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By Vanessa Coplan

I am an artist, a teacher and a 
creative coach. I love my jobs. I help 
kids prepare their art portfolios for 
Canterbury High School, and then high 
school students prepare portfolios for 
art college. Aside from loving the one 
on one, and getting to know the young 
people over time, my favourite part 
is watching them acquire the artistic 
skills, sensitivity and creative practice 
necessary to achieve their goals. To 
watch their ideas take shape and then 
make them visually manifest on a 
surface, or as a 3-dimensional form, a 
moving image, what have you.

The sense of achievement that is 
fostered, and the confidence that is built 
based on their own inner workings and 
translation, is priceless. Sometimes I 
get really lucky and I get to cheer on 
the sidelines of a student I have worked 
with for many years. I get to watch the 
tentative pencil marks become bolder 
and more sure. I get to see imagination 
soar. I watch problem solving at its 
finest. And I watch time, energy and 
effort shape a promising young talent 
and become an artistic tour-de-force. 
And even better, I get a front row seat 
to witness the development of “creative 
character.”

Jeff Adriaanse
I have worked with Jeff Adriaanse a 

long time. Jeff grew up in Old Ottawa 
South and he is currently a Grade 12 
student at Canterbury High School in 
the visual arts program. After graduating 
this spring, he has his sights set on the 
animation program at Sheridan College. 
I started teaching Jeff several years ago 
when he began preparing his portfolio 
for Canterbury. Since then he has 
had a fascination with squirrels. Over 
the years, Jeff has followed his inner 
creative compass regarding all things 
squirrel: squirrel self-portraits, squirrel 
paintings, drawings and most recently, 

the creation of an incredible squirrel 
character named “Richard.”

What is relevant here is that Jeff’s 
commitment to his subject matter – 
squirrels – has allowed him to weave 
and wander creative paths that have 
led to innovative, whimsical and 
honest art work. It is through the use 
of consistent subject matter over time 
that has facilitated the development of 
his creative character and enhanced his 
work and his life as an artist.

I cannot take credit for the term, 
“creative character.” I was introduced 
to it the other day during a conversation 
with a friend of mine, who also 
happens to be an OOS resident and a 
wonderfully creative artist. We were 
questioning whether all art-making is/
are creative acts? Can one measure 
the amount of creativity that goes 
into one type of art practice or piece 
versus another? (Metallurgy against 
painting for example). Can creativity 
be formally taught? My friend believes 
that creativity is taught over a lifetime of 
experience, and that it’s our expression 
of this that becomes Art. I concur. It is 
these building blocks of life experience, 
the processing and visual manifestations 
of lived experience that contribute to 
one’s creative character.

I asked Jeff to weigh in on this 
discussion. When I asked him whether 
creativity is necessary to make art. He 
said yes. He continued by explaining 
that even rendering is creative. By this 
he means copying, and that they – the 
artist – are still choosing subject matter. 
Even if it’s near photo realistic, there are 
still stylistic choices made by the artist. 

We also talked about the ingredients 
to being a creative person. On this Jeff 
said that practicing creativity can foster 
the building of creative character. And 
doing creative things could be many 
different things, such as making art, 
dancing, writing. Jeff believes that you 
can have creative ideas without actually 
making or doing anything creative. 

And this goes back to the artist 
with whom I discussed the idea of 
creative character. We talked about how 
liberating it feels, like opening up the 
definition and understanding of an artist 
and of creativity. That someone leading 
a creative lifestyle, for example, could 
be called an artist alongside a painter or 
a writer. Living your art, creating your 
life, applying one’s creative constitution 
to more than art making. Imagine the 
possibilities!

THE CREATIVE CURRENT
Building “creative character,” 
the ingredients to living art

Self-portrait by the artist Jeff Adriaanse.

Works of art by OOS artist Jeff 
Adriaanse.

Vanessa Coplan is an artist, art teacher, 
creative coach and a resident of OOS.




