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For Lilly,
who quietly reminded me that sometimes

the most important discoveries begin
with five simple words:

“That could be a chicken.”
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A Note to the Reader
This is not a book about artistic talent. It is evidence of a life spent 
paying attention.

If you picked up this book hoping to discover the secret to becoming more creative, 
you may be surprised by what you find. This is not a book about artistic talent. It is not a 
book about drawing, painting, design, or invention. Those things appear throughout 
these pages, but they are not the destination. They are evidence of a life spent paying 
attention. Over the years, people have asked me where ideas come from, how products 
are invented, how paintings emerge from ordinary subjects, and how businesses grow 
from simple observations. The older I become, the less interested I am in answering 
those questions directly. Instead, I have become interested in a quieter question. What 
kind of person notices what everyone else walks past? This book is my attempt to answer 
that question. Not with theories, but with stories from museums, pool halls, studios, 
garages, classrooms, family gatherings, and ordinary places where extraordinary lessons 
quietly unfolded. You do not have to agree with every conclusion I have reached. In fact, 
I hope you don’t. The purpose of this book is not to tell you how to see the world. It is to 
encourage you to trust your own observations enough to explore them. If, while reading 
these pages, you begin remembering moments from your own life—moments you had 
nearly forgotten—then this book has already begun doing its work. Those memories and 
observations belong to you, and the ideas they may yet become belong to the future. So 
read slowly. Pause often. Look away from the page from time to time. Some of the most 
important conversations this book will create are the ones that happen after you close it. 
Welcome. I’m glad you’re here.
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Opening
The greatest ideas rarely arrive like lightning. They arrive as whispers.

There are moments in every life that seem ordinary while we are living them. They 
may begin with a conversation at the end of the day, a walk through a museum, a 
photograph taken almost without thinking, or a stain on a concrete floor. Nothing about 
those moments announces that they are important. Most quietly disappear. A few 
remain. This book is about those few. Looking back over my life, I have come to believe 
that the greatest ideas rarely arrive like lightning. They arrive as whispers. They ask for 
another look, another question, and another day of thought. The world itself has not 
changed. I have. That simple realization has shaped nearly everything I have created. 
Paintings, logos, products, books, friendships, and conversations all grew from that 
realization. Each one began with the same quiet invitation: Look again. For many years I 
believed creativity was about making something new. Today I believe it begins much 
earlier. It begins with learning to notice. Every child enters the world curious. Children 
study puddles, clouds, shadows, insects, and cracks in the sidewalk with complete 
fascination. Adults often call it imagination. I think it is something even more 
fundamental. It is observation. Somewhere along the way, we become busy. We stop 
lingering. We stop wondering. We stop asking one more question. Curiosity does not 
leave us; life quietly teaches us to hurry. This book is an invitation to slow down again. It 
is not a book about becoming an artist. It is not a book about becoming a designer. It is 
not even a book about becoming more creative. It is about becoming more attentive. The 
stories that follow are all true. Some happened in museums, classrooms, and pool halls; 
others happened on the concrete floor of my own garage. At the time, none of them 
seemed extraordinary. Looking back, every one of them quietly changed the direction of 
my life. Perhaps they will remind you of moments from your own. They may be moments 
that seemed too ordinary to matter—until they did. If this book offers you anything, I 
hope it is not simply my stories. I hope it encourages you to discover your own, because 
the world has been speaking to each of us all along. The question is not whether it has 
something to say. The question is whether we are paying enough attention to hear it. 
Welcome. Let’s begin.
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MOVEMENT I

The Invitation
Before there was technique, there was attention. Before 
there was skill, there was curiosity.
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The Museum That Didn’t Know It 
Was Teaching Me

Some of our greatest teachers never realize they are teaching. Looking back, I can 
now trace the beginning of my creative life to a place that wasn’t a classroom, an art 
school, or a museum. It was a restaurant. Growing up in Baltimore, one of my favorite 
places was Haussner’s Restaurant. Most people remember it for its food. I remember it 
for its paintings. The walls were covered with art. Every room seemed to hold another 
discovery. While many people were waiting for dinner, I was wandering quietly from one 
painting to the next. I wasn’t studying technique. I didn’t know the names of the artists. I 
couldn’t have explained composition or color theory. I simply liked looking. Without 
realizing it, I had been given permission to slow down. To stand still. To wonder. 
Children rarely need to be taught curiosity. They simply need the freedom to follow it. 
Haussner’s gave me that freedom. I had no idea those afternoons would stay with me for 
the rest of my life.

