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To the Muses, problematic as they are, who 
relentlessly bid us to make something bigger 
than ourselves and–in so-doing–to become 

bigger, ourselves, than we once were. 

And to you who do the hard work of 
conjuring, and following, the Muses 

in the first place.
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01. 
Foreword

This is a book of ideas concerning the creative life, 
though I hesitate to write that because all life is, or can be, 
creative. We are hardwired for it. Even those who don’t 
readily identify as “creative people” find themselves facing 
obstacles well familiar to those whose everyday work is 
much more identifiable as creative work. We long to make 
things of our own choosing and invention, even if that 
thing is not a painting or a book, but the course of a career 
or how we run our businesses or homes; the struggles we 
face are universal.

This book is the written collection of the recorded epi-
sodes of my podcast, A Beautiful Anarchy, the title of which 
I stole shamelessly from my book of the same name. The 
through-line in these chapters is this: you are not alone. 
You are not the only one struggling to find your voice and 
find the courage to share what you do with the world or 
take creative risks. You’re not the only one who looks for 
inspiration or direction only to find it absent, which is 
where the title of this book comes from; the problem with 
muses is that they are not something external to who we 
are, but are a part of who we are. The struggle to be creative 
is inseparable from the struggle to be. To be authentic. To 
be bold. To be willing to learn from failures and make hard 
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decisions. And because creativity happens not only in our 
inner lives, it is also the struggle to do—to find or make the 
time, to fight procrastination, to finish our work, to wrestle 
with the many voices that clamour to be heard over the one 
voice that must be heard first: our own. 

You are not alone. I have been making my living exclu-
sively by my creative efforts for over 30 years: first a co-
median, then a photographer, and now mostly a writer 
(though still also a photographer and an entrepreneur), a 
very poor guitar player and, by virtue of necessity, also a 
designer, publisher, and marketer. The being and doing of 
all these things has been an extraordinary adventure into 
the creative world, and in every expression of that creative 
urge, I have found similar joys and common struggles.

The thing I do has changed often, but the accompany-
ing fears and obstacles are usually the same. The need for 
someone to be there to either call me forward or cheer-
lead from the sidelines has also never changed. Creativity 
always happens in the context of uncertainty and change, 
and as this book goes to print, the world is grappling with 
the Covid-19 pandemic and feeling that uncertainty and 
change more acutely than it has in a very long time. If there 
was ever a time we needed to be reminded that we’re not 
alone, now must certainly be one of them. If there was ever 
a time we needed bold and unique thinking and not only 
creative ideas but creative actions, it is now. I wrote every 
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piece in this book to strengthen, equip, and give courage to 
the creative spirit in all of us.

This book is not about the pandemic; it doesn’t address it 
at all, except perhaps in passing, but I believe the pandem-
ic will change everything. It will make clear the desperate 
need we have of people that live and think and act creative-
ly. It will change the way we work, and that will require 
a creative and resilient response from people unafraid of 
change, or at least willing to courageously look change in 
the eye regardless of the fear. Most of all, I hope it will show 
us how resilient we are, even if it also reminds us that life 
is short and unpredictable, and that alone should push us 
to take more risks with our creativity and be less willing to 
settle for mediocrity in what we make, in our relationships, 
and in the day-to-day moments that, ultimately, are how 
we live our lives. And if all that is true, we shall need the 
ideas in this book all the more. 

So what’s the problem with muses? Seen as external 
sources of inspirations that we either credit with our ideas 
or blame when those ideas are conspicuously absent, the 
problem with muses is that they allow us to abdicate the 
choices we make and the ferocity with which we might 
make them if we knew and accepted that it was all up to us. 
But the beauty of the muses is that if you accept that they 
are just symbolic of that more creative side of yourself, then 
you need not wait for them to appear, to inspire or to em-
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bolden you. You need only be who you already are—and 
are becoming. Relentlessly. Generously. With a willingness 
to feel vulnerable and to courageously make whatever it is 
you make, whether that’s a book, a photograph, software, 
a vaccine, or a business; whether it’s making art or making 
a difference or just making a life that fits into no mold but 
your own. 

It’s my sincerest hope that the ideas in these chapters 
give you wisdom, courage, hope, the odd chuckle, and an 
abiding sense that you are neither incomplete nor alone. 

David duChemin
Nanoose Bay, British Columbia
June 2020



11

02. 
Imposter Syndrome

Among the well-worn tropes within the creative world 
is this: fake it till you make it. We’ve all said it. Or thought it. 
Particularly when we feel like we don’t belong, like we have 
no idea what we’re doing, when we feel like everyone else 
has their creative shit together and we’re staring into the 
void hoping no one discovers we have no real idea what the 
hell we’re doing. Everyone I know feels like an imposter. 

Imposter syndrome is a state in which we believe not 
only that we’re faking it, that we’re not real photographers 
or real artists (or whatever discipline you work within) but 
wannabes and fakes. And it’s the belief that no one else feels 
this way, especially those we look up to. We mistakenly be-
lieve that they have their shit together. That they are as con-
fident on the inside as they look on the outside. I’m here to 
tell you, they are as full of shit as we are. And not just full of 
it, but it’s not even together, per se. Like you and me, their 
shit is wildly disorganized and crammed into whatever lit-
tle mental cranny is available to make it all look tidy. But 
it’s not. 

