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01 
The Ugly Problem

The fact that it took me a couple of months longer than 
I expected to begin a book about starting feels like it should 
be an omen to me. Perhaps I should write a book about iro-
ny instead. The coffee cup beside me says “Create” in bold, 
mocking font, like it’s taunting me. 

And still I begin. Look at me go. I’m already 62 words 
in. I should reward myself. Maybe go downstairs and get a 
bagel, though I’m out of cream cheese so I should probably 
head to the store. So much for writing. Dammit. This isn’t 
going well.

But it is going well. I know this because I’ve started the 
hardest work of any single thing we do or make: beginning. 
It has been this way with every book I’ve written (this is my 
31st, if you count my eBooks), every article, every series of 
photographs, every project around the house. Going back 
over a decade to a time in my life when I made a career as 
a comedian it was most certainly the case; getting on stage 
and starting was always the hardest part.

Beginnings are hard. They always have been and always 
will be, but after 25 years of making my living solely on 
the results of my creative efforts, I’ve come to accept that 
they—the beginnings—are the most important part of the 
creative process. At least they are for me, and this seems 
to be true of my students as well, among whom the most 
common frustration I hear is some version of, “I just don’t 
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know where to begin,” or, “I just can’t get started.” 
To be sure, there are frustrations aplenty in the creative 

life. The creative process is not a paint-by-number kit; it 
comes with no guarantees. There are people who, once 
started, also get stalled in the messy middle of a project, 
and others who just never quite finish. These are problems 
of their own. But they’re problems we’ll never have the joy 
of solving unless we take the first hesitant steps and just 
begin. 

I’d also like to suggest that there is no one and only Start 
to every project, but many. You start when you sit down to 
begin a thing and plan it out. You start when you begin, in 
the case of a book, to write the ninth chapter even when 
you’re not sure where it’s going, and you start a new phase 
when you write the final words, or wrap production on the 
album or movie and ship the work you’ve created. Every 
day is a new start. 

The basic premise of this book is that starting any cre-
ative effort is the most important step and doesn’t have to 
be so paralyzing. Much of the difficulty is related to fear, 
but also to a misunderstanding of the creative process itself 
and a lack of reliable tools to help pry things loose in that 
process.

Underlying that is another premise and that’s the fun-
damental notion that creativity is not reserved only for the 
arts. Writers, sculptors, painters, dancers, photographers, 
and anyone who readily identifies with being a “creative” 
will immediately know the challenge of the process. Some 
of us take a certain pleasure in how difficult it can be. But 
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we are not the only ones who create, or make.
Creativity is not reserved for the exclusive use of those 

who imagine themselves in touch with the muses. It’s the 
right and privilege of every human being. It is what sepa-
rates us–for good or for bad–from the rest of the animals 
with whom we share the planet. We make, not just because 
we must, as birds do to make a nest or as beavers do to 
build their dams, but because we can. Because it brings 
us joy and challenges us and gives us meaning, and yes, 
in some cases also because we must. We must because we 
need homes and cures for diseases, but also because there 
is some inner force that won’t go away until we silence it 
with the making.

Here’s what is incredible about the process of making, 
and the way our brains work: I sat down half an hour ago 
with the intention of scribbling some words that I hoped 
would make the introduction to this book. I had a very 
loose outline. But the paragraph that preceded this one? I 
had no idea I would write it. 

On some level, I’m not sure I even knew that I thought 
those things in exactly that way. I mention this because I 
want to acknowledge the mystery of making or creating 
anything before I begin to make it sound understandable. 
The ball often rolls with a momentum and in a direction we 
didn’t anticipate, and that makes it seem like it comes from 
a source external to ourselves. In the past, we’ve called it 
inspiration, something for which we’ve both credited (and 
in its absence, blamed) the muses, the Greek goddesses re-
sponsible for the arts, literature, and science. Inspiration 
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was something to be received, and our role was passive. 
There is nothing passive in the act of making anything. 

