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		Praise for The Art of Creative Rebellion

		

		This is a rigorous call to take creatively honest action! It is about untethering ourselves from daily shrinkage in our creative labors. The Art of Creative Rebellion is a generous testament to the importance of creativity as a life practice and moral commitment. John S. Couch eloquently offers truth, wisdom and wit while conveying how your work can (and really must) override predetermined expectations and output measurements. John puts his extraordinary life, attained perspectives and creative leadership in service to being infinitely useful to others.

		Kristy Edmunds, Executive and Artistic Director, Center for the Art of Performance at UCLA

		

		It’s so easy, so predictable to travel from the freedom of a child to the conformity of an adult. If you want to buck that trend, it won’t happen accidentally. This is the book to help you plan and deliver on a life that’s courageously and creatively lived.

		Michael Bungay Stanier, Bestselling Author of The Coaching Habit

		

		The ideals and creative dreams of your youth haven’t been choked out by the constriction of corporate culture—they’re waiting to be reclaimed through a small act of conscious rebellion. John S. Couch shows us how to clear the distractions and reconnect to the spark within.

		Aarron Walter, VP of Design Education, InVisionApp Inc

		

		John S. Couch delivers a kindly roadmap for the individual creative soul. His fluid and engaging writing style confidently guides the reader to step up, stand their ground and achieve; all for a life well lived. Bravo!

		Bonita Pietila, Producer/Original Casting, The Simpsons

		

		John has built not just the primer for a creative job, but an exercise routine for a joyful soul.

		Jonathan Miranda, Strategist and Hopeful Futurist, Salesforce

		

		The Art of Creative Rebellion is a masterful koan on the essence of design. Like a true Zen teacher, John S. Couch writes with a poetic brush and sharp sword. This book is a call to arms for designers who seek to make a meaningful impact in an evolving world. I love this book!

		Michael Margolis, CEO, Storied, and Author, Story 10x

		

		John S. Couch wants to give his younger self the wisdom of a career in design among the top-level technocrats who shape our reality. While his time machine is on backorder, he’s written it all down in this book, so the rest of us can benefit as well. I’m looking forward to consulting John’s book often to get a fresh poke in the ribs and a gentle kick in the ass!

		Stefan G. Bucher, Narrative Brand Designer

		

		I wish I’d have had The Art of Creative Rebellion as my bedside mentor as I started my career. John S. Couch challenges us at each turn to be more creative, more truthful and more honest with ourselves, our families and our colleagues.

		Sanford R. Climan, Entertainment Media Ventures, Inc.

		

		This book has the power to re-energize, reaffirm and reboot; a resounding carpe diem to save the soul and bring creativity back into the future of design.

		Albert Shum, CVP of Design, Experiences & Devices Group, Microsoft

		

		The Art of Creative Rebellion doesn’t simply teach you how to keep the creative juices flowing during a lifetime of work; it also shows you how to navigate and survive the corporate world with your creative life force intact.

		Thomas Rigler, 2019 Emmy-Winning Director, Executive Producer, and Nonfiction Showrunner, Rigler Creative

		

		John S. Couch is like the Forrest Gump of design—he’s been involved in nearly every interesting moment of change in digital design history and has been generous enough to capture it for the benefit of others.

		Jen Panasik, Managing Director, IDEO

		

		A glimpse into the mind of a creative leader, The Art of Creative Rebellion offers a starkly honest assessment of what it means to live courageously in the business of design.

		David Albertson, Albertson Design

		

		John S. Couch’s manifesto is the perfect inspiration for creatives of all types—from artists to writers, to entrepreneurs and scientists. We all have a creative rebel within us, and John shows the way to awaken our inner creators and makers.

		Tim Chang, Partner, Mayfield Fund

		

		The success of the human species depends on our ability to unlock creativity and solve the planet’s grandest challenges. The Art of Creative Rebellion is the definitive guide for those who desire to solve the unsolvable, think the unthinkable and manifest the impossible.

		Dr. Daniel Cordaro, Chief Equanimity Officer, The Contentment Foundation

		

		John knows what you’re going through. The Art of Creative Rebellion is smart, helpful and filled with empathy and humor.

		Elan Lee, Creator, Exploding Kittens and Throw Throw Burrito
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		To paraphrase Chris Rock,

		A job is not a career. A career is doing something that you love with passion, without concern for monetary return. And the irony, of course, is that done with truthfulness and courage, most of the time your passions will bear monetary rewards.

		

		I have a theory that most people’s taste in music and literature, and maybe even art, is fixed and set in amber between the ages of thirteen and twenty-three. Those are the years when you are actually reading intently or listening with your whole being; and man, your favorite band is making the most important music in the world—too bad they (parent, teacher or old friend who is pushing thirty) just don’t get it. As folks age, they tend to get busy with work, marriage, kids, so there’s just no time or energy to read or get into new music. And they look back on those younger years with fondness. And they keep reliving those years. This explains Deadheads. The problem with this is that your ears, eyes and mind aren’t open to what’s happening right now. You start talking about the good ol’ days , and by the age of thirty you are locked into the past.

		Another thing can happen at around thirty. You either completely give up on your dreams (to be a dancer, actor, musician, writer, designer, architect, director—you fill in the blank) to do something practical, something with health benefits, or you double down on your true calling. Among the humans I’ve known throughout my life, I’d say that at least 95 percent gave up on their true passions and just got jobs that eventually turned into what they do and identify with.

		

		In The Art of Creative Rebellion, I’m using the term creative loosely, to include everything from design to fine art to writing a book or a symphony.

		

		By the way, you may be wondering who I am and why you should listen to me. I’m a creative leader.

		I started my career as a fine artist (oil and acrylics) but migrated to design via my first real grown-up job, at Wired magazine in San Francisco back in the early ’90s. It was there that I learned how a strong vision (we were the voice of the digital revolution) could unify and galvanize a culture. It was there that I learned to love futurism: Kevin Kelly (Out of Control) was our maven; Neal Stephenson (Snow Crash) and William Gibson (Neuromancer) could be found wandering the halls. I shared an office with Douglas Coupland (Generation X) for a stint. Avant-garde tech artists like Lynn Hershman Leeson would be seen in the lobby, talking to Mark Pauline, creator of Survival Research Laboratories, famous for building massive robots and machines that destroyed each other with flamethrowers and hydraulic saws.

		The Internet was new, and most of us used Netscape to navigate through this brave new world. It was the ultimate democratization wherein everyone had a voice, everyone could be a publisher, and the magazine’s techno-libertarian founders, Louis Rossetto and Jane Metcalfe, encouraged exploration and an ethos derived from the coding community of demo or die. It wasn’t perfect at Wired. It wasn’t a utopia (turns out no place is), but it was my graduate school, so to speak.

		During my tenure at HotWired, Wired’s groundbreaking website, I learned how to think about product design and how to use nascent non-linear digital editing equipment for Wired TV—a show that we streamed back in the mid-nineties using RealPlayer, though I’m sure less than a hundred people could watch it on their squeaky dial-up modems (remember that awful sound they made as they connected?). Even though I had studied BASIC, I had my first exposure to HTML there. Back at the analog magazine, I learned about print production and CMYK and PMS inks. After five years, I headed up marketing and brand design.

		In 1999, I went on to do the start-up thing, cofounding a company called ONE that was designed to be the Rolling Stone of creativity, covering architecture, art and graphic, industrial and web design. It was meant to demystify the creative process and make designers cover-page worthy—smart celebrities worthy of your attention, much like Wired made coders into the technorati by promoting them on its brightly spangled covers. The secret sauce was the accompanying e-commerce website that allowed the ONE magazine reader to purchase many of the items they were exposed to on its pages. When we raised initial financing for the company from a Silicon Valley VC, it took half an hour to get around $3 million from a PowerPoint we’d put together the night before. A couple weeks later, we raised another $2 million or so from a New York City–based VC. Then everything went up in flames in the dotcom bust of 2000, just after I moved to LA.

		In LA, I have held a number of jobs, from Director of Communications at MOCA (The Museum of Contemporary Art) to Vice President and Creative Director of CBS Interactive, to heading up design at Magento (an Adobe company) and eBay Enterprise, where I also oversaw an internal brand/marketing and product agency. As of this writing, my job is Vice President of Product Design at Hulu, where I spearheaded the user experience redesign of the product across living room, mobile and web. This radical re-thinking of the UX (user experience) changed the branding and marketing of the company in 2017, when we launched the new platforms at the same time we released the company’s breakout hit, The Handmaid’s Tale.

		I was born in New Orleans, Louisiana, to a Japanese immigrant mother and a Caucasian Texan father, who was finishing his doctorate at Tulane University. I went to elementary through high school in Texas, with the exception of a year in Japan, when I was nine years old. My father, a biologist, took a sabbatical in Maebashi. I didn’t speak a word of Japanese at the time, and was suddenly navigating a school in which no one, not even the English teacher, spoke English. It was a hell of a way to learn a complex language. But after nine months, I found myself standing in the hallway conversing with three other boys, all of us in our navy-blue jackets, white shirts, indigo shorts and military-style hats, and I was speaking Japanese fluently. I remember being surprised that the words coming out of my mouth made complete sense, even though the sounds were completely different than the sounds Texans made (though it took a while for me to lose the Texas accent when pronouncing Japanese—a nasal buzzsaw of enunciation).

		I had a crisis of identity at the time: Am I Asian or am I white? Neither group seemed to accept me into their ranks easily. I was the other in both arenas—too ethnic to be considered Caucasian and too Caucasian to be considered Japanese. I decided to address this bifurcation of identity by not choosing one or the other, the United States or Japan, but to model my sense of self from the mythos of both: the samurai from my mother’s blood and the cowboy from my father’s. Synthesis of opposing worlds. This combining of the disparate led me to question almost everything. What was the point of it all? I found solace in art and literature. The questioning led me to think about systems and design systems in particular. Art is abstract, conceptual and asks a question. Design is particular and utilitarian, and answers questions.

		As I lurched forward through my career, I looked for companies that had cultivating environments and cultures that fostered creativity and provided community. I didn’t find any until I worked at Wired; but after a while, the bloom faded from the rose and the cracks showed in the edifice as the company grew, tried to go IPO and was eventually sold to Condé Nast. Nonetheless, I credit Wired for giving me a foundation in my thinking and a realization that a company’s clear purpose and culture is paramount. Over time, I realized that most companies don’t understand the value of making space for community and creativity, of treating employees like the extraordinary humans they are. I had to make my own environments that were safe for creative thinking, that mentored the young and allowed the young to teach the elders; that combined research and experience, the analytical with the intuitive—that elegant fusion of science and art to make design that engages both the creators and the users.

		

		In the end, that is probably how I came to answering what the point of it all was for me—the alleviation of suffering in others and therefore myself.

		

		

		Great design takes friction out of an experience.

		

		Great company culture allows for passion, rather than fear.

		

		Great creativity is inclusive of all genders, races and beliefs.

		

		Clear purpose combined with creative culture gives birth to synthesis.

		

		The split of my disparate selves was thus forged into an alloy: the creative rebel.

		

		The Art of Creative Rebellion was written as a guide to a young designer—something I’d give to a new team member starting to work with me—but it’s more than that. I have tried to put into words some of my truth, the way I see the world and have experienced it, so that the reader can hopefully avoid some of the pitfalls that led me to the twenty-eight principles herein.

		In my time, I’ve mentored many wonderful designers and other people who have worked for me. I was recently asked who my mentor was and found myself groping for an answer. I’ve been around creative types who have inspired me, but I don’t know if any of them would qualify as a mentor. I have had to essentially become my own mentor.

		It’s my hope that this book is a virtual mentor for you, the reader. And it’s a message back to a younger John S. Couch—the things I would have told him to arm him with the tools he needed to move with less pain through this amazing and often-times heartbreaking journey of life.

		Like many designers and artists, I learned the craft of creating in school; and when my schooling was done, I had learned how to make a portfolio. That was the entirety of my business preparation. Go around and show your portfolio and you’ll get a job. Unfortunately, that doesn’t work so well. From what I’m hearing from young designers, it hasn’t evolved much. In fact, it’s still unusual to find courses on UX design in most art schools. This book won’t teach you how to get a job. But it might just teach you how to survive, move your career forward and keep your creative spirit alive.

		Much like discourses by Epictetus, Seneca or Marcus Aurelius (Stoic philosophers I admire) and writings on Zen by D.T. Suzuki, Takuan Sōhō and Shunryū Suzuki, these are my meditations—the lessons learned by someone who has been around long enough to see recurring universal patterns in behavior (my own and others’) that can be addressed with guiding principles.

		There is no simple roadmap to succeeding in life, but perhaps this book will help you to avoid some of the pitfalls I stepped into. You will inevitably step into your own, but the book’s aspiration is also to help you pull yourself out of them.

		The structure of the book is pretty simple. It is divided into chapters that can be read out of sequence, in bite-size pieces. We’re all busy, and I wanted this to be a shot in the arm for you, the reader, when you need a jolt of creative caffeine to remind you of who you actually are: a human being with the incredible privilege of being able to create your life, your career and your reality.

		Remember—if you take one thing away from this small tome—don’t take it all too seriously. As Hemingway said:

		

		

		

		Whether a creation is any good or not is up to others to judge.

		

		As a maker, my job, and your job, is to simply create.

		

		May this book be a guide to help you maintain your creative self as you go through life, work in a corporate environment or work for yourself, having a family, friends, dogs, cats, heartbreak and death, and moments of elation.

		

		“Orthodoxy means not thinking—not needing to think. Orthodoxy is unconsciousness.”

		

		George Orwell, 1984
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		The world needs creative thinkers more than ever.

		

		

		Not questioning the status quo or authority has led us to the precipice of authoritarianism and Orwellian mindlessness.

		

		The more creative people we have in the world, the better.

		

		More designers, more artists, more architects, more writers, more actors, more scientists.

		

		The practice of actively thinking is missing from our lives as our fragile attention is bombarded and fragmented by social media and Fox News, CNN and MSNBC . Creative people avoid easy-peasy solutions handed to us via mass media. We think for ourselves.

		I’m using the umbrella of design, but please consider it shorthand for whatever creative process you choose to engage with. It’s a metaphor for the larger theme of empowering yourself to open up the valves of creative potential that we are all born with. Somewhere along the line, we shut that valve down. Society and schools tell us to become practical (either overtly or implicitly), and then life gets complicated—we have to pay bills, support a family, go to a job we hate—and then that burning flame of the real self, our original face as Zen Buddhism calls it, is slowly but surely diminished. But I don’t believe it’s ever put out. We all have it. This book is about how to reignite the burner and start cooking again—and how to keep cooking when burnout sets in.

		Even though I’ve been fortunate enough to have the titles creative, design or art in most of my day jobs (à la Creative Director or Head of Design), I’ve spent most of my life actively not doing the things I knew I wanted to do, what I was meant to make: art, design (on my terms) and literature. I guess the utility (or lack of therein) and marginal social acceptability of my interests nagged at me; but if I really dig down inside, it was more a lack of confidence in my abilities that stopped me. Classic case of knowing way too much art and design history and having read a ton of brilliant writers from Ernest Hemingway to Haruki Murakami to Zadie Smith—it was paralyzing. Knowing too much didn’t allow me to be my authentic self in all of its potentially mundane glory. My inner critic stopped me before I even got through a sketch or a chapter in a book.

		

		What I know now is,

		

		Your first attempts will most likely be awful (at least in your eyes) but plowing through is essential—it’s quantity that leads to quality.

		

		Do a ton of work and the individual thing you make won’t be as precious.

		

		You can kill your darlings more easily as there will be more darlings right in line behind them.

		

		

		( how to )

		

		I find that meditation works well to activate the contemplative state. Personally, I use Headspace, but any kind of silent sitting, preferably in the early morning, can help settle the mind. I find that early morning journaling, where I just write out everything that concerns me and what I’m going to do about it, is immensely helpful as it gets subconscious concerns out into the light and allows me to look at them directly. This act alone often disarms much of the anxiety stored in our minds and subsequently our bodies as stress.

		Before I sit outside in the backyard to write or stand in front of a blank canvas to paint, I take a moment to simply sit and count my breaths. I visualize light pouring forth from the area between my eyebrows and a line from there sinking down into my heart (hey, it works for me). What this does is strip away the detritus of the day, the distracting weight of emotions or worries that swirl with mindless, lunatic insistence to the periphery of my consciousness, and the armor falls off, allowing the actual me to appear. This “me” is without self-doubt or petty super-ego; perhaps more akin to the id. Whatever it is, it flows and allows for things to manifest without critique—it is the maker part of oneself. After a few hours of maintaining this state, something unmitigated can come forth. And as this elevated state of natural focus naturally winds down, it means getting ready for the day job after writing for a couple hours in the morning light of the garden or brushing my hands clean of paint at midnight and coming back to reality before going to bed.

		I think there is a sacred space you enter when you are actively engaged in this manner—time disappears and when you stop, there is something there that wasn’t there before. The sacred space can be the yoga studio, the gym, the temple, the church, the dojo, the studio, the library or the mountainside. But it’s only as sacred as the state with which you enter it. Hence the breathing and visualization techniques. And it’s hard to maintain that state indefinitely and, in my experience, better to rotate between the profound and the profane: the day job can be a healthy counterbalance to the ethereal realms of creative flow and can, in fact, inform them. Shifting cognitive states is hard at times but it’s a skill worth developing so you can pull the best from both worlds.
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		Creative thinking requires just one thing: contemplation.

		

		This means getting beyond the distractions of social media; getting beyond the need to fill up your empty time, between work and taking care of family and friends, with TV or drinking or eating out too many times in one week. Contemplation requires a form of relaxed focus. And focus is in short supply nowadays with so much vying for our attention.

		

		I’m concerned with rebellion. Not destructive rebellion but creative rebellion . The creative act is initially viewed as disruptive and is often suppressed, even by companies that seek to be innovative —a word that has lost almost all its meaning through repetition. As a creative person you may find yourself simultaneously admired and repressed; considered integral to the company or project you are working on and then unceremoniously discarded after you deliver the goods; celebrated and then isolated. This is the path of all creative individuals or those who aspire to the creative path. It’s tough; but in my estimation, there is no other way to live.

		Something interesting has happened to me over time, as I moved into what is commonly considered middle age: I have become more rebellious, more productive, more open to ideas that I would have considered hogwash as a young man. I am more intuitive. As a child, I took in the world with a poetic lens that began to fade over time. I was attuned to the rhythm of the world in a way that came naturally—I didn’t have to force that sense of oneness. Perhaps I am glorifying the past through the backward glance of nostalgia, but it remains real to me.

		When I was around eight years old, I recall riding my red and white Schwinn bicycle—the kind with rickety mudguards that clattered as I pedaled along cracked sidewalks that had been pushed upwards by massive oak roots into Evel Knievel cement ramps, slabs of gray glaciers, just for me, don’t you know. The late afternoon light of autumn cast deep shadows across empty brown lawns and the Texas air carried a chill that stung, blurring my eyes and making my nose run. Like all children that age, I wiped it away with the back of my right sleeve, the dark blue sweater’s well-worn nap soft against my raw nose.

		I don’t know why I stopped at the old house. And I don’t know how I ended up in the backyard. I was a painfully shy child, so it was completely against my nature to walk my bike up the driveway, push open the faux-wrought-iron gates, the dirty white paint chipping away from lichen-like rust. I found myself in a garden, standing on a path that led to a cottage, a brick guest house. As I recall this, I don’t know if I’ve stepped into the motel art of a Thomas Kinkade painting or the beginning of a Stephen King novel; but I remember being inside the cottage, being fed cookies and hot chocolate by an older woman, who had one eye that trailed to the left when she blinked, and her quiet, I assume, daughter, who smiled and brought in the treats. The older woman, with her gray hair up in a bun, asked me simple questions (my name, my age, my favorite comic book heroes). The room was warm from a small wood-burning fireplace, and eventually I fell asleep. When I awoke, they were gone, the room empty but the fire still going. I got up, let myself out, walked through the garden to the gate, got on my bike and rode out into the brisk air and darkness of the neighborhood. When I got home, my parents didn’t seem to notice that I had been absent as they talked in the kitchen and took care of my little sister, who would have been around two at the time, so I went to my room.

		The next day, after school, I rode around again, trying to find the house. The sunlight was different, monochrome and dull, and the maple leaves were wet and flat against the sidewalk. I rode and rode, looping through the streets, crisscrossing them with no luck. I couldn’t find the house. I went home disheartened, walked past the kitchen with its clanking of utensils and hissing discussions about bills that needed to be paid. I went into my room (the converted front porch) and lay back on the thin carpet that covered the hard cement floor. Cold, hard reality set back in.

		Whether this recollection is real or not, it activates a sense of calmness, a glimpse of what is referred to in Zen Buddhism as kenshō: seeing, albeit fleetingly, one’s own Buddha nature or original face—the non-duality that addresses the separation between oneself and everything else in the world. This mindset of attaining one’s original face is what I’m referring to as creative rebellion; a practice that requires active mindfulness and the stripping down of the inherited stories that we gather as we move through life: our religion, our nationality, our morality, our ideas of success and failure. Once we are laid bare we can consciously choose what stories we want to propagate, what narratives we want to associate with ourselves.