Looking Longer
I’ve often wondered why those paintings fascinated me so much. It wasn’t because 

they were famous. It wasn’t because someone told me they were important. It was 
because every painting seemed to suggest there was more than I could see during the 
first glance. So I looked again. Sometimes longer than anyone else. I began asking 
questions I didn’t yet have words for. Who painted this? Why this subject? Why these 
colors? Why does this painting make me stop while another lets me walk past? Those 
questions became more important than the answers. Looking back, I realize that 
curiosity was quietly training my eyes long before I ever thought of becoming an artist.

The Beginning of Observation
Years later, after studying art and design, I would learn words like composition, 

balance, rhythm, hierarchy, and visual communication. Those ideas were valuable. But 
they were not where my education began. My education began with wonder. Before 
there was technique, there was attention. Before there was skill, there was curiosity. 
That order matters. Too often we try to teach people how to create before we help them 
learn how to observe. I believe the opposite is true. Observation comes first. Creation 
follows. Everything I have made since then can be traced back to that simple habit. The 
habit was simple: look a little longer, ask one more question, and resist the urge 
to hurry.
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Looking Back
I don’t remember every painting that hung on those walls. Memory doesn’t work that 

way. What I remember is something much more valuable. I remember the feeling. The 
feeling that the world contained more than I had noticed. That discovery has never really 
left me. It still follows me today. It follows me into museums, design studios, pool halls, 
conversations, and my garage. It has become less of a skill than a way of living. If this 
book has a beginning, I think it begins there. It begins not with an answer, a 
masterpiece, or even an ambition, but with a young boy standing quietly in front of a 
painting, simply looking a little longer than everyone else.

“Some places feed our curiosity long before we understand why.”

Hausner's Restaurant, where art and memory became part of the same room.
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Aunt Edith
Some of the people who shape us never know the gifts they 
leave behind.

There are people who shape our lives without ever realizing they have done so. They 
don’t teach formal lessons. They don’t stand behind podiums. They simply live in a way 
that quietly becomes part of us. My Aunt Edith was one of those people. She loved 
chickens. Not casually. Joyfully. She collected them. She decorated with them. Wherever 
you looked, there seemed to be another rooster, another hen, another reminder that they 
brought her happiness. As a child, I never questioned it. It was simply part of who Aunt 
Edith was. Children have a wonderful way of accepting things without needing 
explanations. If someone loves chickens, then chickens belong. End of discussion. It 
never occurred to me that those childhood memories would return decades later.

Memories Have Their Own Timing
One of the things life has taught me is that memories don’t always arrive when we 

call them. Sometimes they wait patiently. Years pass. Decades, even. Then, without 
warning, something opens a familiar door. That is exactly what happened while I was 
working on the Chicken painting. As the image slowly emerged from the oil stain, I 
wasn’t simply seeing a bird. I was remembering a person. Suddenly, Aunt Edith was 
standing beside me again. Not physically. But vividly enough that I could almost hear her 
laugh. The painting had become more than an exercise in observation. It had become a 
bridge between past and present.

More Than a Chicken
People sometimes ask why certain paintings feel personal. The answer is rarely found 

in the paint itself. The answer usually lies in the memories attached to it. The Chicken 
was never just about a chicken. It became a conversation. Between Lilly and me. 
Between my present and my past. Between an oil stain on a garage floor and a woman 
who had quietly filled part of my childhood with chickens simply because they made her 
smile. Art has a remarkable way of gathering distant moments together. A single image 
can hold fifty years of memory without saying a word.
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The Invisible Threads
Looking back now, I see connections I could never have planned. Haussner’s taught 

me to linger. ArtCenter taught me to ask better questions. Lilly taught me to look again. 
The Chicken reminded me of Aunt Edith. None of those moments seemed connected 
while I was living them. Only in hindsight did I begin to see the thread running through 
all of them. Perhaps that is one of life’s quiet gifts. Meaning often appears in reverse. We 
understand yesterday more clearly because of what happened today.