Imposter syndrome is a symptom of comparing yourself 
to others. We only feel like fakes because we’re looking at 
others (all of whom also feel like fakes in some way) and 
measuring our insides against their outsides. We look at 
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ourselves through a cracked and grimy mirror and at oth-
ers through recently cleaned stained glass, usually rose-co-
loured. The comparisons are profoundly unfair. 

We are all faking it. But that’s not a bad thing. Not when 
faking it means making it up as we go. Learning what it 
means to be us. To be alive in this world and to create what-
ever it is we make as our art from that place of vulnerability 
and humility.

We aren’t faking who we are. We’re not pretending about 
that, and we’re not trying to be something we aren’t; we’re 
just making our art with both feet planted firmly in uncer-
tainty. Uncertain of the future, of the thing we’re making—
the photographs, bodies of work, writing, whatever—and 
uncertain of how we feel about it. That’s a short list of the 
near infinite uncertainties we have. 

Uncertainty keeps us humble. It keeps us asking ques-
tions. It keeps us hungry for more, for better, for deeper. 
Uncertainty is the natural habitat of the artist (which is 
shorthand for human being). The only thing we really know 
for sure is what we would discover on the well-worn paths 
that most artists avoid for fear of repeating themselves.

In other words, the good stuff is in the uncertainty. The 
uncertainty is what lies on the other side of the comfort 
zone. It’s where the magic (if there is such a thing) is to be 
found.
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Uncertainty is not, however, the same as a lack of con-
fidence or a lack of courage. It is the reason we need those 
very things. Confidence in the creative process to get us 
where we’re going without the map we wish we had. Cour-
age to begin, to do, to make, to move forward, knowing 
that the way is dark, that we might bump into things, but 
that bumping into things has never yet truly harmed us. 
And when we don’t have confidence or courage, to pretend 
we do and get to work all the same. Courage isn’t that rare 
state of being in which we have no fear: it’s the will to act 
regardless and not be paralyzed by our fear. 

The initial intent of this chapter was to encourage you, 
but I feel myself sliding into a sermon to try to convince 
your mind that it’s all a game when what I want most to do 
is to speak to your heart. 

So listen up, you deeper parts in which the doubt and the 
fears reside: the greatest artists and creative people against 
which you could possibly compare yourselves were a hot, 
sticky mess. They were truly messy, troubled, long-suffer-
ing souls. No artist in the history of time has had their shit 
together any more than you do.

A short list of brilliant people who most decidedly did 
not have their shit together: Picasso, Ernest Hemingway, 
Sylvia Plath, Vincent van Gogh, Tennessee Williams, Kurt 
Cobain, Beethoven, Georgia O’Keeffe, Goya, Caravaggio, 
Freddie Mercury, and probably anyone who’s ever ap-
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peared on the cover of Rolling Stone magazine. Messy, trou-
bled, mercurial, even broken? Perhaps. But aren’t we all? 
To quote Leonard Cohen (another bright mess of a human 
being), aren’t those the cracks where the light gets in?

I’ve long believed that our comfort zones are not where 
our best art is made and not remotely where our best lives 
are lived. There are all kinds of reasons we camp out in those 
comfort zones, but if it’s the so-called imposter syndrome 
keeping you there, then it’s time to take a deeper look at 
who you keep comparing yourself against. Not at the brave 
face they put on for the public, not their Instagram feeds 
and their Facebook posts, but the soul-level things. We are 
all afraid. We all live looking forward into uncertainty (un-
less you live looking backward, and that’s arguably worse). 

For however else you and I differ from each other and 
from the great creative people of history, we share that we 
are broken, messy people, dogged by fears and traumas, 
buoyed now and then by hopes and joys. And when we ac-
complish any great and beautiful thing—at whatever scale 
we make it—it is not made because we lack fear or possess 
remarkable genes; it is because in all our human weakness, 
and from the middle of stories fraught with complications, 
we do the work and pour ourselves into it. 

It is not from raw talent nor from privileged lives that 
art comes, but from a willingness to splash that humanity, 
however messy and uncertain, onto the canvas, write it into 
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the story, or put it into the photograph.
We may have a lot of reasons for not making our art 

or doing the work. But it is not (and must never be) that 
others have it easier, are more talented, or in any other way 
have their shit together more than we do. It is a profound-
ly human state of being to lack shit-togetherness. The im-
poster, if there is one at all, is not the one whose life is a 
disorganized mess; it’s the one who fails to recognize it, ac-
cept it, and get back to work. Flaws and all. You don’t need 
to fake it. You just need to be you.

You might not be the smartest person in the world. Only 
one person can hold that title. I sure as hell don’t.

Make your art anyway. 
You might not be able to do it all by yourself; few of us 

can. I can’t. 
Make your art anyway. 
You might not be as talented as you think others are. 

Talent is overrated and most often just the result of hard 
work; you just don’t see the effort, only the results. Results 
always look easy. 

Make your art anyway. 
You might think you have had it too easy, or too hard. 

You haven’t. 
Make your art. 
Make your art. 
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You do that by being you and no one else. The only im-
poster is the one trying to be someone else. 

We don’t need you to be someone else—someone shiny, 
unbroken, or, for that matter, to be a dark and tortured ge-
nius. We don’t need you to have your shit together. We just 
need you to be relentlessly and unapologetically you.