		

		The creative rebel is one who awakens from the soul-numbing norms of societal and corporate expectations and becomes, ultimately, their true self.

		

		

		You have nothing to lose, so be courageous.
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		You are spending eight to ten hours of your life at work every day. If you aren’t engaged, then you are wasting not only the company’s time, but more importantly, your life—which you don’t get back.

		

		What do you care what other people think?” as Dr. Richard Feynman said. I’m not encouraging jerky behavior here, but why not let your freak flag fly? Who cares if a stranger doesn’t approve? This focus on the normal, the accepted, has led to the sheep-like behavior we’ve seen exploding around the world.

		You are pulling something from nothing. You are a maker. You manifest. This is a crucial skill. Many jobs are administrative and eventually the robots will get those; but you are still ahead of the AI game (for now). While we are floating around on this clod of earth that is rapidly being degraded by out-of-control commerce and idiotic politicians, you have the opportunity and skill set to actually do something beautiful or useful or beautifully useful, or just extraordinary. Even if it doesn’t clean the oceans or protect our fragile atmosphere against the kind of radiation that would fry a T. rex, you are adding value to the human experience. By being in a state of creativity, you are expanding your mind’s ability to solve problems; and perhaps, as your head is zooming in this state of flow, you will indeed find solutions to the bigger issues in life that folks like Elon Musk or Bill Gates are addressing on behalf of humans. And this can only be good for the world. (Yes, I know Musk isn’t technically an altruist—he’s in it for the big bucks too.)

		

		There’s always a moment, I’ve noticed, when the creative person finds themselves at a liminal moment of crisis: a moment of complete isolation and loneliness.

		

		This happens when a massive product is about to be launched, a book is about to be published, a TV show is about to be broadcast. Your creative mind has spent months, years, assiduously working on some epic project to get it in front of an audience. You are either a brilliant visionary or a delusional narcissist, and in that moment, you have no idea which. If you are focused on the right things, you don’t care how you are labeled, but the doubts are still there.

		I envision it like a pendulum. When the project is full of potential and at its starting point, say to the extreme right, you have supporters and detractors or those who just ignore you. As the ball of the pendulum moves downwards, you’ll find that the supporters will thin out a bit (except for the hardcore ones) and the din of the detractors will increase. As the ball gets to the middle, the bottom of its swing, at the moment just before it goes upwards or off the rails—that is the transitional moment of complete creative isolation I refer to. It’s crushing. You doubt yourself. You could be completely nuts. In order to hold the course, you must be ready to be fired or to walk at any time for your principles. Like Chuck Yeager in the turbulent moment when he broke through the sound barrier, you don’t know if the plane will break apart into a million pieces or fly on through. The only way is forward, either way. (Luckily for Chuck, it smoothed out as soon as he broke through.) Once you get through the midpoint and the upswing begins, you will see the supporters multiply and former detractors convert or go silent.

		Even if you fail and the project goes south, it’s fine. Even if you get fired or find you have to leave, analyze what went wrong. Look without flinching at what you could have done better. Look at your part in it but don’t fall into self-pity—that does no one any good. Learn from it. Move on; but do not give up. This is where most people stop; but remember:

		

		People forget your past failures as soon as you hit one out of the park.

		

		Creative courage is the ability to fail spectacularly and still keep going with passion.

		The reward of creativity is in the making or creating. The end result is just a nice fringe benefit of the engaging work you did.

		So, don’t phone it in. Whatever you decide to focus on, be present in the moment of creation and bring your whole self to it. Otherwise, you are missing the point of the creative act and are just focused on the end result.

		

		The point of creative engagement is simply joy—the joy of being an engaged human (body and soul); the joy of being alive.

		

		As I write this, the 2018 Woolsey Fire is raging just north of my house in Topanga, California. We had to evacuate a few days ago and every day, my wife, daughter and I check in on the status of our neighborhood through a community website called Topanga Coalition for Emergency Preparedness (t-cep.org). Tweets come in and we wait with bated breath as we follow how the Santa Ana winds are blowing. Currently the news is not good—the offshore winds are coming from the northeast, blowing south towards Topanga, and the sheriff’s department is enforcing a mandatory evacuation. When I called our local Fire House #69 this morning, I was told that our canyon wasn’t on fire but that the shifting winds were the greatest danger—a single ember from the fires ravaging Malibu and Calabasas could set off a firestorm in the Santa Monica Mountains of Topanga.

		I am writing in our room in Laguna’s Surf and Sand Resort, as my wife sleeps, exhausted from the stress; my daughter watches That ’70s Show on her laptop in bed with headphones on; and our dogs, Aki (a thirteen-year-old Boston terrier) and Momo (a seven-year-old French bulldog), lounge on the floor. The contrast between the inferno just an hour north of us and the idyllic blue ocean that pounds against the shore outside our balcony is almost ludicrous. I’m grateful we got out when we did; and I’m grateful that my boss, the CTO of Hulu, Dan Phillips, offered us his Marina del Rey apartment for when we return to LA, the day after tomorrow. I think about the worst-case scenario wherein we lose everything: our deceased son’s piano, our books, my wife’s sculptures, my paintings, our letters and books, and of course, the property in its entirety. I meditate on the transience of it all. I am trying to be stoic, playing through the potential annihilation in my head, but it’s impossible to really know how and when the reality will set in if the worst does happen. I try to take my own philosophy to heart—creative courage. As long as my family is safe, then all is well. We can build again. I recall last year’s fire scare, when the Skirball Fire was threatening our canyon and I looked to my wife and asked her, “Are we okay if we lose it all?” She looked back at me, held my hand and said, “Yes.”

		In this case, we have everything to lose but the maxim holds—why not be courageous?

		Another day passes, and Topanga is not on fire as of 3:20 pm. I continue to meditate on the potential loss of all of our material goods and the uphill battle to rebuild. What is truly important is the now—the quality of the current experience. For me, that’s time with my wife and daughter, time to write, time to paint, time to think.

		Time: it’s the most valuable currency we have, and these fires have brought that home to me, once again. Trial by fire. I feel the stress of the past few days of uncertainty permeate my being—my body aches and I want to sleep. Depression and dark thoughts are just at the periphery. I’m cranky but I have to keep spirits up as my wife and daughter need me to keep it together. So I do; because, even though I have nothing to lose by being courageous in the workplace, I have everything to lose, my wife and daughter, if I am not actively courageous and awake in this moment.

		Courage: the etymology is from Latin, for “heart,” cor, which evolved into Old French, corage, and then English, courage. In other words, this is a stance coming from the heart; expanding your heart allows your true and best self to surface.

		We are here. Now. Why not?

		Another day passes and by some miracle, Topanga still hasn’t caught fire. More than 97,000 acres have burned in the Woolsey Fire. Up north, the Camp Fire is now officially the largest fire in California history. It has become a symbol, a reminder of the raging, cataclysmic power of Mother Nature, and we, powerful spirits in our own right, are just bits of life clinging to this blue planet as it orbits around a modest-sized star at 67,000 mph, and our solar system hurls itself through the galaxy at 515,000 mph, and the galaxy itself flies through the universe at 1.3 million mph. It’s both humbling and amazing that we even have to worry about the things we worry about.

		Still evacuated from home. The fire literally looks like its forward progress stopped at the boundaries of Topanga, with Malibu to the west and Calabasas to the north. “Green witches,” my wife says, “they stopped it.” And maybe they did. Reality can as readily be described through magick as it can by science, for all the typical layman understands. It’s all labeling, really. My father is a biologist, and I once asked him to explain how the labeling of things and processes with Latin names can really help us know a thing, in and of itself. He didn’t seem to understand the question.

		I said to him, “Go deep enough and it’s all just so much energy and void, right?” He nodded. “So, what’s the point of it all?”

		“No idea,” he said.

		So, the big questions like: What does it all mean? Why are we here? Is there life after death? Why do such terrible things happen to really nice people? Those are never really satisfactorily answered. And those are the really important questions; the ones the refugees from the Camp Fire and Woolsey Fire are most likely asking themselves as they return to their burnt-out and blackened homes.

		Looks like we’ll finally be able to return home tomorrow, a full eight days after the Woolsey Fire started. The police have kept the looting to a minimum, as catastrophe has a tendency to bring out simultaneously the best and worst in people. As long as the Santa Ana (or aptly named, devil winds) don’t blow the errant ember towards our neck of the woods, then we should be okay for the moment; at least until the next Santa Ana winds blow down another powerline or explode a transistor and the writhing tendrils of sparking wires flare the bone-dry chaparral into another cataclysmic inferno.

		Admittedly, I’ve been stressed out by the fires, and completely resigned to the fact that our house could go up in flames. This experience is a much more existentially dramatic trial to live up to one’s principles and be able to walk away without regrets. And build again.

		

		For we are makers, and we take heart: we are courageous.

		

		Hire someone smarter and more talented than you are.
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		Passion

		over

		fear.

		

		What I’ve noticed during my time in companies is that they tend to become very hierarchical as they grow and move away from an all-hands-on-deck model (think start-up) towards a roles and responsibilities mindset preferred by grown-up corporations.

		

		In April 2018, I was asked to be involved in a design event put on by Princeton students called Designation. Multiple luminaries were involved, ranging from Abbott Miller (Pentagram) to Debbie Millman (Design Matters) to Rob Schwartz ( TBWA ). I participated in a roundtable at which bright young design students peppered me with questions for an hour. I spoke a lot about what I have written in this book. The last question I was asked was, “What are your final words of advice for us, going into the workplace?”

		I looked at the intensely smart and talented young people and said:

		Look, you are going to apply to companies like Apple or Google or SpaceX that are crawling with talented designers. I then held my hands out wide. You are capable of this much, and they are going to want you to do this much. I pulled my hands closer, just in front of each other. To just do what the job description says. Yes, you can do much, much more than this; but believe me, most companies don’t want it. They want to corral you. You see, from their point of view, it’s a machine and you have your part. From my perspective, this is all wrong when hiring and building a team.

		I generally have a job description but it’s a loose architecture—I use it just to get at least those requisite capabilities into the job. I then build the work around the person. If they are capable of so much more, why wouldn’t I? They are happier, and I get more value out of the designer who is now doing the work of at least two people; and the company benefits as a result. But this goes back to an even bigger principle that you will often hear but rarely see practiced—hire someone smarter and more talented than you are. Unfortunately, most people in high positions suffer from “imposter syndrome” and will often hire someone just a tad less talented than they are, to keep things from devolving into chaos. So, I think you should all experience working in a large company just to see how the sausage gets made. Forget the propaganda of missions, visions, slogans and free T-shirts, and look at how the culture really is. Do people really innovate? If not, then you should do your time there and move on. Either do a start-up or get involved with a start-up to have that experience as well. Most start-ups will, unfortunately, fail. However, you keep failing until you stop.

		I took a breath.

		So, the advice I have for you is this: Don’t compromise. Give it the best you can, for the situation you find yourself in. Then, if it’s not working for you, it’s not failure or arrogance to say, “this isn’t right for me.” You should have standards and principles. And if the environment you’re in isn’t supporting your or their own vision, mission or whatever, then you have the moral imperative to not waste your life. Yes, we all have to buy groceries and pay rent; and as you progress you will have to support a family and pay for a mortgage; but this is where strategy comes in.

		

		Plan your life in the same way you would plan a design project for someone else.

		You are your greatest design problem. Don’t compromise.

		

		

		Passion is more powerful than any fear-based, deadline-driven, holy-shit-I’ll-lose-my-job motivation. Joy is more powerful, too.

		You know why people develop fear-based cultures? Because they, themselves, are terrified. And why? Because it’s ultimately primal; it’s about survival. If I lose favor with my boss, if I don’t conform to the groupthink, if I don’t stay in my lane and keep strictly to my roles and responsibilities, then I may be shunned and find my job is at risk; and then I could get fired or pushed out; and then I won’t have money or health insurance; and then I can’t pay for groceries or rent or my mortgage or my kid’s tuition; and the economy could go south at any moment; so, fuck, fuck, fuck, I’ll do what you want just let me get to the weekend and I promise to eat all the crow you dish out.

		To lead through fear, to structure your environment hierarchically, to listen only to your direct reports (who will inevitably tell you how great they are doing, or if they dislike someone, how terrible someone else is doing, never themselves of course) is to set yourself and the team up for misery. They will burn out. They will leave. The work will be mediocre, guaranteed.

		

		Conformity is such a human and tribal experience. We want to belong; or rather, we don’t want to be excluded.

		

		I was reminded of this the other day when I stepped into the elevator at work. My team is on the third floor but there’s a bank on the fourth. As I entered the elevator, I was surrounded by an army of clones—young, middle-aged, primarily white males, wearing variants of the same uniform: blue collared shirts with small checkered patterns, dark slacks, brown loafers. They looked like they all went to the same hairdresser (short and shorn tightly on the sides) and no one sported any facial hair at all. As the elevator closed, they all went silent and looked down at their phones. I stood there, a middle-aged man wearing a black Nick Cave and the Bad Seeds concert T-shirt, Lucky jeans and brown Chelsea boots. My salt-and-pepper hair is long-ish, and I was wearing aviator sunglasses. And, yes, that is equally a uniform and it telegraphs a lot about me, but it’s a costume I chose—no one else on my design team dresses like me; they dress like themselves, in fluorescent red jeans or purple Ben Sherman shirts or, yes, the quintessential black T-shirt.

		When I stepped off onto my floor, I heard the conversation strike up again as the doors closed, and it seemed to me that they were relieved in that moment: they could speak their banking language amongst themselves, freely... in that box. This may sound judgmental, but I recognize it from experience: I once wore that drab, soul-sucking uniform, and know exactly how it feels to disappear into it. What I’m advocating for is presence. What you wear either camouflages you or illuminates you—either way, intentional or not, it’s a statement of your identity. If you love Brooks Brothers, then own it fully. Go the full Tom Wolfe and embrace the white linen suit—

		

		just don’t disappear into the beige walls of padded cubicles in a flickering, fluorescent-lit, low-ceilinged room with the ever-present muffled hum of the printer.

		

		Environment is a tool for creativity—it should help the individual think and the group collaborate.
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		A space to create

		

		The environment in which you work affects you. Like a house reflects your personal taste, the work environment is a direct reflection of corporate values.

		

		Aflorescent-lit, beige-painted, walled room filled with cubicles is telling the employee how to behave. An open-space, brightly painted environment with high ceilings, natural light and music playing on speakers tells the employee a whole different story.

		Space matters. A lot. You can’t think creatively in a cubicle. You can’t collaborate in soulless boardrooms. I’m not advocating for the indulgent environments I have often seen in posh advertising agencies, like a basketball court in the middle of the space that no one ever uses. Environment is a tool for creativity—it should help the individual think and the group collaborate.

		Well-designed spaces allow for spontaneous interactions between team members from different departments in common areas. Steve Jobs famously made his Apple Park design (aka the Spaceship) round so that there would be more hallway conversations. Well, that was one of the many reasons. According to Jony Ive, Apple’s former Chief Design Officer, the campus is “a building where so many people can connect and collaborate and walk and talk.”

		A creative space should allow people from all parts of a company or community to come together and, most importantly, leave their titles and departments behind. Once you enter the room, it doesn’t matter if you are an entry-level employee in accounting or the Chief Financial Officer. It should be a little sacred, a space to learn.

		In the martial arts, the space you enter to study is called a dojo (道場), which translates to, Place of the Way. The Way, in this case, is the discipline you are studying: judo, aikido, kendo, etc. When I studied both judo and aikido, we bowed before entering the high-ceilinged room that had fresh air flowing through open windows. Then we spent time cleaning the space, sweeping and then running across it, pushing the wet cloth in front of us. We then sat in a row and meditated on the pristine white mat, preparing ourselves mentally, before bowing to the teacher and to a photo of the founder (Jigoro Kano for judo, O-Sensei for aikido). Only then did we begin to practice.

		I’m not suggesting that a creative space requires that much ceremony.

		

		What I’m hoping to illustrate is the practice of raising your conscious transition from one state of mind to another, and how ceremonies of ritual help to shift the mind by shifting the space.

		

		There are other ways to activate an environment. One technique is to use music as a signifier. I’ve found that just having music playing on Sonos speakers in the corner of the office transforms the energy of the team. Recently, I had the walls covered with black chalkboard paint so that designers or whoever walked through the place could draw what they liked. There are cork-covered walls that allow for pushpins and paper to be put up for discussion.

		In a past position, at Magento (an Adobe company), I commissioned ten street artists—people my wife admired and tracked down as she drove and walked through the streets of Culver City and Venice—to paint murals on the walls inside the office. My only directions were no porn, no obscenities and no religion.

		The last subject was interesting. I had asked the brilliant artist Cryptik (Bill Bak) to paint a large Buddha head on a wall, as a tribute of sorts to the recent passing of my stepson, Austin Peralta. After Bill started on the image, HR told me there had been anonymous complaints about a religious image being imposed on the people of other faith in the company. I found this funny, considering that people of diverse faiths have Buddha statues in their gardens—but I acquiesced, and Bill painted an incredible typographic mandala tribute to Austin in a language of his own making instead.

		The paintings almost immediately had a galvanizing effect, both positive and negative. A Ukrainian developer hated the dragon and tiger imagery that Zio Ziegler painted; but once I explained that they were symbols of good fortune (dragon) and courage (tiger), he became a fan. (Sidenote: It had a special significance for me, as I’m born in the year of the dragon and my wife is born in the year of the tiger.) Over time, the most vocal opponents of the artwork became the ones who immediately took potential customers and partners on tours throughout the space, happily explaining what the art meant and who painted it. And for the design team, and the whole company,

		

		the painted space was a signal that we welcomed different thinking and innovation. We literally worked alongside huge artworks.

		

		

		( how to )

		

		There is no silver bullet for liberating space, but start with moving desks around to better connect. Get rid of the cubicles. Put some paint on the walls. Install some speakers. And if you can, make a designated space that is just for collaboration—a conference room that can be modified and closed off for periods of time. Bring teams into the space, have them drop their affiliations (e.g., I’m a lawyer, I’m a marketer), give them a coffee and then a beer (later on) and get to work. Start with Post-it Notes and markers and only after you have alignment on principles, bring out the laptops and iPads.

		

		

		Stay analog as long as you can. Once you go digital, you tend to be committed.

		

		Remember: give yourself space to create. Physical environment affects mental space.

		At Hulu, I bought a ton of design books for the production design department’s library, and I opened up a sitting area, near my desk, where people could sit and read as they liked. It was a complete failure. No one feels comfortable reading books at work when they should be, well, working. This is, of course, more about appearance than anything. Most people in a workplace do a ton of short-form reading, but it’s hidden on a computer or smartphone so no one knows if they are working or reading BuzzFeed.

		Contemplation comes from slowing down, and reading affords this. When I was at eBay, they decided to set up “creative spaces” in certain areas. This meant putting a couple of chairs and a small table in the cramped hall in front of the elevators, as if that was a great place for reading. So one day I sat down and did exactly that. Doors opened, people stepped out and either ignored me, didn’t see me or appeared completely perplexed when they looked up from their iPhones to see me sitting there, actually using the space and reading a pile of books, ranging from standard business self-help titles (Good to Great, Start with Why) to more esoteric choices (Céline, Bukowski, Camus—books I’d read in high school and was revisiting).

		It occurred to me that this was indulgent theater. I clearly found the absurdity of it amusing but did very little contemplation there. After an hour or so, I took my books and went outside. Changing the space around me was a revelation. In the warm sunshine, I immediately felt the clenching in my stomach release and the untenable weight of the enclosed campus lift. I had to suppress an urge to bolt, to get into a car and drive to the beach. That urge to bolt is an internal barometer for me in any environment. It’s my gut telling me that there is something intrinsically off with the space I’m occupying, and I need to examine it.

		

		Check your gut. Shift your space. Change your mind.

		

		“Social cooperation is our key for survival and reproduction.”

		

		Yuval Noah Harari, Sapiens
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		Controlling the narrative.

		Everyone comes with stories attached to them—how you think of yourself, and how others perceive you.

		

		Often, your story precedes you, in resumes, CV s, former bosses, coworkers, direct reports and LinkedIn. The narrative can be overtly positive or toxically negative. Either way, it tends to stick to your reputation and is hard to wash off. I’ve seen examples of both. If this feels like gossip, well it kinda is.

		Author Yuval Noah Harari puts forth the argument in his book Sapiens: A Brief History of Humankind, that gossip is foundational to our species’ survival:

		

		

		Gossip may even be the reason we as a species developed language. We can’t fight this survival mechanism in our DNA, but we can mitigate it by being conscientious of the words we use to describe others and the problems we perceive. That is what we can do individually; but, be aware that you could become the victim of a smear campaign and suffer some damage, at least in the short term. In the long term, if you maintain your principles and do good work, you can overcome the negative noise.

