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This catalog is a result of a body of work I began in April of 2016 and contains the first 12 paintings 
I completed using the process I describe in my Artist’s statement.

As I completed each painting and posted them to my website, I wrote brief commentary about the 
painting or my inner dialog related to it. I have included these writings as part of this book. 

In addition, I have included quotations from books I was reading about Eastern philosophy and 
modern physics during this time period to give further context to the paintings and what informs 
my inner dialog. 

I hope the reader enjoys this confluence of intellectual and expressive perspectives and can 
experience them as a whole.

Painting got really interesting when I decided to paint nothing.

To put it another way, I don’t look to the external world to find subject matter. There are “no-things” that I observe and 
then abstract from. My subject matter is the moment-to-moment engagement between myself and the marks I make on 
the canvas—painting as an act of being present.
 
In my research I learned that, millennia ago, Eastern philosophers had intuited an understanding of the universe that is 
harmonious with modern physics. Simply by searching inward, they had come to the same conclusions Einstein and oth-
ers proved thousands of years later. Since that realization, I’ve been exploring Eastern philosophies, modern physics and 
their convergence with great relish. There are principles of each that I’ve incorporated into my process.

In making these paintings, I’m asking myself: What happens when I shed all preconceptions? Where can following my 
intuition take me? Where can I go if I look inward for inspiration? What I’ve found is a way to paint that is both liberating 
and filled with personal discovery.

My process starts with observing the blank canvas. That is what inspires me –literally, nothing. The next step is to make the 
first mark. That step inspires the next. The process is a self-contained journey, a dynamic of action and reflection until I 
arrive at a composition that feels resolved.

The key to this process is relinquishing preconception, being receptive rather than thinking, imagining or planning, stay-
ing in the moment and letting the process take me where it’s going to go. As the resulting work comes into focus, I feel as 
though I’m uncovering something rather than creating it through volition. I know I’m finished when the image before me 
feels like a discovery, a vista I had not previously imagined.

Artist’s StatementIntroduction

News Flash: 
“Today a young man on acid realized that all matter is merely energy condensed to a 
slow vibration, that we are all one consciousness experiencing itself subjectively, there 
is no such thing as death, life is only a dream, and we are the imagination of ourselves. 
Here’s Tom with the Weather.”

Bill Hicks, Comedian 
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May 15, 2016
The title of this painting is not a phrase I use very often, if at all. It came to me the first time I was work-
ing with this process and felt like I was boxing with it in the dark. For periods, the painting seemed like it 
was going to be a disaster, followed by periods where I thought it was going to turn out great. Then back 
to disaster. Then I just stopped thinking about it and remained in the moment. My process was still taking 
shape and, through this first painting, I realized it was more about receptivity than thinking or imagining.

Shuckin’ and Jivin’

“A good traveler has no fixed plans
and is not intent an arriving
A good artist lets his intuition
lead him wherever it wants.
A good scientist has freed himself of concepts 
and keeps his mind open to what is.
Thus the Master is available to all people
and doesn’t reject anyone.
He is ready to use all situations 
and doesn’t waste anything
This is called embodying the light.”

Tao Te Ching 

“Shuckin’ and Jivin’”, Acrylic on canvas, 48” x 72” 
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June 21, 2016
I often use large palette knives to make marks. The way they spread the paint on the canvas is 
inconsistent and somewhat difficult to control, but I use this inconsistency as opportunity.  I use 
the dripping paint in much the same way, allowing elements of the painting to paint itself and take 
the direction out of my hands.

These paintings end up looking much different from the way they appeared early on. The process 
creates archaeological layers as the painting winds its way to resolution. Getting to the end takes a 
willingness to destroy a lot of what I have created. I can’t let myself get attached to anything in the 
painting until I’m very near the end. It is a practice of letting go.

If Time Unfolds, Who Folded It?

“If Time Unfolds, Who Folded It?”,  Acrylic on canvas, 48” x 72” 

The Central Paradox. 

“In conculsion, then, art is absolutely meaningless. It is, however, also deeply meaningful...It 
matters./It doesn’t matter. Build space in your head for this paradox. Build as much space as 
you can. Build even more space. You will need it. And then go deep within that space— as far 
as you can possibly go— and make absolutely whatever you want to make.”

Elizabeth Gilbert, “Big Magic”



8 9

June 30, 2016
The title of this painting is a reminder. I often see people viewing abstract paintings by trying to see 
something in them, trying to figure them out and understand what they ‘re-mind’ them of. I would 
suggest leaving the mind out altogether and just experience what’s there.