Of writing, it has been said it’s easy: you just sit in front of 
your keyboard and open a vein. Piece of cake. Making pho-
tographs, which we too often call “taking,” is an intentional 
act of putting together too many decisions to name, each of 
them changing the experience of the photograph itself. The 
best of them, the ones with which we resonate, are made. 
Movies are not accidental; stories do not tell themselves. 
Your garden isn’t going to plant itself. On the strength of 
recent experience, I can tell you that home renovation is 
anything but passive. Turning a house our realtors only lat-
er referred to as a “shithole” into the home of our dreams 
was one of the most creative experiences of my life. It was 
anything but passive, and no amount of inspiration, from 
the gods or otherwise, was going to get us through a pro-
cess that began to feel more and more like pulling on a 
loose thread and the inevitable unravelling of a sweater. 
Only in this case, it was one of those creepy macramé owls 
from the 1970s that we wanted to turn into a sweater. 

Creativity, in the arts or otherwise, is about the everyday 
making of things. It is not about muses and inspiration, or 
bolts from the blue: it’s about problem-solving and explo-
ration. It’s about risk and encounters with the unknown. 
It brings with it its share of fears and a need for courage. 
This is one reason so many books about creativity lean to-
ward the motivational. If I could cheerlead you into being 
more intentionally creative, I would. But it takes more than 
courage—though I’d argue you can get further with cour-
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age alone than any other idea in this book. It takes an un-
derstanding of the challenges that are common to creating 
and a willingness to embrace strategies or solutions that 
have worked for anyone who has made anything for as long 
as we’ve been doing so. 

This book is, I hope, the needed middle way in conver-
sations about creating. We need to talk about the fears and 
the internal barriers to beginning, and then making, our 
best work. But to do so without talking about the external 
obstacles would be incomplete, like what I imagine a foot-
ball game might be like if all the efforts were put into the 
cheerleading and no thought was given to the actual plays. 
I say imagine because I’m the last guy in the world to use a 
sports metaphor, so I hope it stands up.

Now, about the title.
Everything starts ugly. We sure did. Look, I love babies 

as much as the next person, but they arrive looking like 
little squawking lizards covered in yogurt and jam. They’re 
messy. Imperfect. And in hindsight, not much more than 
a mere suggestion of the person they will one day become. 
But no one just gives up on them because they don’t show 
up fully grown and able to go all day without soiling a dia-
per. Ask any new parent: for whatever staggering joys they 
are experiencing, beginnings are tough. 

Have you ever learned a language? Same thing. It’s really 
ugly at the beginning. That ugliness is one of the reasons 
so many people stop learning, because if you want those 
sentences to stop sounding like you’ve got a mouthful of 
marbles and you want to stop accidentally saying, “Today I 
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feel like a turnip,” instead of “Today is a lovely day,” then it 
takes practice, and at the beginning, practice is always ugly. 

You should see me do yoga. I started this year, and it’s 
the ugliest damn thing you ever saw. But it’s getting better, 
ever so slowly.

We fear ugly, so we never start. We fear that it will nev-
er get better. We see no promise that our truly rough first 
attempts might become the thing we hoped for, the thing 
that we feel pressured to make perfect. We’re scared others 
will see us and judge us; that our ugly first efforts will re-
flect back upon us. We fear we might not have the resourc-
es to pull it off, to bring it to completion. So, so many fears. 

For many of us, it’s the very real fear of not knowing 
what the next steps are. We don’t have it all figured out, all 
we have is this spark of an idea that we can’t shake, and we 
want to make it real, we know we can, but we don’t know 
how. So we stall. We hesitate. We wait. For what? I’m not 
sure. The muses, perhaps. Inspiration?