And to make your art. 
And because making that art always happens in the un-

certainty of new and unfamiliar territory, every step for-
ward is on ground on which you’ve never stepped. Ground 
where you don’t yet belong. If you don’t feel you belong it’s 
because, in a very real sense, you don’t. You’ve just arrived. 
And any time you feel you do belong, you’re probably due 
to move on and stop wearing a rut into the carpet. By the 
time you pay your dues, you’ll be on to the next place. And 
let me tell you one more thing: while I truly believe there’s 
no one out there checking your credentials to see if you be-
long—no guardians of any one creative space—if they are 
there, they’ve been there too long and they are not looking 
in the one direction that matters: toward their own work. 
Ignore them. You can only listen to one voice at a time and 
theirs is not the one that matters. You are right where you’re 
meant to be, and you’re not alone.
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03. 
Overwhelmed

I completely wasted the first two hours of this morning 
until I finally came to my senses and shook myself loose 
from the pull of Instagram and Facebook and the endless 
digital hooks that seem to catch my attention these days. 
And at the end of those two hours, I felt overwhelmed, ab-
solutely swamped. I felt small in the face of it all. I not only 
felt uninspired but that my creative light, a flickering frag-
ile thing at the best of times, had been doused for the day. 

I hear this more and more from my friends and total 
strangers online alike, many of whom, like me, have tak-
en to social media to complain about social media. And 
the word I keep hearing is “overwhelmed.” I’m hearing it 
with such frequency that it’s fast becoming my word for 
the year: eleven letters that seem to sum up the prevailing 
mood for me. 

During my last visit to Rome, I stood in front of the 
great Japanese painter Hokusai’s painting, Under the Wave 
off Kanagawa, often called The Great Wave. You’d probably 
recognize it if you saw it: a great tsunami of a wave on the 
left side of the canvas, all swirling whites and blues, about 
to crash down on two longboats of Japanese fishermen, 
dwarfed by the force of the wave above them that seems to 
reach out for all of them with grasping fingers while Mount 
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Fuji sits dwarfed in the background as if it, too, might be 
enveloped by the wave.  

I feel Hokusai’s great wave in my soul these days—the 
ocean moving under and over me all at once, at times 
threatening to swallow me whole in one overwhelming 
wave of obligations, overcommitment, emails, and the con-
stant tinnitus of social media that makes it hard to hear 
anything else very clearly, least of all my own voice. 

I don’t think we’re hardwired to be able to deal with this 
much information, this many so-called friends, fans, fol-
lowers and likes and news clips from corners of the globe 
we are powerless to change. Our hearts and minds aren’t 
large enough to contain, much less filter, the many voic-
es and images we absorb. And if you’re a creative person, 
seeing the flood of other people’s work, their successes and 
awards, and being exposed to a volume of thoughts and 
chatter that no generation on the planet has ever had to 
deal with; it’s just too much raging water through pipes too 
small. It’s too much noise.

It is, in the truest sense of the word, overwhelming. To 
be overwhelmed is to be submerged completely, so it’s no 
wonder Hokusai’s Great Wave provides (at least for me) a 
powerful visual metaphor. What makes the painting even 
stronger is that the wave never falls. It hangs there day after 
day, in permanent tension and threat, and the rowers hav-
en’t made a foot of progress in the last 200 years. They are 
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still there, assumingly terrified of the wave and the threat 
of washing them away entirely. That, I think, is the worst of 
it. And it’s what I fear most about the threat of being over-
whelmed in my own life: not so much that the one rogue 
wave is coming, but that the fear of it will keep me cower-
ing, and if not cowering, then paralyzed. 

The most fulfilling moments in my creative life have 
been the moments where I am moving forward, exploring 
new things, chasing some idea that just seems to be right, 
right now. That’s when I’m in the flow. The great wave is 
not flow; it’s flood. It’s uncontrollable and unsustainable 
and too big to do anything with. It makes a great metaphor, 
but it’s lousy if I want to accomplish anything. Flow is the 
opposite. It’s focused and smooth and, yes, sometimes it 
feels a little too fast, like it might get away on us, but when 
it happens you never feel like you’re so in control, or maybe 
that it’s in control of you sometimes but it’s benevolent and 
exciting and you can’t wait to see where it’s leading. On the 
other hand, the great wave almost always seems to lead to 
the shore, where if we aren’t dashed onto the rocks, we’re 
stranded on the beach wondering where we are and what 
the hell just happened. 

I’ve got another water metaphor, but first, let me say why 
I think this all matters. I have never, not once, made any-
thing good—a photograph or a piece of writing, or some 
other more mundane creative output—when I’ve been par-
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alyzed by the overwhelm. I just freeze up, my eyes going 
to the top of the wave and holding there. And if I do act, if 
I shake myself free from it, there’s a good chance I’m just 
frantically bailing out the boat. Reply to email, post to Ins-
tagram, get busy doing the million things that make up our 
daily lives and seem to guarantee that the wave will always 
hover. 

Back to the metaphor. What if all this is more within 
our control than we accept? What if we have the ability 
to turn the water off at the source? To close the browser, 
to put the phone away, and disengage from social media 
if that’s what’s overwhelming you? What if all this talk of 
being overwhelmed, as real and scary as it can be, is just 
a result of abdicating our agency, our choices, as human 
beings? When did we forget what the world was like before 
Facebook, and days carved into thinner and thinner slices 
by anyone and everyone who asks for a piece? When did 
we stop saying no?

Current means of communication tend to just be a pipe 
with no faucet; the water just keeps coming, often unso-
licited. And there we are at the end of it, knowing it’s too 
much—that our bucket isn’t big enough, and looking fran-
tically for a bigger bucket. I don’t think there’s a bucket big 
enough, and still, it comes. 