		I’ve seen this directly in my professional career many times. I’ve seen C-level executives who’ve mastered the theater and art of power and perceived, unmitigated competence—some deservedly so, others less. I’ve also seen very gifted and bright talents either shunned or exiled within an organization.

		Creative minds are the foundation of any company, whether they’re designers or product managers or visionary janitors. Companies, being microcosms of society, tend to disparage and fear the truly innovative, the rebel, the iconoclast. In 1997, Apple famously used a series of rebels in their Think Different campaign, initially spotlighting Amelia Earhart, Alfred Hitchcock, Pablo Picasso, Mahatma Gandhi and Thomas Edison. They went on to associate themselves with Maria Callas, Martha Graham, Joan Baez, Bob Dylan, Richard Feynman, Charlie Chaplin and others. All of these people, at one time in their careers, were no doubt ridiculed, belittled, mocked and badmouthed before they were venerated. Can you imagine any of them working well in your current company, or any company you’ve ever worked in? Probably not.

		Why do companies and groups of people do this? Because true rebels are necessary for growth but are primarily disruptive; and most people don’t like change or disruption. It puts them at risk. It spotlights their inadequacies. If they are suffering from imposter syndrome, it will send them straight into fight-or-flight mode. In the business environment, this becomes the hallway comment, the scoffing laugh, the email, or a Slack rant and a raised eyebrow whenever an innovator’s name is brought up. The officious-sounding but truly boxing-in decree of enforcing roles and responsibilities is invoked, and the death knell of cutting down a creative’s true potential to a minimized job description is deployed. Death by a thousand paper cuts begins. Other techniques include loading up a problem employee with too much work and not enough resources, burning them out until they break; or doing the opposite and taking away all their work, until no one, including themselves, knows what they are doing and why.

		

		The moral of the story is: Be Yourself. That’s the only control you can have over your narrative.

		

		And be truly ready to get fired or to leave if necessary, to maintain your creative light and your principles.

		

		Do your best to make social connections without gossiping. Make your connections based on integrity and good work. Be aware of the politics, but don’t get embroiled in them—they’re usually last man standing. In the short term, they can do much damage to a creative soul, though in the long term, the truth tends to surface. Unfortunately, it’s often too late for the individual or the company by then. Mediocrity tends to win in the short term as the saboteurs live in the shadows and whisper, like Littlefinger in Game of Thrones. If you are a fan, you know how that turned out. (Hint: not good.)

		Something I learned about the narrative that precedes you: Be careful with how you express your truth. Some audiences are capable of accepting feedback, but many are not. In a past company, I made the mistake of not reading another team’s dynamics well and told them what I thought was not working with the company marketing and branding. I considered it radical candor and was, I thought, polite about it, if perhaps a bit too direct.

		Design critique is predicated on unmitigated, constructive feedback—if a design can’t handle the slings and arrows of internal evaluation, it stands little chance of surviving in the wild of public opinion and Reddit. In hindsight, I realized that the lack of creative direction came from a lack of design education; and that the team leader had been doing a dance for years for the C-suite, who didn’t really understand what good creative design was, but knew what was effective and measurable. The C-suite knew something was not working but had no idea what to do about it. Now, product design and marketing and branding design are very different disciplines, but all design can be understood in terms of quality. Traders Joe’s Two-Buck Chuck and Château Lafite Rothschild Pauillac are the same in many respects: they are both red liquids derived from grapes, come in glass bottles, and if you single-handedly finish a whole bottle, you will feel equally drunk (but probably with a much worse hangover with the former). However, there are great differences in quality, and I don’t mean just the costs that went into their production. As a creative leader, if you don’t have that innate sense of quality, then everything is the same, and there’s no way to measure what is good and consequently what may be more or less effective. The audience is not stupid; they may not be able to articulate it but they know when something is crap, no matter how much money went into making it.

		One of the key aspects of a great creative leader, or for that matter any expert, is the ability to thin-slice, as Malcolm Gladwell put it in his book Blink: the ability to find patterns from thin slices of relevant experience and extrapolate a conclusion from there. The trained and experienced creative leader knows almost immediately, based on years of study and experience, whether something will work or not. After years of working in design, both marketing and product, I have a sense of what will work for the audience or user. In this case, I made the mistake of simply calling it out—the wrong way.

		We were in a conference room and the marketing creative director had just shown us a rough cut of an ad campaign. One that was expensive and, from a production perspective, high quality: it had famous people, a big-name director and tons of visual effects. After we viewed it, I asked the creative director if he liked it. That simple question seemed to say, “The emperor has no clothes!” Everyone in the room realized that it wasn’t good. The product, however, was too far along, and had to be shipped. From that moment on, I was saddled with a negative narrative, because that creative director now resented me. The veil had been lifted and it would take a lot more dancing to cover up his tracks.

		So, what could I have done differently? Perhaps I should have taken him aside, after the meeting, and given him feedback one on one. As I reflect on this, I realize that his public exposure and feeling of humiliation led him to look at me as the enemy, when in fact I could have been a collaborator. This was a case where, even though I was technically correct, I should have read and thin-sliced the character of the creative director. I assumed that he would be able to handle constructive feedback, but I lacked emotional empathy for him in this particular situation.

		Sometimes, there is a price to pay for speaking one’s truth. If it is spoken from a place of kindness and integrity, it can survive the reactionary onslaught. You control the story you tell yourself and project outwards. Through your actions and character, the authenticity of your narrative will show through. It just takes some time to overcome bad players who seek to cover their tracks through gossip, which again, may be the reason we humans created language in the first place (according to Harari, above).

		

		

		Stick to your principles and you will not just survive, but more importantly, thrive.

		

		I’ve learned more from bad bosses than anything else in my life.
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		“Culture eats strategy for breakfast.”

		

		Ihad the saying at left, by Peter Drucker , designed and printed out as a large graphic for Magento, when I worked there in 2013 or so. I still believe it’s a powerful sentiment that’s often lost in the day-to-day high-level strategic planning sessions held by C-level leaders. I’ve seen companies re-organized with little to no true consideration of the impact on employees’ day-to-day jobs, and layoffs made with a deficit of emotional intelligence—people’s livelihoods severely affected by the simple act of moving disembodied names from one column to another or from one team to another. Sure, business is business; but you can address the pain of transitions by having direct conversations and telling people why things have to change. Once someone knows the reasoning behind a decision, the impact, while painful, is easier to understand, and ultimately accept.

		I’ve seen many attempts at culture-building, in many institutions. When I was at eBay, I was fortunate enough to be asked by the CEO, John Donahoe, to help lead an initiative that would transform the company and make it more design-led. I had approached Donahoe with a proposal for turning the company into a more design-thinking type of organization, in the IDEO or Stanford d.school manner, which coincided with Donahoe having conversations with John Maeda, who was at the time still president of Rhode Island School of Design (RISD). Donahoe was introduced to Maeda through Brian Chesky, CEO of Airbnb. Donahoe had great admiration for Chesky (also a RISD graduate) and had learned from him that design isn’t just pixels on the computer screen. I knew about Maeda from my time at Wired. He was, and still is, renowned as a design maven—a former professor at the MIT Media Lab and student under Paul Rand. Maeda left RISD and became a founding board member of the eBay Design Initiative, as well as being a Design Partner at Kleiner Perkins Caulfield & Byers, the famous Silicon Valley venture capital firm. As of this writing, Maeda is Chief Experience Officer at Publicis Sapient.

		As part of the initiative, we did an audit of the forty thousand or so employees of eBay and PayPal to see how many of them were designers. We ended up finding around three hundred, spread across the country and the world. Now, this is what really impressed me about Maeda—he decided to do a series of one-on-one meetings with all three hundred designers, in fifteen-minute intervals, in person or via Skype. And here’s the kicker: after each conversation, he composed, on paper, a handwritten, signed note to each designer! Now he had them in the palm of his hand. Because of that non-scalable investment of time and effort in each designer, no matter what he wrote via email or text, his message wouldn’t be misconstrued. Each recipient knew Maeda now—they had a close, personal relationship with him. It was absolutely brilliant.

		During the eBay Design Initiative period, we also gathered the designers and had guest speakers. At one enlightening event, Brian Chesky talked about how he approached design holistically, starting with the customer’s journey from the moment they think they may want to go somewhere, all the way through the process of logging into Airbnb to finally getting to their location. Donahoe, to his credit, was trying like hell to inspire the eBay troops and change trajectory, and Chesky’s story was inspirational. The problem is that design and innovation were in Airbnb’s core DNA, but just weren’t in eBay’s. Donahoe was a convert to design thinking, but all the VPs below him were not. To succeed, change needs deeper roots.

		A few months after that coffee talk, eBay Inc. was divided into eBay and PayPal. Magento was spun off to private equity, then sold to Adobe. The Design Initiative was over; but honestly, I’m not sure it would have succeeded given the calcified, old-school structure and mindset of the company. Modern companies like Airbnb have a design-led culture from the outset; that is their differentiator and why they are so successful.

		

		( How To )

		

		I’m often asked why my design teams function as well as they do. There are many reasons, but culture is primary. I want an environment where designers truly look forward to Monday morning, rather than thinking Oh shit on Sunday night. I make certain that there is little to no hierarchy in the group, and that the interns and junior designers feel comfortable calling me or the directors out when we’re wrong, which is more often than not. I never clock-watch and don’t care what time an employee gets in (usually they arrive around 10 am). I encourage working from home (which, ironically, most people don’t do). It’s pretty simple:

		

		Provide a passion-based, versus fear-based, environment and trust your people.
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		I think I’ve learned more from bad bosses than anything else in my life. I’ve had some really, really awful bosses—must have been some karmic issue. And like the abused child, you can either become an abusive parent or stop the sins of the father. The common theme among all of the bad bosses and bad environments I’ve experienced was the need for control. It’s a strange compulsion of the human psyche that we feel the need to control other people. I believe it can stem from an addiction to the rush of power or be rooted in a deep-seated insecurity about oneself and the environment. Micromanagement is one expression of this. Another is just creating a hostile environment so that everyone is constantly on edge.

		During my four-year tenure at CBS, as VP and Creative Director, Interactive, I had multiple leaders. It was a classic Hollywood dog-eat-dog culture; ironically, perhaps more so in the interactive division, whose leaders felt they needed to prove they weren’t marginal to the entertainment world. This was back in the mid-2000s, post-dotcom bust, and Hollywood had a lot of reservations about the digital revolution. With the introduction of cinematic, high-production values that had previously been the exclusive province of film, as seen in the CSI franchise and ushered in by Jerry Bruckheimer, TV budgets at multiple networks began to climb, with shows like Lost, Fringe and Heroes. Now the line between TV and film is blurred even more with shows like Boardwalk Empire, The Crown and Game of Thrones.

		I remember working insane hours at CBS Television City, at Fairfax and Beverly, walking through William Pereira’s stark modern structure built in 1952. As I trod over the coffee-stained gray carpets, I was always struck at how decidedly unglamorous the production and distribution side of the business was. My wife and I had just had a baby; two years later, in 2005, we bought a house in a neighborhood adjacent to Marina del Rey; so I had bills to pay and mouths to feed. The drive from home to CBS took an hour each way and I recall driving away from my house one Monday morning, after another sleepless night, turning up the radio full blast and screaming at the top of my lungs until I was hoarse. I hated work that much.

		

		I had to go to the mines and put up with the irrational whimsy of executives who were more political than creative and actively resisted whenever I tried to initiate something innovative.

		

		The last boss I had there (I’ll call him “X”) was one of the worst. I was working on a concept for crossing over characters from TV to digital. Anthony Zuiker, the creator of the CSI franchises, was interested in doing something in this arena so we settled on using Second Life, the virtual avatar in 3-D space. It was a platform that seemed futuristic and cool at the time. The idea was a bit meta—we would build a virtual Manhattan (this was for the CSI: NY series) in Second Life where fans could go to try and solve a murder-mystery that would be aired on CSI: NY, whose story would be around a murder that happens in real life but was foretold in Second Life. At the time, the show was getting more than twenty million viewers an episode, an insane number by today’s standards, and I was concerned that when it went to commercial break and told the viewers to go download the Second Life engine that it would blow the Linden Lab servers. We were assured that it would be fine. Of course, on the night of the airing, a torrent of people downloaded Second Life and did overwhelm the servers. Still, CBS deemed it a success, and the esteemed TV critic Bill Carter even wrote a piece about in the New York Times, titled: “Fictional Characters Get Virtual Lives, Too.”

		During the entirety of the project, Mr. X harassed me via email (this was pre-texting) and good old-fashioned phone calls, telling me that only he should be talking to Anthony Zuiker and who did I think I was? It’s not that he wasn’t informed about the project, but as it progressed, he became more and more concerned about how it would play out for him if it went south—and more importantly how his boss, a high-powered executive, would take it. X harangued me constantly, as I worked late hours, trying to get the project to work. He never told me not to do it, he just wanted to make sure he had plausible deniability should it not work out.

		One night I ordered pizza for the crew working late on the project. The executive happened to walk by and saw the pizzas spread out across the tables. “I hope you’re paying for that out of your own pockets,” he said as he passed the conference room. I thought he was joking; after all, he was one of the highest paid executives in Hollywood, raking in many millions a year at the time. Then I realized from his expression that he was serious.

		After the crossover episode and the favorable New York Times story, the executive was ecstatic. He didn’t really understand what it all meant, but he liked the positioning of the company as being less of a dinosaur than it was usually perceived to be. X, of course, basked in the glow of the project, and never reached out to thank me or the team. There was supposed to be a part two to the experience, but the Writers Guild of America went on strike and the project stalled.

		My reward for this was chronic fatigue, which took me years to get over. My adrenal glands were shot and I promised myself, after I left that company, that I would never put up with a toxic environment like that again—a promise I had to break, of course, because I had to take work I didn’t like just when the Great Recession hit the following year. However, with every new environment and every new company,

		

		I’ve learned from these lessons and worked to build healthy cultures that celebrate individuality and collaboration. I’ve been very fortunate that the past few places I’ve worked have helped me prove that the principles I’m espousing actually work.

		

		Always assume power, even when you aren’t sure you have it.
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		be cool.

		

		One of the hardest things to have in a company environment is grace under pressure. As creators, we put our best selves into our work.

		

		We have passion for it. We believe in it. And while much design can be data-driven, much is based on an X factor —our experience, our intuition, the aforementioned thin-slicing that Malcolm Gladwell references. Explaining this arena of expertise to an executive or product manager, who already suspects that design is simply decoration or art , is often a tricky arena. You want to explain things in language that they can understand— KP I s (key performance indicators) and OK R s (objectives and key results) or whatever other measurable acronym companies come up with to measure some kind of business progress. As a creative, you are more concerned with the end result and how it will affect the viewer or the customer, or the user of the product. Ultimately, a better product or experience will contribute to increased KPI s and the bottom line.

		So, when the proverbial shit is hitting the fan, be cool. Instead of doing something rash and potentially stress-relieving in the short run but damaging in the long run, take a deep breath, smile, and do nothing that is not well-considered first. Don’t write an email or text in anger.

		

		Don’t

		Shout.

		Whisper your discontent—it’s much louder.

		

		Maintaining a state of non-attachment while simultaneously being engaged is crucial. So how do you do this? I’ve always believed that one must go into battle dead . In other words, think through the worst-case scenario and visualize yourself experiencing it. Really experience it. Confronting the fear takes away much of its bite. It also allows you to expand beyond the current problem and put it into proportion.

		For example, the worst thing that can happen at work (besides being in a hostile environment) is to be fired. I tend to visualize that and think that the worst-case scenario is that I have enough money in the bank to hold me for a couple of months while I find new work. In order to mitigate that fear, I proactively do things like writing this book and other fiction projects and making paintings that may provide income in streams parallel to my day job. These activities help me maintain my sense of self and creative engagement; but as a spin-off, they could actually make some money, though that’s not why I do them. More mind-twisting—but again, I want to emphasize, the job of the creative is to create and launch into the world, not obsess on whether it’s going to make buckets of cash.

		Thinking like a freelancer even while you’re a full-time employee affords you the courage to make decisions for the right reasons, rather than to please your boss and keep your job. The latter is corporate servitude or slavery and is intrinsically fear-based. Feeling free to do the right thing allows you to be passion-based and truly cool, because you are liberated.

		We all want to be acknowledged. Validated. Like most of our behavior, this probably goes back to our primal need for social acceptance. We want the group or tribe to love, admire and/or covet us. On a macro scale, this explains the proliferation of selfies on Instagram and Snapchat. Look at me, look at me! When addressing the troops, we want to project a story, an image, of confidence and humor and happiness. This is especially the case with the leader—“Trust me, I got this, and you should follow me,” is the takeaway message, with a subtext that’s something like, “You want to be like me, or at least hang out with me.”

		I’ve been in a lot of executive training around this: how to place my hands correctly, in an open, welcoming fashion (not in front of my crotch or crossed on my chest); how to stand with feet firmly planted rather than not wandering aimlessly across the stage; how to project confidence with a smile; how to open with a personal joke or anecdote to humanize myself. All good stuff; but I’ve found that

		what people want in leaders is genuineness and integrity. And that cannot be faked; well, at least not easily.

		

		( How To )

		

		So, what’s the best way to be validated and to influence? Be genuine. Know clearly what it is you stand for and what is important to you as a creator—as a person. Speak from the heart about what makes you want to conquer the world or what takes you into a deep, dark place of hopelessness. Talk about obstacles and how you overcame (or are overcoming) them. Work from a place of power. Always assume power, even when you aren’t sure you have it.

		By the way, you always have power—your innate power comes from your own sense of self and radical acceptance of who you are in this moment, with all of your limitations, insecurities and worries. I don’t mean arrogance, and there’s a fine line; but to assume power in the manner I’m trying to describe, you have to be confident in yourself, as is, right now. Sure, you may be dealing with powerful people who can, theoretically, make or break your career, but the context of power is fluid. You will be in political situations in the boardroom, or even at home with your loved ones, and the power dynamics will switch from hour to hour, moment to moment. You can remain centered in what you are by breathing deeply, letting go of the rattling noise of the monkey mind bouncing around in your head and truly being present.

		Accept yourself and you will naturally be cool.

		

		When I was at CBS, I found that the usual way of demonstrating relevance and power around the conference table was to be the loudest voice in the room. This applied to men and women equally. It could be intimidating to be at the long conference table with executives, making important decisions. Not to pick on CBS; in my experience, shouting was the preferred method of showing dominance in conference rooms from MOCA (The Museum of Contemporary Art) to eBay.

		I found that my voice came from not engaging in these theatrics. While everyone debated, I would listen and take notes. Then, when I actually had something useful to contribute, I would simply hold up a couple of fingers and the reigning alpha in the room would acknowledge me; and I wouldn’t start talking until the room quieted down. Since I wasn’t always shouting or competing for attention, the others actually paid attention to what I said. This became my technique. I knew I couldn’t be louder than the others in the room, especially when Mr. X was around, as he was a master of pulling attention towards himself; but I could be thoughtful and speak my truth, without attachment or ego. And remarkably, it worked.

		Being cool also helped when I was negotiating my exit from MOCA in 2003. The museum director wanted my resignation, so he could put his assistant into my role as Director of Communications, overseeing press relations and design. No, I’m not kidding. I calmly negotiated an exit package, which worked out well as I was able to spend time with my newborn daughter—and yes, the museum director thought that was an excellent time to make the change, right after my wife gave birth. I kept my cool during this process and it worked out. As an afterword, big controversies ensued. Suffice to say that the assistant disappeared, the director was let go and Eli Broad had to bail the museum out with a $30 million gift to its dwindling fund.

		And that high-flying executive at CBS? He left abruptly under a cloud.

		

		Things have a way of working themselves out in the long run. So stick to your principles and keep your cool.

		

		The trick is to make the extraordinary into a daily practice.
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		Whenever you think you are tapped out, you can actually do much, much more.

		

		I think most people perform at around 75 percent of their capabilities. The percentage is complete conjecture, but I use it as a metaphor that humans, and most animals, prefer to conserve energy whenever possible.

		

		Getting up and doing something constructive requires effort. Why bother when it’s so pleasurable to lounge around? This is no doubt by design. The brain already devours 20 percent of the body’s total haul of energy (this is scientifically proven, unlike the myth that humans only use 10 percent of their brains, which derived from a misquote from William James, and was then further exacerbated by Lowell Thomas in the introduction to Dale Carnegie’s How to Win Friends and Influence People ), so it makes sense that we, like dogs sleeping most of the day, would intuitively want to do the absolute minimum, unless it directly benefits us in some way.

		Lounging is awesome, and I recommend engaging in it with as much regularity as possible—only as a short-term reward to give your brain some respite. On the other hand, pushing yourself can feel torturous in the beginning but the long-term benefits are clear. Don’t eat that donut (short-term pleasure, accumulative downside over time) and work out (long-term pleasure, accumulative upside over time).

