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Introduction
In the following report, I intend to investigate how flow state through repetitive making
can aid the combating of perfectionist thought patterns in artists. Within this topic I
intend to discuss Flow State, a concept first named by psychologist Mihaly
Csikszentmihalyi and consciousness in relation to flow state. I will also discuss the
connection between flow state and art by exploring the process of a sample of artists
that work in this way. I intend to discuss perfectionism, both on a general level and
regarding creativity, and the use of repetitive art to combat this. The aims of this
research are to clarify the idea of the Flow State, to demonstrate the strength of
correlation between art and flow, to highlight the benefits of this to artists, and finally,
to explore the extent to which flow and repetitive making can assist in combating
perfectionist thinking.There are however some factors limiting my research including
my limited knowledge of psychology ,limited research resources resulting in qualitative
studies but not quantitative studies undergone in the examination of the topic.
The information available on artists that work in this way can also be limited as some
artists like Helen McAllister prefer to keep their methods private. Section One will
discuss Flow State, Section 2 will address Perfectionism and Section 3 will examine
repetitive making and artists that work in this way.

1. Flow State
1.1. The Ideology of Flow State
The term Flow State, often referred to as optimal experience, was first coined by
psychologist Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi in 1990 and is described as a transcendent state
of “joy, creativity and total involvement with life.'' (Csikszentmihalyi, 2002, p.1)
According to Csikszentmihalyi, when one is in this state they feel exhilarated,
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consumed by the task at hand and almost unaware of their own existence or physicality.
His research is derived from many sources, including Aristotle’s view on happiness, as
highlighted in The Nicomachean Ethics. His theory concludes that we as humans pursue
happiness above all else; any goal or criteria of success is deemed so due to its
association with being happy (2008).

This extensive research conducted by Csikszentmihalyi on the topic of happiness led
him to question when we are most happy, why this is and how we can apply this
information to our daily lives. He perceives happiness not as something directly
pursued, but as a byproduct of Flow: a result of complete engagement with tasks, with
activities, with life. It is a phenomenon that can be experienced while engaged in any
activity or pursuit of interest to the individual, be it embroidery or rock climbing, once
the specific task is within the correct threshold of difficulty. It must be challenging
enough to capture interest - but not so complex as to cause anxiety and disrupt the
individual’s feeling of flow.

Although this theory may sound idealist and not practically attainable due to its
vagaries, it is widely experienced and reported in all fields of study, with deep roots in
positive psychology. The area of positive psychology began being investigated in 1998
when Martin Seligman chose it as the theme for his term as president of the American
Psychological Association. Today this field is studied in depth by psychologists such as
Barbara Fredrickson (2009), Sonja Lyubomirsky (2013) and IIona Boniwell (2008) to
name just a few.

The experience of flow is particularly achievable in the field of art as artists are
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inherently process led. This manner of working lends itself very well to the pursuit of
flow and can be applied particularly to artists who possess perfectionist tendencies, as
this immersion in process and flow can break down barriers erected by perfectionist
patterns of thought. Optimal experience or flow is not a step by step outlined process,
but a theory that challenges us to think about mindset and engagement with tasks in
order to be in the moment and enjoy what we do to the fullest without being conscious
of any worry or doubt.

The connection between flow and art is not a new phenomenon and has been widely
discussed by an array of psychologists in the context of art therapy, self help and fine art
theory for decades. In an article published in Psychology Today (1966), Robert Epstein
discusses the joys of the art process and how it enables us to improve our problem
solving skills which can be put to work in solving our everyday problems. Cathy
Malchiodi PhD has also identified the ways art can improve mental health in terms of
finding pleasure in invention and exploration coming from a biological need to innovate
to survive and also the pleasure of aesthetic and creating things that are pleasing to look
at (2011). These are just two samples from a vast stream of information linking art and
positive psychology, having been explored by psychologists, artists and art theorists
alike.

1.2. Consciousness and Flow State
The relationship between flow and consciousness must be established in order to
understand the benefits of flow State for artists, perfectionists and perfectionist artists
alike.

7

While there is no universally recognised definition for the term consciousness, it can be
understood in its most basic sense as simply a mental state one is aware of being in
(Rosenthal 1986). Awareness is interpreted as “the state wherein some information is
accessible for verbal report and the deliberate control of behaviour”, according to David
J. Chalmers (1996). In layman’s terms, that is to say that the brain receives and filters
information from everything we take in and experience.

