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Introduction

Most of the mixed-media artists I’ve known talk at some point about how it felt before they found “their people.” For most of us, there’s a vague sense of not fitting in, of being interested in ideas and materials that completely baffle our friends and families and co-workers. It’s an odd feeling to be so out of step with almost everyone we know. What if, then, there were a community out there–one in which everyone were like you. Not “like you” in the sense that they’re scary clones, no. “Like you” in the sense that these are people who love nothing better than holing up in a room making something out of paper or metal or glass–something that may or may not work out and that they may or may not ever even show anyone–but something they feel compelled to make. These are people who maybe don’t care about clothes or cars or sports teams but can–and do–wax poetic about, well, wax. Acrylics. Paverpol. Rusty bits of iron.

It turns out that there is, in fact, just such a community. It’s not a static one in a specific geographic area, with a mayor and a city council and garbage collectors. Nope. What it is is a community of mixed-media artists–those who are just starting out and those making a living at it and all those who fall somewhere in between. It is a virtual and often far-flung community that, every now and then, comes together at a retreat. The more I heard people talk about how one of these art retreats had changed their life, the more certain I was that I needed to 1) find out more and 2) see if art retreats really are all that, and then spread the word.

So in January 2010, I hired my husband, The Ever-Gorgeous Earl, as my photographer and set out on a year-long journey to study art retreats. I bought the maps and did rather a lot of planning, and then we hit the road. Ten months and many thousands of miles later, I have my answer: art retreats do change lives. Sometimes the changes are small, and sometimes they’re huge. One woman told me the poignant story of how she registered for an art retreat intending it to be the last chapter of her life. Being there, though, surrounded by people who understood her and valued the same things she did, she realized that she wasn’t ready to end it after all and that there was a huge, wide world she’d only begun to discover. Art literally saved her life, and that art retreat was the lifeline.

Most of the stories I heard weren’t so huge; most were stories of small changes, of attendees finding “their people,” or of finally getting validation that the things they love–metal and paper and fabric–are, indeed, worthwhile; never mind what their friends and family think.

Since I realized it’s not possible for everyone to attend one of the large, well-known retreats, I also wanted to encourage people to find ways to bring the art retreat experience home, whether it’s to your own studio or to something slightly larger. Because the chance to get together and make art with other people can be so inspirational, I people to be able to experience it in whatever way is available to them, whether it’s in their studio or a church basement or a hotel in a nearby city. It’s worth it–it really is.

When I thought about whom to ask about art retreats, my first thought was Dale Wigley. Dale is the Grande Dame of art retreats; at age eighty, she has more energy and stamina than most people half her age, and she attends more retreats in one year than most people do in a lifetime. So I asked her, “What’s so special about art retreats, anyway?” Dale says, “Attending art retreats is my favorite thing in the world to do. You get to travel, you get educated about many different mediums, you meet wonderfully talented attendees as well as instructors, and it makes me smile and be happy. Isn’t that what life should be about? I attend about five of these a year; aren’t I the lucky one to have, at age eighty, free time to go and create with some wonderful artists? I have made so many lifelong friends now who understand’ me and what makes me tick, while my old friends at home say, Where in the world is she going now, and what in the world is she gonna come back with?’

“If you have never been to an art retreat, I urge you to attend one. You’ll not only learn a lot 
(particularly if you do like I do and take things that really aren’t your field just to see what is out there and floats other people’s boat), but you will never find a more friendly bunch of folk in your life who will laugh with you, cry with you, and understand what you are about.”

That pretty much says it all. While I’ve tried to put into this book everything I think you could possibly want to know about art retreats, there are things I’ve missed, I’m sure. You’re going to have questions about specific classes and instructors, and that’s OK: 
The online groups and Web sites will tell you everything you need to know. Go there, ask questions.

