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Introduction
Creative blocks are mean and terrible monsters. They keep you from
doing one of the things that you love the most, which is creating original,
vibrant artwork. They show up unannounced and without an appointment,
never giving you advance warning. They lock all the gates and doorways. They
board up the windows. They place concrete dividers across the roads. They
are rude.
But maybe, in their own special and annoying way, they are trying to tell
you something. You might need to follow another path, look at something
you already know through new eyes, or think about things differently. This
book will show you how.
Creative blocks are sometimes shape shifters. You may be dangling by a
frayed thread while hovering over the middle of an abyss of a seemingly endless
slump. Maybe you’re bored out of your skull with the way you’ve been making
art. Maybe you have this uncontrollable urge to grow and evolve as an artist,
but you don’t know where or how to start. Or maybe you’re humming along
just fine, but maybe, just maybe, an idea in this book will spark something
that will lead you somewhere else. The next thing you know, your art is taking
a wonderful new turn, one that you could never have previously imagined.
The possibilities are endless. The artistic impulse for creative expansion is a
restless mind, always desiring to improve skills and explore new territories.
The muses are always waiting in the wings. To invite them in, one must
take action, even the most simple of actions. This book gives you hundreds
of these active starting points, and shows you how to create starting points
of your own. Keep yourself open, and the muses will be there for you.
Creativity flows.
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I have written this book for all visual artists by any definition, at any
career level from beginner to accomplished professional, working in any
medium, including traditional crafts. It is for any visually-oriented person
who is interested in expanding their own creativity. Designers, students,
hobbyists, educators, workshop leaders and event planners will find this
book considerably useful, as well.
The information, ideas and exercises in this book are designed to help you
create better artwork by expanding your creative thinking abilities. You may
also find that the exercises herein are good for general problem solving, and
can be applied to other areas of your life.
For years, I have been an informal creativity advisor to artist friends (at
their request). Awhile back, I wrote and produced a few courses for painting
that involved creative methods for teaching technical skills, as well as original
approaches for expanding artistic creativity. Designing the curriculum for
these courses gave me the impetus to write this book.
This book is divided into two groups of chapters. The first seven chapters
are the ‘Abouts’ chapters. They define and clarify what you need to know about
creating artwork, as well as understanding how to best utilize the exercises in
the following chapters.
The next twelve chapters are the ‘Finding Inspiration’ chapters, including
an introduction. This is the main body of the book, and these chapters contain
most of the explorations and exercises for helping you work through creative
blocks. There are varying formats for these eleven chapters, as you will see.
They are not all the same.
This is not a book on the psychology or science of creativity. This is an
artists’ book for getting through creative blocks in a way that is exploratory,
productive and fun. It will help you with the process of thinking clearly about
art-making. I want to show you that there are countless ways of looking at
absolutely anything, with such a wide variety of things to express. Equally
innumerable are methods for developing your work. Creativity is truly infinite.
The muses are always there for you.
In this one book there are over 300 fun and serious examples, exercises,
ideas, explorations, things to do, and ways of seeing and interpreting the
world around you, most with multiple variations from which to choose. Every
last one is designed to give you something to work on or play with, while
helping to spark your own creativity in the process.
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Introduction
When you feel lost, stuck or blocked, use anything in this book that
appeals to you to get your artistic motor going. The resulting artwork does not
have to look good or be meaningful. Not yet. At this stage, it is all about the
process. You may discover many other things along the way that you can apply
later to your own finished work, which is an added bonus. But for now, just
enjoy yourself while becoming immersed in serious, dedicated play. Take only
the advice, and only do the exercises that seem useful or appealing to you.
Begin, explore, create, enjoy, keep learning and continue growing. To
break through creative blocks you will need to dedicate some time to doing
so. Time commitments sound much worse than they really are when it comes
to something that is important to you. Even one hour devoted to your creative
endeavors once every week is better than no time at all.
The only discipline you need is to enter the studio, sit at your worktable
or curl up with a sketchbook, and simply start doing something. Schedule
regular time for this if you can. Make a steady date with your muse. And if you
can’t, then plan to commit a certain amount of time per week, whenever that
time may actually happen to fall in any particular week.
I look for three things in writing; clarity of thought, flow of conversation,
and poetry. I apologize in advance for any imperfect grammar, mixed use
of tenses and pronouns, or anything else not officially correct. It is more
important to me that I express all of these ideas to you with as much lucidity
as possible, from one creative person to another, than to be the perfect
grammarian. Mistakes will be made. Rules will be broken.