According to the phenomenological model of consciousness - which is of most
relevance to this research report - we as humans are most concerned with experiences or
phenomena. This is to say that we focus not on our bodily processes while we are
experiencing something (although we are aware that they occur), but the experience
itself - how we feel, what we see and hear and think. This is discussed in all its
complexity by Edmund Husserl, a german philosopher, who established the theory of
phenomenology. We are focused primarily on our own subjective experience of events
and we filter out the majority of what is surrounding us, focusing on certain details
whether intentionally or not.

This subject of consciousness is reinforced by Benjamin Libet in the book
Consciousness: Conscious, Subjective Experience, where Libet affirms the theory that
our experience is “subjective and personal, whether it be experiences of our
environment or our thoughts and feelings our internal life and experience is what is
most important to us.” (Libet, 1988). We are only concerned with our own subjective
experience of life, because that is all we can be fully aware of.
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An intention is an active desire to achieve some future goal through some specific
behavior in a particular circumstance (Rummel, 1975). They are in charge of the
ordering of our consciousness and what we are and are not aware of moment by
moment (Csikszentmihalyi, 2002). Aims or intentions can be biologically ingrained or
goal and growth orientated, capable of directing our attention to something and
consequently deciding what we are conscious of.

In theory, intention thereby gives us the freedom to aim our focus towards the
experience of an activity that is both engaging and consuming, inevitably counteracting
perfectionist urges in the process. When this theory is applied to the ideology of
perfectionism, it would suggest that a person can get so immersed in an activity or
experience that they are less likely to be conscious of or ruminate on their perceived
flaws.

1.3. Flow State applied through art
Examples of activities that could engage flow state in an art context can be seen across
every creative discipline. For instance, a painter may be so captivated by his subject,
observing and translating the contours and shape of the figure, fascinated by the mixture
of tones that make up any one plane of skin that they lose track of time and space
completely, forgetting they haven’t eaten in hours or that they were worried about an
unpaid bill earlier that day. Michaelangelo was said to have often forgotten to attend to
his basic bodily needs while creating an artwork. While he was sculpting the Pieta, he
often forgot to eat and sleep and even continued working despite falling ill with a fever
(Storey, 2016).
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Textile art in particular, allows for the kind of repetitive, process-led making that can
easily become consuming - perhaps more than any other discipline. This art-form is
usually grounded in technique, process and materials, allowing for a deeper exploration
of textiles beyond skill through the mastery and understanding of materials. Mastery of
one technique can allow for variation and nuance, creating a personal language in which
one thinks through making. Engaging with the materiality and physicality of textiles can
be strongly immersive, as one sample or experiment leads onto the next; each an answer
to a question, drawing the maker closer to understanding a material for future
manipulation. Textile artist Nigel Cheney highlights the importance of sampling (2016):
 Do we already know what we want or will we only know what we want when we see
“
it? We might be really scientifically precise so we can repeat something exactly or be
prepared to keep playing until we hit upon something we like.”

Flow depends on the task at hand being difficult enough to be engaging while not so
difficult as to discourage the artist and cause anxiety. Textile art and any kind of
repetitive making fits this brief perfectly, as it allows for achievable technique based
tasks which can be developed, repeated and varied to achieve both visually interesting
and theoretically rich results. Through these manageable tasks, a person with
perfectionist thought patterns could have a clear, attainable path of progression without
facing the same daunting threat of complete failure as they would in other, less process
led disciplines such as sculpture, print or photography. This is not to say that flow isn’t
achievable through these disciplines, just that they can be more instant and less process
driven than textile art. These disciplines are more performance based as opposed to
textiles which involves a slower more accumulative way of working. Textile Art holds
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sampling at its core which is a way of exploring, a question rather than a statement.
Nigel Cheney speaks of this questioning highlighting the grey area of the discipline,
“Questions can be practical, aesthetic or even conceptual. Mostly they boil down to
‘what if…?’” (2016).

2. Perfectionism
2.1 What is Perfectionism?
Perfectionism is subjective; experienced differently by each person, with the possibility
to manifest within one or many areas of an individual’s life such as work, appearance,
relationships, health and social performance. One basic definition of perfectionism is
the demand for the highest standard of excellence (HarperCollins,2020), but a more
explanatory one is offered by Roz Shafran in the book Overcoming Perfectionism: A
self-help guide using scientifically supported cognitive behavioral techniques (2019).

Shaffran outlines perfectionism as the setting of, and striving to meet very demanding
standards, standards that are self-imposed and relentlessly pursued - despite this
causing problems. It involves basing an individual’s self-worth almost exclusively on
how well these high standards are pursued and achieved (Shaffran, 2019). This text
explains that perfectionists are constantly striving to achieve while simultaneously
fearing failure, which may consequently lead to excessive self criticism and avoidance
behaviours. He concludes that striving for high achievement in addition to being goal
oriented is normal and not necessarily unhealthy - but it can become so, if and when
negative perfectionist thought patterns begin to occur.