In the meantime, you can have your own virtual retreat right here. I picked five of the most exciting instructors teaching today and asked them to participate. We went to their classes, and they generously provided detailed step-by-step instructions. You can make metal jewelry with Melissa Manley and Deryn Mentock, you can draw with Carla Sonheim and paint with Jesse Reno, and you can make a centipede binding with Daniel Essig. As Dale says, there’s nothing like trying something new to find out what’s out there. Whether you host your own mini-retreat in your home studio or start planning right now for one of the biggies, art retreats really can change your life.
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Meet the Instructors

Daniel Essig was born in St. Louis, Missouri, and studied at Southern Illinois University, Penland School, and the University of Iowa. Ten years ago he moved to Asheville, North Carolina, where he has maintained a full-time studio at Grovewood Gallery. Daniel Essig lectures and offers workshops at book centers, craft schools, colleges, and artist retreats, as well as privately. Dan has created wooden and sculptural books for more than twenty years. He is a recipient of the North Carolina Artist Fellowship Grant. Daniel exhibits his work nationally and is in numerous private and public collections. Recently his work has been collected by the Smithsonian Renwick Museum, the University of Iowa Libraries, and the Topeka library. Many of Daniel’s sculptural pieces are featured in The Penland Book of Handmade Books.

www.danielessig.com

www.grovewood.com/grovewood-studios

www.penland.org/gallery/gallery.html
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Melissa Manley lives and works a few miles from Wrightsville Beach in North Carolina. She received her BA in studio arts from the University of North Carolina at Wilmington. In 2006 she earned her MFA in Metal Design at East Carolina University. Melissa now teaches metals at Cape Fear Community College in Wilmington in addition to teaching workshops around the country in collage, book altering, watercolor and jewelry making. Her work has appeared in Somerset Studio, Belle Armoire Jewelry, Crafting Personal Shrines by Carol Owen, The Art of Enameling by Linda Darty, Making Connections by Susan Lenart Kazmer, 500 Enameled Objects by Lark Books, and Collage Lab by Bee Shay. Melissa winds down from the dizzying pace of making a living with her art by kayaking and beachcombing with her partner, kayak instructor Robert Smith, and her teenage daughter, Meredith.

www.melissamanleystudios.blogspot.com

www.melissamanleystudios.com
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Deryn Mentock’s designs gather unique, worn, and well-loved finds; vintage religious pieces; and faceted, semiprecious stones, as well as her one-of-a-kind handmade elements, combining them in unexpected ways. Each composition, infused with color and texture, reveals an intuitive message of faith conveyed through the artist’s hands. She travels nationally and is passionate about offering her students instruction in not only technique, but also design and the creative process. Her work has been featured in numerous books and publications, including Somerset Studio, Step by Step Wire Jewelry, Belle Armoire Jewelry,Handcrafted Jewelry, and many more.

mocknet@sbcglobal.net

www.somethingsublime.typepad.com

www.mocknet.etsy.com
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Jesse Reno is a self-taught mixed-media painter who lives and works in his home studio in Portland, Oregon. Jesse has been drawing since he was five years old and painting and showing his works publicly since 2000. Using a DIY approach and hard work, Jesse has amassed a portfolio of hundreds of paintings, and his work can be found in fine-art galleries, on city walls and skate decks, and in books, magazines, and private collections around the world. Jesse’s paintings tell timeless stories using figurative images and symbols in a suggestive format that people can apply to themselves. His biggest inspirations are the art of primitive, indigenous, and shamanic painters.

www.jessereno.com
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Carla Sonheim is a painter, illustrator, and creativity workshop instructor known for her fun and innovative projects and techniques designed to help adult students recover a more spontaneous, playful approach to creating. She is the author of Drawing Lab for Mixed Media Artists, and creator of “The Art of Silliness,” a popular online drawing course consisting of activity sheets for adults. Carla lives in Seattle, Washington.

www.carlasonheim.com

www.artofsilliness.com
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Art & Soul, Las Vegas, is a brand-new-this-year addition to the popular group of Art & Soul retreats designed by veteran retreat organizer Glenny Densem-Moir. She’s been hosting Art & Soul retreats around the country–Portland, Virginia, Dallas, Asilomar–since 2002, but this is the first year in Las Vegas, where approximately 250 people–70 percent of them newbies (brand-new attendees)–converge on Bally’s and Paris–adjoining high-rise hotels on the Strip–for five days of classes, shopping, sharing, inspiration, and maybe just a tiny bit of sight-seeing.