3

Drawing Out the Muses

4

The Nature of Creativity
and Inspiration
Creativity is the state of being creative. Being creative means that you
have the ability to create. To create is to make something original where it
did not exist before, by using one’s imagination, and I would also think, by
applying some of one’s curiosity and intellect as well. To make something
original is to make something that was never made quite that exact same way
by anyone else until this point in time. Being a creative person means that
you do this act of creating quite often, out of habit maybe, and definitely from
second nature.
Speaking of nature, creativity is an inherent and defining quality of
the spirit of the universe, or however you may call or refer to the divine
or that which sets science in motion. Nature is creation in all its glorious
achievement. All you need to understand this idea is to simply look around at
all the immense variety of everything.
Think of how many categories of birds there are, such as waterfowl,
songbirds, game birds, birds of prey and hummingbirds, to name a few. How
many species are there within each category, and then again, how many minute
variations of each species are there with slight differences in feather or beak
or tail? The same goes with trees, sunflowers, fish, tomatoes, roses, dragonflies
and dogs. There are over 7,000 types of apples in the world, even though at the
grocery store you may only be offered half a dozen to choose from.
Consider all the many kinds of rocks, geologic formations, clouds, bodies
of water and fossils there are. Infinity is best approached with snowflakes.
Meanwhile, listen to how many songs and other musical compositions can be
written from just twelve lonely notes. Twelve basic colors on a wheel and look
at how many original paintings have been painted.
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To be creative is to look at, or think about, things in many different ways,
and then bringing that vision and thought to some kind of form.		
Creativity is often seen as only referring to the visual, performing and
literary arts, but it is a natural human trait. We are all creative, simply by being
human. Non-artists can be just as creative as us stereotypical creative types,
only the resulting expression is different. Everything we do as human beings
can be informed by creative impulses; cooking, homemaking, gardening,
how we dress ourselves, gadgets we invent when the thing we need can’t be
found at the store; plus the way that roads are designed, how offices are run,
and how classes are taught. We can follow the recipes, the sewing patterns
and any part of the status quo exactly as they have been given to us, or we can
find a more fair, more interesting, more colorful and/or better functioning
way for things to be.
We may have been taught to follow all the visual rules, such as; skies only
come in blue and all still-lifes must either be flowers in a vase or fruit in a
bowl. Follow the recipe exactly, use a particular brand, beds are made this way
and tables are set that way.
As a child I did a drawing of a sky with pink clouds. I was scolded by
my teacher because clouds were white, not pink. My problem was, however,
that I had seen a sunset, and I had seen real pink clouds. From that point on
I could have colored all my clouds white to please somebody else, but ever
since my skies and clouds have come in all sorts of colors, depending on what
the individual drawing or painting wants. Sometimes the sky is blue and the
clouds are white. Sometimes they are not. Simple as that.
Stand up for your own sense of variety as an expression of your creativity.
If an artistic expression rings true for you, or you want to set the table with the
napkins going the other way, then that’s what you do.
Expressing creativity is a form of problem solving. It is like a puzzle. There
are jillions of pieces and more than one fits the empty space you need to fill.
You may have quite a few pieces to choose from.
Open your eyes and you will see that those pieces are everywhere; puzzle
pieces sitting on branches outside the window, hiding between books on the
shelf, flat on the floor by the kitchen table, hanging from the light cord and
floating through the air.
Once you know how to recognize one puzzle piece, you will then begin to
spot a few more, and look, there’s a whole bunch of them over there. Pretty
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soon, you will notice hundreds, thousands even, just waiting for you to see if
they will fit the space. Then you can pick and choose which one fits best for
the puzzle at hand.
All problem-solving, planning, designing, and decision-making is a form
of creativity in action. For an artist facing creative blocks, the problem may be,
how am I going to express a particular thought? Even scarier is the thought;
am I ever again going to have any thoughts to express?
Well, how does one get thoughts? In a way, you think them up. Thinking is
done in the conscious mind. Thoughts generally come from the subconscious
mind. They come to you when you let them come. You can concentrate on
your thinking, but thought, creative thought, comes from the opposite of
concentrating. You do this by clearing space, removing the clutter in your
mind and seeing what fills in. Thought will then come and fill the empty
space. Thought abhors a vacuum. Your job, the task at hand, is to ever-solightly be receptive to this thought. Do not judge it. Listen to it, record it, take
notes. This is where inspiration comes from.
The word inspiration is related to spire, aspire, respire, and spirit. All are
related to the word and meaning of breath, as in that which gives life, or the
spark of life from the divine, however one defines the divine. Creativity is
the bond between the physical world that our physical selves exist in and
the spiritual world. Inspiration is channeling the flow from one realm to the
other. Inspiration is tapping into this stream of creativity. If we are each a
spark of the divine, then we naturally have this in us.
Inspiration is like sleep. It cannot be forced, it comes when it wants, and
only when we allow it to come. For some of us it is easier than for others, but
tapping into the flow of creativity is inherent in all of us as human beings. An
infinite amount of creative energy is out there waiting to be collected. There
is no limit. It is just a matter of making space for it, which is simply a matter
of quieting the noise and clearing away the clutter in our minds.
There will come a time when you can tap into your sources of inspiration
under almost any circumstance, but it helps to be in a relatively quiet space
with no outside distractions. Cleaning out the excess stuff that is making a
mess inside your head can easily be done on a short-term basis, long enough
to let in a few illuminated sparks to set your imagination aglow. Use basic
visualization techniques, where you let yourself clearly see the process inside
your mind.
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Here are a few suggestions for clearing your mind using visualization:
•