These thought patterns can manifest in ways such as avoidance of tasks for fear of not
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doing them perfectly, dismissal of achievements followed by further ever-increasing
expectations, or allowing a perceived failure to confirm a negative thought about
oneself. Thought patterns like these are evident in the research done by psychologist
Pernille Rasmussen her book “When Work Takes Control: The Psychology and Effects
of Work Addiction” (2008). Rasmussen presents the all or nothing mentality, when a
perfectionist is overly focused on criticism and looking for affirmation that they are
inadequate.

2.2 The possible effects of Perfectionism
This line of thinking is seriously detrimental to an individual’s mindset, as it induces
feelings of failure regardless of the outcome of their actions and behaviours. This can in
turn have strongly negative mental health effects such as anxiety, depression, social
isolation, obsessive focus, avoidance of tasks, exhaustion, rumination and low self
esteem. This theory is highlighted by a study carried out by Kenneth G. Rice at the
University of Florida in which subjects were tested over 15 weeks a total of three times
and data was gathered on whether they related to such statements as “My performance
rarely measures up to my standards” and various others that questioned their emotional
state. The findings proved a clear link between maladaptive perfectionist thinking
patterns and depression whereas there was no link proven between depression and
striving for excellence with no self criticism (Packard,2006)

Another study carried out by the Department of Biochemistry and Molecular Cell
Biology in Hamburg, Germany (2019) compared the rates of depression amongst
students who were accepted into medicine against the students who were not. Not only
did the refused students show a higher number of depressed subjects, this group also
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included a higher number of maladaptive perfectionists. The reasoning for the results
yielded in Hamburg is supported in the publishing from the Journal of Personality and
Social Psychology (1995) by Paul L Hewitt and Gordon L Flett, which contends that
perfectionism has been linked to feelings of failure, guilt, indecisiveness,
procrastination, shame, and low self-esteem, as well as alcoholism, anorexia,
depression, and personality disorders.

2.3 Perfectionism and art
According to Damon Zahariades, author of The Joy of Imperfection (2017),
perfectionism can present itself in two different forms - Adaptive Perfectionism and
Maladaptive perfectionism. Adaptive perfectionism refers to an urge to strive for
perfection while knowing it is unattainable - yet gaining satisfaction from going above
and beyond anyway, to achieve as close to perfection as possible despite this.
Alternatively, maladaptive perfectionism is striving for perfection but believing that it is
possible to achieve it and seeing anything less than that as failure (Zahariades, 2017).
Thought patterns associated with both of these types of perfectionism can be triggered
by an overwhelming fear of failure, feelings of personal inadequacy, shame and the urge
to control chaos within one's life.

Despite their differences, both behaviours often lead to exhaustion and disappointment
if these standards cannot be met. Although both have very negative effects on mental
health as previously discussed, maladaptive perfectionism has a more negative impact.
This is because it also involves the belief that one controls the outcome of a pursuit
resulting in harsh self criticism if their high criteria of success is not met despite any
external factors which may have limited their achievement.
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This cycle of constant striving for perfection, falling short of expectations and self
criticism is very detrimental not just to mental health and general wellbeing but also in
the case of an artist, to the work produced. The perfectionist artist may limit themselves
and their artistic growth for fear of not being good enough at a technique or process they
want to pursue. They may avoid certain tasks for fear of failing at them or they may
simply find it difficult to create at all, avoiding creative pursuits and criticising
themselves for this also. One way this could be prevented is through very specific goal
setting. Just as a teacher would set success criteria for a lesson an artist could set
themselves success criteria to establish structure and create a new scale on which they
can measure themselves. Through the setting of achievable but still challenging success
criteria, one is asking a specific thing of themselves instead of demanding overall
perfection. To do this, limiting the process or materials or artistic elements of a work
helps it to thrive as it allows the artist to really push this element whether it be form,
colour, line, the choice of one material, or repeated technique. This sense of limitation is
seen in many artists’ work through repetition for different reasons and with different
outcomes but each could be used as an example of repeating one element of an artwork
to interesting effect.

