
Free to Create with Jesse Reno

Peek inside the world of Artfest and take class with 
Jesse Reno! Follow along with fellow students in this 

class titled Free to Create.

In Destination Creativity, Ricë 
Freeman-Zachery brings the 
life-altering journey of the 
art retreat into your hands 
and the comfort of your 
favorite chair. In this excerpt 
from the book, you will take 
a class alongside Ricë with 
Jesse Reno at Artfest in Port 
Townsend, Washington. Get 
messy with paint and feel free 
to create!  

To learn more about or purchase 
Destination Creativity by Ricë 
Freeman-Zachery, click here.

www.CreateMixedMedia.com

Destination Creativity is published by North Light 
Books, an imprint of F+W Media, Inc.
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Jesse explains that when he paints, he gets paint 

down on the paper and then starts “looking for 

images and ideas that are personal; the idea of the 

piece telling you a story by following out the ideas 

that come and pass through your mind while paint-

ing and looking at your work.” He’s full of energy, 

fueled by caffeine and inspiration, and his work-

shop buzzes.

You’ll start by finger painting. Jesse says, 

“There should be no expectations. If you paint 

with your hands—and you probably haven’t done 

that in quite a while—you connect with the paint. 

The more you can remove the expectation of what 

you’re doing, the more you’re in the moment, 

whether it’s painting or life. Start with the paint—

and your fingers and your hand.” That’s why Jesse 

gives you dollops of inexpensive paint on a paper 

plate and no tools except your fingers. If you can 

create something you like out of those things, then 

you’re going to feel really good about it.

Class Supply List
sheets of heavy paper: 1 large, 1 medium, 2 small 
(exact size isn’t important, but the larger you can 
get, the more room you’ll have to paint)

acrylic paint: blue, yellow, red, black, white (Jesse 
uses Blickrylic. It’s inexpensive, nontoxic, and 
comes in big bottles with squirt tops—always a 
good thing)

Lyra Color Giants black pencil

Cray-Pas pencils: sienna, blue, white 

paper plate

paintbrushes and mark-making tools (optional)
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Put a little of each color on your paper plate 
palette. You don’t want a whole lot of paint; it’s 
better to put less than you think you’ll need 
and then come back and get more than to put 
so much that the paint starts making a big 
pool. Leave some space between the colors—
they’ll begin to blend as you work.

Put a little of one color on your hand or your fingertips 
and apply it to your paper. You don’t want to apply it care-
fully and precisely. Look at how Jesse does it: His hands 
are always a blur (and he’s always talking at the same 
time—huge energy!).

Add another color, randomly placing it on another area 
of the paper. The colors can overlap or not. They’re going 
to start blending on your hand, anyway; you’re not wash-
ing your hands between each color here.
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Repeat with each of the colors. You can 
deliberately mix the colors on your fingers. 
Jesse recommends using a lot of white. He 
uses white the most, then the other colors, 
then some black—he uses black the least. 
Jesse likes what he calls “pretty colors,” 
not dark, ugly, muddy colors, and he advises 
finding the areas where pretty colors ap-
pear and keeping them, while painting over 
the places with swamp colors. Unless, of 
course, you’re fond of swamp colors.

Use yellow last because it’s translucent. 
Keep working the colors in until most of the 
surface has color on it.

Note
When picking up paint, you don’t want a 

big glob that’s dripping off your fingers. 

While you’re not working totally dry, you’re 

definitely not working really wet either. You 

want to be able to put the paint where you 

want it without it running and pooling and 

puddling. Then you would get what Jesse 

calls “swamp colors.” 

3

From Destination Creativity by Ricë Freeman-Zachery. Courtesy of CreateMixedMedia.com.

http://www.shopmixedmedia.com/product/destination-creativity-z9582/?lid=cmmcd103111Z9582
http://www.createmixedmedia.com/


�

Look at what you’ve done. “Even if you don’t like 
most of it, there’s something that you like,” Jesse 
says. Take your fingers and make a box with them 
and use that box to look at various areas of the 
painting. Pick one area that you like; block out 
parts that you don’t like. 

Put two colors on your fingers and let them mix 
as you rub your fingers across the paper. Jesse 
says, “Ninety percent of what makes a color look 
good is what’s next to it. If you look at my work, 90 
percent of the time, hot and cold are next to each 
other. I’m really into that. Level two of that is light 
and dark. Hot to cold, light to dark. It relates to 
pretty color.”

Work on making the colors pretty. If the color 
is ugly, put some other color over it. If the color is 
OK but not pretty yet, put another color next to it. 
At this stage you want to get rid of the parts you 
don’t like, the ones that stand in your way and 
bother you. Start building up layers. There’s no oth-
er way to get that level of color complexity. Most 
people are afraid to paint over something, even if 
it’s something they don’t really like. Jesse paints 
over these not-so-favorite parts with abandon. 

Note
Jesse talks about the importance of being 

willing to change things. Paint over it, put 

other colors on top of parts of it, put 

chunks of color next to it. Keep work-

ing with it until you DO like it. It’s just 

paint—cheap paint, in fact—and you can 

keep adding layers and covering up the 

parts you don’t like until you’re satisfied 

with what you’ve done. This may take a 

while; relax into the process.
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Note
Jesse says, “Ideally, when you practice this 

at home, I recommend you work on more 

than one painting at a time. Five different 

palettes, five different canvases. One thing 

is feeding another.” Another benefit of this, 

he says, is that you can let one painting dry 

while you work on another.