Years ago, I wrote a book called Within The Frame: The 
Journey of Photographic Vision. To my great delight, it 
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became a best-seller, such as best-sellers are in the small 
world of popular photography. Suddenly I was inundated 
with emails and invitations to speak, and the gentle flow 
of water that had been my creative and business life was 
suddenly coming out of the pipes so hard I had no idea 
what to do with it. I was completely overwhelmed. For a 
while, I loved it, but then it was just too much. Emails I 
once welcomed were suddenly mixed with angry missives 
from people who wondered why I hadn’t replied to them 
and just who the hell did I think I was that I couldn’t just 
take a moment to say thank you for the kind words or an-
swer their question? I hadn’t asked for their email, hadn’t 
known that it would be only a drop in a bucket of hundreds 
of emails, and I didn’t have the time to reply to enough of 
them to make the slightest difference. The blessing very 
quickly became a curse. 

I think many of the things in our lives that overwhelm us 
do so because they start out so good. So small. They seem 
manageable, even exciting. But like so many things, they 
get bigger, taking on a life of their own. The wave builds. 
How many of us started down the social media road with 
even the remotest of ideas that it was so intentionally de-
signed to be addictive? Truly, scientifically, addictive. How 
many of us have any idea when we commit to the things 
we do that they’ll take so much time, go off the rails, or 
become an emotional drain? Life has this habit of sneaking 
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up on us; in the freelance world, we call it “scope creep.” 
You agree to do something for a client for X amount and, if 
you let it happen, it’s not long before tiny little tweaks and 
changes happen to the scope of work. An addition here, a 
redo there, a quick favour that takes us half a day. Scope 
creep always, always builds, until one day, we’re treading 
water and wondering how it all just got so out of control as 
it knocks us from the boat.

When the success of my first book proved too much 
to handle, I felt like I was on the edge of a meltdown. My 
bandwidth was monopolized by this new flood of attention 
and work and all the things that come with that (things 
that I’m truly, deeply grateful for) but have had to learn to 
control. I was forced to find strategies that would help me 
free up that bandwidth because it’s not enough just to learn 
to deal with the new level of demands. If my entire world 
becomes dealing with those demands, if that becomes my 
work, then when do I do my real work? When do I make 
my photographs? When do I write my next book or next 
article? When do I find the margins of silence and solitude 
that I need to even contemplate the deeper work? And what 
about the relationships that fill the well to do that work? 
When will I find time for those? 

Ultimately, this is about resource management, specifi-
cally the very limited resources of time and attention. Those 
are the buckets that are consistently filled to overflowing, 
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and the buckets aren’t getting any bigger because our stores 
of time and attention aren’t increasing. We have what we 
have. And many of us are squandering them as if they’re 
limitless, and that is where the overwhelm comes from. 

It isn’t my intention to tell you how to deal with the 
flood of things that overwhelm you, though I have some 
ideas. I think many of us just need to know we’re not alone, 
that it’s a shared struggle, and to understand that we are in 
control, or we can be if we’ll wrestle that control back from 
those to whom we’ve accidentally relinquished it. What I’d 
like to do is leave you with the same questions I’ve been 
asking myself in my struggle to claw back my resources so 
they’re available to me to do my best work, so I have wider 
margins and more breathing room, so I have time to not 
only do my work, but my best and deeper work, as well as 
to live my best life.

What would happen if you recognized how scarce and 
limited your time and attention were? How would your 
life change if you realized that saying yes to all the trivial 
things—the ad hoc obligations and scope creep—was the 
same as saying no to the most important things in your 
life? 

How long are you going to wait before you start saying 
yes to the right things, the best things, and no to the rest? 

What would happen if you tracked your time this week? 
What changes would you make if you realized you’d spent 
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six hours on Facebook—six hours of your life with which 
you might have done something more meaningful? 

How can you buy back the margins in your life, reclaim 
some of your mental bandwidth? 

How would your life change if you  stopped watching 
the news and focused instead on the lives you could change 
instead of working yourself into a lather about those you 
could not? Surely our empathy isn’t limitless, either. 

And practically speaking, what would you do with the 
six hours of your week that you could buy back by paying 
the neighbour kid to mow the lawn, shovel the driveway, or 
by hiring someone to clean the house? 

There are ways to reverse the scope creep, dial back the 
obligations, and take control of what makes demands on 
our attention. We are not passive players in this life. There 
are enough things, both good and bad, that we can’t con-
trol that will rock our worlds and send us to our knees: a 
pregnancy, a diagnosis, a layoff, an unexpected success, the 
passing of people we never imagined our worlds without. 
Making art, whatever that means to you, has always been a 
way of navigating those deeper waters, a way of experienc-
ing them more fully, coping with them, and making sense 
of them. But we can’t do that while paralyzed under the 
great wave.
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26. 
Without the Gargoyles

As if people didn’t have enough to worry about in the 
middle ages, churches took to using gargoyles on the top 
corners of their roofs. Ostensibly to keep the water from 
running down the stone walls and wrecking the mason-
ry, the long necks of progressively scarier monsters would 
form a spout and push the water away from the founda-
tion. But the gargoyle itself served a more sinister func-
tion. More concerned about the stonework of the churches 
than about the mental health of their would-be parishio-
ners, these beasts and demons were a reminder to the flock 
of the terrors that awaited them outside the church, both 
now and into eternity. I assume the assumption was that 
anything goes when it comes to securing the salvation of 
a soul, including fear-mongering. The twin to the gargoyle 
was the grotesque—similar to the gargoyle though they 
didn’t divert water so they could be placed anywhere you 
could see them—both serving the dual purpose of keeping 
God’s children in the church and evil spirits out. 