3. Repetition and Limitation
3.1 Limiting and repeating to artistically thrive
Repetition can present itself in many forms - reoccurrence of materials, processes,
themes, techniques, imagery, shapes motifs or text. It is a subject that is as rich in
theoretical content as is is visually interesting. There is an extensive list of artists that
work in this way and heavily employ repetition in their work for different reasons and to
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different effects. For some it might provide liberation, to some it may be oppressive. It
can provide structure but also be a way to highlight breaks in structure and focus the
viewer on the parts of the artwork that break the pattern. It can be a way to subtly rebel
and make rules in order to know how to break them, or to provide order amongst chaos
and quieten the mind. It can provide a sense of rhythm or allow for slight variation and
nuance resulting in the creation of a personal language through materials. It can be a
form of compulsion, or a way to study time by visually marking it in space.
However, these artists could be unified in how they all have set limitations in some way.
In repeating they have chosen an element and kept it frequent if not constant. This
method of setting limitations on an artwork whether intentional or coincidental in the
case of each artist discussed, could be used to improve the level of output of a
perfectionist artist and could reduce their anxiety about failing substantially. It would do
this by providing structure, setting achievable guidelines and limiting the amount of
decisions to be made while working, to enable the artist to ultimately get lost in the
work and achieve flow state.

Mason Currey (2013) is quoted saying “The repetition itself becomes the important
thing; it's a form of mesmerism. I mesmerize myself to reach a deeper state of mind.”
Currey thinks that it is the routines, rituals, limitations and order these artists put on
their lives that allows them to think and create on a deeper level. This could be taken
further and extended into the creative process as well, going so far as to limit elements
of the work in order to better expand and explore others, to limit the materials in order
to understand and utilise them in an interesting way, or to limit the technique so as to
master it and later make it your own. Limitation could be used to vary one selected
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element of the work to create something new each time, or to limit the colour scheme so
you can explore shadow.

3.2 The work of Agnes Lau
One such artist that gravitates towards the repetitive and whose limitations allow her art
to thrive is Agnes Lau. Lau creates large drawings made up of thousands of circles,
lines, dots or a combination of all three. She is inspired by our everyday routines and
how we blindly and subconsciously carry them out without always being fully aware of
them. She speaks of her own routines and patterns throughout her life saying:

 “I was brought up in a
very well-planned and
organised home. From
school to tuition and extra
curricular classes. Even
when I was in Sarawak for
my National Service,
everything was
well-planned.”

Agnes Lau, Ovals (mixed media on plywood, 2019).

Lau explains that when she is “removed from that well-planned system’’, she is lost.
Lau uses repetition of marks as illustrated in Figures 1 and 2 to enforce a structure that
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starts a conversation about blind routines and the subconscious and additionally gives
her the structure she is used to, the structure she thrives on. She speaks about the
relationship between the subconscious and conscious parts of her work; the
subconscious being the state of immersion in the act of drawing the circles or lines, the
conscious being the way she calculates and keeps track of the number of circles created
which systematically fill the space. This sense of limited consciousness while being
completely immersed in a task is a textbook example of how flow state is used to enable
an artist with perfectionist tendencies to apply structure and thrive.

Figure 2: Agnes Lau, Walking Long Line (mixed media on plywood, 2018).
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3.3 The work of Simone Pheulpin
The textile artist Simone Pheulpin uses repetition a little differently in her work - but
similar to Lau, it is the limitations she sets that enable her work to thrive. For her it is
not about structure, but about the
slight variations that repetition
enables while maintaining
simplicity. Her sculptures are
created using only strips of white
linen that are folded, pleated and
pinned in place with silver pins,
which are then built up to interlock
as the sculpture takes form. When
describing her work, she says the
Figure 3: Simone Pheulpin, Bernard, white linen and pins, 2019
“The fold is the motion, the fold is the
shape of memory itself. It narrates what
is happening, tells us what took place
here and there.”
It is these simple folds that manipulate
the form of the piece with slight
variation in tightness, looseness, shape
or regularity, resulting in multiples of
the sculptures made with the same
technique and materials yet with varying
and fascinating results (see Fig. 3 & 4).
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following of her technique:

 Figure 4: Simone Pheulpin, La Bresse, white linen and pins, 2019

3.4 The Work of Helen McAllister
For Helen McAllister, repetition serves a different purpose entirely. To her, repeating in
the form of testing and making samples is a way of understanding; asking questions and
answering them, figuring out the rules so that you can break them. Her way of working
is instinctive. She sees it as a language - her language and only hers.

McAllister self-admittedly “gets bored easily’’ and employs repetition in conjunction
with a few other techniques she uses in most of her work as a tool, to develop “another
‘way of handwriting that is very personal and private” (McAllister, 2019). By engaging
in the same few processes (such as buttonhole stitch, beading and fabric surface
manipulation), she can rest her brain from concentration on technique, which has now
become second nature to her, thereby enabling her to think through the making instead.