5 Put paint on your finger and make some dots on a 
large area of the painting. Since you aren’t cleaning 
your fingers, “white” dots will be a sort of blueish 
white, or reddish. The point is to add another layer of 
color and some texture. If you get stuck, flip the can-
vas upside down and look at it from that perspective.  
Move back from the piece—step away from it. You 
can’t see what it is when you see it only up close. 

Find a part you really like and start thinking about 
what that might be. A mouth? Eyes? A figure? Pick 
a color that’s the opposite of that area—so it will 
show up—and paint around it. You can draw with your 
fingers, adding shadows and shading.

Now you’re going to start zeroing in on a focal 
point. It doesn’t matter if you know what it is or not; 
you’re just picking one of the areas you like and 
isolating it and starting to work with it. You’re creating 
an image from the background. In your finished piece, 
the inside part of the image will be what started as 
this first part of your colored background.

You’ll choose this shape, isolate it, and then paint 
over everything else, which will then become the 
background of the finished piece. So the part you’ve 
painted already will show only in the inside of your 
chosen shape, whatever it is. Jesse talks about look-
ing for images that are personal.
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Jesse understands completely how it feels at this 

stage, saying, “Is it ever going to become something? 

It could become something just like that, or it could 

never become something. It could become something 

in two seconds, whether by accident or on purpose.” 

It’s a mix of following your intuition and knowing 

what you like and what you don’t like and following 

what you like. Lots of people in the workshop today 

find a face in the middle of their sheet of paper.

The pastels (Cray-Pas pencils) are colors that 
aren’t like the ones in your paint palette. You’ve 
got the white, which is light; the sienna, which 
is hot, and the blue, which is cool. Use these to 
make some marks on your canvas—dots, flow-
ers, spirals. Don’t worry about it; if it  
doesn’t work out, you’ll paint over it. This part  
is intuitive—maybe you’re starting to feel some-
thing happening, maybe you’re not. It doesn’t 
matter; you’re making marks, adding texture, 
starting to embellish.

Choose one of the pastels to outline the 
shape. Look at the colors around the shape and 
determine what colors would best emphasize 
those. Keep working, redoing the parts you don’t 
like, enhancing those you do, moving back and 
forth between areas and, if possible, between 
several paintings.

Now’s the time to add line work, dots, embel-
lishment—whatever your piece needs to move to 
the next level.

Here the workshop is interrupted by a fire alarm. All 

the flashing lights go off, all the buzzing sirens shriek. 

Everybody jumps at the noise and then quickly goes 

out the door and down the stairs. Surprisingly, every-

one’s able to get back to work as soon as they let us 

back in, even after 20 minutes of standing out in the 

cold and damp.

Note
Jesse says, “You don’t want to pick an 

image—say, a fish—that’s just a solid shape 

of one solid color, because after you work 

on the background, you’ll have a solid 

purple fish. This isn’t nearly as effective as 

a fish that has something going on inside 

it—purple and red, maybe, or purple with 

blue spots and areas of reddishness. Look 

not for the solid, definite shapes but for 

the shapes that are made up of layers and 

areas of texture that are going to make it 

really interesting.”
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When everyone gets “there”—a stopping point or 

pausing point—Jesse has them try a series of “break 

time” exercises with the Lyra pencil and a piece of 

bond paper. 
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Break Time
1.  Fold two pieces of paper in half from top to bottom 

and stack them so you have a little booklet with 
four pages.

2. On the first page, draw a face.

3.  Now open up to the second page and hold your 
pencil in your clenched fist, as if you were going to 
stab a knife into a block of cheese from overhead. 
Draw another face. 
“It puts you more in the moment of drawing a line,” 
Jesse says of holding your pencil this way. It takes 
you away from thinking about drawing a face. He 
says that if you hold the pencil like you’re a three-
year-old, you can draw a face like you’re a three-
year-old, which can be awesome. He asks, “Does 
that feel better? Just wait!”

4.  Now move to the third sheet and hold the pencil in 
your nondominant hand. Hold the pencil however 
you want. Draw another face. 
He tells about drawing with a friend, when they held 
their pencils in the wrong hand and just started 
drawing animals. “It just looks so much more  
genuine to me.”

5.  On the last page, draw a face without looking at 
the paper, or mix up the techniques—nondominant 
hand without looking, clenching the pencil with the 
wrong hand. 

6.  Go back and add embellishments, play with the 
sketches until you feel looser, and then go back  
and work on whichever drawing feels ready or all 
four at once.

At this point in the workshop, Jesse moves 

around the room and does a quick critique,  

holding up each piece, asking what the artist 

thinks about the piece, and then opening up the 

discussion for other comments. He does this eas-

ily and quickly, not giving anyone time to hyper-

ventilate over the idea of A Public Critique. His 

comments are encouraging and helpful, and he 

tells what he might try if it were his piece, always 

sticking to his insistence that staying loose and not 

obsessing over each individual step is the only  

way to get anywhere. “Just boom! Boom, boom, 

boom, boom!”

Jesse asks, “Where’s it going? Who knows?” 

This isn’t a project with a specific end point, where 

you do The Final Step and you’re finished. At the 

end of the day, Jesse’s piece looks finished, but he 

says he’ll probably work on it some more. 

Although Jesse could have stopped at several 

points along the way, he can also keep going, cov-

ering up parts of the painting with more and more 

layers for as long as it continues to evolve. And 

that’s the beauty of being Free to Create.
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