		Common sense, right? Well, here’s the interesting thing. We tend to set our limitations internally before we even push ourselves. Now, I don’t mean that you should be foolhardy and over-train or go days without sleep. I do believe, however, that modern society lacks the kind of ancient rites of passage we once had, rituals that encouraged us to transcend the normal day-to-day rhythms of life and demonstrate to ourselves that we could, momentarily, become superhuman. Modern substitutes for this, physically, are endurance events like the Ironman Triathlon and Tough Mudder. Mentally, think of the extreme preparation it takes to compete in the National Novel Writing Month (November), the National Spelling Bee and getting into the college of your choice.

		A professional example that I was directly involved with was the launch of the New Hulu Experience in May of 2017. When I began at Hulu on January 4, 2016, the company was relatively well known from its disruptive launch nine years prior, but there were questions about its relevance—I have Netflix, Amazon Prime Video and Apple iTunes, so why do I need Hulu? Wasn’t it just yesterday’s TV the next day?

		The project I was brought in to work on involved bringing live broadcast video into the OTT (over the top) world and integrating it into a unified product experience, alongside our video-on-demand offering. I realized that this would be a great opportunity to change the narrative around Hulu, by not only integrating the new live service, but actually changing the user experience (UX) and visual design of the service. I named this UX Bowie in honor of David Bowie, who had passed on January 10, 2016, about a week after I started at Hulu. I am a huge fan, but I also saw Bowie as the patron saint of the project, because we wanted to make sure the experience evolved as user needs and technology changed, much like Bowie changed from album to album, year to year. I also realized that the company, at the time, lacked true product marketing, focusing on content marketing and promos instead, and that radically updating the product design would in turn change the brand and marketing of the company.

		We had about fourteen months to launch the new Hulu, which was insane. Other competitive live OTT products, like Sony PlayStation Vue, had taken three years. For my part of the project, I had to hire around forty designers and researchers in nine months and work with two external agencies (Huge and IDEO) at the same time. We had to run the current business while simultaneously building a new one.

		The company was split into the usual factions: (a) it ain’t gonna happen, (b) I’ll cross my arms and we’ll see, and (c) hell yeah, let’s do this! It was the last group that decided to push themselves beyond what they thought they were capable of doing. They were up every day for 8 am Ship Room meetings (as in shipping product), including weekends. Watching the ideal user experience my design leaders and I had created get reduced to what was shippable by the deadline—something called the MVP or Minimum Viable Product—was a painful process. This meant that a lot of nice-to-have features would have to wait until later iterative deployments to get shipped. It felt like launching a Ferrari body with a Kia engine. We just had to believe that over time, the engine would come into alignment with the promise of the vehicle (they did, eventually).

		When we launched the experience at the 2017 Hulu Upfronts, we were fortunate enough to be simultaneously launching a powerful new show, The Handmaid’s Tale; so we had, for the time being, lightning in a bottle. After the push, which was epic and wonderful to experience on a company-wide level, the core teams that worked on Bowie were exhausted. We had accomplished the extraordinary because we’d had a goal, a deadline to meet. We ran the marathon and then fell down drained; but it was just the beginning of the race—Bowie had to be continuously improved, as Hulu’s differentiators are a better user experience and premium content (à la Handmaid’s). So,

		the trick is to make the extraordinary into a daily practice, to build in mechanisms to disrupt oneself.

		

		On February 26 and 27, 2016, John Maeda, currently Chief Experience Officer at Publicis Sapient, held a design retreat in Mill Valley, near San Francisco, at Ivy Ross’s house. Ivy, as of this writing, is VP, Design for Hardware Products at Google. She was kind enough to allow about twenty of John’s friends in the design field to spend two full days at her beautiful house in the mountains. Attendees included Rochelle King (at the time at Spotify, now VP, Global Creative Product at Netflix), Karin Fong (Director at Imaginary Forces), Catherine Courage (VP, Ads and Commerce User Experience at Google), Kim Scott (author of the bestselling Silicon Valley must-read, Radical Candor), Paola Antonelli (Curator of Design at The Museum of Modern Art), and Phillip Tiongson (Principal and Founder at Potion), amongst others—you get the idea. At the time, Maeda was interested in workshopping our feedback for a new venture he was launching called Design.co, a consortium and community of designers to bring technology, design and business together.

		As a way to loosen things up and get us out of our heads, they brought in a poet who goes by the moniker IN-Q, as in IN-Question (née Adam Schmalholz), who performed some of his dynamic, incisive poems for the group. Then the moment I dreaded was on the horizon: he was going to ask us to write a poem as well, and it had to be, as I recall, truth—as in, exposed and raw; in other words, vulnerable. Oh shit. I could feel the sweat starting to form down my spine, my shirt beginning to cling to my back. But when it was time to write a poem, something I’d never done before, something told me that this was an opportunity to go further than I thought I was capable of going. I decided to go with full-on exposure and write about some themes that had been haunting me: dragons and the process of painting a series of paintings for my wife after the passing of our son. This was an elegy for Austin.

		I stood up and, with shaky and roughened voice, began to recite the poem in front of the room. Legs like rubber. Speaking too fast. Slow down. When it was over, IN-Q smiled his approval and shook my hand, and I believe gave me a hug. I had pushed myself through the double fear of public speaking and performance. I’m ashamed to admit that I don’t recall the other poems from the other participants as my ears were filled with the pulsing of blood in my head, the roar of the ocean, as I girded myself to speak. I was tapped out, but also filled with energy. Another border crossed.

		

		Drawing the Dragon

		for Joni

		

		The tree I see now

		Is the same tree

		I saw when I was three

		The only difference is

		Now I have more words

		To label it with, you see

		I see but I preferred to draw

		To see what would come out

		Dragons—I’d draw the dragon

		When I was five

		And not only was I drawing it

		I was it

		Breathing fire

		Sounds from my gut

		Rumbling, grumbling

		As flames

		Burned

		Burned

		And still burn

		I’m in the studio

		It’s two o’clock in the morning

		Old school Iggy blares...

		Raw Power

		Sweat pours from my pores

		I’m painting him now

		Painting my wife’s son

		My stepson

		Our son

		A burning sun who flamed

		White heat

		His music flowed...

		No, pulsed

		From his core

		At three he played Chopin

		At eight, Rachmaninoff

		At 10 he found Coltrane

		And at 13 he was recording for Sony

		At 17 he was traveling the world

		At 21 he was playing with Thundercat

		At 22...

		He was gone

		Burning

		Burning

		Burning

		The light from a distant star

		Leaving a wake behind

		A damaged

		Mother and sister

		And now Raw Power and sweat

		And taking pain and transmuting it into

		Form and color

		And beauty and sweat

		A glistening oil painting’s birth

		At three in the morning

		The song ends

		I step outside

		Still burning

		I see the trees

		Illuminated by the moonlight

		The trees I see now

		Are the same trees I saw when I was three

		And now I can see them again

		You see

		No longer drawing the dragon

		The dragon is now

		Me
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		Companies and people are capable of so much more than we allow ourselves to imagine.The trick is to visualize the future and then build it. The grander the vision, the more you will rise to meet it.

		

		Just remember, it doesn’t really matter, any of it.
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		eXpand your heart.

		

		It’s counterintuitive, but you must open the heart in order to progress. Someone hurts you or attacks you, you must expand.

		

		Our immediate reaction to threat is to shut down, to tighten the armor around us and either (a) get really angry at the slight, or (b) shut down and banish the infractor—“I’m not talking to you.” But either reaction just adds a burden to ourselves. The next time you get insulted, slighted, gossiped about, yelled at, publicly humiliated, or whatever it is that rankles you, feel the anger or resentment, observe it, but don’t act on it (yet). Responding to anger with anger is, to paraphrase David Bowie, like putting out a fire with gasoline. Like a California wildfire, anger can be contained early but will spread exponentially with every counter-exchange and raising of the voice. Both parties go away bruised and burned. Better to smile—not facetiously but a Buddha-smile, so to speak—and expand yourself to the size of the vast galaxy and leave the asshole as a speck on an insignificant rock in their own indifferent universe.

		Just remember, it doesn’t really matter, any of it: the company you work for, the people you have to deal with in the office (unless you truly become friends, and then it matters a lot), the supposedly life-or-death project you are responsible for (unless, of course, you work as a surgeon). Anger is usually an immediate reaction to a stressful situation. I don’t think we can ever do anything to stop the instantaneous, biologically induced reaction of anger, but we can experience it without attaching a sense of self to it—in other words, we are not anger, but we are experiencing anger.

		As a child I was angry. My parents interacted like characters in a Beckett play: I left for school every morning with the background din of discontent echoing in my ears and returned to the same hubbub every evening. Step and repeat. Just like Endgame. Remarkably, as of this writing, they are still together and getting along well (finally). School was no fun either—being half-Japanese in very white, very conservative Fort Worth, Texas, was challenging, to say the least. I found myself in afterschool fights and pretty isolated. Ironically, I experienced a similar dynamic at school in Japan (in fourth and fifth grade), in another landlocked city called Maebashi. There I was half-white and the target of bullies. This time, however, I was accepted by the bullies after we brawled. I passed the initiation and then I was part of the tribe.

		

		It was in Japan that I started to learn how to stand back from my initial anger and assess the situation instead of losing control.

		

		One kid, named Kobayashi, insisted on calling me vile names day after day; and finally, I’d had enough. As he walked past me and rammed his shoulder into mine, I lost it. I grabbed him by the shoulder and, without thinking, punched him directly in the nose. He went down hard, shocked at first, and then screaming as blood flowed from his nostrils. He was crying so intensely, almost hysterically, that it actually scared me; and his friends also stepped away from him, confused by this bully’s complete collapse into histrionics. The teachers came, and I was hauled away to the principal’s office.

		I still remember how nice the principal was, as he sat behind his mahogany desk, large windows open behind him to let in the cool autumn air, framed black-and-white photos of previous, stern-looking headmasters on the wall to my right. He had thinning white hair, silver-rimmed round glasses, and a three-piece suit on. His face was ruddy, his demeanor avuncular. He pushed a small ceramic dish filled with Morinaga milk caramels toward me and asked if I was adjusting well to the school, as I was the first foreigner to attend in its two-hundred-year history. As I chewed on the initially hard then chewy caramel, I stammered in my nascent Japanese that it was okay. He smiled and then asked me about my interests, about my time back in the USA, about my parents, and about my friends, or lack of, at the school. I found myself opening up. For the first time, here was an authority figure who wasn’t angry or lecturing, but actually listening. Here was a leader who wanted to gather as much information as possible about me and about my situation before passing any kind of judgment. Instead of condemning me as an out-of-control barbarian foreigner, he took in my story and my context.

		Then the principal (whose name I can’t recall, unfortunately) brought in Kobayashi (yeah, I will always recall his name) and had him sit next to me. Kobayashi had dramatically stuffed oversized cotton balls into his nostrils. The principal asked Kobayashi if he had anything to say for himself. Kobayashi went into full-on victim mode—he was the one who was wronged. He didn’t do anything to deserve an attack. This crazy American needs to go back to where he came from. You know who my family is...

		On that last note, the principal said, “Shut up!” with such force that I wasn’t sure at first if it was in fact him who had said it. The room echoed, Kobayashi stiffened up in his chair, and one of the bloody cotton balls fell from his nose. The principal then launched into a lecture in a voice and demeanor that was the exact opposite of his interaction with me—loud, rough, impassioned. How dare you not have compassion for a student from a foreign land who is struggling here! How dare you insult him in the hallways daily—yes, I know you have. What kind of example are you? I should kick you out of the school for your insolence and arrogance.

		Kobayashi was in shock at the intensity of this diatribe and started bowing over and over again, saying, “I apologize! I apologize!”

		The principal stopped abruptly and smiled at Kobayashi, who was crying once more as he tried to stuff the wayward cotton ball back into his right nostril. The principal offered him a caramel and told us to look at each other and apologize. Kobayashi immediately turned in his chair, made furtive eye contact, and said Sorry as he bowed. I kept focus on his nose (trying not to crack a smile) and apologized too, giving him a slight nod in lieu of a bow.

		Later, Kobayashi and I became more friendly and he introduced me to his circle of friends. I never totally trusted him but at least there was civil interaction between us. I had earned a reputation in school as the slightly unhinged gaijin (foreigner). That was fine; at least I had friends and no one called me names, at least not to my face. Later someone told me that Kobayashi came from a wealthy but abusive family, with a philandering father and an alcoholic mother. In that moment I felt compassion, my heart opening; and I started to learn the lesson of having empathy for others, especially those who are behaving badly. Beneath the surface is something hidden, something painful, that causes humans to act out against others in the moment.

		You will meet many Kobayashis in your career. However, you won’t be able to punch them in the nose—well, at least not without getting fired, and probably sued. So learning how to deal with difficult people and anger, both your own and others, is key.

		

		In a stressful situation: stop, feel, center,

		EXPAND,

		assess and then act.

		

		Creativity is the currency of the future.
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		An unfortunate fact: you are going to die.

		

		There are billions of folks who lived and died before you and perhaps multi-billions, if not a trillion, more who will follow.

		

		You are in this moment between infinities (which are either existential voids or infinite energy fields, depending on your worldview, religious or not). Creativity is the currency of the future. AI is coming, make no mistake. Menial jobs will be taken over and humans will need to excel in those areas that machines (for now) can’t compete in: creativity.

		To create something. What an amazing privilege. It’s powerful and mysterious. Truly. The assumption is that you are simply drawing from the collective experience of life, from what you’ve learned in school, from what you’ve experienced by being observant, and that you are then combining these elements together in a unique and, in design’s case, useful fashion. But I think there is something much more profound that happens when one gets into a state of flow, as Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi writes in his book, Flow: The Psychology of Optimal Experience:

		

		

		Once you get through the initial (and quite active) resistance to starting any project, you will find yourself grinding through a bit of process as you gain your muscle. This is where you often lose interest; but if you can stay centered and allow things to be what they are in the moment rather than what they should be, then you’ve found something interesting. You begin to channel the design or the painting, the piece of music or the book. You open yourself up and start inhabiting the creative work.

		When I was young, I was fortunate enough to spend time in Paris with a Japanese artist named Yoshida Kenji. Yoshida-san’s paintings were all named the same thing: Seimei, which roughly translates into La Vie. Though very abstract in design and ostensibly titled Life, the paintings are a visualization of the human soul’s journey once we shuck this mortal coil. He also didn’t make much of a differentiation between being alive in a slowly decaying body and being free of it. Being a devout Buddhist, he prayed every morning in front of a small shrine in his bedroom. I would often wake up on the living room sofa, my back sore from the crossbar that the thin cushion barely covered and hear his plaintive and metronomic incantations echoing through the shared wall.

		We would sit together and have breakfast—usually a mix of baguette with cheese, coffee, green tea, Japanese vegetables, rice and grilled fish. Over time, Yoshida-san transformed from stern sensei figure to avuncular mentor. I sensed he needed to let out his thoughts, and in me he found a willing receptacle for his life philosophies.

		It has been almost thirty years since those mornings and yet I can see him sitting across from me now, methodically chewing and shooting out dictums in machine-gun fashion: “Stop trying to make something. Art is about letting something out, not making something.”

		Every morning Yoshida-san put on a checkered flat cap and made a trek to Père Lachaise Cemetery where he would sweep the leaves from the flat tombstone he had carved by hand for his late, beloved wife. Around his neck he wore a chain with a small blue cloth sack at the end that contained a snip of his wife’s hair. Yoshida-san pointed to the blank stone next to his wife’s and said, “That is for me. Someday.”

		He would take out prayer beads, close his eyes and start a monotone incantation. I would close my eyes and listen to him, going into an almost trance-like state as the prayer went on for several minutes; and then it would be over. I’d open my eyes to see him staring sadly at the tombstone, a twitch at the edge of his mouth; and then we’d bow deeply. He’d look at me, smile and ask if I was hungry. And I was always hungry.

		Yoshida-san also reminded me that there is no competition—that we are self-contained units in our bodies but that art offers us the possibility of transcendence and communion. Ever notice that you find immediate communion with a stranger if they share your love of, let’s say, Radiohead? You both know what it means to be transported by that music and the commonality of your shared emotions—if they experience the music in the way I do (transcendently), by the very fact that they love the band, the barrier of otherness is momentarily lifted and we can actually see each other and understand each other a little better.

		Yoshida-san passed on February 24, 2009.

		You are spending eight to ten hours a day at work. You won’t get them back.

		Yes, you will get paid every two weeks and will get health insurance (a big deal in the US) but you are exchanging your most important value for this—your life.

		

		When we see excellence in others, we should be inspired.
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		play

		play

		play

		

		As children we just play. We create. We don’t look over our shoulders and worry about how our works compare to others. We are completely present in the moment of making.

		

		We sing and dance and paint and draw and make sand castles and enjoy the clay between our fingers as we make pottery. It’s only later that we feel comparison. We feel competition and then anxiety—is my work good enough? How does it compare with the famous writer, designer, artist, scientist, etc., ad infinitum? We lose the mystery of creation and focus on the end result. The end result is just an artifact, a memory trace of the actual experience of creating.

		When I was a kid, probably around four or five, I drew a lot. Obsessively. I remember laying on the uneven hardwood floor of my grandmother’s house in Dallas, Texas, the fan slowly rotating on the high ceiling, a ream of typewriter paper next to me, and splayed all around me in a semi-circle were drawings of knights and dragons in mortal combat. Markers were my weapon of choice due to their vibrancy and immediacy. As I drew the knight, I was the knight, feeling the weight of the plate armor on my skin heating up, as the flames from the dragon barreled into my shield like a torrent of lava, feeling no fear, just ridiculous confidence that I was going to slay the beast. Then I was the dragon, outraged at the impudence (I didn’t know that word, just the sensation) of the knight, who had the arrogance to take me on. I felt my muscles flex as I drew in the brawn of the monster, and the rising fire in my belly and then in my throat. Then, as I applied the red marker (I always made sure the cap was on tight so it wouldn’t dry out) in heavy and swift strokes from the mouth of the dragon towards the upheld shield of the brave knight, I could hear the roar and the grunt of the knight as he leaned in and held his massive sword aloft.

		Once that picture was done, I pushed it aside and immediately grabbed another blank sheet. Now it was the knight, victorious, standing atop the massive dragon. Another sheet; it was the knight in the sharpened maw of the dragon’s mouth, being crushed like a can of Coke under the pneumatic power of the beast’s jaws. Crunch! After a few hours, I’d stop. Next to me would be a peanut butter (smooth only) and jelly (grape Smucker’s) sandwich on Wonder Bread (the bleached bread that came in the plastic wrapping covered with blue, yellow and red circles) on a Batman plate, and a glass of milk that my sweet grandmother would have placed on the floor during my frenzy. I’d finally sit up, back aching from being on my stomach for so long on the hard floor, chew on the dry sandwich, and survey the mosaic of drawings fanned out around me. It was always a surprise to me. I had no recollection of how they were made. They were as new to me as they were to my grandmother, when she came from the kitchen to survey the drawings and tell me, “My, how fierce they are!”

		The drawings were an artifact—a side effect, a fringe benefit, from being in the flow of the work. They were a memory of the state of being in active play. Whether they were good enough or how they compared to the drawings of other kids my age wasn’t the point, or even interesting. Over time, as we learn more about history, about great ones who came before and great ones who create now, we tend to feel either (a) competitive as hell, or (b) discouraged as hell.

		Going back to the initial premise of this book—the world needs more creative thinkers, more than ever. We shouldn’t be (a) or (b), but rather (c) inspired. When we see excellence in others, we should aspire to be better at what we do and become inspired.

		

		So, play with paper and pencil—put down that laptop/tablet/mobile phone. Get analog. Sketch out your thoughts, your business plan, your designs, your ideas... on paper.

		It allows you to discover aspects of the process of creating that you wouldn’t normally experience going straight to the keyboard and mouse.

		Play. Play. Play.

		

		Being in the now is both uncomfortable and invigorating.
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		Stay

		somewhat

		uncomfortable.

		

		Master something and then step just beyond it, right into that anxiety of can-I-do-this? It’s okay to have bias towards mastery but don’t stay there or you will stagnate.

		

		Forget self-pity. It’s easy and it’s the worst. Sure, grieve for your losses for a moment, but only for an appropriate amount of time. Acknowledge them and move on.

		The past is a story we cling to. The future is a story we project outwards. Now is the only reality. When we cling to the past, we cling to the things that either serve us to move forward or have traumatized us, so we remain stagnant and enslaved to them.

		If we stay in a constant state of fear about what could go wrong rather than what may go right, we find ourselves in a state of anxiety.

		So, what do we do in order to soothe ourselves in the now against an unknowable future with a definite end? We drink too much. We eat too much. We take drugs. We watch endless amounts of reality TV. We become fanatically religious. We become intolerantly politicized. These are all ways to get away from the reality of being in the now.