Saturday, February 20

Finally, Las Vegas! Our drive here took a couple of days, with stops for book signings for my Creative Time and Space at a Barnes & Noble in El Paso, Texas, and Frenzy Stamper in Scottsdale, Arizona. Debbie Bick, the owner of Frenzy Stamper, is a wonderful hostess, and we had a great time hanging out and visiting–plus it was a nice little stop on the long drive through New Mexico and Arizona. And now that we’re finally here, all I can say is, “Holy moly! Las Vegas is one busy place!”

It’s been a whole bunch of years since we’ve been to Vegas, and of course the main differences are: More people. More traffic. More buildings! I get us to the Strip and to Bally’s, which is connected to Paris, which is the other half of the venue. As you would expect in Vegas, they’re big. Very, very big. I love Paris immediately–what a cool building. In fact, most of the hotel exteriors are so ornate you could spend hours just walking around with your head tilted back, staring at the architecture.

Our room is on the sixteenth floor of one of the towers, and the first thing we notice on our way to the elevators is the cigarette smoke. Lots and lots of smoke. Duh–the lobby of the hotel is Bally’s Casino, and that’s what people do in casinos: smoke. I kind of wonder if maybe they’re not even there to gamble; they just like being able to sit and smoke in public.

I love our room. I love the gigantic window, where I can sit in the sun in the morning and look out at the mountains in the distance while I drink coffee. Gorgeous.

There’s a lot of walking involved here. The rooms in Bally’s are in one tower, and you take the elevator down to the lobby level, walk through the lobby casino, and take either the elevator or the escalators up in the other tower, where most of the workshops are held. Not all, though; some are held on the first floor behind the casino, so you may have to trek a bit. Fortunately for me, I love to walk.
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Note

If you have mobility issues, larger hotels often can accommodate you with electric scooters. Glenny usually uses one, and attendees often rely on these to make getting around comfortable, rather than challenging. You can call the host hotel before you register to make sure they can help you.




Note

Since most retreats have classrooms spread out over the available area, you’re probably not going to want to carry all of the supplies you brought to each and every class. Veteran retreat-goers typically bring some sort of rolling case–either a suitcase or a container designed for scrapbookers or stitchers. Check your local arts and crafts suppliers to see what they have or check online for rolling cases. Having one will make your life SO much easier.
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After Hours

Many of the retreats don’t have a lot of activities scheduled after hours. Classes here run from 10AM to 5:30PM each day, with a nice long lunch break from 12:30 to 2PM. Sometimes there’s an evening workshop, but generally people are on their own. This is great if you want to see the sights or if you’ve made reservations for a show, but it can be a little lonely if you’ve come on your own and haven’t made any plans.

Fortunately, it’s easy to hook up with people ahead of time via the online Yahoo groups for each retreat. If you’re traveling alone to one of the retreats, check the schedule ahead of time to find out what’s going to be offered in the evenings. If you’re not crazy about spending the evenings in the hotel bar or in your room alone, look online for a list of local activities. In Las Vegas, lots of people had made reservations to see Cirque du Soleil–that’s the kind of thing you’d want to plan for in advance. There’s a lot to do and see in almost any host town, but it’s kind of overwhelming to try to arrange things after you arrive. While you will want to schedule in some down time, you don’t want to get back home and regret all the things you could have seen if only you’d known about them.