The hardest part is beginning in the face of these fears. 
I try very hard not to make prescriptive statements or talk 
about human experiences that are universally true because 
there are so few of them. But as different as we all are, we 
have many things in common. The fundamental ways in 
which our brains work, for example. Basically the same, 
but in the details, we differ. One thing I’d be pretty close 
to citing as a universal principle is that everything begins 
in uncertainty. Even those things about which we think or 
feel we are certain are not. Uncertainty is unsteady ground 
upon which to begin something, but it’s the only ground 
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we’ve got.
The creative process–the way we make things–is a step-

by-step process. Actually, that’s an unhelpful way of look-
ing at it because step-by-step implies each step is basically 
the same and it’s a matter of momentum and repetition. 
Just put one foot in front of the other and you’ve got it. But 
that’s not it at all. It’s more like an improvised dance. It is 
iterative. One step leads to another. One move suggests the 
next. You can’t know what the whole dance looks like until 
you look back on it, to see how it all came together. Each 
step is an uncertainty until you try it. Sometimes it works. 
Sometimes it doesn’t. There, now I’ve given you a metaphor 
about something else I don’t for a moment pretend to be 
able to do. 

But I do know comedy. And I know improv. And what 
I know about that is the same as what I only suspect of 
anything in which we improvise: you never know where 
it’s going, and what it looks like at the beginning is not re-
motely what it looks like when you’ve called it done. So 
while the beginning isn’t everything in the creative process, 
the creative process is nothing without it. If we accept that 
it’s almost always ugly at the beginning—if we embrace it 
and celebrate the rough edges and half-baked ideas and see 
where they lead and if we can separate those from our need 
to get it right, to look like we know what we’re doing—then 
we can experience more beginnings, and stronger begin-
nings. Not pretty, no, but strong, necessary, speculative, 
take-a-deep breath-and-see-where-it-leads beginnings. 

See that? 1,900 words I didn’t know were coming. Sen-
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tences I had no idea I would ever write—one improvisa-
tional step in front of the other. What you don’t see are all 
the words I deleted. That last sentence? I wrote some ver-
sion of it three times before I settled on it. 

Don’t wait to be certain. Don’t wait until you’ve got it all 
figured out before you begin. Writers don’t think and then 
write; we write in order to think. You can’t do that unless 
you’re willing to put some words on the page, take many 
of them off, and move them around. And you can’t do that 
unless you’re willing to start, and for that start to be ugly. It 
is the same for everyone who makes anything.

Let’s begin.
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02 
The Fear of Ugly

If the secret to making things—to being creative and 
getting things done—is mostly in the starting, why is it 
so damn hard? On the surface, what could possibly be so 
difficult about putting paint to canvas, words on paper, or 
whatever it would take for you to do the things you long 
to have accomplished when one day you look back at your 
life? Why does every fresh start (or the need for one) seem 
to make us feel like we’re about to attempt the impossible 
and make us look for any diversion possible in order to put 
it off another day? 

True, some of it is just laziness. Making things takes ef-
fort. It requires that we show up and get to work in a way 
that staying put and staring at our phones just doesn’t de-
mand of us. It’s less immediately rewarding, too. Checking 
social media provides the hope of that immediate dopa-
mine hit of fresh likes, comments, connection, or affirma-
tion—feelings that seem a long way off when we’re begin-
ning some new thing. Sure, writing a song will one day feel 
really good, by which I mean having written a song will 
feel good. When it’s done. When the wrestling is over and 
we’ve signed our name to our creation. Few things feel like 
that. But there’s also the possibility that this particular song 
doesn’t go where we hoped. Like Sisyphus, our stone could 
just roll back down the hill and we’ll have to begin again. 
And that scares the hell out of us. Compared to the hard 
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soul work of making something new, taking refuge in so-
cial media is an easy out. 

So, yes, it might be laziness, but I think it’s more than 
that. I think it’s fear. Primal, lizard-brain fear that whispers 
in our ears, “What if? What if it doesn’t work out the way I 
hoped? What if it’s a total failure? What if the thing I make 
isn’t well-received, is misunderstood, or worse, ignored? 
What if the only thing I know for sure is the first step, and 
then it all falls apart? What if I don’t have the time, the 
money, the talent, the energy—what if I just don’t have it in 
me? What if I’m biting off more than I can chew with this 
thing? What if I’m just wasting my time with this, I mean 
I don’t really know where it’s going, do I?” And on and on.