		Being in the now is both uncomfortable and invigorating. It allows you to be alone with yourself and thoughts. Notice I didn’t say your thoughts, but thoughts. Thoughts are just thoughts—they come and go. The mind is insane: it wanders and thinks about things that are completely neurotic most of the time. Let the thoughts come and go and eventually the mind will settle, like stirred up dirt in a glass of water—the sediment will gather at the base and the water will turn clear. All the food and gossip and drugs are turbulence that arises in the mind, that stirs up the mind to distract it from just being, will fall away. Learning to get beyond distraction is one of the purposes of meditation.
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		Now, being somewhat uncomfortable is different from resistance. Resistance is pain; like grinding gears, it generally means that you are pushing the wrong way. For me, being somewhat uncomfortable means I am exploring the boundaries of what I think I can and cannot do. There is a flow state involved, as you play and dance with the novelty of learning. Resistance is like banging your head against a wall; and even if you make it through the wall, you have forced into existence something that probably could have been born just by walking around the wall.

		

		When you are embarking on something new, expect an initial state of discomfort. Realize that it’s just a temporary state that will pass.

		

		This is where most people get stuck or stop. It’s like working out—the first few times you feel sore and don’t see the results you were hoping for. However, by relaxing into the discomfort and just showing up and doing the work, the practice, you will inevitably get results.

		I paint at night. I don’t know, why but I have always felt better writing in the early mornings and painting at night. Now mostly this has been out of necessity, as I have had a day job for most of my life and after spending time with my family at dinner, I have to cram in a couple hours of painting before bed. Problem is, no matter how fatigued I am when I reluctantly pick up the brush, within minutes I am energized and time disappears. There’s something about being in the studio space, enclosed, music blasting, that just immediately allows for creative flow.

		When I was painting the seventeen paintings for the Jondy show, a series of portraits of Austin’s best friends, ranging from Thundercat (the bassist-singer) to Taylor McFerrin to Flying Lotus, I struggled mightily in the converted garage studio in our old house in Marina del Rey. The reference photos I used had been shot by my wife. She had instructed each participant, each friend, to contemplate their relationship with Austin as she took their picture with an iPhone. The image was distorted, close-up with a slight fish-eye lens effect. I didn’t mind because I wanted to incorporate the digital source into the physical transmutation into oil paint.

		Applying brush to canvas was emotionally charged. This was a way for me to not only give my wife a gift, because the whole concept of the Jondy series was hers, but also to grieve. Only a couple of years had passed since Austin’s death. With every portrait, I tried not to just replicate the photographic source but to instill it with my ki (気)—my life energy, as it were.

		I took multiple approaches with the painting of Thundercat: I’d paint in the face with large brush strokes, using the largest brush I had at hand, a massive fourteen-inch hog’s-hair-bristle monster with a colossal oak handle; and then, as Joy Division blared “Shadowplay,” I’d take a large palette knife and scrape it down. I did this at least fifteen times until the scuffled surface and its history of struggle became the underlying foundation for the work, which finally came into being from the paint flung across its surface with the spontaneity I had been searching for. The extreme discomfort I’d felt throughout the creative destruction and rebuilding of the image was pacified, and I dropped the brushes onto the paint-spattered table before I did any more damage.

		

		My wife came into the room and pronounced, “You’re done.”

		

		She then took the painting and brought it inside the house. She had a rule for me as I painted: spend no more than twenty-four hours on any one painting. She knew from past experience that if I worked on a painting for too long, I’d start to either (a) cover it over in black paint, or (b) slash it. With these large paintings (4′ x 3′ and 6′ x 5′), she knew I could as easily destroy them as make them.

		The exhibition was a success. Almost a thousand people came to the opening. There was live music by Natasha Agrama (vocals) and Tony Austin (drums), along with a supporting band. Thundercat showed up later in the evening, after his performance at Royce Hall, bringing an entourage with him. All in all, it was a truly magical evening.

		As I walked around and viewed the paintings, I could see the marks of extreme discomfort with every stroke of color: the canvases were a memory, an artifact of my struggle with the paint and the pain of loss. I saw my wife, across the room, glowing, surrounded by friends and people who deeply love her. I knew that my discomfort was nothing compared to hers. As she caught my eye, I knew that this was the least I could do to ease her chasm of unfathomable pain.

		

		It’s always much better to respond, even if doing so is painful.
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		Communication is crucial.

		Most of the issues I’ve encountered in my relationships, either with my wife and daughter or my work colleagues, can be traced back to a breakdown in communication.

		

		You’d think this was an obvious one, right? Lack of communication makes the mind fill in the void—what does the absence mean? In Hollywood, the de facto way to tell someone, “No, I don’t like your screenplay,” is to simply go silent. No one wants to be an asshole, but nothing can make you into one faster than not addressing a pressing issue. And not communicating tells the person waiting for a response that they are just not that important. It’s always much better to respond, even if doing so is painful.

		Some of the rejection letters I’ve gotten for my novel, Ecru Trabant, have been downright complimentary:

		“I think your friend is quite special, maybe even a genius. But...”

		Now, that’s a lead-in (it helps the still-smarting ache of rejection). The literary agent didn’t even send it to me, but to a friend of mine who was acting as intermediary. Nonetheless, it’s so, so much better than hearing nothing. Crickets. The mind fills up with anticipation, then anxiety and finally sadness.

		Miscommunication is another kind of communication breakdown. That is when the intended message is misconstrued or misinterpreted by the receiver. This is why I find it best to spend as much face-to-face time with a person as possible, even if it’s via video conference. It’s better to connect as humans, because so much communication happens beyond written emails or texts (the latter being one of the worst miscommunication technologies). Our senses are attuned on so many levels when we are in physical (or virtual) space with another person: picking up on nuances in voice, the way someone sits or slouches or crosses their arms defensively.

		At one point in my career, I reported to a leader who had a series of idiosyncratic behaviors, which I thought were subconscious, or perhaps not. The lack of direct communication made it difficult to discern, but the messages were clear. He never said, “Good morning”; instead, he’d look up from his mobile phone or laptop, momentarily, and say, “Hey.” He would put his feet up on the conference table in a meeting, sometimes with hands behind the head, in a full alpha stance—a posture that screamed out, “I’m so dominant and relaxed that I can lord it over you peons.” Variants on this were to actually pull out a mobile phone while you were speaking to him, so that he could multi-task while you presented a deck that you and your team had taken two weeks to prepare. This behavior had secondary negative effects, as another of his direct reports also took to kicking his feet up (usually in expensive Italian leather shoes) and emulating his alpha behavior, often while chewing gum and looking at his phone. It became a grotesque theater and projected an unspoken sense of hierarchy to the rest of the room. Consequently, no one trusted either the leader or his direct report.

		

		Point is, you communicate with more than words. Posture, jokes, eye contact, the kind of clothes you wear (expensive tailored suit or T-shirt)—all tell the people you work with what kind of person you are, or in the case of managers, what kind of leader you are.

		

		( How To )

		

		The takeaway is to over-communicate. Put effort into your communication. Repeat yourself. I find that I spend a lot of my time explaining what design is and what its value is to an organization. I have developed a shorthand for this, as I assume that most people will retain about 10 percent of what I say; but as they say about successful TED talks, the audience will remember how I made them feel. More than anything, if you can communicate good will, people will be less inclined to misconstrue your communications, including a lack of them or a poorly worded missive. You get the benefit of the doubt because they know you on a deeper level, and a level of trust has been established.

		

		When

		in doubt,

		talk,

		talk.

		

		Intentions are hard to read, but my wife reminded me of a time when we were in our early twenties and, as they say, just friends. I was living in London, and my future wife, JC, was visiting me from LA. We were driving back from a quick trip to Scotland in a beautiful Range Rover, after the piece-of-crap Fiat I initially rented had, not surprisingly, broken down on the road. The replacement car was the lovely Rover, complete with sunroof. JC hated my driving at the time (she just barely tolerates it now) and insisted on driving, in her Formula 1 manner, back to London from Edinburgh.

		As we entered the city and stopped at a stop sign, a clearly inebriated young man wearing a leather jacket, jeans and a plaid shirt stuck his head through the passenger side window, where I was sitting, and slurred something quite loudly, his breath smelling of cigarettes and Tennent’s lager. We were startled and politely declined whatever it was he was asking. JC drove forward but not before we heard a clunk. Looking to my right, I could see that the young man had jumped onto the side of the car, using the open sunroof as leverage to hold on. WTF? JC thought this would be a good time to gun the car and make a sharp right, to throw him off.

		Make no mistake, we were terrified; but we found ourselves laughing (perhaps hysterically) at the absurdity of the situation, when the young man stuck his head through the sunroof and yammered something incomprehensible again. Holy shit. JC swerved back and forth but our hijacker had gained solid purchase on the sunroof. I shouted, “What do you want?” He barked out something and belched. Then he lowered himself through the sunroof and into the back seat. JC was laughing now at the situation and I turned in my seat, wondering how I was going to punch him without causing a crash. He seemed to be sobering up; suddenly his English was less garbled. “What do you want?” I asked for the umpteenth time.

		His eyes focused and he said, “I want to go home.”

		“Where do you live?” asked my future wife.

		“I can show you. Just turn there, to the left,” he said. “You mind if I smoke?”

		“Yes, I very much mind,” said my future wife.

		“Right then,” he said, putting his pack of Benson & Hedges away. He continued to tell us which way to go until we were somewhere in Highgate.

		“Here, right here, if you don’t mind,” he said.

		JC put on the brakes and he stepped out. Then he turned and poked his head back into my side of the car.

		“You two fancy some tea?” he asked.

		A few minutes later, JC and I were sitting in his living room as he prepared tea in the kitchen. The place was more middle-class than a squat. As he sobered up and became more comprehensible, we found out that he was a student at the University of London and overall proved to be eloquent and charming. After about an hour, we excused ourselves.

		As we headed out the door, he said, “Again, I apologize for the miscommunication. But I did need to get home. First class is at 7:30 in the morning.”

		Miscommunication indeed.

		

		You are communicating constantly, whether you realize it or not—your body language, your tone of voice, your eye contact all speak volumes. Make sure your words aren’t saying one thing and your body another.

		

		“Authenticity is invaluable; originality is nonexistent.”

		

		Jim Jarmusch
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		Speak truthfully.

		

		Be caring and polite but speak your point of view. You may be wrong, so what? I may be wrong. The point is to get to the truth.
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		Another way to put this: be open-hearted and present. Something I personally struggle with daily.

		Being confident happens when you believe in what you are saying. Confidence happens when you are living and performing in accord with your core principles. In order to do that, you need to know what those principles are.

		What do you stand for? If you aren’t truthful with yourself, there is no way you can speak with candor. You are simply parroting what you think sounds good or sincere. This is bad theater instead of sincerity and integrity.

		Personally, I aspire to stand for Freedom; Individuality; Creativity; Originality; Passion; Justice; Truth; Intuition; Humor; Love.

		Sounds a bit like Batman, I realize (No, not goody-two-shoes Superman. Hate Superman. I identified—and probably still do—with Batman quite a lot as a child). Here’s how I break it down:

		

		Freedom

		

		Freedom of expression and personal freedom. In my relationship with my wife, I do not constrain anything she wants to do. I have a conversation with her and we align on big issues; or have deeper conversations, if necessary. We don’t stop until we are in alignment, even if we aren’t in total agreement.

		This is exactly the way that I manage people on my team. I don’t tell them what to do. I present a challenge that we need to address, a vision that we need to accomplish. Granted, I hire brilliant people: designers and researchers who are much more talented than me (and I don’t mean this as false modesty—every designer on my team is much more talented at the craft of design than I am; they can easily outdo me on Sketch, Framer and Photoshop). I build trust and a framework. You are the wild horse; but here are the boundaries of the field. If you want to jump over the wall, you are free to as well—but let’s discuss it.

		

		Individuality

		

		A pet peeve of mine is the draconian enforcement of roles and responsibilities. This is what you do when you don’t trust the group—we enforce boundaries because there is no natural collaboration or communication. Weak leaders say, “This is your job description, and don’t you dare color outside the lines.” This is a terrible loss for the employee (because their engagement will decline), as well as the company (because the full potential of the employee isn’t unlocked). Yes, of course, the core requirements of the job description need to be fulfilled. And yes, there should be areas of demarcation between various lanes of work; but when these are set in stone, it tends to calcify creative expression and create a fear-based environment. If you decide to move from a design to a leadership role, allow your team members to be individuals. Allow them to express their capabilities beyond the constriction of the job description; and form a bigger, better, more engaging job description with them. You’ll be amazed at the change in behavior, and consequently culture, in the person and the group.

		

		Creativity

		

		The fire, as it were, that most gather around is creativity. Hollywood is an armature of agents, managers, executives, lawyers, below-the-line workers (grips, gaffers, craft services, hair stylists, truck drivers) built around the core output of above-the-line writers, directors, producers and actors. These are the creators who envision the thing that is to be made. As they say, you need a village; so this is not to disparage the essential creativity of the supporting group that makes up the business. Without them, nothing would get done.

		

		Creativity is expressed through thinking and making. Often, the thinking comes from the doing.

		

		I think the system is set up this way so that creative types don’t mess up the machine, so to speak. All TV and film networks are essentially distribution cannons, as it were: companies whose role is shoot the content out through their pipes and into theaters and your home. The cannonballs of creativity are almost always made externally to the TV and film networks by production companies and individuals. Corporations crave stability while the creative mind is naturally rebellious and disruptive, so the two are naturally opposed. So often, the founders of a company get moved out by the suits once it gets to a certain size and profitability. Thus, the revolutionaries are often sacrificed to the revolution.

		You can nurture true creative thinking in a company, but it will have to be protected and allowed to truly prototype, fail and fail faster. Many companies pay lip service to this principle, but unless they truly commit to the welfare of the creativity of the individual, yet again it is all just so much shitty theater.

		

		Originality

		

		I think Austin Kleon (Steal Like an Artist) is correct when he says that everything is a collage of pre-existing work. You should know your art or design history. Heck, you should know history in general. Everything out there is for you to mix and match and make anew—ingredients for a cake, or whatever else you feel like baking. “Nothing is original,” writes filmmaker Jim Jarmusch; “Steal from anywhere that resonates with inspiration or fuels your imagination... Select only things to steal from that speak directly to your soul. If you do this, your work (and theft) will be authentic.”

		In the product design world, you don’t need to reinvent the wheel. It’s not first-mover advantage that usually wins the day. It’s second or third. Take Facebook—it was preceded by Friendster and Myspace. They learned from what came before and improved it. At Hulu, we decided not to look too hard at the competition, as they tend to just copy each other and iterate on existing product paradigms. We looked to other avenues for inspiration because it honestly looked like everyone was just copying each other (which happens). As I mentioned earlier, I code-named the UX for the New Hulu Experience Bowie. So, Bowie was one patron saint (the notion of a patron saint was something I swiped from my time at Wired magazine, where Marshall McLuhan was the guiding light). The other source of inspiration was James Turrell, the incredible artist who uses light as his medium.

		

		Projected light from the TV screen is the new fire around which we gather to hear stories.

		

		So, we took our inspiration from the rock ’n’ roll ethos of Bowie and the Zen circadian rhythms of Turrell, and off we went to reinvent what storytelling would be, going forward.

		In order to be original, you need to at first be incredibly unoriginal and learn from the past, from the masters; and then let it all stew in your head. What comes out, even if you were trying to straight up lift from others, will always go through your own filters and morph into something that is you.

		When I was studying aikido, I learned that you must spend years learning all the names, the moves, the defenses, until you finally get to a point of such internalization that you can forget everything you’ve learned. It’s inside of you now. There is no more labeling or thinking. There is only doing. And being.

		

		Passion

		

		This is different from love but closely related. Passion is the buzz saw that rips through fear and gets you up in the morning. Passion ignites when you have a vision and know that you will get to it come hell or high water, or more commonly, lethargy. Most people never really experience passion. Passion requires giving oneself completely to an ideal. It’s a precursor to committing to something. I believe there are moments of passion that almost all humans experience, but they are fleeting. As an example, if you have a passion for writing, you will get up and write every day, no matter what. Don’t give yourself a break—finish the damn book. If you have a passion to get into shape, then go to the gym, especially when you are not feeling like it. Fear is dull and yet it spikes the adrenals with regret over time.

		Passion is one of the first things to go when people grow up, get real jobs and “settle down.” If you are a creative type, you know that you do what you do, not just to make money but because you literally have to create or go nuts, as Charles Bukowski puts it his poem, “so you want to be a writer”:

		

		

		Do whatever it is you commit yourself to with passion. Or don’t do it at all. If your day job isn’t your passion, that’s okay. Just make sure that you are, on your own time, doing something that fans your creative passion.

		

		Time is going by. Now is the time. And the time is always now.

		

		

		Justice

		

		I have come to think that my tendency to mentor young talent, and the core reason for writing this book, is my intrinsic outrage at injustice. Justice must be intrinsic to being human since all children have an inherent sense of what’s fair and what is not. As we get older, we tend to go, “Eh, that’s life. Can’t be helped.”

		Well, fuck that.

		Design intrinsically requires empathy for the user, for the customer—for the other. You can only feel true justice, that which transcends our own personal issues, by expanding empathy for other people—especially folks who are markedly different than ourselves: skin color, religion, sexual orientation, gender identification, political affiliation. Radical conservative or bleeding-heart liberal, we are all stuck on the same planet (for now) and share the same air, food, water and concerns.

		I know, I know: nothing new in this rant. But I think we are here to help each other (and maybe this goes back to my identification with Batman). There is an ethical imperative to do the right thing. We are intrinsically social animals and we make things, we make experiences, for each other. We write on Medium. We publish articles. We launch products that will potentially reach millions of people. And what we do needs to be informed by ethics. Look at Facebook and the Russian infiltration—these are new times of dynamic change. At Hulu, we strive to tackle the needs of the disenfranchised and underserved: the sight impaired, the hearing impaired, those with limited or no physical mobility. Addressing marginalized audiences is an attempt to tackle inequities and injustice in a world built for the idealized human. Most of us are not this ideal.

		I am acutely aware of justice (or the lack thereof ) when voices aren’t heard or a negative narrative is foisted on someone undeserving of the scarlet letter. Throughout my career, I’ve been approached by female designers who feel they can’t compete or be heard in a manner that cuts through the alpha male theater of the boardroom. To remedy this, I’ve hired consultancies to help coach not only the female designers, but the team as a whole, to learn to speak their truth—the truth of their design work and the truth of themselves as people.

		As designers, as creative minds, as just functional humans, we are immensely capable of addressing such issues within the workplace, our start-ups, our communities, our countries, our world; but only if we start within ourselves.

		

		Surviving isn’t enough. We must help the world prosper.

		

		

		Truth

		

		Beauty is truth; truth, beauty. One of the worst things I hear, with more consistency than I’d like, is that designers make things pretty.

		Design is not about making things pretty. That is decoration.

		Art is not about making pretty things. Likewise, that is decoration.

		Art asks a question. Design answers a question. Two very different things—one is open and abstract, and the other specific and utilitarian. Sometimes, both are aesthetically pleasing, but that is a side benefit. The main purpose of design and art (and I’m including music, theater, novels, et al. in this category) is to resonate within the human psyche. The only way to do that is for the work to have substance and thoughtfulness.

		

		Design exists to solve problems. That is its truth.

		Art is there to pose problems. That is its truth.
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		Intuition

		

		There is information out there. Once information is internalized, it becomes knowledge. Once knowledge sits in one’s system for a period of time, it becomes wisdom (hopefully). And this internalized knowledge/wisdom informs. But there is a counter-balance to this analysis, and that is intuition. Of course, intuition may be what remains after our conscious understanding of the world has been filtered through our subconscious. But I subscribe to the gut sensation we get when we know that something is right.

		Intuition is incredibly important for a designer or any creative person. It’s what separates a blockbuster film that dies at the box office from one that does well. It’s what separates a director like Stanley Kubrick from someone like Michael Bay. Sure, Bay makes a ton of money, but his movies do not resonate for me—they lack truth. They’re decoration.

		You are born with intuition and may be able to improve it over time, through the practice of awareness, by being open to the extraordinary, and by calling out mediocrity for what it is. Alas, I do believe that while the craft of almost anything from writing to designing to painting to playing music can be taught, intuition is what separates the competent from the brilliant.

		

		“The primary wisdom is intuition. In that deep force, the last fact behind which analysis cannot go, all things find their origin.”

		

		Ralph Waldo Emerson

		

		

		Humor

		

		I’m inherently humorous—I find the world to be pretty absurd. Humor is important in the workplace, and important to all creative people. It brings perspective and serves as a lubricant for the grinding gears of commerce. Humor allows us to phrase truth in ways that can be more easily consumed.

		I got massively drunk in London with William S. Burroughs, the grand duke of the Beats, when I was twenty-one and he must have been in his mid-seventies. Long story, but I was hanging a show of his Shotgun Paintings, which he had made in his Lawrence, Kansas, backyard by setting up cans of spray paint in front of old doors and panels and blasting the shit out of them with said shotgun. In any case, I asked him about his most famous book, Naked Lunch, which David Cronenberg was filming at the time. He said that he was haunted by that book and people always thought that he was a continuous heroin user; a stereotype enforced by the autobiographical Junkie, no doubt. He laughed and said that Naked Lunch was meant to be funny. I asked him about his friend Francis Bacon and his incredible paintings. He said, “I love Francis, but I could never have one of his paintings in my bedroom. It would give me nightmares.” This from the man who wrote about an asshole that developed teeth, started talking, and then took over its owner with transparent jelly that covered his mouth until it finally took control of the host.

