that eraser is unbelievable.

HF:  What about when a teacher takes the eraser away, and a student 
makes a mistake; the student is going to have to fix it.

BB:  That’s a technique, but I’ve decided erasing is good. I make them 
hold a pencil in their left hand and use the eraser with the right 
hand; students have to draw with their off hand, except lefties, 
and they have to erase with their right hand. Students are then 
more likely to try and use the eraser as a tool for creation rather 
than seeing it as a way of fixing mistakes. I try to tell them that a 
drawing is like the passage of time, like a jazz piece. A jazz musi-
cian knows where he starts, but he doesn’t know where he’s going 
to end up, and how long it will take. It could take five minutes, it 
could take 20 minutes.

HF:  If it’s Coltrane,7 it could be an hour and a half.
BB:  Coltrane is a great example. But you always have to look at their 

work with the idea that students are going to move into a new 
and unique direction that I have to tune in to, as opposed to when 
I went to art school.
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You try to get past that idea that you have to draw the cup so 
it looks like the cup. You [the student/practitioner] have to able to 
do a drawing based on the cup and what you see and how deeply 
you see can be very different than how deeply another sees. 

MR:  I want to always tell my students that it’s their own idiosyncratic 
natures that are going to make the work interesting; I tell them to 
just trust themselves. When they do a drawing, the truth is that 
no one in the entire history of the world has done a drawing just 
like that. 

HF:  Scott, we were talking about this in our Carnegie Seminar last 
time. Scott is focusing on his intermediate photography class. 
What’s tough about intermediate photography is that students 
have to choose a subject themselves and very much of it [the 
subject] has to be about who they are. Choosing a subject is one 
of the tough things for students. 

SS:  They need to have something to say.
HF:  But it is also what Bruce talked about. They have to come up with 

their own solution. I don’t know if you want to talk about what 
that’s like as a teacher – to poke and prod people to make that 
happen.

SS:  They really need to have something to say, some passion for 
something, something they love or something they hate, some-
thing they can latch onto. I always tell my students, “Look at 
the pictures. Do they hit you in the gut? If you don’t feel it in 
your gut, there’s something wrong. That comes from my teacher, 
Lisette Model.8 When I studied with her a long time ago, she was 
an 80-year-old standing up in front of the class, striking her gut. 
I think it’s really important to open students’ minds up to having 
some sense of importance, of what’s important to them. 

BB:  One of the things that I’ve noticed about photographers is that the 
group sense of camaraderie in departments is always strong – to 
the extent that they always wear black. They’re always talking 
about cameras, this photograph, and that series. The only other 
art place where that really happens, besides in printmaking, 
which we run rarely, is in sculpting. Everybody is working and 
everyone can see what everyone is doing in every minute of every 
class. So before long, there’s a group thing that starts to develop, 
and students start helping each other; they help each other tech-



nically and they start to talk to each other about their work. In 
painting as in drawing, everybody is always behind an easel or 
drawing board.

HF:  This is a special show, so I put out in my announcements that 
people who were listening could ask us questions. Tom Regan9 
asked, “Do you think a student should devote his or her life to 
art?”

BB:  I am remembering a particular student. When I first saw her 
work, I said to her, “I’m going to tell you something that I don’t 
often tell students, and that is, you don’t have any choice but 
to become an artist. Your work is too good to think about the 
material. You have to just really pursue your work, and you have 
to go to the best places.” She went from here to Cornell and the 
Art Institute of Chicago in photography. She’s brilliant, she’s net-
worked, and she’s going to do alright. 

I’d like to see LaGuardia have a college-wide beginning 
drawing requirement. They talk about general education, and we 
talk about competencies. Nowhere in the competency discussions 
that I’ve been in have we discussed visual language. Well, you’re 
talking about material society and survival. But art is an essential 
thing. The minute you open your eyes and begin to make sense of 
what you’re looking at, you’re thinking 
like an artist; you’re trying to make 
sense of the world visually. But it’s the 
deepest part of us. A drawing has a 
beginning, but you don’t know where 
it is going to end. That’s just like life. 
We’re born, but we don’t know what’s 
going to happen; we don’t know when 
we’re going to die. So every time we 
work in art, we’re metaphorically or 
euphemistically dealing with the same 
issues we deal with in life. 
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Notes
1. “You see, but you do not observe” comes from Sir Arthur Conan Doyle’s 

Sherlock Holmes story, “A Scandal in Bohemia” (162), from where it 
was tapped for the title of a short story by science fiction writer Robert J. 
Sawyer. 

2. Edward Weston, the great American large-format photographer.

3. This reference is to the early Pop Art master Jasper Johns and a period 
of his work composed entirely of gray paint, featured at a Metropolitan 
Museum of Art exhibition in 2008 (Vogel). 

4. French for “raw art” or “rough art,” phrase used by Jean Dubuffet, the 
post World War II French painter, to refer to outsider art (Cardinal).

5. Twentieth-century photographer, educator, and the founder of Aperture, 
the photography magazine and publishing company (Lorenz).

6. “Faces of LaGuardia” is an exhibit of photographs of LaGuardia 
Community College students, taken by fellow students in the 
photography program at LaGuardia (“Faces”). 

7. Jazz saxophonist who was famous for extremely long solos.

8. Twentieth-century photographer, whose best-known student was Diane 
Arbus (McDarrah).

9. Adjunct Lecturer in the Humanities Department.
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