These fears might be conscious for you, they might not, 
but they are there. Collectively, they’ve been there for thou-
sands of years, all of them left over from a time when fail-
ing, not belonging, and not being accepted, was a life and 
death situation. As a race, these were very real fears at one 
point in our history, and the part of our brain controlling 
those fears had a vitally important job: keeping us alive. The 
moment that lizard brain (the amygdala) felt threatened, it 
kicked into overdrive, signaling the body to release stress 
hormones, quicken our breathing, narrow our vision, raise 
the blood pressure and push the blood to the extremities, 
and shut down the brain as the body gets ready to either 
fight or run like hell.

There are times that either fight or flight is still an im-
portant response, but standing in front of a group of 30 
people and giving a 10-minute speech is not one of them. 
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And yet, this relatively benign activity (for God’s sake, it’s 
not 30 tigers!) counts as one of the western world’s great-
est fears. Why? Putting ourselves out there is scary as shit, 
that’s why. There was a time when belonging to the tribe 
was everything, when conformity to the norm mattered 
and being ostracized (seriously, how bad do you expect 
that speech to be?) could mean being cast out and separat-
ed from the safety and survival that tribe represented. 

We use the word “tribe” a lot these days. Almost all of 
us mean it metaphorically, as in, “You guys like Star Trek 
and goat yoga, too? I’ve found my tribe!” And when we 
finally do come to our senses and stop doing goat yoga or 
whatever phase-of-life thing we were into, it’s unlikely that 
tribe will send us out of the camp into darkness to fend for 
ourselves. The crippling fear we have, even when it doesn’t 
feel significant on a tigers-will-eat-me scale, feels very real, 
because it is. The amygdala is way behind in terms of evo-
lution. Actually, it’s probably right on track; it’s technolo-
gy and society that’s far ahead of the curve, outpacing our 
evolution dramatically–which is probably a good thing be-
cause when evolution catches up with us, the only thing our 
hideously misshapen thumbs will be good for is texting.

In other words, our lizard brain is looking for dangers 
that no longer exist for us and haven’t for a very long time. 
But it doesn’t know that. Never got the memo. The fear feels 
real—it is real—even if the danger is not. Let me repeat 
this so you don’t feel like I’m trivializing it: putting yourself 
out there is scary. And making things, especially making 
them in expectation that the world (even the small world 
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of your immediate peers or family) is always an act of put-
ting yourself out there. In fact, it might be harder when it’s 
“just” your friends and family because the risk is higher. 
There’s more to lose.

There’s a misconception that the size of the audience 
is what makes it scary, but I’ve found that not to be true. 
I spent 12 very happy years of my life performing come-
dy, mostly for kids and families. The largest crowd I ever 
performed for was at Whistler, British Columbia, on New 
Year’s Eve as the clock ticked toward the year 2000 and we 
all braced for the world to end. At a conservative guess, 
there were 10,000 people in the audience. Ignoring for a 
moment that it was one of the worst performances of my 
life, the size of the crowd didn’t make it hard. In a crowd 
that big, when 100 people don’t think you’re funny, it’s a 
drop in the bucket. In a crowd of 30 people, if just three 
people don’t like you, the energy can change dramatically. 
You can see it on their faces. It changes you as you try to 
pander to them, doing or saying anything to turn them into 
fans. But at the end of the show, no matter how bad you 
bomb, you’re still alive. You lick your wounds, go back to 
your routine, and figure out how to make it stronger. The 
tigers are nowhere in sight. 