Themes

Most retreats have a different theme each year, from Alice in Wonderland to Marie Antoinette to, well, almost anything. Although no one is forced to embrace the theme, it can provide lots of ideas for name tags, swaps, artist trading cards, costumes–you name it.
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Tonight is Vendors’ Night, where selected artists set up tables and sell their work. I love Vendors’ Night; it’s a great chance to see new work by all of my favorite artists. You’re buying art you get to see up close, you’re supporting working artists, and there’s no middleman taking a chunk of the profits. Vendors’ Night is the best! I talk to Stephanie Lee, who’s pleased with the article we did that’s just come out in Belle Armoire Jewelry, and Richard Salley, who’s working with me on an article about his work. I meet Robert Dancik, who’s doing really cool stuff with Faux Bone. I’m thrilled to see Dale Wigley and her new work. She’s making fabulous silver chains, and she looks great.

After the excitement of Vendors’ Night, we eat a delicious late dinner at Le Provencal–escargot and scampi and wine and dessert–and then we walk around for a long time, trying to burn some of it off. Bally’s and Paris are great for walking and wandering through the maze of shops and restaurants that connect the hotels. You descend into a world of cleverly faux French streets with a painted blue sky and stars that come out at night, and it’s as if you’ve really been whisked away to France. Well, OK, I’ve never been to Paris, so I’m easily led into fantasy.
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Vendors’ Night Suggestions

While some artists sell their work regularly and are set up to accept debit and credit cards, many are not. They may sell only once or twice a year, making the credit card fees unreasonable for them. Almost all vendors will accept checks, but cash is always appreciated, so make sure you bring some! Don’t haggle. This isn’t a flea market; these artists have chosen work they hope you will like and want to take home, and trying to talk them down to a price lower than the one they think is fair is insulting. While some artists will adjust the price when someone buys more than one piece of their work, it’s rude to ask them to do this. If they have something you love but can’t afford, compliment them on the piece and ask for a card so you can check out their work online.

And if you’re vending? Think carefully about pricing. You want to price things so you’ll make money, but you want to make sure that people can afford to buy your work. It’s a really good idea to have a range of price points. If your work tends to be expensive, think about offering prints or postcards or maybe pins–something that’s more affordable for someone unfamiliar with what you do. Someone who buys a pin this time around may save up to buy a larger piece next time.


Back in the Studio

If you have a local group of artist friends, think about setting up your own Vendors’ Night in someone’s studio. Everyone can bring pieces they’d like to sell, and you can send out invitations to the people on each artist’s mailing list. Provide snacks, wine, beer, and music, and you’ve got an Evening of Art. Even if the sales aren’t great, it’s a wonderful opportunity to see other people’s work and share ideas.



Sunday, February 21

Classes start today. We’ve signed up for only one class–on Tuesday–so we can visit as many of the other classes as possible, checking out the projects and enjoying the energy. I love my job! Earl heads out early to see what’s going on in the classrooms, and I go up to The Store to check in with Glenny.

Today’s selection of workshop choices includes metal etching with Sherri Haab, a class on soldering with Sally Jean Alexander, a journal workshop with Jan Harris, and a number of other choices. There really is something for almost everyone, no matter what your interests.


The Store

At the first Art & Soul retreat in Portland, Glenny used to run shuttles to Collage, an art supply store in Seattle run by Maria Raleigh. In 2008, Glenny and Maria decided it would be great for everyone to have the store on-site so if someone checked into their workshop and then suddenly realized they’d forgotten to pack their canvas–or their watercolors or clay or beads or whatever–they could just run to the store and get it.

Maria works with the instructors’ supply lists to offer as many of the required supplies as possible. While she can’t carry every single thing, she stocks an amazing amount of it, and people rush in and out all day long, picking up things they’ve forgotten or run out of or just suddenly decided it would be fun to try.
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Deciding Which 
Workshops to Take

The choices can be overwhelming, indeed. Do you go with someone famous you’ve heard good things about, or do you try some technique that you’ve always wanted to learn? Do you take a new class offered by someone you’ve taken from before, or do you go with the new instructors, trying out something fresh and unexplored?