Gratitude
There is something deeply comforting about realizing that the people who shaped us 

never really leave. Their influence remains. Sometimes in habits. Sometimes in stories. 
Sometimes in the unexpected appearance of a chicken hidden inside an oil stain. I like to 
think Aunt Edith would have smiled if she had seen that painting. Perhaps she would 
have laughed. Perhaps she would have wanted a print for her wall. I like that thought. It 
reminds me that creativity isn’t only about making something beautiful. Sometimes it is 
about giving old memories a new place to live.

“Some of the people who shape us never know the gifts they leave behind.”
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ArtCenter
Education did not replace curiosity. It gave curiosity a vocabulary.

There are places that teach you a profession. Then there are places that change the 
way you think. For me, ArtCenter College of Design was both. When I first arrived, I 
expected to learn how to draw better. How to design better. How to become more 
skilled. Those things happened. But they weren’t the greatest lessons. The greatest 
lesson was learning that good work almost never begins with the work itself. It begins 
with understanding. That realization changed everything.

Learning to Ask Better Questions
One of the first surprises was discovering that instructors rarely rushed toward 

solutions. Instead, they asked questions. Sometimes frustrating questions. Sometimes 
questions that seemed to move us farther away from the assignment rather than closer 
to it. At first I didn’t understand why. Eventually I did. The quality of the solution is 
almost always determined by the quality of the questions that come before it. A weak 
question can produce a clever answer. A great question can change the entire direction 
of a project. That lesson has stayed with me for the rest of my life.

Falling in Love with the Process
Many people imagine creativity as a moment of inspiration. A flash. An idea. A 

breakthrough. ArtCenter taught me something different. Creativity is a process. The 
process required research, observation, sketching, revision, critique, and then more 
observation and revision. The work became less about proving I had a good idea and 
more about discovering whether the idea deserved to exist. That is a humbling—and 
liberating—way to work because the project is no longer about protecting your ego. It is 
about serving the problem honestly.

There Is Always Another Iteration
One of the hardest lessons for young designers is accepting that the first idea is rarely 

the strongest. Sometimes it is. Usually it isn’t. Iteration isn’t an admission of failure. It is 
evidence of respect. It is respect for the project, the client, the audience, and—most 
importantly—the possibility that there is still something better waiting to be discovered. 
That lesson has followed me into every painting, every logo, every invention, and every 
book I have created since. Including this one.
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Seeing Before Solving
If there is one sentence that captures what ArtCenter gave me, it is this: Learn to see 

the problem before you try to solve it. That sounds simple. It isn’t. Most of us rush 
toward answers. We feel productive when we are making something. But making the 
wrong thing well is still making the wrong thing. Observation is not the delay before 
creativity. Observation is the foundation of creativity. Everything that follows depends 
upon it.

The Gift That Kept Growing
I left ArtCenter with more than technical skills. I left with a habit. Whenever I 

encounter a new challenge, I still hear those instructors asking quiet questions. Have 
you looked long enough? What are you assuming? What haven’t you noticed yet? What 
happens if the opposite is true? Those questions have become lifelong companions. They 
don’t make the work easier. They make it better.

Looking Back
When I think about Haussner’s, I remember wonder. When I think about ArtCenter, I 

remember discipline. One taught me to linger. The other taught me what to do after I 
lingered. Both were essential. Wonder without discipline remains a dream. Discipline 
without wonder becomes routine. The best work lives where the two meet.

“Education did not replace curiosity. It gave curiosity a vocabulary.”



LEARNING TO SEE

SAINT JOHN STUDIO   ·   14

Fashion study photographed while working with Antonio at ArtCenter College of Design.
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The Creative Brief
Good ideas are discovered. Great ideas are prepared for.

People often assume that creativity begins with inspiration. Mine never has. It begins 
with listening. Long before I draw a line, write a sentence, or sketch an idea, I ask 
questions. Sometimes a few. Sometimes hundreds. I want to understand the person 
sitting across from me. I want to understand what they hope for. What frustrates them. 
What has already been tried. What has failed. What has succeeded. Most of all, I want to 
understand the problem they are really trying to solve. Those are rarely the same thing.

