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         B
         ACK IN LATE 2010, I randomly started to draw rough-hewn stick figure cartoons and caption them with insights and quirky commentary. When I say they were rough, I mean they were rough. A four-year-old could have done a better job! Despite my lack of drawing ability, I decided to start a blog and Facebook page. I called the concept, Frog and the Well and within twelve months I had a multi-book deal with a cool indie publisher.

         Theoretically, what I achieved shouldn’t have been possible. I didn’t have any obvious talent in illustration or writing, and the chances of getting a book traditionally published were heavily stacked against me. I should have been riddled with self-doubt and put my sketches in the bottom drawer, never to be seen again.

         But it did work and for one major reason. No-one told me I couldn’t do it.

         Self-belief is just one of the many things I’ve learned about creativity and self expression throughout my life — and given I have worked as a copywriter in the creative industry for a long time, I know a fair bit about how things should work. Unlike some people, I don’t refer to myself as a ‘creative person’ or a ‘creative type’. Everyone is creative in some way. To tell you the truth, it’s not about really about creativity; it’s about selfexpression. Everyone needs to express themselves. For me, I needed to escape the confines of my client-driven advertising day job and find a way to give my inner-self a voice. The Frog and the Well cartoons were the start of my inner creative revolution.

         I honoured that quiet, powerful voice inside and, when I gave it a platform, it transformed my life. While I still write advertising, I now have my own business. Since publishing my first book, I’ve gone on to illustrate and write six more books, win the Australian Book Industry Awards Small Publisher’s Children’s Book of the Year Award, become an outsider artist and photographer, deliver workshops, make public appearances and tour schools talking about self-esteem and resilience to kids.

         I never dreamed I’d be doing any of this. When I was young all I wanted to be when I grew up was a train driver. Obviously that didn’t work out.

         Come to think of it, not much in my life has gone to plan. I failed high school, not once but twice. I had to drop out of photography at TAFE because I forgot to reenrol. I was unemployed for over a year and the government ended up paying some poor sod to employ me because I was making the government’s unemployment figures look bad.

         I had no higher education, no trade, no formal skills or qualifications; on paper I appeared to be fairly useless.

         But I had an inner voice. And when I eventually found it — after a lot of soul-searching — my life changed for the better.

         You have an inner voice too.

         And you need to let it out.

         You need to find your creative mojo and honour it.

         And because it’s your inner voice, there are no rules about how you go about finding it and expressing it. None whatsoever.

         I know this goes against current thinking, with so many ‘how to be creative’ books out there, and the litany of societal expectations about what constitutes art and expression. But a lot of these beliefs are all made-up. I’m going to destroy all of the myths and fears you might have about finding your authentic voice and where creativity comes from. I’ll also give you some tools and ideas on how to take the first brave steps to get started. I’m going to help you push through whatever is holding you back creatively, and show you how important it is to express yourself and achieve your full potential. Not everything in here is going to be your gig, but I’m sure you’ll be able to take something away and use it to your advantage.

         I’m going to share my gut feelings, and a fly by the seat of your pants brain dump of everything I know and what I’ve seen work for others. When I talk about creativity in the book, I’m referring to all forms of self-expression; including making art, writing, drawing, stand-up comedy, music, acting, knitting, dancing and everything in between.

         This book isn’t just about art and creativity; it’s about how you can live your complete life. Fear, procrastination and selfdoubt can infiltrate into every aspect of our lives and hold us back from being the person we want to be and living the life we really want. You have the chance to change that. YOU have the creative power.

         Get your crayons ready this is going to be a fun ride.

      
   


   
      
         
            Every child is an artist; the problem is staying an artist as you grow up.
      

            — Pablo Picasso
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            IF U HAVE A HEART, YOU CAN CREATE ART.
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         A
         RT AND CREATIVITY are not the sole domain of depressed writers dressed in black skivvies, drinking and smoking in bohemian cafes, or paint-splattered artists wielding their brushes like weapons in funky studios.

         Nor are they exclusive to literary types, or gallery spaces tucked away down tiny alleyways — impossible to find unless you’re part of the inner circle of art folk. Sure, artistic people and venues all have their place, but for people like you and me who may not be considered ‘arty’, we have something to say too and we must be brave enough to say it.

