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Until last year I had never sat down and attempted a self-portrait. What brought me to try was 
when I was at a loose end and hadn’t picked up a paintbrush for what felt like months. I’m sure 
many people can empathise with this situation, especially in the past year of 2020. I felt well 
and truly stuck at the time; most days, the way my brain was behaving was akin to wading 
through treacle, achieving only things that directly affected my survival on this planet, doing 
just enough to stay conscious for friends and family. 
 
On a particularly cold and rainy morning in late April 2020, I woke abruptly. I’d been having 
a dream, which felt like a distant memory. In my dream state I had a sense of purpose, 
something that in waking life felt so long ago lost. Immediately, like clockwork, a familiar 
liquid dread sensation made its way from my head down to my spine, a shiver of realisation 
that I was back in my bedroom, alone, in quarantine; even the weather had given up all hope. 
I let out a sigh, as if to rid myself of this insidious feeling: an amalgamation of depression, 
stress and guilt. I needed this to change, soon. I have a history of depression, but I believe that 
this time I had truly reached rock bottom. 
 
I decided: I needed to do something. I needed to regain my purpose in life. I tried to focus on 
a memory from a year past of how lose my shoulders had felt when I had finished a piece of 
artwork, a shiver of relief, calm and triumph enveloping me. This image was hard to identify 
in my memory, but a sense of it still stayed with me. I knew what I had to do, but how do I do 
it? How do I get myself out of this rut? 
 
The trouble is, ‘art’ is such an open-ended process; they say that if you have more than a certain 
number of options in a shop you are more likely to leave empty handed. I had all this free time 
and a million and one options, but I just couldn’t motivate myself or decide to do a single thing. 
I could not see the wood for the trees. I needed to set myself a goal, a challenge, something 
tangible. I looked at myself in the mirror and grimaced. What is it that I know so well that can 
I paint? It hit me; I realised. Myself. I needed to address the elephant in the room, which was 
me, my brain and my problems. 
 
As Frida Khalo said “I am my own muse. I am the subject I know best. The subject I want to 
better.” 
 
That day I set myself a goal; draw a self-portrait every day, in some shape or form, whether it 
be a 10 second pencil sketch or a painting that takes half the day, make any kind of mark that 
represents me. 
 
Over a course of months my self-portrait repertoire had expanded. The styles and mediums 
ranged from abstract to more accurate depictions, from pencil, to paint, to collage. Although 
the subject matter had stayed the same, the results varied and as I became more confident over 
time, the pieces developed into more thoughtful and articulate expressions. As my technical 
abilities improved, I felt less afraid to ‘let go’ and express my immediate feelings in my self-
portraits. Now that I had a foundation image, I felt confident to experiment with more abstract 
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ideas to identify what was really under my skin. Taking inspiration from natural shapes and 
forms intertwined with colours and textures which I felt adequately symbolised my health 
struggles, I created imagery that was aesthetically beautiful, enjoyable to create and meaningful. 
 
This journey wasn’t anticipated or planned, nor was it easy or quickly achieved. The images I 
have created are a product of my deteriorating mental health, ironically however they 
themselves have served as a kind of medicine which has enabled me to feel more accepting of 
myself. After studying my face day after day, I have felt a rising sense of new understanding 
and increased empathy for my troubles. Finally, I am turning pain into beauty. 
 
There are a few things I would like to share with whoever may be reading this, some advice if 
you will: 
 
Set yourself achievable goals 
This rule helped me get started. If you give yourself too much to achieve you will overload 
your brain. These high expectations I put upon myself were often the reasons that stopped me 
achieving anything at all. It was an ‘all or nothing’ mindset; “If I can’t do it perfectly, there is 
no reason to try”. Try doing something artistic every day, whether it be a quick scribble on the 
back of a receipt, writing a short poem or spending more time on a piece with oil pastels. Keep 
all these little (and you may think, insignificant) bits of artwork, and date them. This Vincent 
Van Gough quote sums it up beautifully, Great things are done by a series of small things 
brought together. 
 
Date your work and keep a diary 
Make sure to date all your work and, better still, write about the pieces. Ask yourself these 
three questions: What were my thoughts and feelings before creating? What were my thoughts 
and feelings during creating? How am I feeling now? Remember there are no rules to a personal 
journal as it is private and for your eyes only. You may spell words incorrectly, swear, scribble, 
draw and tear pages if you are so inclined! Dating your work serves as a handy ‘progress 
spotter’. After a while you’ll be able to look back at your first creation and see how far you 
have come. As you’ll be able to identify when you created the piece, you can match it up with 
your journal and see patterns in your work. For example, I found that the days where my pieces 
were especially messy, were the days I felt in a particularly low mood. 
 
Channel your ‘now’ feelings 
Open your sketchbook with an open mind with no plan or expectation. Focus on your breathing, 
your heart rate and immediate thoughts. Reach for a colour you think best represents your mood. 
Try to disregard pre learned rules, for example, red = rage or blue = calm and find what the 
colours mean to you. Focus on the shapes you create with your chosen mark making tool. Are 
the lines jagged or soft? Are you pressing lightly or hard? Try to enjoy the process, instead of 
only looking forward to the finished piece. I found that creating artwork in this way required 
honesty and courage. Be ready for it to be potentially upsetting, as what you’re doing is digging 
under your skin and tapping into something much more personal. Creativity takes courage - 
Henri Matisse. 
 
Don’t’ be afraid to experiment and for things to go wrong 
As I mentioned earlier your journal is your own to mess up and so is your sketchbook (or loose 
papers etc), as this is your visual journal. Many of us artists are perfectionists and find it 
daunting to go outside our comfort zone. But following this advice, I found that over time I felt 
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a sense of liberation when I ‘messed’ things up. It’s important to remember that all great artists 
started as amateurs, the pieces you see in galleries are often after hundreds of hours of practise 
and failed attempts. Learn from your mistakes. 
 
Share your artwork 
Get involved in a community of artists. During lockdown, my only option was to take my work 
online. I created a brand-new Instagram profile, solely for this project. A clean slate, crisp and 
untarnished, made me feel optimistic, like starting a new exercise book on the first day back at 
school. For a long time, I have shied away from social media, in fear of judgements, especially 
when it came to personal things like artwork. Revealing myself and engaging with the art 
community not only gave me confidence but valuable inspiration. 
Although creating an online presence is important, make sure not to get too preoccupied with 
it all. Over the years of using social media, I’ve compared myself unfairly to others and have 
let the fear of potential negative feedback stifle me from exposing my artwork. Remember, art 
is subjective, you will never satisfy everyone. By exposing yourself to criticism, negative and 
positive, you will become more resilient and gain useful insights into your work and how it is 
perceived by others. 
 
Good luck :) 
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