A fan outside one ear, blowing all the unnecessary things out the
other ear

•

A jumbo eraser eliminating that which needs to be gone

•

A bunch of colorful balloons carrying the excess stuff into the far
reaches of the sky, until you can’t see them anymore

•

A set of brooms sweeping it all away

•

A flock of birds carrying the clutter out through an open window

Come up with your own images to clear your mind, or use any of the above
ideas to start. Once the mind-clutter is gone, either pictorial-thought, wordthought or feeling-thought will automatically show up on its own, or it may
need a little help. Below are some visualization ideas for tapping into the flow
of inspiration:
•

Scooping it up from the nearly infinite grains of sand at the beach

•

Holding out your cupped hands and letting it fall from the sky

•

Collecting it in a cistern on the roof, or through a funnel placed on top of
your head

•

Tapping into a tree, bucket at the ready

•

Dipping a bowl deep into a river, the literal stream of consciousness

•

Getting aboard the train of thought, and riding it for all it’s worth

I’ve always defined art as thought made physical, complimented by the
use of certain technical skills and a keen sense of aesthetics. That’s been
my standard definition and I’ve used it often in my artist statements over
the years.
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When you exercise your creative muscles, your imagination grows
stronger. The more you work at something, the more ideas will come. Of
course, there may still be some periodic down time. This is the natural ebb
and flow of doing creative work. You take something and run with it. And
eventually, you either drop the thing, or you just don’t feel like holding it
anymore and you put it down. Then you pick up something else.
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About Serious Play and Not
Worrying
Play involves fun, letting go and being in the moment. You are one
with your toys, with your materials. Nothing else matters. Nothing else has
much of a chance of intruding on your concentration. Serious play is a loose
form of concentrating, of directing your mental energy towards what you
are playing with. The serious part is your dedication. It is this purposeful
getting-lost-in-something where much creativity is born. If you lose track
of time and the world goes away, at least for a little while, then you know
that the system is working.
Inspiration often comes in momentary sparks during the course of
serious play, because you are letting go of the clutter from the outside world.
By playing, you are actively clearing your mind, which is very different from
being empty-headed. This is the difference between walking forward as you
make your way along a path, as opposed to mindlessly walking into a tree.
You will discover all kinds of things in serious play about your materials, your
methods, your imagination and yourself. When you are deeply involved with
what you are doing in a pleasurable way, the ideas will come. Let them all in
and see what they have to say. Some will amaze you. Others will amuse you.
Some will just be passing through.
Serious play in the visual arts is usually a solo act, and in this book we
will treat it that way. If you are in the company of others with whom you are
comfortable and have nothing to prove, then that will work too. It is best to
not be disturbed; no phone, no doorbell, no television, no interruptions. This
time is yours. Sometimes music is helpful, sometimes not. Listen to music
that resonates with you personally, and not what somebody else thinks you
should be listening to.
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You do not have to show any of the pieces you create here to anybody else.
Nope. It’s all yours, it’s all process, and it’s probably not finished anyway. You
are an artist, not a factory. Part of the quasi-routine of being an artist is that
there will be down time. This is normal. The most brilliant minds go blank
sometimes. You are in good company.
Your job right now is to play, have fun, explore, and learn. Become interested
in, and fascinated by, new materials and approaches to art-making. Get lost in
something that may be similar to what you already do, but is different enough
to take you out of your usual context in order to shift your thinking, thereby
stimulating your natural creativity. Afterwards, you can bring what you have
discovered back to enhance and enliven your own regular artwork at a later
time, if you so choose.
Worrying about having meaning in your art or making a statement while
in serious play will drive you crazy. This will come later. The most meaningful
and great artistic statements will come when they are good and ready, and not
