
Free expression is at the heart of abstract painting. Being able to connect 

freely and without judgment to our creative energy and impulse is one very 

important part of abstract painting.  

“Everyone has his or her own natural intuition, which is a key asset in cre-

ating art. By letting go of preconceived ideas about art-making and tap-

ping into this unique reserve of creative energy, you can explore new hori-

zons in your work.” 

Dean Nimmer “Art from Intuition”  

These exercises around free expression painting are designed to help us in two 

ways: 

1) To give us practice in the experience of free expression  

2) To support us in recognizing what free expression feels like, the mindset 

and mood of free expression and intuition so we can more readily access 

this.  

3) To help us develop our art practice as we reflect, notice and learn about 

our art and ourselves from the experience of free expression.  

Free Expression Exercise 

Prepare your work space first.  It helps to have everything to hand that you 

think you may want to use so as not to interrupt your creative flow by having 

to go searching for a tool or paint etc.  

Have a generous pile (several sheets) of cheaper paper  to use, along with your 

paints and mark making tools all set out within easy reach. You might like to 

pre mix any paints that you think you may want to use. Again be generous.  
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Setting the Scene 

Anything goes and everything is allowed. You can include images of animals, 

people, objects or just pure colour and marks.  You might have lots of pattern, 

be completely chaotic, frantic or ugly. There are no judgements and no rules, 

there are all the permissions you might want to be free.  

You can make marks in whatever way you want. You are not “making” any-

thing.  The task is to give free expression to your creativity by playing with 

paint and materials on paper to see what happens. Use different brush sizes, 

mark making tools and colours as the impulse strikes you.  

Before you begin you may like to sit quietly for a minute. Notice any thoughts 

you may be having. Make a note of anything that seems relevant for later dis-

cussions.  

Begin! 

Notice when you want to experiment—this might feel like an impulse to do 

something or a thought or voice in your head “ I wonder what would happen 

if……” or “Lets try…….” Follow these impulses and see where they lead.  

Keep painting for as long as you feel inspired to and then move to a fresh piece 

of paper once you “dry up.”  You might find that you paint over sections of 

your painting as you work, or want to rotate it, scrape paint off etc. Allow 

yourself to follow these impulses and see what emerges. Do you want to fill 

the page?  Maybe you want to leave some white space? Again, remember 

there are no judgements and no rules, there are only whatever permissions 

you need to be free.  
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If you need an energy prompt playing music, standing up, stretching and mov-

ing, looking our of the window or simply taking a break getting a drink/food 

can get you moving again.   

And finally notice when you are getting tired and stop.  

Break Out Groups:  

What did I learn? 

In your small groups please take some time to discuss the following: 

As Lin briefed in the exercise, what was your first and immediate response?  

What did you find easy about the exercise? 

What was the most challenging aspect?   

Maybe something that took you out of your comfort zone? 

Were there any ways in which you restricted your expression?   

Was there anything that was “not allowed” in some way? 

Where did you find the greatest permission? 

As you continued to work what happened?  Did the process become easier or 

more difficult or no change? 

What was your biggest learning from the exercise so far?  
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Next Steps: 

Make yourself a series of little windows or apertures. Choose a variety of sizes 

and formats.  You might like to make some that are square and some that are 

landscape/portrait in dimensions.  

Take your apertures and lay them across your intuition piece.  

See how many smaller compositions you can find that you like.  

Do you find anything that can inform further paintings?  

Are there any ideas you want to explore further? 

 

Further Practice And a Beginning.  

Using your wooden panels begin an abstract work by using the free expression 

technique.  Work between the two panels and keep going on one until you 

reach a natural stop point then move over to the other.  
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