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HERE IS A corner in my

house with a waist high

stack of visual journals. I

have lugged them through
many cross-country moves; they have
survived months of storage in subop-
timal conditions, and most recently
the spatial confines of an apartment in
downtown Vancouver. As much as I read
Marie Kondo’s Life-Changing Magic
of Cleaning up, I simply cannot seem
to get rid of a single one. I have tried to
eliminate just a few yet they bring me
joy every time I read them. For me, my
visual journals are an illustrated roadmap
of the process of evolving ideas and
learning I have experienced through the
years. They also represent an opportunity
to reflect on and refine the ongoing
creative process of being an artist, educa-
tor, and lifelong learner.

AN ILLUSTRATED JOURNEY
IN DOODLES

For me, art journaling is a way to distill
and explore further thoughts. In many
ways, I see it as the original form of
infographic, before they were madly
popularized by Pinterest, a website that
contains many examples of art. Visual
journals can organize or represent

information or data in a way that
transcends simple words and meanings.
‘They represent an opportunity to process
information and an opportunity for
revisiting and eflecting. In an effort to
declutter, I have tried many times to get
rid of the visual journal from my first
year History of Art course but I find

the pictures and doodles I made during
that time too endearing to ‘let go’. This
particular visual journal is a visceral
reminder of a moment in time when

I was learning about the origins of art
while at the same time embarking on
my own fledgling journey as an artist
and educator. The thoughts, revelations,
and new ways of thinking I experienced
during this time were valuable, and even
more worthy during ‘revisits’. The option
to revisit and reflect is perhaps the great-
est reason behind why I have kept my
large collection of visual journals intact.

JOURNALS AND THEIR
MEANING

Visual journals represent a journey in
experimentation with different ways of
thinking and problem solving. As with
photographs, they provide a snapshot
that can’t necessarily be captured in
words alone. They record important

Vol. 61 No. 2, 2020 BCATA Journal for Art Teachers 23



/J’vy 243 cr&i\umjg%’
looking At BIANK CANVASES + PAPER—

AT LEngth ond Nl knowing wliereto shet

Pt AT T it ben covtenpLate <N
WL X Yove the Bvo Vore o Les FNE:&Y J
REPINED Ao tiis Keers HE'TYO‘V\ LuncHing iv
%bYE e RereATS . Wi N utii PONF
'bm% L§\E My TPNSE of sponTanEouS et
W CAN
WAND IN WAT WAYS Do My SHuDENTS EXPERIENCE
THE GAME? v:lsjf IMPWTAETSL"U AT 15 AN

fﬁﬁw? soluhon?
o o et By

%W o le""
whatis it /ioheat WA)[ i+ becoma? !

- avin 20lle yallon e
Msowgqc/ﬁfe&%
Somd oé 51 nccOMTOM/C{
2

i])aﬁjTY\M" 4%@{ a
—erigring ol dathdbooks
Min

Husctod e e

po(.th 5 cun%n{-lg AT

|W Z0- 4 crow

K!#\ermj My BRAIN IS AT suc] Aw ANAL\/T]CAL

Ny
¥

eNcmleij COMMENCENENT I ujSEL 7

i
iy

xr

Fnyaut|ues og—
Spelnpt
=y

v
i

SR HRR
NS YUY
‘\lo I_\}VE)Y\F} L_O_h

4—3‘.

o

“ua LLW‘?‘

)\/ﬂqﬂm

Sord W"ﬂ—“\g
b9 = Sty 29

Uty

oo iy AT U e uaprs » o NOLLNGANIZY wiro

milestones in my thinking as well as
patterns of thought. At the end of this
summer I carried all my visual journals
to the beach and read through each one.
In this revisitation, I was fascinated by
a pattern that emerged that I had never
noticed before. There was a realization
that my images always supported text.
While the art form of letters remains
important, there was also meaning in the
letters and words, and in the message

I wanted to convey. I used images to
attract the eye, to bring attention to the
words, to be pleasing. It wasn't until I
started painting in my undergraduate
program that I realized I could com-
municate a message through an image
alone. Using visual journals helped

me uncover a way to communicate a
message without relying solely on words
to convey meaning.

I often hesitate to classify what I do

with my thoughts and the learning

that ensues from a visual journal. The
idea of a journal sometimes conjures

up thoughts of regular entries, or that

a certain kind of content should be
included. When I discuss what a visual
journal might be with others, there are
a myriad of answers: “it’s a sketchbook
with words, it’s a place to explore new
media or plot new works”. I consider
visual journals a ‘free-form space’ dedi-
cated to recording learning experiences
and thinking visually. For instance, I use
shapes, different fonts, doodles, draw-
ings, collages, and mixed media to sort,
and arrange new information in a way
that classifies it for revisiting and reflec-
tion at a later date. This is what might be
termed ‘processing on a deeper level.” For
me, the visual journal is something that
has evolved naturally. It’s the way that I
reveal my thinking processes. I feel the
majority of my thinking and processing
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Above: Exploring new media
and plotting new works

takes place in the actual creation and
illustration of each page.