The best advice? First, pick your I-have-to-have-this-one workshop–whatever it is. Then pick something new that grabs you. Third, if these first two are really intense, physical workshops–soldering or sawing, for example–you might want to make your third choice something more meditative, like a journal class.

Some people fill every day with as many workshops as they can, figuring they can rest when they get home. Others know that they’ve got to schedule in some down time. Only you know what you and your body need, so take that into consideration when you design your schedule. Keep in mind that your first choices may be filled, so pick secondary choices that intrigue you, just in case.



Dale Wigley comes into The Store, and we all tease her about being an Art Retreat Junkie–she’s just turned eighty this year and is planning a train trip through Canada with two of her kids, but she’s having trouble figuring out how to work it in among the art retreats; she seldom misses any of them.

At lunchtime Earl and I go back down to the restaurants and have a delicious brunch of wine, cheese, fruit, and bread, which fills us up and means we don’t have to find a place to eat dinner. After the workshops are over for the day, we spend the evening walking–I love this about Las Vegas. There are so many shops connected to the hotels that you can walk for miles even on damp, chilly evenings, not having to venture out into the dark.

Monday, February 22

We first met Ty and Marcia Shultz at Art Fiber Fest in Seattle. In their former life, they made props for Canadian film and television, so if you’ve watched, say, DaVinci’s Inquest, where they dig up parts of an old body, you might have seen Ty and Marcia’s work. They’ve taken the skills and techniques from that former life and adapted them into innovative and exciting workshops.

If you’re not really interested in collage or journaling or jewelry making, you might be intrigued by Monday’s class, “Anthropomorphic Critters,” where students make really funky creatures out of strips of old T-shirts and this cool, glue-like stuff called Paverpol. I really wish I’d signed up for this class, so I’m in and out all day long, and every time I come back in, the creatures have evolved a little more.

We meet Michael McMillen, a former video game creator whose wife dragged him to Art Unraveled a couple years ago. Now he’s a complete convert to art retreats, explaining, “I left that first conference totally and completely exhausted and with more ideas swimming around in my head than I knew what to do with.”
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Michael McMillen’s Story

Michael burned out on creating video games when he realized that he was working with a bunch of ones and zeros and wasn’t creating any tangible art at all. His wife, Erin, badgered him into going to Art Unraveled with her. He grudgingly signed up for a bunch of workshops, and, he says, his life changed forever.

“I was introduced to a world I had never known about. Here I was standing in the doorway to a world of tangible artwork–the idea that I could do things that were uniquely me with the skills that I learned… I learned that the classes are not just craft, but many are true art classes, classes that require you to go home and practice. I took classes from Susan Lenart Kazmer, Richard Salley, Michael deMeng, Louise Duhamel, and Leighanna Light, just to name a few. I have always been a tool guy. My grandfather and I used to build stuff–crazy stuff. I walked into Richard’s class, and he pulled out a hammer and some pliers, and I was back home.

“I think that most men look at this stuff and think, Why do I want to make a necklace?’ and don’t think past that first knee-jerk reaction to the fact you get to hammer metal and bend it, cut it, smell it burn and cool. You get to feel it in your hand and shape it into something that’s yours. You get to break toys and dis-a-re-assemble them into insane creations in deMeng’s classes. Take clay and sculpt it into whatever your mind can think of, and when you’re done, it’s a silver pendant you can wear. You don’t want the cherub with cute little wings? Fine. Make a skull with wings. That’s what I love about this stuff: None of the instructors has ever told me that I have to make the project just like they did. In every case they celebrate with me the fact that I am doing my own thing with what they are teaching. I could go on about this stuff for a very long time.”

I love Michael’s enthusiasm and think he should be made Art Retreat Ambassador.