Falling in Love with the Problem
Early in my career, I discovered something that changed the way I approached every 

project. Most people fall in love with their first idea. I try to fall in love with the problem 
instead. Ideas come and go. A well-understood problem continues revealing better 
solutions. The deeper I understand the challenge, the less interested I become in proving 
that my first answer is right. Instead, I become curious. What haven’t we seen yet? What 
assumptions are we making? What if the obvious answer isn’t the best answer? Those 
questions have served me better than certainty ever has.

Research Is Respect
Some people think research slows creativity. I’ve never experienced it that way. To 

me, research is an act of respect. If someone has trusted me with their business, dream, 
invention, or story, the least I can do is understand it before I attempt to improve it. I 
read. I listen. I sketch. I collect photographs. I study competitors. I look at history. 
Sometimes the answers appear immediately. More often, they arrive quietly after 
everything has been gathered. Research doesn’t replace imagination. It gives 
imagination something honest to build upon.

Filling the Well
Eventually, I stop collecting—not because I know everything, but because I know 

enough to let the quieter part of my mind begin working. I have often described this as 
filling the well. You gather information until the well is full. Then you stop pouring. 
Water settles. The surface becomes still. Only then can you see clearly into it. Ideas have 
always arrived that way for me. Not while I am desperately searching for them. But after 
I have done the work necessary to deserve them.
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Walking Away
This is usually the part people misunderstand. After all the research, I walk away—not 

forever, but long enough. Some of my best ideas have arrived while exercising. They 
have arrived while I was driving, taking a shower, working in the yard, or cooking 
dinner. Moments when my hands were busy and my mind was finally free. For years I 
thought those moments were interruptions. Now I understand they are part of the 
creative process itself. Preparation invites the idea. Silence gives it room to speak.

Returning
Eventually I return to the project. Almost always, I see something I missed before. 

Sometimes it is a small detail. Sometimes it changes everything. That has taught me one 
of the most comforting lessons of my career. The project is rarely in a hurry. Usually, I 
am. Learning to slow down has allowed me to see more clearly because I changed, not 
because the project did.

The Invisible Collaboration
People often imagine creativity as something that happens alone. My experience has 

been very different. Every project is a collaboration. It is a collaboration with clients, 
teachers, friends, memories, photographs, questions, and time itself. Even when I appear 
to be working alone, I rarely feel alone. Every meaningful project carries the fingerprints 
of people who quietly helped shape it long before the first draft appeared. Perhaps 
creativity has always been more communal than we like to admit.
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The Quiet Work
The work continues, even when it appears to be resting.

There is a point in every project when nothing appears to be happening. Research has 
been completed. Photographs have been gathered. Sketches cover the desk. Questions 
have been asked. Answers have begun to emerge. Then everything becomes quiet. From 
the outside, it looks like nothing at all. To me, it has always been one of the most 
productive parts of the process.

Learning to Wait
When I was younger, silence made me uncomfortable. If I was not drawing, building, 

painting, or writing, I felt as though I was not working. Experience has changed that. 
Now I understand that some of the most important work cannot be seen. Ideas continue 
growing long after we stop looking directly at them. Like seeds beneath the soil, they are 
busy forming roots before anyone sees the first sign of life. The quiet is not empty. The 
quiet is occupied.

Conversations Beneath Awareness
People often ask where my ideas come from. The honest answer is that I rarely know 

the exact moment. Sometimes I wake up with them. Sometimes they arrive while driving. 
Sometimes they appear halfway through a completely unrelated conversation. It can feel 
mysterious. I don’t think it is. I think my mind has simply continued the conversation 
while my attention was elsewhere. Observation began the work. Silence allowed it 
to continue.

Trusting the Process
One of the greatest gifts experience has given me is patience. Not endless patience. 

Purposeful patience. There are times when pushing harder produces better work. There 
are also times when pushing harder only creates noise. Learning to recognize the 
difference has taken years. Today, when a project becomes quiet, I no longer assume it 
has stalled. Sometimes it is simply gathering itself. Preparing to reveal something I could 
not yet see yesterday. That realization has removed much of the anxiety from my 
creative life.
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Returning With Fresh Eyes
Eventually I return. Sometimes the change is almost invisible. A line shifts, a word 

disappears, or a photograph finds a better place. Other times everything changes. An 
entirely new direction suddenly feels obvious. People sometimes call those moments 
inspiration. I call them recognition. The answer was often there all along. I simply wasn’t 
ready to see it until now.