Depending on who you ask, the word gargoyle came 
from either the French word for throat, the sound of water 
going down a drainpipe, or the name of a 6th century drag-
on that terrorized Rouen and was eventually subdued with 
a crucifix by the bishop, St. Romanus, before being brought 



198

back to Rouen and burned. When the head and neck of the 
dragon Gargouille refused to surrender to the flames, they 
did what any reasonable townfolk would do and hung it 
on the walls of the newly built church. A warning to other 
dragons and evil spirits and a reminder to all of the dangers 
of life outside the walls of the church. 

Fourteen hundred years later, in a world with fewer 
dragons, churches have become more subtle in their ar-
chitectural choices. But the gargoyles remain for many of 
us, hung from the buttresses of our minds, and some in 
the very real flesh and blood presence of people we should 
have chiseled off our building a long time ago. And I’m 
hoping that by mentioning it, you won’t feel like you’re the 
only one who keeps staring up at these reminders of dan-
gers long past that still hang over our heads, threatening us 
to toe the line and play it safe, acting as if they’re keeping 
you from harm when they’re actually keeping you confined 
and well-controlled. 

I don’t think I know anyone who still believes in the pos-
sibility of an imminent dragon attack. Those in my life who 
might still worry about these things have been wisely reluc-
tant to bring it up in conversation. But my God, do I know 
people who are afraid of dangers that are no less able to 
keep them up at night. And like the original gargoyle, hung 
from the walls long after the threat had passed, they don’t 
fade away, nor do we look back at them and think, “Thank 
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God that’s over,” and move on with our lives. Instead, we 
see it every time we walk past those walls and are reminded 
of what we almost lost, what we might lose again, and what 
exactly we have to fear. 

That’s how fear works. The head of the dragon mounted 
somewhere we see it every day doesn’t usually relieve our 
fears but reinforces them. And though the dragon is long 
dead, he comes back every day and keeps us in line. Re-
member, we didn’t kill it, helpless and running amok like 
the denizens of Tokyo fleeing before Godzilla; it was St. Ro-
manus. And where’s he when we need him? 

This is where the metaphor gets pushed beyond the 
breaking point. Because there are at least three lessons here 
and I’m not sure which to focus on. The first is that the gar-
goyles need to be taken down. Not just for the sake of your 
creative life but probably also by your creative life. Many 
of us are drawn to writing or filmmaking or dance or the 
like because it offers an escape from the forces that would 
otherwise keep us down, but we’re often unaware that our 
art or craft also has the power to tear the monsters from the 
wall and to give us the courage to help others do the same. 

But the second implication of this story is that it has to 
be you; St. Romanus isn’t coming. We are all the heroes of 
our own story, and it must be you who decides to do and 
make and act in the face of dangers both real and imagined. 
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The third implication, to jolt us back to the 21st century, 
is the reminder that it is only a metaphor and the dragon 
isn’t real. That only matters if you believe and act as though 
that is true. When we believe a fiction about ourselves and 
the world around us, it may not have a grain of truth about 
it, but believing makes it so, at least to us. Believing the 
dragons are coming will keep us cowering in our huts and 
hoping St. Romanus or St. George or whomever else is 
qualified to vanquish things is on his way. 

For many of us, the gargoyles were set on the ramparts 
years ago: you’re not good enough, you’re not talented 
enough, you failed once at something that was hard. Re-
member that? You and the work of your hands and your 
heart were dismissed that one time you found the courage 
to share it with the world. Never again, says the gargoyle. 
Stay here where it’s safe. Beyond these carefully built walls 
there lie dragons. 

Bullshit. Or maybe not. Maybe there really do lie drag-
ons, and they might be scarier than this whole dodgy met-
aphor. But it remains yours to slay them, silence them, or 
ignore them. Or prove them liars. And that brings me to 
the other gargoyles, the ones that in real life surround you 
with their negativity and their doubts and whose useful-
ness in your life is probably vastly overrated and their wel-
come overstayed. So long a part of the architecture of your 
day-to-day that you can’t really imagine life without them, 
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they might even give you some measure of comfort being 
there. You wouldn’t be the first person to become familiar 
with, or even fall in love with, your captor. And I don’t want 
to make this more dramatic than it is, but how long are 
you going to put up with the negative people in your life? 
Those who feign protection when they’re the real danger 
to your spirit, your mind, and the unrealized potential of 
your ever-shortening life. The ones who promise that life is 
better within these walls, that it’s scary out there, that you 
need them. 

They’re not St. Romanus, either. You know that, right? It 
takes an act of extraordinary courage to chisel those people 
or their influence from your life. That might mean sever-
ing ties entirely or finally having a tough conversation and 
standing up for your needs and desires and drawing some 
very real lines in the sand. It might mean finally going to 
see a counsellor because we ourselves are often our own 
gargoyle, and we need someone to help us see that and 
shake us free. 

All of this matters because safety is a myth that keeps 
you inside the walls, the doors locked by your fears and 
comfort, and it’s only outside where you live free and able 
to do your best work uninhibited and liberated from the 
controls of other voices. It’s there you feel the courage and 
freedom to explore the ideas that define the best of your 
work, and to find the flow that leads to the work that is 
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most your own. And it could be that before you find that 
freedom, you need to go find the dragon and pick a fight—
and that’s scary shit. But it’s not as scary as spending your 
life in dread of it, locked in a dark building with other peo-
ple who all share the same fear, when what we need most, 
what we’ve always needed, was to open the doors wide and 
let the light in. 