Paintings are static; but, because each of us changes with every moment, our relationship to the 
paintings can evolve. If you figure a painting out, if you decide it looks like a map or a tree, some-
thing specific and literal, you’re done with it. You’ve formed your opinion and that’s what you will 
continue to see. With abstract art, there’s nothing there: nothing to label, nothing to conceive. It is 
not a picture of a place or an object, and so, it is perpetually open to being experienced anew.

This is No Place

“This is No Place”
Acrylic on canvas, 64” x 80” 

The Beginner’s Mind
“If your mind is empty, it is always ready for anything, it is open to 
everything. In the beginner’s mind there are many possibilities, but 
in the expert’s mind there are few.”
 

Shunryu Suzuki, “Zen Mind Beginner’s Mind”
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June 30, 2016
The strong vertical and diagonal lines in this composition reminded me of a swastika. While the swastika is now strongly associat-
ed with the evils of Nazism, the first known representation of a swastika dates back to around 10,000 BCE and is associated with the 
Shaman. It’s derived from the symbol of the cross (+).  The cross was originally interpreted as representing the center point in space and 
time. An individual’s consciousness is symbolically located at the intersection of the two lines, and the lines themselves represent space 
and time. A swastika is a cross in motion.

Shamans, in their trance states, were said to live beyond the normal rules of space-time that us non-shamans have to adhere to. Swasti-
kas can go in both directions— backwards or forwards. Perhaps the swastika represents a consciousness in action, one that’s living out 
its destiny?

Swastikas are prevalent in Hindu and Buddhist art. For me, this indicates a lineage between the Shamanic and the Yogic traditions. The 
oldest representation of a man sitting in a Yoga position dates back to roughly 2000 BCE and is referred to as “The Lord of the Beasts” 
because animals surround the Yogi depicted in it. The Shaman was the mystic seer of the hunting and gathering tradition, in which an-
imals played a large role and were often used as spiritual guides in trance rituals. The Shaman’s inward exploration came through trance 
induced by dance and drumbeat or simply sitting alone in isolation for extended periods of time. It seems that sitting in isolation later 
formalized into the Yogic practice and the association with animals was slowly washed away as human societies grew into the agricul-
ture of the Bronze Age and modernized. With social organization becoming more complex, the single drumbeat of the Shaman grew 
into the complex groups of percussion instruments you can see being used today in Buddhist and Hindu ceremonies.

“Destiny in Motion”,  Acrylic on canvas, 48” x 72” 

Destiny in Motion

“The Western Artist discovered a new way to see the world through the eyes of artists of Africa and Oceana before 
physics began to understand a common bond between itself and a world view long expressed in tribal cultures. 
Waldeman Bogoras, an anthropologist, said, ‘In a way, one could possibly say that the ideas of modern physics 
about space and time, when clothed with concrete physical form, appearded as shamanstic.’ The shamans of the 
preliterate tribal cultures would be amused to discover that their ideas about reality have more in common with the 
new physics than do with the ninetenth century scientist.”

Leanard Shlain, “Art & Physics - Parallel Visions in Space, Time, and Light”
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July 30, 2016
The title of this piece is a reminder to myself. Working on this painting, I kept having the feel-
ing I was making the wrong mark. I was struggling to stay in the present and kept worrying the 
piece was not going to turn out well. I would make a mark and say to myself, “God, that does not 
look good, I have no idea what I’m going to do with that.” And then the title just popped into my 
head. Each mark I make on the canvas is a doorway to the next moment. Anytime I catch myself 
wondering what I’m going to do next (also known as ‘thinking’), I stop myself and say: Just walk 
through the door. Don’t worry about what’s on the other side, just make the next mark.

“I obey only my own instincts and intuition. I know nothing in advance. Often I put 
down things which I do not understand myself, secure in the knowledge that later 
they will become clear and meaningful to me. I have faith in the man who is writing, 
who is myself, the writer.”

Henry Miller, Author

It’s a Door, Walk Through It 

“It’s a Door, Walk Through It”,  Acrylic on canvas, 60” x 48” 
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August 12, 2016
This is a long title, I know, but I had to say it all. So, now I have a long story to go with it:

When I was painting this, I was reminded of a story I heard about a man who had sustained a brain 
injury. He was just a regular guy, but after the injury he became a mathematical savant. He went on 
to prove mathematically that there were no circles in the universe, only straight lines turning.