		I found it hilarious that the writer of such a comically horrific scenario would get nightmares from a Bacon painting. And it probably informed my later career trajectory.

		

		Love

		

		The universe is love. Simple and trite, yeah, yeah, yeah. Still, the massive purpose of life, the universe and everything is either love or indifference. But I doubt it’s evil. All these problems we experience are tiny swirls of discontent in a massive ocean of benevolence. Expand yourself and the problem returns to its proper dimensions.

		I didn’t understand love for a long time.

		I trained in aikido when I lived in San Francisco, under James Friedman and Kato Hiroshi-sensei. Kato-sensei trained under the founder of aikido, Ueshiba Morihei or O-Sensei (great teacher). O-Sensei famously transformed aikido from a purely combative martial art into one of self-actualization, after he, unarmed, defeated a naval officer who attacked him with a bokken (wooden sword). Afterwards, he walked to his garden and had the following epiphany (note that God is not the Western notion of a deity, but a kami or spirit):

		

		

		I love the notion that we are here to keep the peace and to correctly produce, protect and cultivate all beings in nature. This is, again, why we need more creative thinkers than ever before. We have so much to fix in this world, from climate change to women’s rights; to stopping poverty, hunger and pandemics; to providing clean water and education for the deprived and disenfranchised.

		

		Love is expansive and inclusive.

		Fear is small and exclusionary.

		Remember, the observable universe is about ninety-three billion light years in diameter. That’s a lot of love.

		

		You are already extraordinary—go out and simply be who you truly are.
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		Ego.

		Let it go.

		

		Your ego prevents you from accessing your original face . It’s so busy protecting your imposter syndrome that you don’t even know what you can do. It’s a small ego that needs to go—expand it to a super-ego that envelops others. Don’t get attached to your ideas—allow them to mutate and take on their own lives through the input of others. Throw out the seed of the idea, then allow it to grow into its own tree, shrub or weed. Yeah, it could be a weed, but weeds are medicinal plants.

		Maintain emotional distance from the work. One of the worst habits I see in the workplace, both in Hollywood and Silicon Valley, is people associating their sense of self and worth too strongly with the title and company they work for. Don’t get me wrong; I don’t subscribe to the notion that titles aren’t important—it’s usually executives with big titles like CEO or SVP who pooh-pooh the importance of titles. We are naturally hierarchical, tribal animals so we find great sense of order and belonging with title (hierarchy) and tribalism (our company). “Hi, I’m a Creative Director and I work for Hugely Coveted Company.” There is some good in tribalism—you should be proud of the company and team you work with. The problem comes when pride in one’s group become insular and exclusionary of others. This leads to lack of collaboration across departments and a sense that the other is always wrong and your group, by default, is always correct.

		You can be fully engaged with work without being emotionally tied to it for your sense of self. This allows you to step back and see the bigger picture and your place in it. Remember, you are always bigger and more expansive as an individual human being. A miracle of confluence of egg and sperm, the odds of your parents meeting and you being conceived are statistically almost zero. According to Dr. Ali Binazir:

		

		

		With this in mind, you must never sublimate your individual worth by tying its intrinsic value to a corporation, who values you enough to keep you on the payroll but would barely miss you if you quit or got fired tomorrow. Corporations have to behave this way—they are businesses after all, machines to provide value for the end user and to make money. Don’t blame them for being so cold—it’s just capitalism.

		Personally, I believe that business is personal, by the way. I hate the adage, It’s not personal, it’s business. If you become a leader who has influence upon the manner in which a company conducts itself, be cognizant that your organizational and business decisions have enormous effect on the employees in the company—people who have wives, husbands, children, rent, mortgages, groceries and dreams—and that you will directly impact their lives with your decisions. This is a culture issue, which I think is the most important aspect of a healthy company. Healthy cultures foster trust and collaboration. Toxic ones are generally focused on hierarchy, title and the aggrandizement of the individual leader.

		Unfortunately, most companies tend to espouse values rather than live and breathe them—the equivalent of inspirational posters with subjects like CHANGE, DRIVE, IMAGINE, FOCUS, et al. As a smart, creative individual, you need to differentiate between the walk and the talk. If you are fortunate enough to be in a company that actually practices its values, then congratulations. Even then, it’s a healthy practice to maintain a sense of individuality and self-value that isn’t predicated on your current, fleeting title. You may be a Manager, for now, but you could easily be a Director or even VP at another company. It’s all relative. And slippery.

		

		Remember: You are always bigger than the company you work for and the title it bestows on you.

		

		This may sound counterintuitive, but the way to maintain a healthy ego is to expand it beyond the workplace, beyond the petty politics of where you fit on the pyramid, and realize how extraordinary you are; how extraordinary it is to even be walking this earth. Again, from Dr. Binazir:

		

		

		A miracle is an event so unlikely as to be almost impossible. By that definition, I’ve just shown that you are a miracle.

		You are already extraordinary—go out and simply be who you truly are.

		When I was heading up design at Magento, one of the projects I oversaw was called the Imagine Conference. It was an annual gathering of clients and brands who built their online stores on the open-source platform called Magento. In 2013, we wanted to do something spectacular, something that would really differentiate the company in the marketplace—the users of the platform were fanatical and the CEO of the company, Roy Rubin, wanted to wow them. He gave me free license to do whatever I wanted, which in and of itself was highly unusual; but the company was still very much a start-up and Roy believed in the power of design.

		I was working with a small but very talented video production company called The Buzz Lab at the time, headed up by Ryan Byrne. As I worked out the theme for that year, “The Art of Commerce,” and was considering different approaches to the stage design, Ryan recommended that I meet with a friend of his, Mike Russek.

		Mike showed up at the office: his pencil-thin physique in a form-fitting bespoke Italian suit, long curly hair flying akimbo around his head, carrying an aluminum briefcase. He was kinetic, extremely eloquent and waved his hands around as he spoke, huge silver rings on his fingers and thumbs clanking as they landed on the tabletop. Before I even saw what he did, I decided to work with him. I decided to try something—to sublimate my ego, set the parameters and theme for the design work, and just say yes to what appeared. He recommended that we do a 3-D projection-mapped stage. A huge one. I immediately agreed. I’d been fascinated by 3-D projection art for a while and was interested in trying it out firsthand.

		The conference that year was held at M Resort in Las Vegas, in a venue that was like a massive permanent tent. My design team, led by Hansen Smith, worked out a visual timeline of commerce that was on the hallway wall as you walked towards the tent, with orange lines representing commerce and blue ones representing ecommerce across an isometric grid. I wanted the experience of walking through the hallway to move the attendees from a state of the everyday to one of sacredness, like entering a temple. So we worked with a great production team, Drive, led by Kim Campbell and Scott Booth, to install orange gates, based upon the Japanese torii, specifically the 10,000 Fushimi Inari-taisha gates in Kyoto. As the theme was “The Art of Commerce,” the gates were also a tip of the hat to The Gates, by Christo and Jean-Claude, an art installation of 7,503 saffron-colored gates in Central Park, New York City, in 2005.

		The stage was enormous. Gigantic. Mike and his team built it like it was a permanent edifice, and it must have weighed tons. Literally. There was a massive screen in the center, bookended by two tower-like structures that would be the canvases for the projections. We also built a catwalk runway down the center of the space, for the speakers and performers to walk up and down. The visuals were based on the style guide and were all geometric—I didn’t want the usual trompe l’oeil style 3-D projection but rather something that was counter to that, a bit flatter and graphic. Also, I wanted the visuals to be audio-responsive to music.
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		In between the speakers, we wanted to have live entertainment, but I wanted to eschew the usual Las Vegas glitz. Instead I contacted Taylor McFerrin (yes, son of Bobby) who was a good friend of Austin’s and a brilliant musician and vocalist. When he arrived at the hotel and we showed him the stage, he was quiet and a bit reserved, but I could tell he was impressed. We had never met before, but I had seen him perform with Austin at UCLA’s Royce Hall the year prior, and been blown away. We had dinner and I introduced him to Marshall Jones, a poet who would also be performing—Roy Rubin had seen him on TED and felt that he would be a great addition. It turned out he was correct.

		The first day of the conference, my design team was exhausted but elated. We had been up most of the night making last-minute adjustments, but now came the moment of truth. I had a moment of, oh shit, when I realized that we had pulled together multiple elements that I had never done or worked on before: stage design, 3-D projection-mapped graphics, music (live and curated), live performances (musical and spoken word). All of it had to come together seamlessly. There is nothing you can do to control anything once the show starts—electronics can suddenly fail, someone gets sick and can’t get on stage, etc.

		

		The whole rhythm of the show is one large interconnected experience, dependent on hundreds of people working in sync. And it worked beautifully.

		

		As Taylor McFerrin took the stage and played, the colors of the platform glowed orange and then as he started to beatbox, the stage reacted to the sounds, changing in real time to his voice. Whew. There were around five of these performances over the two days of the conference. When the poet Marshall Jones came on, Taylor joined him as they had worked out a collaborative performance the previous evening. It was spectacular—sound and vision, the stage morphing dynamically in real time to the voices and instruments of these artists.

		Of course, this was also the year that I gave a speech on design thinking to the two-thousand-plus attendees of the Imagine Conference. I’d created the stage, and now it was my turn to perform. Being exhausted from all the production and design work, I was almost delirious during rehearsals, stuttering and flubbing my lines left and right. Also, it had only been a year since Austin passed and I was barely holding it all together from that. I was a bundle of nerves when I hit the stage and began my speech. Josh Nelson, the lead designer in charge of running my speaker’s notes, struggled as I went off-script and finally decided to dump reading from the monitor all together about a minute into the presentation.

		I felt better as I’d always hated reading from teleprompters. After two minutes, I felt my groove coming into place and just flowed with it, exchanging looks with Josh as he sat in the audience to my right (his eyes wide in concern) to indicate when he should go on to the next slide or video. I don’t recall the details of the speech aside from that it was essentially a primer on what design is. I demonstrated it with a time-lapse video of the stage I stood on being constructed, explaining how the whole conference was tied together thematically through a style guide under the motif of “The Art of Commerce.” At the end of the speech, I dedicated the design to Austin and we ran a short, archived clip of him hammering the piano as I exited the stage. Backstage I did something I have rarely done in my adult life: I wept. Marshall Jones, the poet, came over and gave me a hug, and I struggled not to come completely undone. After a few moments, I regained my composure. It was over.

		Looking back, I can see that this particular conference was the most successful of the numerous ones I have been involved with. We truly had beginner’s mind, or shoshin—初心—a Zen Buddhist concept of openness without preconceptions, as we came together as a tribe to design, build and execute this concept. Any controlling ego had to be sublimated. My role was to set the parameters, the borders of the sandbox, and to set the vision for the castle to be built, but the tools and approaches were completely up to the team.

		

		In the end, the project ended up not being exactly my vision; it was better than my vision.

		

		Honor the present. It’s all you really have.
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		Nothing but the marvelous.

		The design, the book, the painting, the music is just the artifact of the creative process.

		

		It’s the fringe benefit of being in a state of experiential flow. So, if you are not in that state of being, of creating; and if, more importantly, you don’t like what you went through and the end result, then it doesn’t matter if it fulfills some arbitrary KPI (key performance indicator) or market need. It’s just awful. To borrow from Henry Miller, “Nothing but the marvelous.” After all the work, the hours, the strain, the sacrifice, what you should be left with is a sense of the marvelous .

		

		How do you keep fighting for what’s right, especially in a company or group environment, which by its very nature is collaborative?

		

		I tend to look at the situation like a conductor and their orchestra—you can’t play every instrument or be first chair violin, no matter how much you’d like to control it all. You can set the score and lead the group, but it’s actually much more interesting to see how your vision mutates with the input of other people. I’ve found that it often becomes more amazing than you could have envisioned on your own.

		I don’t believe in groupthink at all. I believe that all great creativity comes from the individual; usually by themselves in a room, or padding around on the beach, or in the shower. But that’s just the seed. There are expressions that are highly singular in nature: writing a book or making a hands-on painting. But in order to scale quickly, we often require the help of others. Even writing a book takes a village to get to the market—it has to be edited, proofed, designed, published, marketed. However, if the initial concept is marvelous and you absolutely love it, it tends to maintain a core DNA. In my design direction, if I get even 30 percent of what I initially envisioned at the end, I’m happy.

		Things are marvelous when you are here, awake, in this moment. The marvelous fades through the twin ills of regret and desire; one is about the past and the other about the future. We often find ourselves regretting what happened to us in the past, as well as wishing things had turned out differently. Then we worry about the future and desire things that we don’t currently have in hand. This leaves no room to experience the moment we are in, right now. Honor the present. It’s all you really have.

		

		If you are completely in this moment, then it becomes the foundation, something of quality, upon which the future builds itself on its own.

		

		When you are fully in the moment of creating, of making, of expressing, of problem-solving, you are truly present. Ironically, we often don’t recall what happened during this state of flow—hours go by and we are still engaged. Regrets from the past, fears and desires about the future, are abolished. This is the state of mushin—無心—no mind. In Asian martial arts, this achievement allows the artist (martial or otherwise) to be free of ego, anger and attachment. This is the space where great things can occur—but one must be consciously unselfconscious, let go of comparison and teachings, and let whatever comes out, come out without judgment.

		There are times when I’m upset about something that happened at work, or I’m worried about something that will happen at work, or I’m really watching the pot boil on a proposal or a book or TV project that is out in the wild, and making myself insane. In those times, I simply assess what I actually have, rather than what I lack. In my case, I have an incredible wife, a happy and sweet daughter and two flatulent dogs. Things could be worse. And they have been.

		Most of the problems we have in life (unless you live in an impoverished nation) are First World problems.

		

		Look around at what you have, rather than what you lack. Whatever it is, it will be marvelous.

		

		Give yourself the gift of doing absolutely nothing for periods of time.
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		In this age of constant distraction, do nothing.

		

		When I started at Hulu, I held our first design offsite at my house in Topanga. It was a beautiful day. I had a tent set up for the team in the backyard. After an amazing breakfast, catered by the local company Canyon Girls (no longer around, unfortunately), we had presentations of our team goals and manifestos. At lunch I brought in a special speaker—Lisa Kring, a mindfulness meditation teacher at Insight LA and a good friend—to lead the team of young designers, researchers and program managers through an exercise. All phones and laptops had to be put down and closed. At first, I could sense some dubiousness in the team; but as soon as Lisa spoke in her charismatic and passionate way, they warmed up, and within minutes she had them in the palm of her hand as she led us all through breathing and visualization exercises. After a very fast forty-five minutes, the team opened their eyes and Lisa asked them how they felt. They all were centered and calm, as expected.

		What surprised me was the realization that the most common issue that almost all the members of the young team (average age around twenty-seven) shared was pervasive anxiety. They were anxious all the time: about work, about life, about relationships, about commuting, about missing out (FOMO). Furthermore, the anxiety was increased by access to information, at all times, at their fingertips—push notifications about the latest government insanity, Instagram posts of friends doing fabulous things that they should be doing, LinkedIn telling them that their former coworkers are now at Facebook or Apple or Netflix with big titles, and just the constant dopamine release that happens when checking texts and emails. All of this led to a state of constant distraction, fragmented attention span (Ritalin is a common medication in this demographic) and, ultimately, anxiety.

		Here’s what I’ve learned.

		

		The world is not going to fall apart because you are off the electronic tether for a day. Or more.

		

		Most urgent emails can wait for a bit; and if you are really in demand, someone will actually (gasp) make a phone call to get ahold of you.

		Give yourself the gift of doing absolutely nothing for periods of time. If this means going for a walk in the woods or the beach, then do it. The monkey mind of insane thoughts will abate, given enough time. And BTW, this is where the good stuff comes from. The deep well of the subconscious is allowed to surface and you may even enter that rarest-of-the-rare state—contemplation. You can actually mull things over.

		Throughout the day, take an occasional walk. Or go work out. Do something physical, away from the electronics and the static state of the desk. You’ll be amazed at how the mind changes when the TV is turned off, so to speak.

		The current economy is based on grabbing your attention at all costs. Consequently, I’ve found that it’s not only the much-maligned Millennials that are hard to keep on track—even adults within my middle-age sphere can barely keep a conversation linear for more than a sentence. At a design all-hands, I once asked the group what the last novel they read was. Almost no one could answer. I asked if anyone read books at all. A few hands went up and out of that small group, most listened to audiobooks. I asked how many had recently bought a hardback book that wasn’t a design or self-help business book, and exactly zero hands went up.

		I don’t despair for the future of analog books—at worst they will go the way of vinyl records and have a resurgence of popularity. Books were and are the way I can actively do nothing—I find that deep, uninterrupted immersion into a fictional world helps me to see the world anew and, perhaps more importantly, actively contemplate how I’m living. Most recently, a book that took me into a completely new world was the spectacular Lincoln in the Bardo, by George Saunders. Sure, it was a tough read initially; but like all things that require some initial effort—from Ulysses by James Joyce to the more contemporary six-volume My Struggle series by Karl Ove Knausgård—once you enter their worlds, your lens is widened, and you find more colors and shapes in the everyday.

		Even with my hectic schedule, I find time every week to read novels. Currently it’s Killing Commendatore by Haruki Murakami. It may take weeks to finish, as I can only find thirty minutes here or there to focus; but it activates parts of my mind that I’m convinced only reading can do. Here we are taking abstract symbols, letters and words, and transmuting them into visuals and sounds in real time! In your head! You are doing it right now as you read (or perhaps hear) this. Rather than being provided pre-digested images via Instagram, Snapchat or TV, you are mentally activated throughout the process of reading.

		Growing up in Texas, there weren’t a ton of literary influences in my life. When I was eleven, I discovered J.R.R. Tolkien’s Lord of the Rings trilogy and the Dune series by Frank Herbert, and my love for deep reading began. However, it wasn’t until my freshman year in high school that I really found my passion for literature. I wanted to get into an AP (Advanced Placement) English class with Mrs. Sue Smith the following year. She had short white hair, big, black-rimmed glasses and was a little round and grumpy. She looked at me and dug around in the piles of manila folders on her desk until she found a single sheet of paper.

		“Read these over summer vacation,” she said. “And we can have a talk to see if it makes sense to let you into a senior-level English class.”

		Then she shooed me away and I thanked her. I looked down at the paper as I exited the room, which was exactly like any John Hughes–era high school English classroom. On the paper was a reading list.

		I can’t recall all the titles, but it was an extensive list—around forty books, including The Stranger by Albert Camus, The Metamorphosis by Franz Kafka, For Whom the Bell Tolls by Ernest Hemingway, Steppenwolf by Hermann Hesse, Cannery Row by John Steinbeck, To Kill a Mockingbird by Harper Lee, The Sheltering Sky by Paul Bowles, To the Lighthouse by Virginia Woolf, A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man by James Joyce, Slaughterhouse-Five by Kurt Vonnegut, Brave New World by Aldous Huxley, 1984 by George Orwell and The Sound and the Fury by William Faulkner. As I say, there were more, but these are the ones that stuck to my memory and imagination. I immediately went to the school library and checked out all of these books, naively thinking that I had better get them before the other students did. As I had no money, aside from what I made mowing lawns, I couldn’t afford to purchase the books.

		I filled two Safeway paper grocery bags with the books, with the help of the kind librarian, and walked home. The early June heat had already become unbearable, and the buzzing of cicadas filled the oaks that I passed under, along the cracked and warped cement sidewalks. Home life was not exactly harmonious. I took the books and made room on the shelf, alongside my beloved Marvel and DC comics, and stood in awe at the instant library I had just acquired. I didn’t know which one to start with, so I just grabbed the shortest one—The Stranger by Camus. I read it in one sitting and was stunned at how much I understood the protagonist and the senselessness of it all—one’s actions, the murder. The white heat of the sun and the existential wonder of it appealed deeply to my teenage angst. Next, I read The Metamorphosis, and again, my teenage sense of displacement made even more sense.

		

		My God, I wasn’t alone in the universe. I had a vibrant community and they were almost all dead and on my shelf.

		

		Happiness was taking a book off the shelf, sitting outside under the sycamore tree in the backyard and reading for hours. Then I took out a spiral-ring notebook and wrote down my thoughts. Pages and pages of analysis and a book report of sorts, heavily peppered with asides. By the end of summer, I had not only read the forty books but also another ten or so on top of that. After writing my reactions down, I’d sit and just feel the new thoughts wash through my system. Actively doing nothing.

		In the fall, I went back to see Mrs. Smith, carrying the two Safeway grocery bags and put them on her desk. She looked at me quizzically, then stood up and looked into the bags. They were filled with red, spiral-ringed notebooks, each one with a book title written in block letters with a black Sharpie on the cover, and inside, a handwritten report on the book. She actually didn’t seem too impressed.

		“You wrote reports on each book?” she asked.