[image: ]

After class, we hit Le Buffet. Surely you’ve heard of the legendary all-you-can-eat buffets of Las Vegas? These things are humongous. The lines are really, really long, but the people are friendly, and even picky eaters like us have a ton of stuff to try. We try to sample as much as possible, but it’s tough. Even with just one bite of each, there’s no way you’d have room for every single dish. Man, this is a lot of food. We make a valiant effort in the name of research, though.

And after dinner? After the buffet, you have to stroll the Streets of Paris for a long, long time.

Tuesday, February 23

Today we’re students! When we asked Carla Sonheim if we could photograph her Las Vegas Drawing Extravaganza, she generously said, “Sure!” and then added the caveat that, first, we had to be students. For the morning half of the class, we had to sit at a table, use the supplies, and do the exercises. Yiiii! It’s one thing to be a reporter and tell people about what it’s like to take a workshop, but it’s another thing entirely to take the workshops yourself, you know?


Note

Because the lighting at retreats–whether they’re held in hotels or forts or someone’s home studio–can be really iffy, you may want to bring your own task lighting. Many retreat-goers have portable OttLites in their tool kit. Because power outlets are sometimes scarce, you might want to look into a rechargeable, battery-powered light.



I love Carla’s work. And so, of course, I would love to learn to draw like Carla: freely, imaginatively, intuitively. She assures me that this is possible–never mind that I tense up at the very word “draw” and have never been able to get past my inborn perfectionism. The combination of not being able to draw and insisting, in your head, that everything–every. Single. Line.–be perfect? Bad combination.

The room is nice and large, but the lighting is not so great. While the sparkly chandeliers are lovely to look at, they’re way up high and cast a pallid yellow glow, rather than a nice clear light you’d prefer to have for drawing. Or for doing any kind of art. We hear people complaining about the lighting in all the classrooms.
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Carla introduces herself, and we go around the room with brief introductions, telling why we want to take a drawing class and what we hope to learn. Several people are artists who have been drawing and painting for decades. Penny has taken Carla’s class before at Artfest and is thrilled to have the opportunity to get to do it again. Debbie is a middle school art teacher who tells us that, after years of teaching art to kids, “I’m doing this for me.” Carla is surprised–and pleased–to have two husband-and-wife couples in her class: it’s the first time she’s ever had more than one man in a single workshop.

One of my favorite things about Carla’s teaching style is that she uses analogies, so the act of drawing makes sense even to those of us who have never drawn. She likens the practice of drawing to the practice of tennis: you don’t just pick up the pencil or the tennis racket and expect to be an expert with it. It takes practice. When she demonstrates her layering technique, she cautions against jumping in with too many colors all at once, reminding those in the workshop who love to cook that, when you first begin to cook, you don’t pull out every spice in the cabinet. You start out, she reminds us, with a little garlic salt, maybe a little basil. When you begin to add color to your drawing, you pick just a few colors.

“My husband Steve and I are taking salsa dance lessons,” she says. She explains that they’re not natural dancers and that this class is really a challenge for them. Watching the instructor demonstrate the moves, they’re sure they’ll never, ever be able to duplicate them with that degree of grace and fluidity. But every once in a while they’ll execute a turn so smooth and so coordinated that it elicits a little yelp of joy: they can dance! This is what drawing is like: you look at the drawings of someone who’s been drawing for years, and you think, “Oh, I’ll never be able to do that.” But as you practice and work at it and make mistakes and work over those rough patches, you begin to make little individual drawings that you actually like, ones that make you give a little internal yelp.
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Carla is self-taught–her first degree was in history, and her various pre-drawing careers were in law, graphic design, and illustration. When she began to make her own art, she had to learn how to work past those first fears of “Omigod, I’m doing it the wrong way!” and then that certainty that you’ve screwed it up so thoroughly you might as well ditch it and start over. So she knows all about those fears and the importance of working through them. She’s gentle, and she’s encouraging.

By the time she leads us into the final drawing project, we feel more relaxed and comfortable with the concept of drawing.






End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   
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