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Hello friend! 

I’m so pleased you are reading my booklet!  I believe that every human is born to 
be essentially and intrinsically creative. It’s our privilege to pursue the mystery of 
our unique gifting.  In fact, it’s our privilege AND it’s our responsibility!

I consider creativity to be a biiiiiig bucket.  It’s not just visual arts, people, it’s any 
time you are using non-convergent thinking to solve any kind of a problem.  So, to 
sum up, let’s just say, we need more of it.  

Some of the material in this baby booklet was excerpted from my for-real book, 
The New Color Mixing Companion, which you can purchase from a number of out-
lets  (click this link).  In this book, you will fi nd lots of inspiring essays and practical 
at projects for beginners and experts alike.  

In the meantime, however, it’s my pleasure to inspire and encourage you to tend 
your creative spark! 

love, 



I had a dream that was a jack hammering cement. It was 6 feet thick and I was 
digging for treasure. It took a LONG time to get all the way through, but fi nally 
I uncovered a beautiful treasure box. What was in there? Diamonds? Solid gold? 
Chocolate???? I opened the box in great anticipation and found.... DIRT. Black, fra-
grant, damp dirt.  

It took me a while to uncover the metaphor of this dream, but here it is: There are 
things that try to keep you from excavating your creative spark. They are time pres-
sures, fears, family, entertainment, jobs, perfectionism, TV, excuses. Those things 
are the 6 feet of cement. We have to ruthlessly hammer through them to get to the 
prize.  When we get to our box of dirt, we need to become farmers. We need to 
plant the seeds, tend the new growth, and harvest the fruit. It takes real labor and 
time.

A lot of people have a desire for more creativity in their life, but they never break 
past the cement layers keeping them from their dreams. Sometimes people can 
break through, but don’t realize the effort of time and labor required to develop the 
gift and to make use the good soil. 

I think a big part of breaking through the cement for me has been prayer. Most of 
the time I need outside help in one way or another. If you’re uncomfortable with the 
idea of prayer you could call it meditation or positive affi rmation. Therapy can also 
help. Support of friends. Speaking your truth. Being honest with yourself about your 
fears. Do you have a layer of cement in your life you are trying to break through? 

Part 1: The Jack Hammer



Part 2: Give Yourself a Gift

Listen, you have to enter the creative life like a little child. Little children are delighted 
with rocks, thrilled with a crayon line, mesmerized by bubbles going down the drain. 
They are not worried about selling their art, or paying more art supplies, or pleasing 
everyone around them, or getting things “perfect”, whatever that means. They are de-
lighted with the process. 

Imagine your inner self as a safe and protected 4 year old. You may not have been a 
safe and protected 4 year old in real life, many kids tragically are not. But now, YOU’RE 
your own protector. You get to decide what gets in there. I don’t let anyone tell my 4 
year old that she’s no good, or a failure, or never going to succeed--INCLUDING MY-
SELF. I am the bouncer to my own tender interior, and it’s my job to protect myself. I 
have failed on that job for many years, proving to be my own worst enemy, but you 
can turn that coin and reverse the trend of self abuse. You have that power. Sometimes 
I lack compassion towards my grown up, crusty old self. But if I imagine my baby self, 
my hopeful child, my heart melts. 

If it’s been hard to get creative time, or you’ve been feeling blocked, make a decision 
to give yourself a gift of one hour. Seriously, your family can survive without you for 
ONE HOUR. Lock yourself in a room, or go to a café with your sketchbook, or outside 
if it’s nice and PLAY. Let go. Don’t overthink it. Don’t judge yourself. Don’t jump ahead 
of yourself (thinking, will this sell? Will people on social media like it? Can I make more? 
What about next month?) Put all the very serious things that have been bothering you 
in God’s in-box, as Anne Lamott says, and breathe, rest, relax.



Part 3: Learn to Love Failure 

Do you realize that another way to describte for “experiment” is “multiple failure”? Failure 
is 100% essential to the creative life. Failure is 100% essential to a fully lived human life. I 
really believe perfectionism might be the biggest enemy to human joy. The compulsion to 
get it right all the time (ego!). The compulsion to be well regarded by others (ego!). Per-
fectionism also is probably the biggest enemy to good art. All the artists I know that are 
making anything interesting have made a ton of things that aren’t interesting. Seriously, 
“talent” doesn’t have that much to do with it. Persistence is more like it. Endurance. Con-
sistency. As Benjamin Franklin said (or possibly it was just my friend’s dad), “The harder I 
work, the luckier I get.”