		“Yes,” I said, now embarrassed and feeling a bit like a show-off.

		“I didn’t ask you to write book reports. I just asked you to read the books,” Smith said disapprovingly. “And I certainly didn’t expect you to read all of the books.”

		My heart sank. And she could see this.

		“Okay,” she said.

		“Okay?” I asked.
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		“Okay, you can attend my class,” she said as she took the grocery bags off her desk, sat down and looked back down at her piles of manila folders. “Now shoo.”

		I didn’t have too many great memories of being at Paschal High School. This was probably the best one. And Mrs. Sue Smith’s book list set a trajectory for my life that was incredibly influential, second only to the year I spent in Japan when I was nine.

		I went outside, sat under a tree in the courtyard and pulled out J.D. Salinger’s Catcher in the Rye. And began to re-read.

		

		There is always time. It just requires focus and commitment.
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		Fully engage.

		

		Just truly commit to doing something. Not in the someday-I’ll-learn-Spanish manner, but with specificity, as in: I will be in Madrid, Spain, on April 7th, staying at the Prado Hotel; and I will be speaking fluently to the waiter in the hotel restaurant. Then, your brain will work backwards from that, subconsciously, and you will actually start on a path to that end.

		

		It’s amazing how few of us really know what committing means. The cliché stands true—gym memberships go up in January, fancy workout clothes and bags are bought; then, after a few half-hearted attempts, most people fade out, which is why gyms can sell more memberships than their facilities could conceivably hold if everyone showed up. The brain thinks it’s done its duty by simply going through the rituals of joining a gym, buying the requisite uniform and attempting to give up sweets and beer.

		To commit is to give oneself fully. Like getting married; at least in theory, that’s a major commitment, though at least half of the marriages in the US end in divorce. Even that level of commitment barely has follow-through.

		I get asked how it is that I am able to do as much as I do—how do I find the time? I find that there is always time. It just requires focus and commitment. I wake up early to meditate, study Japanese and write. I spend time with the family at breakfast, then drive to work with my daughter. I work, have meetings. I go to the gym and do a workout at lunchtime. Back to the office and work. Drive and listen to podcasts or books. Then, I spend time with the family; and I paint before going to bed. That’s kind of it. Sometimes going to dinner with friends or, more often than not, hosting.

		I do take time to watch movies or TV shows, or to play Xbox to unwind as well. However, I’m usually aware of what I’m not doing in order to do the leisure activity: writing novels, writing scripts, reading, studying, making art. I make a balanced trade-off in my head, because you do need to rest the engine at times as well.

		I’m able to get up and do what I do because I am committed to some things: taking care of the family, writing at least one novel and a couple screenplays a year, becoming completely fluent in written Japanese (I’m verbally fluent), and knocking out a series of paintings for a show. I have other commitments to work and to my wife and our shared vision of the future as well. Point is, these are all committed to. Not kinda committed to.

		Whenever I commit to something, I also bring my family into agreement on it with me. They have to buy into my commitment as much as I buy into and support theirs. This is why my wife puts up with my phone alarm going off in the pre-dawn hours every weekday. This is why she proactively turned the living room into a painting studio for me. We support one another.

		

		Find one thing you can commit to, and do it every day. Something like meditation. Quantity begets quality. Commit and do.

		Choose and go.

		

		The majority of the work is just plain old showing up.
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		Habit makes it happen.

		Banal but true: Once you’ve committed, the machine that makes it happen is habit.

		

		Choose a sacred time for your work and do it every day, without excuses. It’s okay to fall off the wagon once in a while, but get back on as soon as you can.

		Picasso had a duende or an artistic spirit, more demonic than angelic, that possessed him in the throes of creation. It is the duende, not the muse or the angel, that is invoked when breaking through in art or music or design. Chills are provoked when the duende takes over and you are suddenly the transmitter of a greater energy, that always exists out there but that you are now tapping into. Federico García Lorca famously wrote about this in “Theory and Play of the Duende”:

		

		

		The majority of the work is just plain old showing up, once you’ve committed to doing whatever project you’ve committed to doing.

		After years—no, decades—of thinking about writing a literary novel, I finally started one, on July 10, 2017. I had finally committed to writing and finishing a novel. I began the habit of waking up every morning at 5:30 am and writing, no matter what. I would go outside, as the early morning summer light rose and illuminated the Santa Monica Mountains, light some Japanese incense (katori senko—used for keeping away mosquitoes; the scent always takes me back to childhood), meditate for ten minutes, and then let the words come on their own. The first line I wrote was:

		

		

		Ecru is a light beige color and a Trabant is a crappy car (a spark plug with a roof) that an East German car manufacturer (VEB Sachsenring Automobilwerke Zwickau) produced from 1957 to 1990. I have no idea where the concept of an ecru-colored Trabant came from and why I saw it so vividly. I went with it. Now, I rarely, if ever, read aloud any writing I’m in the process of creating, but I felt the need to read the first few pages of the book to my wife. She asked me what an ecru Trabant was. I explained and said I had no idea where it came from.

		On July 15, five days later, my wife (JC), daughter (Audrey) and I passed a garage sale on our drive home. As we were having family visiting who had two little girls, JC suggested we see if there were any little toys worth getting for them. I dutifully turned the car around and parked in the driveway as Audrey and JC went through a box of toys. After about ten minutes, they got back into the car. As we drove back to the house, Audrey told us she’d found a toy car that was unusual—something our late son, Austin, would have loved. She handed it to JC, who was sitting in the passenger seat. I looked over and did a classic double-take. I asked JC to turn over the toy car and see what it said. On the bottom, stamped into the chassis, was the word Trabant. And indeed, the car was ecru-colored. This was, surprisingly, no surprise to my wife; but I awoke at 2 am that night, thinking that statistically it was almost impossible that this was a coincidence.

		The next morning, as I wrote, I felt myself open up, and the electric tingling of the channel as it flowed—the duende blessed by Austin, or perhaps Austin himself. Whatever the interpretation, it was definitely a sign. And it propelled me. The book was written in four and a half months. I finished it on November 28, in Nara, Japan, at the Sasayuri-ann ryokan.

		

		Thanks to habit and the duende, I only missed two days of writing during the whole stretch.

		

		The time is always now.
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		Do something beyond your day job. Anything.

		

		I remind my designers that they are so much bigger than their title, than the company they work for, than the job they do.

		

		As a human, this particular employment is just a blip on the timeline of one’s life. Yes, do a good job. Be engaged. Add value to the company. But the bottom line is, unfortunately, you are expendable—doesn’t matter what the job is, chances are that, unless your name is on the company logo, you are replaceable. The important thing is the relationships you make with your teammates and the culture you build. I still have a design leader on my team who began working for me more than fourteen years ago at a different company.

		The biggest danger is to associate your own value as a person, as a human walking the earth, with the thing you do for a living. This is dangerous even if you are doing the one thing you think you were put on earth to do. It’s great, in my case, that my designers love what they do—they get to create and problem-solve for a living—but it’s dangerous if they put too much emotional investment in the title rank (Senior Manager or Creative Director or VP or fill-in-the-blank hierarchical title) and associate too heavily with the coolness cachet of the brand for which they work.

		I encourage the folks on my teams to do something outside of work that has nothing at all to do with the day job—it can be yoga, chess, martial arts, dance, ceramics, Burning Man, Ironman Triathlons or filmmaking.

		Personally, as I mentioned, I write in the early morning hours and paint at night. I wrote two full-length novels in a year by getting up before dawn and knocking out 1,600 words a sitting (taking the technique from NaNoWriMo, National Novel Writing Month). I painted a large portrait on wood panel of the blue-skinned, fanged and pissed-off looking deity Zao Gongen for a Shugendo priest in Nara, Japan, at night, along with about thirty preparatory drawings. I did this to fill the tank, to charge the battery, so to speak. My day job requires that I give it all away—my energies, my thinking, my creative direction—to a large group of people in a large company. I don’t mind doing this, but if I don’t connect to my creative center, my creative source, then I have nothing to provide to the company. I feel empty and frankly, a little depressed.

		I find that having my own private garden of creative time, that no one can enter but me, is essential.

		The wonderful thing about companies is that you can scale and reach a ton of people; but the good and bad thing is that you have to collaborate with so many others that often the original design of the product is changed. At times, this mutation is welcome and the input of others makes the work so much better—at other times, it’s a form of compromise. That’s business. On the other hand, when I write a book or paint a painting, I only have to contend with myself and the duende.

		

		( how to )

		

		Involve those close to you—your wife, husband, girlfriend, boyfriend, children—in the carving out of creative space and time, as they will need to honor the sacred time you have allocated for yourself. It’s important to have their support as you work on something that could initially feel a little selfish and exhausting. Be sure to get alignment and agreement on the ground rules that you will be doing X at Y time daily

		Working on creative endeavors beyond the day job helps bring perspective and healthy emotional distance. If your creativity has other outlets, you won’t be codependent on the corporate or company gig for your sense of self. Like working out regularly, you’ll see progress over time that will surprise you. This goes back to the principles of committing and habituating. Once you do it, you will be surprised at how extraordinary you can be at whatever you decide to focus on for an hour or two a day, instead of watching TV or going to the bar.

		

		Here’s the reality about making a living as a writer or artist, from an article in the Los Angeles Review of Books:

		

		The chances of your book becoming a New York Times bestseller in 2012: 0.002 percent.

		

		The chances that a living artist in the United States would receive a solo exhibition at MoMA in 2015: 0.0006 percent.

		

		I don’t let this get me down. As I mentioned in an earlier chapter, you or me even existing is so mind-bogglingly improbable that the above odds don’t seem so bad to me. In any case, I’m not writing or painting with any delusions of success but because I need to recharge the battery and refill the tank beyond the day job. As Tripper (Bill Murray) so eloquently put it in Meatballs, “IT JUST DOESN’T MATTER.” At the end of the day, who cares? We all end up in the same place, the same end, the same state, sooner or later. So free yourself up and do it because it’s a true expression of who you are. I’m literally doing that right now, as I write this sentence, this book.

		When I was younger, I had the usual expectation that I could only write or paint in isolation. Classic assumption that I couldn’t focus otherwise; but when Audrey was born, I wrote my first full-length film screenplay while she was strapped to my chest, crying her head off, in a blue BabyBjörn. There’s a photo of that somewhere, and I look, not surprisingly, exhausted. More recently, when I was starting on my first real novel, I worked in the living room, writing down scenes and very loose notes on index cards while my wife and daughter talked in the kitchen and made dinner. It allowed me to be part of their lives while I was thinking; and it also, oddly enough, allowed me to loosen up while creating—nothing became too precious in this state. Admittedly, when it came down to the actual process of writing on a laptop, I did have to have uninterrupted time in the backyard, usually at sunrise, watching the sun bathe the dun-colored chaparral that covers the Santa Monica Mountains and meditating before I allowed whatever was to come out, to come out.

		And finally, I was able to paint the aforementioned Zao Gongen in the living room. My lovely and supportive wife decided to temporarily turn the space into an art studio for me, as the wooden support for the painting was sizeable. We tacked canvas to the walls and covered the floors. I had two foldout picnic tables covered in paints, brushes and paper. In the corner of the living room, I set up the easel, which could barely hold the painting, due to its size and weight. We played music on the Sonos system and my wife and daughter could watch me paint and be involved in the process of creation. Not that I carried on conversations while painting—I tend to lose track of time and can barely speak. I have the distinct sensation that while some visual parts of my brain are activated, my speech centers are deactivated when I’m painting. However, I was present in the family and this was key, because the day job and the traffic on the Pacific Coast Highway generally keep me away from home for ten to twelve hours a day.

		Sure, there are times when I’m bone tired from work and have no interest in writing or painting and would prefer just to eat and veg out in front of the TV (and sometimes I actually do)—but then I realize that time is running out and the time is always now.

		When the Woolsey Fire was upon the borders of Topanga, I visualized all my paintings going up in flames. I felt a jolt of regret for a moment; but then I realized that the actual art, the actual experience, happened in the making of them. The paintings themselves were just relics. Do they have emotional value? Certainly. Do I wish for them to be passed down to my grandkids and beyond? Sure. It is a reminder that all of it is transient in the great big mystery. Isn’t it? It’s also a reminder that,

		

		the things beyond your day job are the real things: family, and your passion for meaningful experiences. At the end of the day (hackneyed but literal metaphor in this case), love is all there is.

		

		Don’t succumb to the romanticism of the tortured artist.
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		Keep your machine clean.

		

		Forget the bohemian myth of the tortured artist drinking themselves blind and then creating works of genius.

		

		This mythology came of age through several popular sources. La Bohème , by Giacomo Puccini, 1896, spread the myth of creative types living in squalor. The opera was based on Scènes de la Vie de Bohème , a collection of short stories by Henri Murger based on life in the Latin Quarter of Paris in the 1840s. Then, starting with Vincent van Gogh and culminating with Amedeo Modigliani, the notion of the starving, tortured genius took hold in the public psyche. Pablo Picasso only struggled during his early years (the famous Blue and then Rose periods) and was rumored to have had a house maid, a butler and a driver by his late twenties.

		I also succumbed to the romanticism of the tortured artist, living in squats in London in my early twenties, smoking way too many cigarettes, reading Henry Miller (ah, he was the muse of survival in those early days: Tropic of Cancer, Tropic of Capricorn, Sexus, Nexus and Plexus) as well as Knut Hamsun’s Hunger and Ernest Hemingway’s A Moveable Feast. I was never a hard drinker (it cost too much) and I didn’t do drugs (again, too costly) but I treated myself poorly. Food was catch-as-catch-can and often the British equivalent of fast food—fish and chips, curries and kabobs. You can get away with this for only so long and then the body begins to feel it.

		I have some ideas about why creative types overindulge. The first is that they are incredibly attuned to the world—their nerves are just below the surface and their emotions don’t get diluted with the years. This hypersensitivity leads to a need to come down from playing a concert, if you are musician, or a way of engaging in a social situation if you are an introverted or isolated writer or painter—drinking can numb the edge while loosening the tongue. Secondly, if you are attuned to your inner creative source or energy or whatever you’d like to call it, then you want to maintain that state of flow. Coming down from the high of making art or music, or creating in general, is a drop. To artificially reconnect to it requires stimulants, from coffee to cocaine, cigarettes to sex. It’s a sine wave of emotions, and the biological machine, the body, takes the brunt. Over time, the machine starts to wear down, as the creative person reaches their mid-thirties. This leads to the worst results—the creative capabilities are diminished.

		Before Ernest Hemingway put a shotgun into his mouth and pulled the trigger, he was a physical mess. Over the course of his life he had dealt with malaria, skin cancer, dysentery, high blood pressure and high cholesterol. He had also suffered serious untreated concussions that had caused mental fogginess, and probably traumatic brain injury. A few years before his suicide, he was in two serious plane crashes in two days, suffering serious burns and internal injuries as well as crushed vertebrae and a cracked skull. He dealt with the chronic pain that followed by drinking even more heavily than before.

		In the end, Hemingway could no longer do what he was on earth to do: write. So he ended it. To paraphrase the brilliant author, all lives end the same way.

		But in the meantime, we can do what we can to create extraordinary, life-enhancing experiences for ourselves and the world without artificially shortening our timeline and potential. This can be achieved by refraining from toxic food and thoughts and by exercising the body regularly.

		

		Keep the machine clean—it’s hard enough to exist without burdening it with fast food, sugar, lack of exercise, drugs, alcohol or cigarettes.

		

		Between love and money, you can always make more money.
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		It's all random.

		

		Most of it is out of your control.

		

		You can really only control a couple of things: what you choose to think about, and how you act.

		

		The rest is pretty much up to the world, the universe, circumstance and the cause and effect of the things you choose to do (and not do).

		We all make terrible decisions: falling in love with the wrong person, eating a pint of Ben & Jerry’s Chunky Monkey in one sitting, sending an email to your boss in anger, signing up for Zumba class. That can’t be avoided (well, perhaps Zumba could have been thought through). But it’s the next decision that’s key—what you decide to do then.

		When I was an idiot (that is, in my late teens and early twenties), I would feed my existential anxiety by sleeping too much, watching too many old films (with the justification that I was learning from Fellini and Godard and Bergman, which was partially true, but it was really more procrastination than inspiration), reading tons of books (Hesse, Sartre, Hemingway, Nin, Miller, Kawabata, Mishima), playing hours of chess while pounding coffee and Marlboro Reds, followed by drinking at the bar or pub. I’d wake up hungover and depressed, and therefore stay in bed, sleep too much, wake up late and rinse and repeat. This pattern was punctuated by a series of terrible jobs: washing dishes, bussing tables, waiting tables, barbecuing and finally, bartending. This was a self-perpetuating cycle that went exactly nowhere. I was young and interested in everything and nothing. I knew I had interests, but post-college I had no direction. Art school was great for learning how to make art; not so good at how to actually make a living in the real world.

		My solution to this was to go to London and shock my system. Having to survive did wake me from a torpor, a bit, but I was still aimlessly walking the streets at night for hours, not sure where I was going. Hours in bookstores, with the suited hordes of Holborn or the happy throngs in Covent Garden, the Soul II Soul music blaring through open summer windows of pubs, with exotic names like the Pig & Whistle, my Doc Martens thumping and the romantic jolts of being young and full of stellar promise, followed by manic swings of delusions of conquering the world and crushing anxieties of fraud and existential failure, were the norm as I crisscrossed the city.

		I finally made a smarter decision to move to Paris and study art with Yoshida Kenji, the brilliant Japanese painter. Then I bounced around from Vienna to Tokyo before making a series of less terrible decisions, ending up in San Francisco. My best decision was to move to Los Angeles and marry JC. Once I did that, I finally realized the power of doing something, not just for yourself, as artists tend to, but for those you love. This moves you beyond youthful self-centeredness and makes you think bigger, and do things you didn’t know you could.

		I left a company I cofounded and raised VC money for—a design magazine and e-commerce site called ONE. I had been traveling from San Francisco to LA every Friday evening to see JC (who was then still my girlfriend) and returning every Monday morning to SF in time for the first 9 am meeting. This went on for almost a year before I thought, between love and money, I can always make more money. So, I moved to LA, with no contacts and a little cash in my pocket from cashing out. “You left $9 million on the table,” they protested; but it was all funny money to me—I only ever had a few thousand in the bank at any one time.

		JC and I moved to a nice little house in Beverlywood; and then the dotcom bomb exploded. It became extremely challenging to find work in LA, which centered on the then-very-analog world of Hollywood. Being a Digital Creative Director from northern California made me a target for the whew-I’m-glad-all-that-Internet-nonsense is over schadenfreude. Then 9/11 happened; and then the first recession of the aughts. Only now, I was responsible for a tribe. I had to become braver and expand beyond my own boundaries, beyond my comfort zone. I went from being in a position of influence in my company, a C-level executive, to sending out a gazillion resumes on Monster.com and hoping for a callback from anyone.

		For the first time in my life, I was willing to sublimate my own massively insecure ego for the base of Maslow’s pyramid: physiological and safety needs. I finally found a truly awful job in Monrovia; a two-hour drive each way, leading a skeleton design crew in a fluorescent-lit, soulless building, working for a megalomaniacal Polish émigré, who drove a twenty-year-old Ferrari to the office, where a faux-Renaissance oil painting of some scowling ancestor hung on the wall behind his desk. It was a horrible job, my first real product design experience; but at least I could provide for my family.

		I never for a moment questioned my decision to move to LA, because I realized I’d never before had purpose in my life. Yes, art, design and writing were incredibly important to me, but being with the ones I loved was much more important, and giving myself to that priority ranking made me a better artist and writer later in life.

		It was this sense of purpose that allowed me to write my first film screenplay after being let go by MOCA. The Museum of Contemporary Art ran into financial issues with their endowment, which had been negatively impacted by the dotbomb. Our infant daughter, Audrey, would wake up at 4 am, and I would either keep her by the desk or strapped to my chest in a BabyBjörn as I typed away on a film that would never be made.

		

		What I didn’t realize then was that this was training for me: (a) to get into the habit of waking up early; (b) to stay cool under pressure; (c) to not let any circumstance stop me from creating.

		

		The next financial crisis struck in 2008. Now my wife and I had two kids, Austin and Audrey, to take care of as I again looked for work. Once again, I was fortunate enough to find employment with Qualcomm, in their mobile TV division. Jonathan Barzilay, my former boss at CBS, brought me into the company. The only problem was that the drive was two hours each way, from LA to San Diego. Still, I was grateful. Once again, I wrote a script during that period, this time for TV. That one I sold to Fox TV Studios; but, alas, it never got made.

		The point is that the randomness of circumstances is constant; but having guiding principles for your life can help you navigate through the dark times.

		In hard times, I remind myself: Be cool. Be grateful. Think strategically. Don’t panic.

		We all have an internal barometer of what is right, ethically, for us. We don’t need outside validation or the approval of a boss or peer to know that we’ve done something well or not. That is all random.

		Get in touch with your own sense of what is right—it’s usually in your gut—and measure against that.