I mentioned Godzilla earlier. Have you ever watched 
those movies? The monster rampages down the street, 
knocking down buildings and kicking cars aside, while 
people keep running in front of his marauding feet for 
blocks on end until they narrowly escape or are squashed 
under the weight of it all. And as I watch, I’m yelling, “No! 
Turn down a side street and get behind it! Stop running in 
the same direction!” And I think that’s what I’m doing here 
with these words, though without the yelling. I’m pleading 
with you to duck into an alley so you don’t have to keep 
running, so you can catch your breath and do something 
more helpful and important. Perhaps joining me with 
whatever you make or do in calling to others to get out of 
the way and to stop running. You’ll probably need to be 
creative in how you do that. And it won’t be easy, or simple. 
But it will be liberating not to have the fear and the negativ-
ity hanging over your head—and to live your life without 
the gargoyles.
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27. 
It’s What You Do with the Scars

After several surgeries on my feet and a run-in with an 
axe in the Canadian arctic, my ankles are a mess. One scar, 
dark and skin-puckered, is referred to in our home irrever-
ently, but not inappropriately, as the cat’s asshole. Another 
is known as Frankenstein, having been opened a couple of 
times to add, change, and remove some of the hardware in 
there. That hardware, in x-rays, looks like the junk left over 
in an Ikea box when you’ve just built a chair and are pretty 
sure you’re not meant to have six screws, three nuts, and a 
washer left over, but there it is all the same and you might 
need it one day, so it joins the others in the a drawer against 
the inevitable day when you’re two screws and a washer 
short. We call the scar Frankenstein because it’s been sewn 
up so many times the stitch lines just kind of gave up trying 
to hide themselves.

The third of four scars on my ankles is a big L-shaped line 
that somehow never got a name. All three of them are the 
ugly leftovers from a fall I took in Italy nine years ago. The 
fourth came when an axe glanced off a piece of wood I was 
chopping, and though it felt like I’d been half-heartedly hit 
with a baseball bat, the axe cut through my pant, my boot, 
and deep into my ankle. Not ideal at any time, this partic-
ular incident set us to striking camp around midnight and 
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heading down the Yukon’s forbidding Dempster Highway 
dodging potholes that could swallow a moose, while keep-
ing an eye open for those same moose. We drove into Daw-
son City, which, despite its name, is barely a town and has 
no hospital. It does have a nurse if you can find her, which 
we did after going to the police station which was very dark 
and very closed, but had a phone on the wall outside to call 
the next largest town, Whitehorse (over an hour away), in 
hopes they might send someone. They eventually did just 
that, and I was stitched up at three o’clock in the morning.

Like I said, my ankles are a mess. But there are other 
scars, too. I’ve got a crescent moon on my right thumb, put 
there with a Swiss Army knife when I was about 8 years old 
on a camping trip in Nova Scotia. I’ve got a similar-shaped 
scar above one of my eyes (though I can never remember 
which one because when I look in the mirror left becomes 
right and vice versa and apparently, it’s easier to go look in 
the mirror than to remember these things). I got that one 
when I was roped into being a referee at a hockey game 
and had to borrow a pair of skates that hadn’t been sharp-
ened since the game was invented. At the opening face-off, 
I dropped the puck and, to the amazement of the crowd, 
then did a complete front flip as my skates shot out from 
under me and I cunningly stopped my forward momen-
tum with my face. 
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That permanent mark now keeps company with the oth-
ers: three small scars that testify to my gallbladder’s depar-
ture, one from a hernia repair, and a small assortment on 
my knees from learning to ride a bike. Oddly, there are a 
couple that I look at and, for the life of me, I can’t remem-
ber where they came from.

This inventory of scars is a little like an evidence locker 
in one of those cops shows, though they testify to different 
things. Some of them are incontrovertible proof of my own 
stupidity. Some are a witness to my inability to grasp basic 
physics or the law of gravity. And some to the fact that my 
body, too, is subject to the same kind of wear and tear as 
the rest of creation.

Those are the scars you can see. There are many more 
under the surface, in my heart and mind—I’m betting 
you’ve got a few yourself. The scars I carry on the inside, the 
emotional ones wrapped in memories, don’t hurt the way 
my ankles do when it gets cold and wet out; it’s a different 
kind of hurt, and they ache at the strangest times. When 
I’m least expecting it, they remind me of mistakes and loss-
es, failures and betrayals, both those I’ve suffered and those 
I have caused. I can tell the difference because most of the 
time it’s the pangs from the latter that hurt more.

One of the advantages of getting older is that the pain 
from the external scars mostly fades. There are still a couple 
where I’ve lost some of the sensation and they feel strange 
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when I touch them, but mostly, they’re like the creases 
in once-bent-over pages in any of the books on my shelf; 
they’re the dog-ears and chapter markers of a well-loved 
story that was too large to read in one sitting. At least the 
ones you can see. The ones on the inside remain sensitive 
for longer, but they aren’t the bent pages; they’re a bigger 
part of the story. They’re a reminder of the twists and turns 
of the plot and the shitty things authors sometimes do to 
their characters or allow their characters to do to them-
selves and others. We’re all in our own story and the best 
stories have always depended on some pretty hard mo-
ments. They’re nasty things to live through, but they make 
us who we are. I suppose it’s better than living a story no 
one wants to read—a story with nothing to risk but also 
nothing to gain, though that’s small comfort at the time.