People who are regarded as geniuses in their fi elds statistically speaking don’t just simply 
have a few really good ideas, they have hundreds and hundreds of ideas, and one or two 
of them turns out to be astonishing. Live boldly. You don’t have to exactly revel in your 
failures, but don’t regard your failures as a sign you’re doing something wrong. Regard 
your failures as signposts that you are making your path



Part 4: The Value of Copying

It is essential to copy other artists. Before you freak out, let me clarify. Everyone has to start 
somewhere. The number one goal of your creative practice is to excavate the gem that is 
unique to YOU. However, we all exist in a world with a wide and vital arts culture. In the be-
ginning everyone is infl uenced by what came before. It’s okay to be derivative when you’re 
learning a new language. Go to a museum and copy the great masters. Make art in the 
“style” of an artist you like. Try the mediums and methods of makers that excite you. This 
is part of the learning process. I would say it is an ESSENTIAL part of the learning practice.

The goal with learning is to be exposed to many sources as possible. If you are heavily 
infl uenced by 1 artist, your work will be, at the least, boring and at the worst, direct plagia-
rism. If you are infl uenced by 60 artists, your work has the potential to be far more dynam-
ic. It is also important to copy other artists ethically. If you chose to make your derivative 
work public online or in real life you should be really clear what you were doing, eg clearly 
cite the source. A few things you should NOT do: emulate an instagrammer and make your 
page just like theirs. We’ve all seen that happen. Selling art that is just like another artist’s 
work is ethically pretty dodgy. 



Part 5: Avoid Getting Over Inspired

In Part 4 I told you to copy other artists. Because I love paradox, today I’m going to tell 
you the exact opposite.

It’s hard work to think of new ideas. Failure can be tiresome. It can be easier to take a 
look at Pinterest or a museum and see how other people have solved a creative prob-
lem. I get it, and it’s actually very important to have a sense of the landscape in your 
chosen media. But. It can go too far. 

An insightful Instagramer commented that “Sometimes I get over inspired to the point 
where I cannot fi nd my own style.” (Thanks @avictoriousliving) 

We’ve all seen it happen in the Instagram art community. Someone lands on an inter-
esting, dynamic, and fresh visual idea and they get some attention for it. Pinterest picks 
up the baton on the trend. A few people on YouTube publish a tutorial (most likely not 
the original artist). Then EVERYONE starts up on the idea, and what started out as an 
adorable unique trickle turns into a raging, muddy fl ood. 

I actually don’t feel too bad for the creative originator in these situations. It can be lame 
for them, but since they had the creativity and originality to spark a trend, they can turn 
over some more rocks and fi nd new ones. Their original powers are unimpeded and 
possible even augmented by the people who were inspired by them.

But the copiers? Their work is usually inferior, muddy, and confused. I’ve hear it said 
that if you want to make something fresh, you should be a producer not a consumer. 
Sometimes you need to stop consuming social media and museums and art books. Be 
aware of the term derivative. You want to be provocative not tired. You want fresh not 
confused. You want to forge your own stream through your own canyon, not follow the 
trends. Everyone else will be heading down that river bed.



Part 6: How to Suffer as an Artist

Do you want to jump on the tortured artist cliche and really SUFFER for your art, as 
well as be blocked, and/or make inferior work? Foster these mindsets and I promise 
you'll succeed. 

• A narrow defi nition of what creativity is (and is not)
• Grandiose expectations of ourselves
• Rigid expectations of our abilities (linked to perfectionism)
• Overemphasis on what other people expect or wish us to do
• Associating creativity with poverty
• Associating creativity with eccentricity
• Conformity
• Convergent thinking
• Unwillingness to let go of old patterns
• Feelings of inadequacy
• Fear of judgement
• Fear of vulnerability
• Unwillingness to be a "novice"
• The myth of "talent" (a fear we don't have it)
• The conception that people who are really excellent at something do it effort-

lessly
• Feeling like our efforts are insignifi cant or childish
• Feeling that everything has been done before 
• Judgements about other people's "bad art" 
• Social climbing-- issues with elitism and "coolness" of successful artists
• Overemphasis on creative surrogates--other people that are makers, drugs and 

alcohol or other ingestible chemicals (such as Doritos), various entertainment 
(such as Netfl ix)



As an artist, it is important to be comfortable with ambiguity. The very best art, 
writing, fi lm, poetry, music—all has nuance. Nuance in art gives it the power to 
mean different things to different people on different days. Good art can have a 
personal and unique meaning for 6 or even 60 different people. Why did Geor-
gia O’Keefe paint a scull fl oating in a southwestern sky? Was the Leonardo Di-
Caprio character still in a dream state at the end of Inception?? What do any of 
Bob Dylan’s lyrics mean??? I don’t know, but it works. 

There’s a tendency to want to spell everything out. If you’re a calligrapher, well 
then, okay, right on, spell away! But for everyone else, my strong advice is to 
leave a little air in the conversation. Even for the calligrapher--it doesn’t have to 
be all “Friyay!” and “But First Coffee”. I mean. Yawn. Make up your own punchy 
quote that is a tiny bit weird. Okay, a lot bit weird. The more weird the better, I 
always say. Maybe I’ll put that in a needlepoint. 