		

		My core belief is that we are here to help each other.
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		To lead, be vulnerable.

		

		We often hear about servant leadership —how we leaders are there to serve the team. I believe this, of course. My main job as a leader is to remove obstacles for my team and allow them to do their best work. I also have them present their own work as much as possible, giving them exposure to the C-suite and to the company as a whole. Not an easy thing for a naturally introverted designer to get up and talk about the work, but it’s important.

		A leader isn’t there to be served by their team. They are not there to take credit for their work and manage upwards for themselves. A great Creative Director is there to inspire and, more importantly, connect to their team. I spend as much time as I can afford with one-on-ones, mentoring various employees, both within my group and without. My core belief is that we are here to help each other.

		To get to the root of issues, I often have to break through a protective layer and find out what is really going on with an employee who is experiencing challenges. Taking in the whole person—someone who not only performs a job, but has aspirations, fears, doubts, love—is incredibly important if you want to get them engaged with the work. To succeed in this, the team member has to trust you. I’ve found that building trust often comes through vulnerability—letting one’s own guard down and allowing the other to see your humanity. Your mistakes.

		Much like kids don’t like to be told what to do directly (“Don’t smoke, kid, it’ll kill you,” dad says as he takes a drag off a Marlboro Red), creative types (and humans in general) don’t respond well to hypocrisy, tending to emulate what an authority figure does rather than what they say. If you are ever fortunate enough to lead a team of talented people, remember that they watch everything you do and take cues from you. Your team’s morale and happiness are a direct reflection of you as a leader. I’ve seen plenty of men and women who are loving, attentive parents and friends outside of the workplace become entirely different people at the office. Something about the pressure of the workplace brings out another side of many leaders and managers—a dark, aggressive side. Being a good leader requires an unshakable moral center.

		As a leader in a group, you are the avatar of its culture. As mentioned, I’ve had many bosses, most of them terrible. When an awful boss leaves and is replaced by another, less awful (or hopefully good) leader, the dynamic of the entire group, the entire company, will shift accordingly. Oftentimes, however, the leader falls into the trap of succumbing to the existing toxic culture—they come in with a big vision; then slowly but surely, the poison starts to seep in and they inadvertently become a multiplier of the existing issues. This is common in parenting as well: abused children often grow up to become abusive parents. In Hollywood, a common path is to start in the mail room and work upwards through the ranks by obsequiousness and servitude, dealing with asinine executives, until they get fired or quit; then they take over with PTSD intact. By the time the abused employee is promoted and takes charge, they’ve often assimilated horrible behaviors that seem to be rewarded and continue them: shouting, angry emails and missives, sexual innuendo or outright misbehavior. All fear-based. The irony is,

		

		Most people get into the entertainment or agency business because they love the creative process. Unfortunately, the culture often chokes it out of them.

		

		As an aspiring or current leader, what can you do? You have to do the hardest thing possible—step out of the charade, the theater of the workplace, take off the makeup and the costume, and for a moment (for that’s all it takes), allow your humanity to show: This is me.

		Josh Nelson, one of my design directors, came to one of our regular one-on-one catchups looking more tired than usual. Josh works hard and is probably the most empathetic leader I know. I hired him when I was at Magento and then hired him again at Hulu. This is a guy who truly cares. But I knew something was up at this particular meeting. He is usually jovial and curses good-spiritedly like a sailor but he was unusually somber.

		“What’s up?” I asked.

		“I’m about a week or two from burnout,” he said, almost embarrassed at the admission.

		“You’ll need to take some time off,” I offered.

		He looked at me and said, “I need help. I can’t keep at this pace.”

		Josh was demonstrating both radical candor and vulnerability—working against our cultural standard that you should never tell the boss you are falling apart. And as a male, he was allowing his masculinity to be exposed. It was clear that he couldn’t continue—he was one leader and couldn’t scale.
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		“Take time off and let’s discuss what the ideal outcome and organizational structure should be in order for us to redistribute your weight and responsibilities,” I said. “In the meanwhile, let me take over some areas.”

		Allowing for a way out, a small path of light, immediately changed his expression to something resembling relief.

		“May I make an observation?” I asked.

		He nodded.

		“You are a great manager...” I said.

		“But?” he asked.

		“You are taking on the emotional pain of those you manage and that’s not helping them or you. You, like me, want to immediately fix the problems of others on the team. You can’t always do that. You can’t always play the dad role. You need to actively listen to the designers’ issues, empathize of course, but allow them to feel their own pain and find their way out of their problems with your guidance. Often the problem you’re seeing is a flashpoint, a lightning rod, for a deeper personal challenge that may go way back, even to childhood. It’s not your job to play psychologist and excavate the deeper issues.”

		Josh sighed. “Then what is my role?”

		“Listen. Be present. Allow the conversation to flow. Oftentimes the answer is already in the question. They’ve thought it through on some level for a while. They are coming to you for guidance and validation. But that doesn’t mean you should take on their pain. You have your own to bear.”

		Josh took time off, not long enough in my estimation, but enough to return refreshed. We shuffled some work around and while it wasn’t ideal (it never is), it could hold us until we got through planning for the next year and could ask for more headcount.

		Josh demonstrated great leadership by coming to me before he flamed out, and his ability to be vulnerable made all the difference.

		I wrote this book to expose some of the principles, hard-won lumps and scars, that have allowed me to have a healthy career as a creative leader and maker. In other words:

		

		This book is my vulnerability at scale. I hope it helps you.

		

		Surrender to what is, accept it, and then strategize accordingly.
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		Surrender.

		Don’t give up. Surrender to what is happening in the now.

		

		Resistance is pain. So, give in to whatever is happening, so you can assess and find the correct level of response.

		

		Aikido. Tai chi. The notion of non-resistance and redirection is powerful. Then, at the right moment, you can strike, if it’s even necessary. This includes radical self-acceptance. Be okay with who you are and what your abilities are—they can always improve. Otherwise, you will fall into imposter syndrome . Keep learning.

		I learned that to lead teams well, I had to accept things for what they were rather than what I wanted them to be.

		Miyamoto Musashi (宮本 武蔵, c. 1584–1645) was arguably Japan’s most famous swordsman. He wrote The Book of Five Rings (五輪書, Go Rin no Sho), a book of military strategy, in the days preceding his death. In one chapter, he uses the analogy of the master carpenter and the use of various kinds of wood and labor to describe leadership:

		

		

		Musashi’s ideas resonated for me when I first read his book as a teenager, and I have continued to re-read it over the years. When I interview potential candidates for a position, I don’t think only of how they can fulfill the basic requirements of the job; I think about what kind of wood they are, and how I can unlock their further potential, beyond the constraints of the job description. The job itself probably takes advantage of only a small percentage of their capabilities.

		Capabilities often go well beyond qualifications. I have a habit of throwing employees into areas of work they are completely unqualified for. Why not? If they are fulfilling their core responsibilities and want to expand their skill set, then I should help them. If I can allow them to do more, it benefits the company by getting potentially more value out of the employee, and it benefits the employee because they are more deeply engaged and are honing additional skills.

		A former EA (Executive Assistant) at Hulu, Carol Bang, learned about user experience research on the job, while simultaneously supporting my day-to-day needs. Now she’s a full-time researcher. My current EA, Jamie Burnes, is learning and acquiring design skills and will, no doubt, move on to become a product designer in the future.

		When I was at Wired magazine, I was in charge of a Kodak campaign that we would design and write in-house. I decided to hire a non-traditional writer instead of the usual marketing copywriter. I looked around in-house and found that Joey Anuff from Suck.com (a non-salacious content website) was interested. We went to Fairfax, Virginia, and worked on a campaign around the birth of the Internet, which evidently Fairfax claimed to be theirs. Then we went to South by Southwest and did another installment there. The campaign was successful largely due to the editorial voice, which was not typical marketing speak but came off as more authentic.

		In the early days of Wired and HotWired, no one was a classical expert at anything. During that time, I did everything from work on Wired Japan to work as a non-linear digital editor and animator for Wired TV, to illustrating for HotWired, to finally ending up as Head of Marketing Design for Wired. In a start-up, you just start to do things—the creed, swiped from the coder community, was demo or die—and learn on the job. We all learned HTML by copying source code, and swapping out GIFs and JPEGs, and figuring out how to modify it. We all quickly became experts because we had to. This fostered a natural environment of collaboration—

		

		The culture formed around mutual trust because we had to publish the physical magazine or the article online. You had better go beyond your basic job description and help others.

		

		This background helped teach me how to release the potential in an employee, surrendering to what they currently are capable of doing, skill wise, and how to deploy that talent within the organization.

		Surrendering to what is also allowed me to not get overly frustrated with bad company decisions. Of course, in my mind, I knew the best way that X project should be done. They were clearly giving responsibility for it to the wrong person or group. But I learned not to immediately attack or take down the effort; rather, to clearly voice my point of view and guidance, and allow leadership to do what they were going to do. Companies, like people, sometimes have to make their own mistakes and learn the hard way. Truth will eventually come to the fore and I or my team will then most likely be brought in to fix the situation. It’s annoying to be brought in after the fact (especially if you’ve warned stakeholders), but it’s best not to take an I-told-you-so attitude; rather, simply deal with the situation and make it better.

		The bane of being a designer within a technology organization is similar. Design is still often relegated to the end of the product development process, the you-guys-make-it-pretty assignment. It’s important to be patient, to educate by speaking one’s truth clearly and demanding that the problem-solving aspect of design be brought to the beginning of the product feature process. Instead of allowing frustration to take the best of you, surrender to what is, accept it, and then strategize accordingly.

		

		Managing humans and companies requires the distance that surrendering to what is brings. This, again, is not giving up. It’s radically accepting what is, going through the emotional journey without acting rashly, allowing a larger perspective to arise and then strategically acting accordingly.

		

		The goal is to become a creation machine.
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		Don’t freeze up by trying to get the thing right the first time. That’s way too much pressure. Just focus on doing a lot of something. That way nothing becomes too precious.

		

		The only way to do this is to be in a state of constant creative being so that the design, the writing, the painting, the music, is a natural output of the state you are in. Picasso allowed the duende to take over. Turn off your inner editor, allow the creative part to take over, and let it come out.

		Quality comes from quantity. You can’t help but just get so much better from doing something, anything, a lot. Simple math. Also, doing a ton allows you to not become emotionally attached to the output. The goal is to become a creation machine. By being in this state of flow on a day-to-day, hour-to-hour, minute-to-minute basis, things just start to pop out of the factory that is you. Some will be good; some will be awful; much will be mediocre. It’s all fine. Doesn’t matter.

		If you really step back, it will all go away in any case, when humans destroy the joint (i.e., Earth) and the Sun swallows the planet up. That’s some perspective. In the meantime, while you have physical form and most of your senses, the key is to tune into a higher vibrational frequency of creativity (which admittedly requires effort), rather than sitting down, eating a bag of potato chips, drinking a beer and watching another episode of Real Housewives of Whatever City.

		I spent most of my youth (teen to early twenties) reading literature, listening deeply to music and haunting museums. By the end of it, my head was so full of references—of competition, so to speak—that I didn’t allow myself to actually create. I’d defeated myself before I’d started. My inner critic tore down any possibility of making anything, as I’d already cross-referenced the painting in my heart with Picasso and Bacon and De Kooning; and I’d done the same with the nascent novel with a head full of Hemingway, Miller and Chabon.

		One night in the middle of February, in a friend’s flat in Highgate, London, where I was housesitting while he was out of town, I remember lying on the floor, blankets piled high (the place lacked any heating), the musky weight of them on my back, the cold hardwood floor beneath me; and in the light of a gray lamp that appeared to have been swiped from a library, I read Knut Hamsun’s aforementioned masterpiece Hunger. And I recognized myself: hungry for creation, hungry for food, tired in the manner of the young, and depressed; but most of all, repressed, as my energy was just below the surface. Alas, the competition, the masters of old, were there even then, stopping me (first, Jay McInerney’s Bright Lights, Big City and Bret Easton Ellis’ Less Than Zero; and later, Zadie Smith’s White Teeth and Dave Eggers’ A Heartbreaking Work of Staggering Genius). In the end, though, it was me. Me stopping me.

		It took until middle age to realize that the time is now.

		

		The time is always now. So, start now. Get off the sofa. It’s hard as fuck. But it’s worth it. Believe me.

		

		Face things as they are, not as you wish they were.
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		Give Up Hope.

		

		One of my senior design leaders, Hansen Smith, collects the more provocative things I proclaim throughout the workday. He wrote one of my pronouncements on a yellow sticky note in lovely script and placed it on the wall: The important thing is to give up hope . Allow me to explain.

		You have to accept things as they currently are, completely. You have to accept who you are, right now, as is, absolutely. This is so you can know in truth where you are and actually be just fine with that. Secondarily, it allows you to know what your true foundation and limitations are, so you can build from there.

		That doesn’t mean that you have to stay where you are at all. You can and should strive for better, of course; but once you’ve accepted where you are, you can be okay with whatever that level is, by truly knowing your limitations. Then, in business, you can hire people who have skills you lack. What’s great about this is that you can then learn from them.

		Hiring folks who have talents you lack elevates you and the team. As a bonus, you get the halo effect from being smart and egoless enough to gather such brilliance together.

		In March 2018 I went to the doctor and had a full physical, blood panel, the works. I found out, to my sincere surprise, as I’m six foot two, that I was overweight at 220 pounds, and pre-diabetic due to elevated blood sugar levels. My cholesterol was borderline as well. If I didn’t get it under control, I was going to have to go on medication. I didn’t like any of this information, but I had to accept it without making myself feel worse. It was just what it was. I decided not to go on medication. I told the endocrinologist that I would be back in three months and if I wasn’t improved by then, I would start the meds.

		Around the same time my teenage daughter, Audrey, had become vegan, out of extreme compassion for animals (she wants to become a vet) and just for overall better health. My wife and I decided to support her by eating a vegan diet with her. However, during the day I would often eat chicken and rich foods. After my blood test results, I decided to go plant-strong and change my diet, reserving the occasional exception for fish (I love sushi). I also decided to juice two out of my three meals, start a workout protocol: lifting weights three times a week and doing Tabata (high-intensity interval training) twice a week. I bought a Qardio smart scale, so I could track not only my weight but also my BMI (body mass index), fat percentage and muscle mass. As business maven Peter Drucker famously said, “If you can’t measure it, you can’t improve it.”

		By the time I went back to the endocrinologist, I had lost more than 30 pounds and weighed in at 185. My blood levels were normal and my cholesterol had dropped something like 70 points. My blood pressure had gone from 150/90 to 120/75. The doctor was almost incredulous. This ties back to the principle of commit and then habituate. I had to commit to changing my life and then habituate by eating plants daily and working out regularly.

		The point is, to truly make change, I had to face things as they are, not as I wished they were. I couldn’t just hope things would improve. I had to look reality straight in the face and then decide to improve it. This doesn’t preclude my desire for a different end-state, but to attain that, I had to acknowledge what a disastrous state I was currently in; then visualize what state I wanted to be in, and set a deadline for myself.

		

		Give up hope. Observe. Measure. Strategize. Visualize the end state. Do something about it. Now.

		

		Whenever you see a micromanager, you see someone who has no trust in their team.
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		Give up power in order to have power. Give away your power and you empower those around you.

		

		If the team is doing well, what do you care about your own acknowledgment and positioning in the company? You get the halo effect in any case.

		You can only give away power if you have trust. Without trust, you have abuse. So, whenever you see a micromanager, you see someone who has no trust in their team.

		The need to control others is a strange predilection. It comes, like many human issues, from an innate fear for oneself. Our primal DNA tells us that the world is a scary place and we instinctively feel protective of ourselves, our family, our friends, our tribe and, in the case of the workplace, our team.

		I learned this lesson instinctively. I didn’t like, and still don’t like, the feeling of being controlled. It probably started in my teenage years. Even though I ended up in the corporate environment, at my core I always feel a rebelliousness that hasn’t ceased to burn; in fact, it has actually become more pronounced over the years. This led to my philosophy of continuously working on side projects, as the long-term dream was to leave the daily grind and make it on my individual merits. This is clearly still the case.

		There is, however, something to be said for working in groups—there’s community, there’s a dynamic exchange of ideas and there’s the ability to scale. And, of course, there’s the predictability of getting a paycheck every two weeks, and health insurance. The downside of corporate life is the negotiating for position within an implied or explicit hierarchy, indicated by title and responsibility. Never believe the line, “Titles don’t matter.” Only people with big titles ever say that.

		I also noticed that the give away power strategy works in my personal relationship with my wife. As an attractive woman, in her prior relationships she inevitably attracted men who wanted to control and then actually subdue the exact attributes in her they had initially found attractive; so that others couldn’t see her power, her sunshine, so to speak. Once again, on a primal DNA level, the fear was competition from other men. Fear, in other words, leads to controlling behavior. She’s not alone in this—it is a common theme in romantic relationships. My secret to success (so far): I’ve always seen my wife as a proud mustang who needs an open terrain to thrive. I just point out the landmarks, the mountains and rivers that are the metaphorical boundaries for what I need. These boundaries are fluid and open to discussion, never set in stone, to avoid any feeling of claustrophobia.

		This has worked to date because we have mutual trust. Without trust, it wouldn’t work. Many relationships fall apart due to exactly that—lack of trust—combined with overtly controlling behavior. We often suspect the worst behavior in others, because we, ourselves, have either thought about it or have actually done it—if we’ve cheated on a partner while in Vegas, we can’t imagine our partner wouldn’t do the same in a similar situation (or at least be tempted to).

		Within the workplace, a similar dynamic unfolds. A manager who strictly controls their employees’ roles and responsibilities is probably afraid of obsolescence and needs to know at all times what everyone is doing, especially if there’s a danger that said manager could be upstaged. Threatened job security is a threat to their income and therefore their family (the true tribe) and so a fight-or-flight adrenal surge comes into play. Control, control, control. And don’t trust anyone. This is called stress, of course. It’s unhealthy for both parties—the manager and the managed.

		Better to set direction, set parameters, let go and allow people to be themselves, both professionally and personally. As a leader, be ready at any time to be fired, laid off or walk, if necessary, for your principles—keep a couple months’ salary socked away, just in case. In this way, you can empower yourself as well as the team.

		

		As Abraham Lincoln said: Nearly all men can stand adversity, but if you want to test a man’s character, give him power.

		

		The only thing that can truly connect us is love.
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		Control what you can control.

		

		Control what you think about and what action you take.The rest is impossible to control: what people are thinking, what they are doing, the weather (well, aside from lowering your carbon footprint).

		

		This is straight up stoicism. Not to be harsh but we are born into this world alone, in extraordinary but slowly weathering bodies; and we go out alone. The only thing that can truly connect us is love. There are other forms of connection, which are subsets or expressions of love: friendships, family, sex. Creative expression, whether in music, literature, art, dance, theater or stand-up comedy, has an underlying connective tissue with sexual energy—these are all manners of moving beyond the existential isolation of our physical shells, our bodies, and connecting with other minds or souls.

		This is why we find an almost immediate kinship with someone else who shares our passion for, say, Led Zeppelin or The xx or Johnny Cash. They get it. Our minds are probably aligned in some unspoken way. We both feel transcendence from the same thing, moving upwards and outwards of our limitations, into a communion of sorts. The modern shaman is still the front man or woman and the writhing audience are the believers in the church of rock ’n’ roll or rap or country music; the water cooler discussion at work about last night’s episode of Game of Thrones, and still communing over the “Red Wedding” episode from season three.

		This is the power of the creative act. It allows for fellowship. Of course this can happen with hobbies or other activities—a shared passion for football or basketball is expressed by wearing the LeBron James’ jersey, and by language: “We are going to go to the finals this year.” From a creative perspective, the greatest art is that which not only brings people together but allows them to have an experience that is both shared and individual.

		When I was a teenager and trying to woo my now wife, I spent hours making mixtapes for her—recording songs onto a cassette tape from a record player (vinyl), or in a crunch, the radio. Last night, one of the songs came on SiriusXM in the car as I drove home: Al Stewart’s “The Year of the Cat.” It could be argued that it is an overly sentimental song but there are moments of transcendent beauty and mystery in its lyrics:

		

		

		This was always an odd choice for the tape, next to Depeche Mode, The Cure and The Doors, but it expressed my nascent infatuation for her at the time. As I drove up the highway, with the golden sun reflecting its last rays over the still waters of the Pacific, the song took me back there, and I was communing again with that first sensation of love, which in itself was a connection of the deepest level. I don’t care that the song is sentimental—it is magic, a portal into the past, present and future. Al Stewart provided a vehicle for that, in the moment.

		Over dinner, as I told my wife about the drive home and put on the song from Spotify, we were again connected in the music, the past rushing into the present. We held hands, communication and connectivity in the interweave of our fingers. Art is a form of telepathy. We were both having our own, internal experience but there was inherent alignment in our sensations.

		

		We can only control what we think and the actions we take in this life. You, as a creative force, have the ability to make vehicles that uplift the spirit and bring people together. It’s an awesome power. Use it wisely. And often.
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