But they feel like they are. Fear isn’t logical. It’s emo-
tional. And our responses to that fear can be anything but 
rational. After the tragic events of 9/11 and the skies re-
opened to air travel, many people were too scared to get 
back on a plane, and instead travelled by car. The very real, 
very logical-feeling fear made them do it. But it wasn’t logi-
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cal. Statistically, the chance of being injured or killed on the 
highways in America is astronomically higher than being 
killed in a plane, much less finding yourself on one com-
mandeered by terrorists. Car fatalities post-9/11 were no-
ticeably higher. Sometimes the lizard brain, acting in our 
best interest, is the very thing that sabotages us.

So what do we do about this fear, especially in the con-
text of a book that’s about making things; a book about 
everyday creativity, and not about the bigger topic of fear 
itself? Not being a psychologist or therapist and having 
never walked on fire at a Tony Robbins event, all I can tell 
you is what has worked for me in the real world of wanting 
so badly to do something with my life, make some things 
I’m excited and curious about, and hoping the little stuff 
doesn’t get too much in the way. 

The first thing I have done is look that fear in the eye 
and called it by name. There was a time in my life when I 
was pretty angry, going through a divorce and scared I was 
about to lose everything. It was paralyzing. I was going to 
lose everything. And then my counsellor asked me to make 
a list of what everything was; to be specific. I filled page 
after page of a yellow notepad of all the things, one by one, 
that I feared losing. Some of it was legitimate. Yes, I might 
lose the couch. Hell, I might lose both couches. But was I 
losing anything that couldn’t be replaced? I wasn’t. Was I 
losing the tools by which I made a living—my creativity 
and comedic timing? No. Would the divorce force me to 
give up my jokes, my love for an audience, and my ability 
to market myself? My friends? 
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If you’ll forgive me for anthropomorphizing it, fear 
avoids the specifics and deals in vague generalities. Stand-
ing in front of an audience giving that speech? The fear 
kicks in: “Don’t do it! Danger! You could bomb!” But it’s 
never very specific, is it? It never follows through. Sure, 
I could bomb. And then what? Someone in the audience 
might rightly conclude that I didn’t do that very well. And 
then? I know once in a while the answer might be, “Then I 
lose my job, David; thanks for nothing!” But really? Most 
of the time, we sweat it out and step off the stage, glad to 
be done, and people tell us how great we did. We brush it 
off. Crisis averted. And though it might not help this one 
specific time, as a general response to day-to-day fear (I’m 
not speaking here of deep-seated phobias), it is helpful to 
unpack the specifics and look it in the eye rather than just 
stewing about it. “What’s the worst that can happen?” is 
a very real and helpful question when you go looking for 
the answers rather than leaving it rhetorical. The worst is 
almost never that bad. 

The other thing that is helpful is to become much more 
familiar with the things of which we are afraid. The more 
we fail, the more we discover our own resilience, the less 
we worry about the imagined consequences, and (happily) 
the more we enjoy the rewards. 

By the end of my comedy career, I had an agent in Nash-
ville and was doing regular shows around Canada and the 
U.S. Most of my audiences numbered one to two thousand 
people in the later years, and I loved it. Loved it. There is a 
high that comes from making that many people laugh that 
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is genuinely hard to beat. But it was an odd career choice 
for the quiet kid in grade 10 who couldn’t do a speech in 
front of his class without visibly shaking and blanking out, 
my autonomic nervous system in overdrive while I tried to 
survive the ordeal. And I did survive. And I continued to 
hate it. Until I started to perform for kids. 

I started as a clown, something that’ll get you quickly 
used to an audience of people that mostly hate and fear 
you. But I was safe behind the makeup, had access to tanks 
of helium, and had these beautiful little wins when a kid 
would smile or laugh. It was the little wins that helped. 
And bit by bit, I realized even the harshest audience was 
no threat—that they all had something to teach me. Bit by 
bit, I realized how harmless the roughest audience was and 
how easy it was to bounce back.