There have been a lot of psychological studies about “ambiguity tolerance”. 
High levels of ambiguity tolerance are linked to things like being well adjusted, 
being less likely to overreact, and having a thriving creative mind. If you’re in a 
situation where you don’t know the answer (hello, American politics) for a lot 
of people it’s easier to double down on their rigid belief system, hence block-
ing out non-convergent solutions and other perspectives. In a creative situation 
where you don’t the answer (like, all of them), it can be easy to fall back on what 
you’ve already done, or what someone else has done (re: yesterday’s post on 
copying). But if you can sit in the uncertainty you will do well. Pause and remind 
yourself that you don’t have to know, and that your audience doesn’t have to 
know either.

Part 7: Embrace Ambiguity



I’ve got good news and bad news. 

The bad news fi rst. Elizabeth Gilbert writes in her excellent book, Big Magic 
(required reading), that you should not ask your art to support you. I heartily 
agree. 

When you are trying to make money, you need to make what the people 
want, or you will not make money. Business 101 for y’all. When you try to 
make art “on spec”, as they say, it will really mess with your art and mess with 
your heart. Also you will be tempted to copy what someone else is success-
fully doing, and thus not be original and also be ethically iffy.

It’s a HUGE burden to ask your muse to provide cash money. Better to wait 
on a few tables and live with roommates to cover the basic needs. If your 
art sells, you may need to make that same art over and over to keep selling, 
which can be tiresome. If your art doesn’t sell, it can wound your confi dence. 

Here’s the good news. I make a decent living from my art. To be clear, for 
the fi rst 2 decades of my art life, I did not make a decent living from my art. 
To say the least! It is a very uncertain career plan. I carried on, not because I 
thought anything would ever change and I’d get rich some day, but because 
I LOVED IT. I made sacrifi ces for it.

I know--this is real life. Supplies cost money. Time IS money. You want a re-
turn on your investment. I totally get it. But know well the dangers when you 
venture out into the free market economy.

Part 8: Cash Money



Here’s a fancy term: critique. If you’ve been to art school, you know what this means. 
If you haven’t and it kinda freaks you out, let me explain. A critique, or “crit” in art 
school speak, means getting people in a room and formerly having them talk about 
your art. You can do this with people who are not artists, but it’s better with other 
makers. A critique does not mean being critical in a nasty sense, it means critical-
ly viewing someone’s work and offering your perspective. It doesn’t mean saying 
things like “Wow, that’s great!” Or “Wow, that’s lousy!” because neither of those 
statements are actually descriptive in a helpful way. It has to do with specifi c ob-
servations about someone’s work. Like: “This reminds me of Van Gogh.” “You could 
benefi t from working larger.” or “Your new color palette is dynamic!” Sometimes it 
can be diffi cult, but it is INVALUABLE. Hearing someone else’s thoughtful response 
to your work--even if you ultimately disagree--can shed light on it in a new way and 
strongly guide your path moving forward

If you don’t have enough friends that are also arts educated, you might consider 
calling in your smartest, nicest friends (we are going to decline any friend that likes 
to be “brutally honest” here), and ask them some questions about your work. Here 
are some helpful questions:
What does it remind me of?
How would I describe the formal elements (color, size, scale, etc)?
How would I describe the content (or vibe)
What would I like to see more of?
What needs more attention?
What do I think it means?

Part 9: Critique



We all know, we gotta fi ght for our right to party. We also gotta fi ght for our time 
in the studio, or with our notebook, our piano, our tap shoes. What have you. Lord 
knows, EVERYTHING will get in our way. 

Personal reveal: the guilt I have felt as a mom is pretty intense. There’s pressure that 
every spare moment should be invested in developing my daughter’s IQ, or feed-
ing my family something more substantial than chicken nuggets and baby carrots 
and/or cleaning some room or other. If you don’t have kids, there are other kinds 
of pressures--social pressures, job pressures, school pressures, entertainment pres-
sures. EVERYTHING wants our time, everything will suck us dry. IF WE LET IT.

Give yourself a gift. Give yourself artistic license, as they say. Your most signifi cant 
contribution to the world may in fact be your time in the studio, even if no one ever 
sees your work—this is key. This time is for YOU and later your work might enrich 
the collective. But fi rst, YOU, because you are developing your own human potential 
and sanity. Your most signifi cant contribution to the world will likely NOT be having 
a clean kitchen. I’m just saying.

Part 10: BE YOUR OWN CHAMPION



Thanks for reading! You’re the best.

Here’s where you can fi nd more:

https://www.josielewis.com/

https://www.instagram.com/josielewisart/

https://www.youtube.com/josielewisart
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