         Art and self-expression come in many different forms and when the magic of making art happens, it comes from a place beyond our critical left brain. Making art is about expressing your inner-most self. It comes from a place that’s beyond words and rational thinking. It comes from a heart space, or soul space. It’s deeply personal and profoundly liberating.

         And regardless of what your old high school art teacher told you, making art isn’t about being gifted or talented. You don’t need to fall into pits of despair to create great art that deeply connects with people, and you don’t need special skills or dysfunctions to tap into your own self-expression. That is the essence of this book — ripping off the layers of bullshit about what art and self-expression are supposed to be and allowing everyday people to step up to the canvas, the potter’s wheel, the keyboard, or whatever instrument they chose, without the heavy burden of fear and social expectation crushing them before they even start.

         I’m going play with your mind and destroy some long-held beliefs about what it means to be creative, and even what it means to be an artist. You fully deserve to express yourself creatively in whatever manner you want. It’s your birthright to play with creativity and see where it leads. Life is to be lived like an adventure, not something to be endured. It’s your choice. I hope this book helps you choose the creative way, because you don’t want to end up a grumpy, unfulfilled old person. old person.
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Chapter 2

WHY YOU NEED TO EXPRESS YOURSELF



S PEAKING OF GRUMPY PEOPLE, you know that grumpy old lady down the road? The one that barks at kids and tells them off for riding on the footpath? Or your old boss who wore a permanent scowl and fired people when his favourite football team lost?

Well that’s what not expressing yourself creatively can look like. We all have this little creative spirit deep down inside us who needs to be let out to run around and flap its arms like an idiot. If you keep your creative spirit caged up, chances are it’s going to get nasty and turn into a possessed orange-headed doll. This is the same reason why we don’t keep animals caged up anymore (well most of the time anyway).

Let me share a story with you.

Barry worked in an office — a cubicle to be exact. His job was data entry. All his life Barry had a sense that he wanted to say something, but he didn’t know what or even how to say it. The feeling simmered below the surface, like a kettle on the verge of boiling. As life went along he got married, had kids and got a promotion. He eventually got his own office and supervised a bunch of other people doing data entry. He worked on Key Productivity Indicators and monthly sales targets. Yet the feeling of wanting to say something never went away. Barry would lie awake at night knowing there must be more to life than all of this. He wondered if poetry or photography might be a way of doing something meaningful or expressing himself but without the energy or confidence to explore it further, Barry let the idea go. He soon fell into a type of depression.

He still went to work every day and still loved his wife and kids, but his heart kept falling further into darkness. Knowing he needed help, Barry went to see a doctor who put him on medication. It helped. He could think a bit clearer, but now instead of feeling like something was missing, he felt numb. Withdrawing more into himself and becoming ever distant, his wife, who’d been suffering quietly as well, eventually took the kids and left.

In time, he eventually picked up a camera and discovered a love of black and white nature photography. He’d spend weekends hiking and taking photos, and long hours editing them and updating his blog and Facebook page. Barry felt at home in nature, and just as at home sharing the serenity of nature with everyone who’d pay attention.

He’d found his voice, his expression. He’d finally let his creative spirit free. He now takes his kids hiking and they share his love of nature as well.

While I took the liberty of making Barry’s story up, it was inspired by similar ones I’ve heard from friends and acquaintances. Everyone needs to express themselves in some way. To release that creative energy. For some people that expression may be an innate ability to tell a good story at a party, or to be able to hack into the CIA using an iPhone. For some it might be writing a memoir about their time as a missionary in the Philippines, teaching the locals Gilbert and Sullivan show tunes.

For others they might find release by exploring ways they can express their inner most fears, joys and insights through a variety of mediums like painting, pottery, music, tapestry, sculpting or finger-painting.

No matter what the expression is, I feel it’s our birthright to express ourselves creatively. To find ways that creativity can manifest and be shared with others in a manner that is meaningful to them as well as ourselves. To live a life stuck in an office cubicle all day, then coming home and watching game shows, is not a life that I find interesting, and I’m guessing there’s more to life for most people.
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