The Gift of Distance
Distance has become one of my favorite creative tools. When I stay too close to a 

project for too long, I stop seeing it. I begin protecting decisions instead of questioning 
them. Walking away gives me permission to become a reader again. To become an 
observer again. To meet the work as if someone else had created it. That distance is 
often enough to reveal what the work has been asking for all along.

A Different Measure of Progress
Early in my career I measured progress by how much I accomplished in a day. Today 

I measure it differently. Did I ask a better question? Did I notice something I had 
overlooked? Did I remove something unnecessary? Did I leave the work clearer than I 
found it? Those questions have become more valuable than simply counting hours. 
Sometimes the smallest change produces the greatest improvement.
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MOVEMENT II

Stories of Recognition
The ordinary becomes meaningful when someone pauses 

long enough to recognize what is already there.
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The Chicken — Recognition
“That could be a chicken.”

Some moments divide our lives into two parts, not because they are dramatic, but 
because they quietly change the way we see everything that follows. For me, one of 
those moments began on an ordinary evening in our garage. There was no audience. No 
assignment. No deadline. Just Lilly and me talking at the end of another day. The garage 
had become my studio. It was neither glamorous nor climate-controlled. In the Texas 
summer, it was often unbearably hot. Most people wouldn’t have chosen to spend much 
time there. I loved it. It was quiet. Private. A place where ideas could arrive without 
interruption. We had stood on that same concrete floor hundreds of times. Perhaps 
thousands. Without really seeing it. Then Lilly stopped. She pointed toward the floor. 
She smiled. And she said four words that would eventually become the beginning of this 
book. “That could be a chicken.”

Looking Again
I followed her gaze. At first, I saw exactly what I had always seen. An old oil stain. 

Nothing more. She didn’t explain. She didn’t persuade. She simply waited. So I looked 
again. Something remarkable happened. It happened slowly, not all at once. The stain 
began to change. Or perhaps I did. The outline became clearer. The curve of a neck. The 
suggestion of a beak. The shape of a body. Once I saw it, I couldn’t stop seeing it. The 
chicken had not suddenly appeared. It had been there all along. The only thing that had 
changed was my willingness to look longer.

Protecting the Beginning
Our first instinct was not to paint it. It was to protect it. We joked about how easily 

someone could walk across it. Scrub it away. Cover it with another project. Erase the 
moment before we understood what it might become. Looking back, that simple decision 
feels surprisingly important. Ideas are often most fragile at the beginning. They don’t 
need certainty. They need time. That evening we protected more than an oil stain. We 
protected a possibility.

A Photograph
I reached for my camera, not because I knew what the painting would become, but 

because I knew I did not. That uncertainty deserved to be preserved. The photograph 
wasn’t the end of the process. It was the beginning of a conversation. One that would 
continue for weeks. Months. Perhaps even years. I have learned to trust photographs 
that ask questions instead of providing answers. They leave room for discovery.
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Living With the Idea
The image stayed with me. Sometimes I would glance at it for only a few seconds. 

Other times I would study it for an hour. Nothing seemed to happen. Then, little by little, 
something did. I wasn’t inventing the chicken. I was learning to understand what had 
first captured our attention. That distinction became increasingly important. The goal 
was never to force an idea onto the stain. The goal was to reveal what the stain had 
quietly suggested from the beginning. Observation came first. Interpretation followed.

The First Brushstroke
When I finally began painting, I wasn’t trying to copy reality. I was trying to remain 

faithful to recognition. Every brushstroke asked, “What made us stop?” It did not ask, 
“How can I make this more impressive?” That distinction changed the painting. It also 
changed me. The painting became less about technical skill and more about honesty. The 
challenge wasn’t creating something beautiful. The challenge was remaining true to the 
moment that gave it life.