A FORM OF
COMMUNICATION

I started visual journaling in the first
year of my Art Education program at
the University of Victoria. When I look
back to the beginning pages of my very
first visual journal, the emphasis was on
words, with just a few images, sketches,
and exploration of different lettering.
As the journal developed, so did a new
way of expressing myself. I explored
more variations of lettering and fonts. I
used elements of shape to organize my
thoughts, linking them to other visual
elements. I started the first journal in a
class with Professor, Dr. Robert Dalton.
He was an artist and educator known
for investing enormous amounts of time
providing feedback to his students with
detailed written responses. I valued his
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written explanations and they became
fertile ground to lay out the details of
my thoughts in a visual journal.

MAKING THE VISUAL
JOURNEY AN INDIVIDUAL
RESOURCE

'The reason I find the format of a visual
journal effective is that it gives me a
dedicated space to think, while at the
same time, it comes with few expecta-
tions. I don’t work in the visual journal
daily as a rule, although there are
occasions when I will visit it multiple
times in a day. Sometimes I get inspired,

and am compelled to make more than
one entry to record my learning. Other
times I will rewrite from notes that I
took in a hurry in a rushed moment.
However, I try to keep the entries as free
as possible from rules or limitations. In
the past, I would try to use only one pen
colour to explore aesthetic appeal, but
gave that up in favour of convenience.
Some people are very particular about
the size and /ook of their visual journals,
whereas I am not. I will happily create

a ‘FrankenSketchbook’ out of a series of
old half used sketchbooks and rebind it.
'The most important quality it must have
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‘hold up’ to any medium. I don't tend

to carry my visual journal everywhere
with me (I have a Moleskine pocket
sized book for observations ‘on the

fly’) and prefer to use my visual journal
when I have the time to process my
ideas with the energy and time they
deserve. I like to use my sketchbook to
communicate ideas and concepts rather
than experimenting with a medium,
although imaginative ideas emerge on
the paper. As my thoughts gather on the
pages, I find they focus on my reactions
to new learning rather than emotional
responses. For this reason I don’t also
consider the visual journal to be a diary
or a record of intimate thoughts. r o y
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SPOTLIGHT ON PROCESS
‘There has been a concerted push in
recent years for education and profes-
sional development to focus on process
as a means of demonstrating learning.
There is tremendous value in record-
ing our thoughts, impressions, and
reactions as learners yet in the finished
product or evaluation, the process of
play, experimentation, obstacles and
failures that led to the final creation are
often minimized or overlooked. This is a
shame as it is undeniably fascinating to
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to push that process of achievement and
success, putting it ‘behind the curtains’in
favour of a polished piece of final work
whether at the elementary or secondary
level of education.

Often the back story and the develop-
ment of a piece of artwork is the most
interesting and riveting. For the first
time this summer, during an exhibition
at the A. Wilfrid Johns Gallery at the
University of Victoria, I included my
visual journal beside my finished pieces.

b 3 2 53 observe an art idea go from inception to It was more of an afterthought. It lay on
) Q . . e . .
g 2 e= design to production to exhibition. For a table beside my finished artworks but
it oo = - . . . .
g 5 SR e some strange reason, there is a tendency ~ the reaction and attention it garnered
£ o = .
| 8,52 § " was astounding and reaffirmed my con-
L = n 3 . . . .
kL AT g.g o % 2 viction about the importance of showing
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Vinci’s visual journals to great acclaim.
'The display of the evolution of da Vinci’s
ideas, his curious mirror-writing, as

well as his thoughts on Science and Art
focused on important elements of play,
brainstorming, and experimentation
during the creative process, something
often excluded from an artist’s oeuvre.

THE VISUAL JOURNEY ASs A
TEACHING AND LEARNING
TooL

After a ten year hiatus from teaching
Art to teach Spanish, I returned to
teaching Art and my stack of visual
journals was my first stop as mentioned
previously. I mined the books for lesson
ideas, exercises, and moments that made
me excited as a young student. In large
part, thanks to visual elements of design
emphasized in the visual journals, it was
easy to recall the lessons that resonated
with me, the ones that inspired me

to create more art, and the ones that
created challenges and roadblocks with
respect to new materials and techniques.
I firmly believe that reading through a
bunch of written notes without visual
accompaniment would not have trig-
gered the same response. I also use visual
journals as a source of information, a
reminder of the quality of feedback from
professors and whether it was encourag-
ing, motivating, or frustrating. For this
reason that I actively encourage and
support my students when they create
visual journals.

Studies have shown that visual journals
foster engagement and challenge (Hall,
2011) as they actively involve the learner
in the learning process. “Visual journals
provide opportunities to express internal
tension, creativity, personal discovery,
and, unexpectedly, happiness” (pp.

175). The visual journal also provides

a conduit to build relationships and
communication with my students. I will
continue to use the visual journal as a
vehicle to record my evolving thoughts
and processes. It is also my desire to
continue to support my students in
creating visual journals so that they too,
will also have a record of their growth
and learning. #
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Above: a peek inside the process of
Leonardo Da Vinci’s thinking

Left: Using my visual journal as a place
to explore best practice in teaching
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Links:

www.studiogamelle.com
www.studiogamellecollective.com
@studiogamellecollective
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