when they are obliged. Put it all aside for now. Forced meaning is usually trite.
Accidental meaning often has surprising depth.
Do not worry about what anybody else is saying or thinking. Do not listen
to the chorus, the jury, all those negative voices repeating terrible things.
If you feel too isolated when the critics have all gone, call in a committee
of creativity angels and muses, and let them keep you company. Close the
door on the judgment police. Tell them you are in research and development
mode, and it is now time for them to go away.
While you are busy not worrying, remember not to worry about what
any of the resulting artwork might look like. That’s not important at this
time. What is valuable is the process that will someday, sooner or later, lead
you to make better artwork that is more fun, interesting, beautiful and/or
meaningful for you to create. Your job right now is not to make finished art,
but to stimulate the processes that will eventually lead to making much better
finished art. But not yet. Later on.
If by accident you paint or sculpt or weave something that is quite stunning
on the first go, then that is wonderful. Just make sure that you don’t hold it up
as a standard for all your other explorations. It may be too much pressure to
repeat, and the last thing that the process of serious play needs is pressure.
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for Stimulating Creativity
Once upon a time, I made an exchange with a friend who was teaching
in Japan. She had been wanting to own one of my paintings for years and she
also wanted me to visit her in Japan. I wanted to go to Japan and I wanted her
to have one of my paintings. We decided to trade a two-week trip to Tokyo,
everything included except for spending money, in exchange for a painting
which I would create upon returning to the U.S.
When discussing details such as size, we made easy agreements. Her only
aesthetic requirement for the painting was that it include “at least one fish”.
She knew my work, and decided that anything else I did was okay by her. This
was the most enjoyable commission I have ever agreed to do. I loved that
there was this simple parameter; “at least one fish”.
There is a big difference between “paint anything” and “paint at least one
fish”. “Paint anything” can be overwhelming. With a guideline like “at least
one fish”, I had something to work with. I could ponder... At least one fish, or
maybe more fish, what kind of fish, what are they doing, where are they going,
are they swimming, and if so, where? Was it the creature fish, the food fish or
maybe the sport fish? Fish, wish, swish, dish, disk, asterisk.
All kinds of possibilities arose. There was so much to work with. So many
worlds opened up, as you will see, instead of a big overwhelming blank white
canvas staring back at me with the words “paint anything” echoing away
inside my head.
Go to this page on my website (http://alexalev.com/book-references.
html) to see the resulting piece called The Tree of Life. I took images and
stories from my friend’s and my common travels to New Mexico and Japan
(I was living in San Francisco at the time), combined with an interest in the
archetypal tree of life, to create the picture that you see.
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It might seem that creativity, being sparked by the spirit of the infinite
universe, would be at severe odds with such things as restrictions and
guidelines. Not so, because the limitations are self-imposed and/or agreedupon, and they are chosen from a vast array of options. Restrictions, by
limiting certain choices, almost by necessity spark other creative choices.
I remember noticing a group of teenage girls in parochial school uniforms;
same plaid skirt, maroon sweater and white socks. But each one did something
different and interesting with her hair using ribbons, braids, clips, bands and
barrettes. They might not have done this if they had more freedom to choose
their own dress, and instead sported the same matching ponytail as every
other teenage girl from that time.
A guideline is something used to assist you through unfamiliar territory.
It is not to tell you exactly where to go, but to keep you moving forward on a
path and away from the rattlesnakes lurking in the brush. Restrictions and
guidelines are only starting points. They are the places from where you launch
brilliant shooting stars. For example:
Consider the color yellow, various linear elements and the number three.
Now, apply that to any medium, style or approach to making a piece of art,
or maybe even a series of pieces. The variety of interpretations among artists
will be stunning. Or try this: Which of the two following points is more