More Than a Painting
Over time, the Chicken became far more than a finished piece of artwork. It became a 

reminder. It reminded me that meaningful ideas rarely announce themselves; they 
whisper, wait, ask for patience, and reward attention. Whenever I look at that painting 
today, I don’t just see a chicken. I remember a quiet evening. A conversation with Lilly. 
An old concrete floor. And the moment I realized that the world had been offering 
invitations all along. I had simply begun learning how to accept them.

The beginning, exactly as it appeared before anyone thought to call it a chicken.
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The Original Stain

CHK-001 — The beginning, exactly as it appeared before anyone thought to call it a chicken.
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The Chicken — Becoming
Every version was true. Each reflected a different stage of seeing.

It would be easy to believe the painting appeared quickly. It didn’t. Like most 
meaningful ideas, it unfolded one small decision at a time. The first photograph became 
a sketch. The sketch became another sketch. Each version answered one question while 
asking another. I wasn’t chasing perfection. I was trying to remain faithful to the feeling 
Lilly and I shared when we first stopped and looked at that stain together. That feeling 
became my compass. Whenever a new version drifted too far away from the original 
moment, I knew it was time to step back, not because the painting had become 
technically weaker, but because it had become emotionally less honest. That distinction 
has guided much of my work ever since.

Every Return Reveals Something New
One of the greatest surprises was discovering that the painting seemed to change 

each time I returned to it. Of course, the canvas hadn’t changed. I had. After a night’s 
sleep, I noticed details I had missed the day before. After a week away, entire 
relationships between shapes became obvious. Sometimes I wondered whether 
observation was less like seeing and more like becoming ready to see. Perhaps that is 
why patience matters so much. Time doesn’t always change the work. Sometimes it 
changes the observer.

Three Chickens
By the time I finished exploring the idea, there wasn’t just one Chicken. There were 

several. Each carried its own personality. Each reflected a different conversation with 
the original stain. Some people asked me which one was the “right” version. I never felt 
that was the right question. Each painting represented a different stage of 
understanding. The first honored recognition. The second explored possibility. The third 
found confidence. None replaced the others. Together they told the complete story. 
Looking back now, I realize I wasn’t painting a chicken. I was painting the evolution of 
an idea.
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Lilly’s Chicken
People often assume that because I painted the series, the story belongs to me. It 

doesn’t. It belongs to Lilly as much as it belongs to me. Without her quiet observation, 
none of it would have happened. That realization has become increasingly important 
over the years. Many of the ideas we proudly call our own are actually born in 
conversation. Someone notices something. Someone else builds upon it. The finished 
work carries both voices. Creativity is often far more collaborative than history 
remembers. I like remembering where ideas really begin.

A Gift from the Floor
There is a certain humility in realizing that one of the paintings people respond to 

most began as an oil stain on a garage floor. It reminds me that remarkable beginnings 
rarely announce themselves. They arrive disguised as ordinary moments. The gift is not 
in finding extraordinary subjects. The gift is learning to recognize extraordinary 
possibilities inside ordinary ones. That lesson has never stopped teaching me.

Looking Back
Sometimes people ask whether I still see the chicken. I smile. Of course I do. But I 

also see something else now. I see the conversation, Lilly smiling, the camera in my 
hand, the sketches across my desk, Aunt Edith, curiosity, patience, and gratitude. One 
image has become a container for an entire season of life. Perhaps that is what 
meaningful art does. It preserves not only what we saw, but who we were when we 
saw it.

CHK-001 — Original Stain
CHK-002 — First Interpretation CHK-003 — Developing the Form CHK-004 — Final 

Painting Every version was true. Each simply reflected a different stage of seeing.
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01 · Protect the Beginning

The pause: the image is preserved before certainty arrives.
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02 · Develop the Form

Recognition: the hidden form becomes visible without abandoning its origin.
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03 · Remain Faithful

Revelation: the finished work still carries the evidence of its beginning.
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May Contain Alcohol
A story remembered becomes an identity shared.

There are moments that disappear almost as quickly as they happen. They may begin 
with a joke, a laugh, or a spilled drink. For most people, they become stories told on the 
drive home. For me, they sometimes become something more. One Sunday afternoon, 
Lilly and I were playing in our local pool league. Across the room was another team with 
one of the most memorable names I had ever heard. May Contain Alcohol. The name 
made me smile. It didn’t take itself too seriously. It invited people to smile before the 
first game even began. I had no idea that before the afternoon was over, the team would 
unknowingly give me one of my favorite design stories.