I have never been ashamed of my scars. Perhaps I always 
bought the line that “chicks dig scars.” I see that jagged zip-
pered line across my foot and I hear Indiana Jones telling 
Marion, “ It’s not the years, honey. It’s the mileage.” The 
scars don’t only testify to my missteps but to my resilience 
and to lessons learned. When I was a kid, I had occasion 
to write lines on the board: I will not run in the halls, I 
will not run in the halls, I will not run in the halls. Write 
that a hundred times and you might begin to slow down in 
the halls, though probably not for long. But these scars are 
lines written in flesh and most of them only needed writing 
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once. They are reminders of some of the more interesting, 
if not also painful, lessons and detours in my life, hints to 
some of the greatest victories, and they are now the source 
of the best I have to offer as a writer and a human being, 
most especially the scars on the inside.

These dents and scratches are not something I regret, at 
least not now that I’ve lived with them a while and the pain 
that created them has faded. They remind me that what 
doesn’t kill us only gives us something to blog about; that 
the last thing I need to worry about when it comes to this 
body is resale value at the end. They remind me that I am 
not the good china, only to be used on special occasions. 
They remind me that things that are well-loved are well 
used, and probably show it.

I don’t want to get to the end in pristine condition, but 
rather well-loved and full of stories, and to do that, there’s a 
good chance some of the parts will be hanging by a thread 
toward the end, which I very much hope is a long way off.

When we stop seeing our scars—whatever they are—as 
a thing that was done to us, a reminder only of the pain and 
the past and an unfixable scratch on the paint that lowers 
the value or makes us unsightly, unlovable, or unusable, 
and begin to see them instead as qualifications and patina 
and evidence of a life well-lived and well-learned, we might 
begin to dip into the great wealth of those experiences and 
find in them the raw materials for our art.
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I once read a great line from writer Madeleine L’Engle 
that said something brilliant to the effect that as we go 
through life, we all suffer injuries, but that the most griev-
ous harm, far greater than the original hurt, is caused by 
how we react to them. She was pointing to the tendency to 
hide our scars, to build walls around the more tender parts, 
to become self-protective and ashamed, and to retreat away 
from risk—and in doing so, we begin to shrivel, to become 
numb, and to atrophy. That is the true damage.

I don’t know if you have to suffer to be an artist. I sus-
pect that’s partly true, but that’s not exactly setting the bar 
very high, is it? I mean, everyone suffers. No one is immune 
from the bumps and bruises of life. Some of us encoun-
ter far more pain and loss than we ever thought we could 
bear. Some people live enough hard stories to fill a library. I 
don’t want to romanticize pain and suffering or imply that 
there’s some golden nugget in all of it that makes it easier 
to bear. But I think it’s important we acknowledge it, to be 
unflinching in our acceptance of it as having happened—
as always happening—both to ourselves and others, and to 
look it in the eye and refuse to allow it to kill our spirits.

And if art is on your mind, if making something larg-
er than your pain and bigger than your scars matters to 
you, then it doesn’t matter whether you have to suffer as an 
artist. It matters whether you’re willing to share it, to use 
it, and to roll up your sleeves and show your scars rather 
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than hide them. Because somewhere out there are other 
timid souls freshly wounded and wondering if they’ll make 
it through, wondering if this won’t just kill them dead on 
the spot, and they don’t have the benefit of hindsight; right 
in the middle of their doubt and fear, they can’t look at the 
scars that’ll one day form around this present hurt and 
see a promise of their own resilience. But they can look at 
yours. They can hear your story and skirt the despair when 
they’re standing at the edge of it. Our scars can be an ugly, 
bright, and holy hope, if we let them be seen.

I think the greatest gift of the artist is the generosity of 
spirit and courage that we so often mistakenly call a will-
ingness to be vulnerable. I believe it is only a willingness 
to feel vulnerable, because these scarred places, both in-
side and out, aren’t areas of weakness at all but of strength. 
These scars and the scars of others willing to quietly show 
them to the similarly-wounded are not signs of our vul-
nerability but of our resilience. Suffering doesn’t make the 
artist. We all suffer. And it’s not the paint or the words or 
the guitars or the pencils that make the artist, either. It’s 
what you do with the scars.
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28. 
Free Your Creativity

In bold, trendy font, the advert for some piece of com-
puter equipment aimed at photographers and illustrators 
made an equally bold and trendy claim: “Free your creativ-
ity!” 

I’ve seen these ads before. They must think we’re a bunch 
of easy marks. Sell me a piece of new gear and free my cre-
ativity at the same time? I’m in! But free it from what, ex-
actly?

The same tired promise of creative emancipation has 
been used to flog cameras and keyboards, computer appli-
cations, and bizarre novelty items, and for all I know, there 
are people out there selling easels and paintbrushes, gui-
tar tuners, and the latest in pottery wheels the same way. 
There’s more creativity in their marketing claims than will 
ever come as a result of these tools and toys.

We love the word freedom; tell me your new thing will 
give me freedom, and I will be all over it. You’re going to 
free my creativity? I don’t care if it costs $39 or $399, I’m in. 
Especially if it frees me from my fears. It does that, right?

Or the worry that I’m faking it more than others. And 
the fear that the world is going to find out. Or the way I 
constantly compare myself to others—have you got some-
thing for that?
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How about the crippling anxiety that I’ve done my last 
good thing or the suspicion that even that wasn’t all that 
good?