There are many stories about people tapping into incredible knowledge after a brain injury. Anoth-
er story I once read was about researchers who were studying consciousness through LSD. Taking 
LSD had brought them to the same conclusion that mystics have been coming to for millennia— 
that everything is one consciousness, and that the sense of being separate is actually a distortion 
of reality. Researchers have compared an individual’s consciousness to a spigot that controls how 
much of the collective consciousness you experience. When you take LSD, it opens the spigot 
further than normal. Of course that expanded consciousness goes away after the LSD is out of your 
system. It turns out a head injury can open the spigot permanently.

There are no Such Things as Circles 
(Just Straight Lines Endlessly Turning)

“The total number of minds in the universe is one. In fact, 
consciousness is a singularity phasing within all beings.”
 

Erwin Schrödinger, Nobel Prize-winning physicist“There are No Such Things as Circles (Just Straight Lines Endlessly Turning)”,  Acrylic on canvas, 48” x 72” 
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August 12, 2016
Ouroboros is that image of the snake swallowing its own tail. Dating back to ancient Egypt, it sym-
bolizes cyclicality, in the sense of something continually re-creating itself. And when something 
continually recreates itself, it is also continually destroying itself, implying death and rebirth. It is a 
symbol of the process of the universe. 

To me, this is one of those symbols that points to the power of intuition. We now know, because 
of Einstein’s Theory of Relativity, that everything, even matter, is energy. (Think of matter as ‘con-
gealed energy’, vibrating slowly enough to seem still and solid.) This means the universe is just 
one thing, pure energy constantly rearranging itself—like a snake eating its own tail, it will never 
perish, consuming and creating itself at the same time.

Want to know something that will really blow your mind? Scientists have added up all the energy 
in the universe: matter, gravity, dark matter. And the sum total of energy in the universe adds up to 
zero, nothing (no-thing). If you’ve ever wondered how the universe could have been created from 
nothing, now you have your answer. Mathematically, it is nothing. 

Also note— the ancient Vedic philosophers referred to the universe as Maya, an illusion. I would 
sum up their perspective this way: the universe we experience is an illusion or trick that covers up 
true reality, which is the underlying energy that creates, destroys and recreates everything.

Ouroboros

“How can you create a universe from nothing? Well if you calculate the total matter of the uni-
verse it is positive. If you calculate the total energy of the universe it is negative because of grav-
ity. Gravity has negative energy. When you add the two together what do you get? Zero, so it 
takes no energy to create a universe. Universes are for free. A universe is a free lunch.”

Michio Kaku, Theoretical Physicist, Author, Educator

“Ouroboros”, Acrylic on canvas, 48” x 72” 
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September 10, 2016
In quantum physics, “Every possibility sits in superposition until the wave function is collapsed by a mea-
surement.” Another way of saying that is: nothing actually happens until it is observed. This means reality is 
not objective. The viewer, observer or consciousness involved is inextricably linked to what takes place and 
affects how objects and events manifest. 

I am interested in the convergence of Eastern philosophy and physics, and it’s this aspect of physics— the 
interrelationship of consciousness and reality— that many sources point to as a key intersection between 
the two.

In general, Eastern philosophers say everything you experience outwardly is a reflection of an internal real-
ity. Your inner beliefs, ideas and preconceptions create what and how you experience life.

Quantum physics has proven there is no objective reality— there is no one reality that we all share from 
different vantage points. Instead, we each experience different realities because our consciousness af-
fects the world around us. Eastern philosophers agree but take this idea a step further, stating that reality 
is something that exists below conceptions, perspective, or even ideas. That it is something that can be 
reached by removing all preconceptions and experiencing the world directly—moment to moment.

“We used to think that the world exists ‘out there’ independent of us, we the 
observer safely hidden behind a one-foot thick slab of plate glass, not getting in-
volved, only observing. However, we’ve concluded in the meantime that isn’t the 
way the world works. In fact we have to smash the glass, reach in.”

John Archibald Wheeler, Physicist

Everything is a Wave 
in Varying States of Crescendo 

“Everything is a Wave in Varying States of Crescendo”,  Acrylic on canvas, 60” x 72” 
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September 29, 2016
It took a while before I had a title for this painting. But when it came to me, I immediately thought of a parent-teacher conference I’d had at my 
son’s preschool. He got great reviews overall but, apparently, he didn’t color between the lines. My first reaction upon hearing this was to chuck-
le and think, “That’s great! What’s the problem?” But this was serious business, and the teacher was adamant that my wife and I work on this 
with him and that he practice at home. We matched her grave concern and said we would. (Note: We love the teacher, she’s great.)