The same is true of diving with sharks. Yes, sharks are 
the apex predators of the ocean, and the first time you see 
one underwater, your heart quickens and you look for the 
exit, but as you get to understand their behaviours and 
you have more and more encounters with them, the fear 
changes. It diminishes because the uncertainty caused by 
ignorance or one too many shark movies as a kid gives way 
to knowledge and familiarity. You learn what to look for, 
which species are harmless, and which of them you need 
to behave differently with. The more you learn and experi-
ence, the more it displaces the unknown and the fear that 
often follows in its wake.

We are more resilient to these psychological fears than 
we know. I can’t talk you out of them, but I can tell you the 
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reality of them is very rarely as scary as the shadows they 
cast on the wall. I can tell you that most often, at least in the 
context discussed here, you can bounce back. And that the 
thing we are scared of isn’t nearly as frightening as looking 
back on our lives—having passed so quickly our heads will 
spin—and wondering only then, when it’s too late, what 
we were so scared of and why we let those fears stop us 
from doing the things we so badly wanted to do: things that 
would have opened opportunities we never got to experi-
ence and made our lives so much different. If there’s one 
thing I am afraid of, it’s allowing my fears to prevent me 
from living my life fully. 

Perhaps there’s a way to change the narrative and bring 
our fears on board with a new agenda, one more concerned 
in our daily lives with thriving than merely surviving. If 
we’re going to listen to the fear, why not listen to fears that 
nudge us in the right direction? Fears based on possibili-
ties that have a very real chance of coming true? Why do 
we not fear the loss of important relationships more than 
we fear losing face? Why not fear the loss of 40 years of 
our lives than the loss of a job that kills our souls? And re-
turning to the more immediate subject, why not fear never 
making the art we wanted to make more than we fear the 
reasons we have for not putting ourselves out there and for 
taking a chance? 

I think those are questions worth asking since the idea 
of living without fear at all (much as we would like it to be 
otherwise) isn’t likely for most of us. But there is another 
way. 
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Courage. Plain old I’m-scared-but-to-hell-with-it-I’m-
doing-it-anyway courage. 

Courage isn’t the absence of fear. It’s not the feeling of 
bravery. It’s turning to that part of us that is screaming, 
“What if this is a horrible failure?” and saying, “I have no 
idea, but let’s find out.” Stephen Pressfield, author of The 
War of Art, talks about using fear as a compass that points 
towards the hard, but most important, directions in our 
lives. I’ve come to see courage as three things: leaning into 
the fear, seeing where it leads, and one of the essential pil-
lars of the creative life. 

Courage isn’t something some of us have and some do 
not. Courage is a choice to listen to the fear and to act in 
hopes of proving it wrong, and it is available to all of us, 
though “available” has never meant “easy.” For most of us, 
it doesn’t look like the stuff for which we win medals. For 
some, it’s just getting out of bed or writing the first lines of 
the new novel. For others, it’s sending the email or pressing 
publish on a blog post. And sometimes, it’s facing the task 
honestly enough to know it is too big and breaking it down 
into pieces that are less overwhelming.

In the last few years, my mantra has been “do it anyway.” 
It’s a reminder to me that there will always be reasons not 
to do it (whatever it is). I can justify anything to myself 
and make it sound good, so if I want a way out of doing 
something, I can find it. Valid reasons abound, or they can 
if you give me a moment. Do it anyway. Sure, I could do it 
tomorrow instead of now. Do it anyway. Yes, people might 
hate my blog post. Hit publish anyway. Do I have any idea 
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whether this is going to work or not? Nope. But do it any-
way. And yes, it’s probably going to be ugly when I start. 
Do it anyway.
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FEEL LIKE YOUR 
CREATIVE LIFE IS 
A BIT OF A FIGHT? 

YOU'RE NOT ALONE.

A Beautiful Anarchy is a heart-felt kick-in-the-
pants podcast for everyday creators and anyone 
who’s ever mud-wrestled with their muse. These 
15-minute episodes are an honest and sensitive ex-
ploration of the joys and struggles of the creative 
life. Let’s talk about it.

Listen on iTunes or 
aBeautifulAnarchy.com