What about the procrastination? The distractions keep-
ing me from my best work? The need to have it all figured 
out before I get started and therefore never gain momen-
tum? What I wouldn’t pay to be free from that!

Oh, and how about the obligations and expectations of 
others?

And time. Man, if I had more time, how much more 
creative could I be then?

How about the fear that I’m repeating myself? Or the 
voices that tell me I’m not good enough, even when that 
voice is my own? Does your thing free me from those?

What about the need for the approval of others before 
my work is validated?

Can your new tool help me bring greater insight or hu-
manity to my work, or help me be more vulnerable with it? 
Can it help me think more in terms of possibilities and play 
than in terms of being correct or doing it right? Can it free 
me from those times I lie awake at night wondering what 
my next move is? No.

Because my creativity doesn’t need to be freed; I do. And 
it won’t be with toys or tools. Nor with gimmicks and plat-
itudes. It will be freed by things that have never had a price 
tag, though they don’t exactly come without cost.
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What will truly free us is the courage to keep following 
our own voice, even when it’s hard to hear.

We will be liberated by the faith that entertains honest 
doubts and, because of that, makes more honest work.

By the discipline that reaches hard for excellence but 
isn’t seduced with unattainable ideas like perfection.

By love for the challenge and the process and the way it 
allows me to make my art, while in turn, my art makes me.

And by the kind of curiosity that has me peering around 
unfamiliar corners for the delight of discovery.

We are freed creatively not by thinking outside the box-
es, because that’s not where the problems are, but within 
them.

Creators will be freed not by our tools but by the way we 
think about wielding them. And, maybe most of all: why.

We will be free when we stop waiting for the muses, and 
neither credit nor blame them, but take responsibility for 
our own work while still marveling at the mystery of the 
unexpected and serendipitous.

We’ll be free when we finally stop wasting our time, stop 
busying ourselves with the so-called “urgent,” and get back 
to what’s important.

And when we stop expecting everything to go well on 
the first try and begin instead to embrace a more evolu-
tionary process, one that has room for the ugly first tries, 
the crappy first iterations, the wrong ideas, and the detours. 
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That would be freedom!
And most of all, perhaps, we will be free when we stop 

kowtowing to the need to create “content” instead of mean-
ing, to say the right thing with our art (whatever that is) 
rather than the safe thing. When we stop worrying about 
the algorithm and start concerning ourselves with impact.

Creative people do not only need to be freed from some-
thing but to something. Freedom from is always also free-
dom to. It must be.

Freedom to make something bigger than ourselves. 
Freedom to open closed eyes. To ask uncomfortable ques-
tions that demand answers.

To affect change. To solve problems. To call for greater 
things (justice and compassion come to mind) in ways that 
otherwise might not be heard.

Freedom to build new and beautiful things and to re-
build those that are not.

Freedom to push this too-timid race toward courage, 
and to make not only those things we usually think of as 
creative and artistic, but freedom—with all our creativi-
ty—to make a difference. To make a change. To make light 
where there is none. To make a life and not just a living.

Just once, I’d like to see the ad for that.
I guess perhaps I’m hoping this book is that ad, each of 

the essays my attempt at selling you the idea that you can 
be the source of your own freedom and creative vitality, 
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and when that fails, perhaps that we can be that for each 
other. What we most certainly do not need are the external 
things on which we too often lean: permission from others, 
new and better tools, perfect clarity of direction, accolades 
that validate our work, or the meaningless likes and other 
markers of approval for which we go to social media. I’m 
hoping that you’ll see within yourself the light that illumi-
nates your own work. Not because it’s particularly bright 
(because it won’t always be so), but because it’s particularly 
you. There’s darkness aplenty out there, and we need all the 
light we can find.

This is the problem with muses in the classical way of 
understanding them: their very externality. They represent 
the abdication of the very thing that makes our creative 
efforts so hard, but also so rewarding, and so needed: our 
own unique ability to respond to all that life brings by way 
of raw materials and do something extraordinary with 
them. We do not need the muses to free our creativity any 
more than we need new tools. We just need to show up 
more fully ourselves. 

You are not missing pieces, nor do you lack the real tools 
to do your work. You’re not alone in wanting to wait for 
inspiration before you begin, or wanting to overcome your 
fears first, or feeling the need to fill some gaping hole in 
your heart or mind, your past or your imagined future, be-
fore you do your best work. You’re not alone in hearing 
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the promise to “free your creativity” and hoping this time 
it might be true. Nor will you be alone in the astonishing 
realization, when it comes, that you don’t need anything to 
free your creativity. You need your creativity to free you. It 
is our work that does that. Not the thing we make, not the 
product of the work, but the working itself. The putting of 
pen to paper and the writing of the words that have long 
needed to come out. The poems, rough as they are. The 
painting, tentative as those brush strokes appear at first. 
The dance, clumsy as the initial steps begin. 

The great paradox of creative work (call it art or some-
thing else) is that what we make—the very making of it—
also makes us. 

We don’t wait for freedom to create; we create to find 
that freedom. 

We don’t wait to be fearless before we make our art; we 
make our art to discover our courage. 

We must not wait until we have the time to do these 
things; we must do these things to redeem our time be-
cause it’s slipping away ever faster. 

And we don’t hope for the voices to go away before we 
write or sing or dance or design. We do those things to find 
our own voices.
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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

https://www.abeautifulanarchy.com/