An Accident
During one of the matches, a player was carrying several drinks back to the table. 

Someone bumped into them. The drinks spilled across the floor. For a brief moment, 
everything stopped. Then someone laughed. Without missing a beat they said, “Well, we 
are May Contain Alcohol.” The entire room laughed. Paper towels appeared. The floor 
was cleaned. The games continued. For almost everyone present, the story ended there. 
For me, it had just begun.

Taking the Photograph
The spill itself wasn’t beautiful. It wasn’t dramatic. It certainly wasn’t planned. But 

something told me not to let it disappear. So I reached for my camera, not because I 
knew what I would do with the photograph, but because I had learned something in the 
garage. Some moments deserve another look. That lesson had already become part of 
me. I didn’t know whether the photograph would become anything. I simply knew it was 
worth preserving.

Living With the Image
The photograph sat quietly for days. Then weeks. Every so often I opened it. Studied 

it. Closed it again. Nothing happened. Then one afternoon, something shifted. The spill 
stopped looking like an accident. It began looking like a personality. Not a logo. A 
personality. That realization changed everything. A logo isn’t merely a graphic. At its 
best, it becomes a visual expression of character. The team already had character. The 
spill had simply revealed it.
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Designing with Memory
As I began sketching ideas, I wasn’t trying to invent an identity. I was trying to 

preserve one. The laughter. The team’s sense of humor. The willingness to laugh at 
themselves before anyone else could. Good design isn’t decoration. Good design 
remembers. Every line I drew was an attempt to preserve that afternoon. I was 
preserving it emotionally, not literally.

The Gold Splash
Many versions came and went. Some were clever. Some were polished. Some 

completely missed the point. Eventually the design became quieter. A gold splash. It was 
simple and confident. It didn’t need to explain the joke. The people who knew the story 
smiled immediately. The people who didn’t simply saw an energetic mark. Both 
responses were true. That balance mattered. The logo carried the story without 
depending upon it.

Giving It Away
One of my favorite moments in design isn’t when I finish a project. It’s when I hand it 

back. Watching someone recognize themselves inside a piece of work is a quiet privilege. 
The logo wasn’t mine. It never really had been. It belonged to the team. I had simply 
helped make visible something they already possessed. That realization has shaped 
nearly every client relationship I’ve had since. The designer is not the hero. The work is 
not the hero. The people are.

Looking Back
The Chicken taught me that ideas often begin in ordinary places. May Contain Alcohol 

taught me something equally important. Observation becomes generosity when it is used 
in service of someone else. Perhaps that is where creativity finds its highest purpose. 
Not in self-expression alone. But in helping another person recognize something 
beautiful about themselves.

A story remembered becomes an identity shared.
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01 · Protect the Beginning

The moment it all started: an accidental spill, noticed and preserved.
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02 · Develop the Form

Recognition: the stain becomes a graphic idea—playful, honest, and unmistakable.
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03 · Carry It Forward

Resolution: the remembered moment becomes a finished identity with a life of its own.
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MOVEMENT III

The Practice
Observation is not a gift reserved for a few. It is a 
lifelong apprenticeship.
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The Practice
Begin exactly where you are. You do not need confidence. You 
need attention.

People sometimes imagine that observation is a gift. Something you either have or 
you don’t. I don’t believe that anymore. I believe observation is a practice. Like drawing. 
Like playing the piano. Like learning to shoot a bank shot. The more faithfully we 
practice it, the more naturally it becomes part of who we are. That realization changed 
the way I approached almost everything. Observation stopped being something I did. It 
became part of the way I lived.

Begin Where You Are
People often ask me where they should begin. My answer surprises them. Exactly 

where you are. You don’t need a studio. You don’t need expensive tools. You don’t need 
the perfect idea. You don’t even need confidence. You need attention. The extraordinary 
rarely announces itself with fanfare. More often, it arrives quietly, dressed as something 
ordinary. It may be a crack in a sidewalk, a reflection in a storefront window, afternoon 
light across a coffee cup, or the expression on someone’s face just before laughter. Life 
is remarkably generous with these moments. We simply become too busy to notice them.