My son’s school is a Chinese immersion school and, in reflecting about that exchange, I was reminded of some reading I had done that com-
pared and contrasted Confucianism and Taoism. I would describe Confucianism as being very rule and etiquette oriented. A metaphor often 
given is that people should look at themselves as stones that need to be continually polished: do everything by the book, know your place, con-
form. With perfect behavior, there will be no conflict. With continual polishing, you will shine, succeed and be happy.

Taoism was/is the counter culture movement to Confucianism and prizes spontaneity above all else. The freedom to be spontaneous is the root 
source of human joy. I would say I fall in the Taoist camp more than the Confucian. The Tao Te Ching, the primary text of Taoism, states, “A 
good traveler has no fixed plans and is not intent on arriving. A good artist lets his intuition lead him wherever it wants. A good scientist has 
freed himself of concepts and keeps the mind open to what is.”

I think that quote sums up my approach to these paintings. When I paint, I feel like a traveler in the sense that I am heading to a destination, 
although I won’t know what it is until I arrive. I’m clearing my mind of any concepts I might have about my destination and letting my intuition 
lead me. I only seek some internal direction, which comes in the form of spontaneity.

I would not define spontaneity as lack of control—obviously I’m not just scribbling. There is self-control involved, and my responses to my 
spontaneous impulses are measured.

Where I exert control is the key. Confucianism places it externally—here are all the rules, follow them and everyone is happy. I agree with the 
aspects of Confucianism that advocate perfecting yourself, being the best you can be, but agree with Taoism that the source for perfecting your-
self should be an internal one. One that comes spontaneously, is accessed through receptivity, and is integrated through self-control rather than 
external control.

Outside the Lines

“Outside the Lines”,  Acrylic on canvas, 60” x 72” 

“The gem cannot be polished without friction, nor 
man perfected without trials.”

Confucius 
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November 5, 2016
One of the fun bi-products of my process is that I get to explore the relativity of color. As any paint-
er knows, the color you mix on the palette never looks the same as what you put on the canvas. A 
color looks the way it does based on what color is next to it – color is relative.

Here’s an example of how this would work in my practice: I might determine to create a cool blue 
color for my next mark but when I place it on the canvas it looks completely different from what 
I imagined. With previous processes I’ve employed, this might be a problem. But with my current 
process, I don’t change it, I live with it. Or, to use a Zen term, I abide by it, which means I accept 
the outcome and work with it. The result is that I end up with color combinations which I never 
would have planned.

Through maintaining a state of no preconceptions, what the Zen call a “beginners mind”, about 
what the painting should end up looking like, there are no mistakes, or even predictable results for 
that matter. It’s all just part of the evolution of the painting and actually ends up blurring the line 
between painter and observer, which is an essential element of why I find this process so invigorat-
ing; it places me as the observer or witness as much as the creator or painter.

“The special theory of relativity is not so much about what is relative as about what is 
not. It describes in what way the relative aspects of physical reality appear to vary, de-
pending upon the point of view of different observers... but, in the process, it defines the 
non-changing, absolute aspect of physical reality as well.

The special theory of relativity is not a theory that everything is relative. It is a theory 
that appearances are relative.”

Gary Zukav, “The Dancing Wu Li Masters.”

Cathedral “Cathedral”
Acrylic on canvas, 60” x 72” 
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November 11, 2016
In my view, part of what an artist does is make something from nothing (‘some-thing’ from ‘no-
thing). This is most evident with artists that use found objects as their medium. One of my favor-
ites in this genre is Andy Goldsworthy. He makes incredibly beautiful sculptures using only objects 
found in nature like rocks, leaves or sticks. But any kind of artist takes seemingly disparate items 
or even concepts and puts them together in a way that creates a union, which at best, can point to 
some deeper truth.  

With my paintings, you can look at each mark I make as a disparate object. As I make one mark, 
I have no idea what the next mark will be. After making a mark, I step back and feel for what the 
painting needs and a kind of window opens for me that informs the next mark. (It seems there’s a 
window for every mark, and a mark for every window) In this way, the unformed becomes formed 
and, eventually, all the disparate marks become ‘some-thing’.