 Figure 5: Helen McAllister, Shoe Influenced by Venetian Surfaces, 2020
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She maintains that only the repetition of certain techniques fuel her work and inspire
her, having never been interested in the official, correct way of doing things or any
process with strict rules. Embroidery for her has been a way to think through the
sensory system and create varied and nuanced outcomes through mastery, manipulation
and subversion of a few repeated techniques. McAllister maintains that:
“practice is fundamental, it's only through repeating it becomes a subconscious
instinctive extension of your fingertips.”

She compares this idea to learning the alphabet in school: it is only through writing it
over and over you can begin to use it later on - in this case, as a language through which
to think and make. The making element of her process is very private and for this reason
it is not something she wants to teach others how to do. It allows her to distance herself
from her audience,
whereby they can view
the work and experience
it a multitude of ways,
but they may not
understand the making
process by looking at it
despite the repeated
techniques employed.
This is because these
techniques are taken to a

Figure 6: Helen McAllister, Goldilocks Pair 1, 2020

more nuanced level of exploration that only repetition of them allows for.
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Conclusion
In conclusion, repetitive making and flow state can be very beneficial in overcoming
perfectionism in artists. Perfectionism and perfectionist patterns of thinking can become
very unhealthy and significantly impact self esteem affecting our ability to create. Flow
state can be used to combat this as it draws our awareness away from unhelpful patterns of
thinking which may inhibit our creativity and towards submersion in the tasks of a creative
activity. In the case of a perfectionist artist repetitive making is a good place to start when
trying to achieve flow state, limiting creative choices and focusing on variation and nuance
allows for the depth of thought required to become lost in a task. While not all artists who
work repetitively and through limitations are doing so for this reason, it is a very applicable
model of process for a perfectionist artist who is struggling to create. Textile art as a
discipline is ideal for this purpose as the process driven experimental way of working and
sampling not only lends itself very well to flow state but also prevents any pressured
thoughts as success is not as black and white as perhaps in other disciplines. Working
through questions and exploring materials is core and outcome is secondary. My findings
are limited due to space in such a short text but future areas of study might include the
application of flow state in the art classroom, flow state to combat perfectionism in an art
therapy context and additional mental health benefits to repetitive making (for example in
the treatment of conditions like OCD).
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Appendix
Helen McAllister - Interview
“To me, sampling is a way of understanding. I used to sample in a conventional way,
now I sample, unpick and work into the sample over and over until it does what I need it
to do.”
Her way of working is instinctive, she sees it as a language, her language and only hers.
It takes on nuances.
Her making is extremely private and she doesn’t do workshops or demonstrations or
share her exact process in any depth. She doesn’t want people to know exactly how she
made her shoes. “Its for me, my language made up of years of education and play, of
learning and breaking rules. “Its nuanced and personal and private and cant be
reproduced and I don’t want it to be”. “My work is distinct, technique becomes another
way of handwriting.” I get bored easily, but I could never get bored of embroidery. I
was never really interested in weave; putting something on top of something, I am not
interested in the conventionally technically correct way of doing things, I’m more of a
rulebreaker. ”McAllister is the kind of artist that wants to learn a technique enough to
break it.
McAllister says of her choice of techniques; “ I want something that does what I need it
to do.” For her this is buttonhole stitch, beading and fabric manipulation. This allows
for her “mind to go everywhere else”, whereas with weaving she would really have to
concentrate. Repetition of these already mastered techniques allows McAllister to think
and vary and add nuance.
“Mathematical understanding leaves me cold, I can't learn through theory, I think
through the sensory”. Of repetition, she says “practice is fundamental, it's only through
repeating it becomes a subconscious instinctive extension of your fingertips, just like
going to school and learning to write, writing the alphabet over and over. Techniques
provide a sort of handwriting and a language through which we can think and make”.
McAllister feels that the techniques become automatic and instinctive, provide rhythm;
“ I do get into a rhythm but I also like to interject into that. I believe embroidery is
limitless.
She describes how breaking the rules has given her work a signature. For her shoes it's
not about replication, “ I couldn’t explain how I made it, its made up of my experiences.
People ask how I did it and that's what I like, they want to understand it. It's there, you
can like it or not but you can't get to me”.
Teaching now prevents her from this but McAllister describes working into the early
hours of the morning on weekends; “I was quite manic, for years on end during my
phD. I loved that passion and I miss it”.
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