stimulating to your creativity?
1. Be creative. C’mon, go ahead.
2. Create something, anything in your chosen medium utilizing the
following visual elements; the color yellow, an assortment of lines and
the number three.
See? Chances are you immediately saw something, maybe a flash of a
picture came to mind, or within a few minutes an idea for a trio of pieces came
to you. Even these three simple elements have stimulated creative thought. You
saw ‘yellow, lines and three’ compiled in not quite the same way as anyone else
reading this chapter saw them. The notable thing is that you saw something,
anything. You are probably still seeing the images right now. And you will keep
seeing them, maybe even rearranging them for at least a few minutes, quite
possibly longer. You are a visual person. You cannot help this.
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The following chapters contain many such examples and exercises. As
another example:
1. Do a clay sculpture. Be creative (especially when you are not
feeling creative).
2. Do a clay sculpture of a lamp.
Here you have a little direction, a guideline, but no other restrictions. Now
what do you do? You work within the confines of the word “lamp”, this being
the sole restriction. Try doing some free-writing or wordplay (explained in the
next chapter) with the word “lamp”, or begin by making a list of all the kinds
of lamps that you can think of. You can play with aesthetic considerations
only, give the chosen lamp personality, or play with the idea or concept of
one lamp in particular or lamps in general. Maybe you can make clay letters
spelling out “l-a-m-p”. But start somewhere, and go:
Table lamp, floor lamp, gooseneck lamp, gas lamp, street lamp, chandelier,
a hanging lamp... okay, gooseneck lamp. Goose, geese, fleece, feathers, down,
up... a lamp on winter migration, with a scarf around its neck... flying, floating,
swimming, honking... a lamp that honks. Clay, yes, but maybe I can add a
bicycle horn too.
Some of the results may very well be silly, but they will most likely be
creative. Guidelines and/or restrictions are only the starting point. This
method is quite the opposite of controlling your creativity. By keeping in mind
a few concepts or designated visual elements, your ideas and interpretations
become infinite beyond those starting points, and are restrained only by the
boundaries of your chosen material.
Having a specific problem to be solved invokes creativity. A problem is a
type of puzzle. For example, “How am I going to portray or express anything
in this vast universe, when I have everything in this vast universe to choose
from?” It’s an open problem, simply because it is overwhelming. It’s wide
open, as wide as the universe. If the issue a hand, instead, was to portray
or express something in purples and blues that evokes a sense of grandeur,
this will push your creativity by making you think of how these colors can
possibly do that.
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Drawing Out the Muses
It’s all about there being way too many choices to choose from sometimes,
and too many voices telling you too many different things at once. When you
break down the choices by giving yourself some guidelines, it becomes not so
overwhelming.
As a practical example, let’s say you decide to re-decorate your living
room. What color are you going to paint the room? How many thousands
of colors of wall paint are there? Yikes! Too many! But if you decide to paint
the room green, there are now only a few hundred interior paint colors to
choose from. It’s much easier and you can narrow things down from “green”.
You can decide if you want a dark, light or a bright green, or a green that leans
towards blue or yellow, or maybe even aim for a two-tones-of-green situation.
All these clearer choices are there for you, just by deciding to paint the room
green instead of any color at all.
Chances are you already focus on something; be it subject matter,
meaning or material. These exercises will help push what you already do
further, make it better, and may even open up some new avenues for you.
By playing, exploring and learning this way, you can bring all kinds of good
stuff back to what you usually do. You may even decide to shift your work in
another direction.
This is why I find theme shows to be so interesting. Based on a guideline
or restriction, these group exhibitions display such a wealth of creativity,
with differing viewpoints of the selected theme. They have more personality,
are more fun and can be much more thought-provoking than open group
exhibitions, at least in my opinion, and only if they are well-curated, of course.
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