At every stage of a painting, all I see is pure potential. My understanding of ‘Abstract’ is that it’s a 
‘thing’ that hasn’t really manifested yet. So it is potential. Not the other way around – where you 
take a thing and then abstract it.

As opposed to the Newtonian world of the senses: 
“The other world, the quantum domain, couldn’t be more different. Our five senses cannot detect it. The ex-
istence of Nature’s building blocks begins in virtual reality, that is, in a realm of reality that isn’t accessible 
to our senses. All things are rooted in the unreachable realm of no-thing. That the entire cosmos could arise 
from a place that is beyond human experience and unknowable, fits amazingly well with a saying from the 
Vedic scriptures of ancient India: “It is that which is inconceivable but by which all things are conceived.” 
      
        Lothar Schafer, “Infinite Potential”

Windows, Windows Everywhere

“Windows, Windows Everywhere”,  Acrylic on canvas, 48” x 72” 
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February 9, 2017
With this process, I try to keep my head down and just put one foot in 
front of the other. It’s important to remain immersed. At some point, 
though, I have to step back and assess what I have. I have to start to in-
tellectualize what I’ve done. When I got to the assessment stage of this 
painting, I felt it was a bit more hard-edged than the rest, more crystal-
lized. It brought to mind a concept put forth by Oswald Spengler in his 
book, “The Decline of the West”.

In this book, he proposes a philosophy of History where civilizations 
are viewed as organic entities with a birth, growth and blooming, 
followed by petrification and decay. Throughout, he emphasizes that 
cultures are about becoming and civilizations are about being. 

For Spengler there is a specific point where a culture becomes a civi-
lization. A culture blooms until it reaches its apogee, at which time it 
begins to recognize and intellectualize what it is and what it has accom-
plished. It becomes self-aware. It is at this point that the culture shifts 
from something that is becoming to something that has become. No 
longer lost in the ecstasies of creating, the creative process transitions 
to one of conservation, its idea of itself has crystallized. Its focus be-
comes one of preservation. Interpreted from an Eastern perspective, a 
civilization clings to the idea of itself and a culture lives in the moment. 

I realized my painting process was kind of like Spengler’s philosophy 
of History. It focuses on becoming. At some point, I assess and realize 
what I have. For Spengler, intellectualizing and its consequent dissec-
tion are the end of the creative process. 

So, with my paintings, I try to put off the intellectual assessment as 
long as I can. Unlike civilizations, I can just stop painting when I feel 
the piece has reached its apogee and simply share it. Civilizations, on 
the other hand, inevitably decay into a wasteland until new seeds are 

planted that sprout new culture. 

Joseph Campbell, the great mythologist, gives a definition of a waste-
land I feel is appropriate; “…any world in which force and not Love, 
indoctrination, not education, authority, not experience, prevail in the 
ordering of lives. And where the myths and rites enforced and received 
are consequently unrelated to the actual inward realizations, needs, and 
potentialities of those upon whom they are impressed.”

To summarize that: The people aren’t feelin it anymore but society, 
institutions, government and religion are forcing it on them.

It was Campbell’s great belief that the job of the visual artist, poets and 
writers is to continually plant the new seeds for the next creative move-
ment. A perspective I take to heart. 

“If there were water 
And no rock 
If there were rock 
And also water 
And water 
A spring 
A pool among the rock 
If there were the sound of water only 
Not the cicada 
And dry grass singing 
But sound of water over a rock 
Where the hermit-thrush sings in the pine trees 
Drip drop drip drop drop drop drop 
But there is no water”
    
    T.S. Eliot, “The Wasteland”

Seeking Structure 

“Seeking Structure”, Acrylic on canvas, 48” x 60” 
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I’m still asking all the same questions I started with in my Artist’s Statement:

What happens when I shed all preconceptions? 
Where can following my intuition take me? 
Where can I go if I look inward for inspiration?  

I feel freer each time I paint. The process is kind of a cultivation of freedom and the paintings are 
the result of giving up control rather than an attempt to control results. They reflect the nature of the 
creative process— part random physics, part desire. 

I was happy to come across the quote by Henry Miller that I use on page 12.  It embodies my aspira-
tion, and I’ll edit it here to suite my purposes:

“I obey only my own instincts and intuition. I know nothing in advance. Often I put 
down things which I do not understand myself, secure in the knowledge that later they 
will become clear and meaningful to me. I have faith in the man who is painting, who 
is myself, the painter.”

Epilogue

David Regan lives and works in the San Francisco Bay Area
www.reganartwork.com