Carry a Place for Ideas
For years I carried a sketchbook. Today it might be my phone. Sometimes it is a 

notebook. Sometimes a camera. Sometimes nothing more than a single sentence written 
before I forget it. The tool has changed. The habit has not. When something catches your 
attention, honor it—not because you know it will become important, but because you do 
not. Most ideas never become paintings. Most photographs never become books. Most 
conversations never become philosophies. But every meaningful project I’ve ever 
completed began with something small enough to fit inside a notebook.

Curiosity Has Better Endurance Than Talent
People often compliment talent. I appreciate the kindness. But talent has never felt 

like the center of my work. Curiosity has. Talent may help us begin. Curiosity keeps us 
returning. Talent may produce one good painting. Curiosity asks what the next painting 
is trying to teach us. Talent may impress people. Curiosity quietly changes them. If I 
have learned anything over the years, it is this: Protect your curiosity more carefully 
than your confidence. Confidence comes and goes. Curiosity keeps opening doors.
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Slow Looking
Museums taught me something that I didn’t fully understand until much later. Most 

people spend only a few seconds looking at a painting before moving on. Imagine if we 
treated conversations that way. Or friendships. Or marriages. Or ideas. What would we 
miss? Some things only reveal themselves after the first impression has faded. That is 
true of paintings. It is also true of people. Learning to see often begins by learning 
to stay.

Attention Is an Act of Respect
As the years passed, I began noticing something unexpected. When I truly paid 

attention to another person, they often felt heard long before I offered a solution. 
Observation became more than a creative skill. It became a way of showing respect. 
People know when we are merely waiting for our turn to speak. They also know when we 
are genuinely trying to understand. That lesson has influenced my work far beyond art 
or design. It has shaped my friendships, business relationships, teaching, marriage, and 
leadership. The ability to notice is also the ability to care. Perhaps those two qualities 
have never been very far apart.

The Practice Never Ends
Sometimes people ask whether I have finally learned to see. I smile when they do 

because I still miss things every day. I still overlook details. I still walk past 
opportunities. The difference is that I notice myself doing it sooner. Observation is not a 
destination. It is a lifelong apprenticeship. That realization has become strangely 
comforting. It means tomorrow still has something to teach me.

A quiet page. Curiosity is not a phase of childhood. It is a lifelong decision.
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The Golden Seed
Every forest begins with something small enough to fit in the palm of 
your hand.

There is an old saying that the best time to plant a tree was twenty years ago. The 
second-best time is today. Ideas have always reminded me of that. They begin so small 
that it is almost impossible to imagine what they might one day become. An idea may 
begin as a sentence, sketch, photograph, conversation, oil stain, or joke in a pool hall. 
None of those moments arrived carrying a sign that read, “This will matter.” They simply 
arrived. Quietly. Patiently. Almost asking permission to be noticed.

Which Ideas Stay? People often ask me where ideas come from. I’ve never been 
completely satisfied with that question. A better question is this: Which ideas refuse to 
leave? Every day we have thousands of thoughts. Most disappear. They should. Not 
every thought deserves a lifetime. But every once in a while, one quietly returns. It 
appears while you’re driving. It comes back while you’re making coffee. You remember it 
while walking through a grocery store. Days later it returns again. Weeks later it still 
hasn’t gone away. Eventually you realize something important. The idea isn’t asking to 
be remembered. It is asking to be developed.

Stewardship
That realization changed the way I treated ideas. When I was younger, I judged them 

too quickly. I labeled them good or bad, useful or forgettable. Now I do something much 
simpler. I preserve them. I write them down. I sketch them. I photograph them. I place 
them somewhere safe, not because I know they are important, but because I do not. 
Time has become one of my favorite editors. Some ideas quietly fade. Others continue 
growing. Those are the ones that deserve another conversation.

Seeds Don’t Become Trees Overnight
Modern life celebrates speed. Ideas rarely do. Some mature in a weekend. Others ask 

for decades. This book belongs to the second group. The Chicken didn’t become a 
philosophy overnight. AXIOM didn’t appear in a single afternoon. Bank Shot Buddy 
wasn’t born fully formed. Each one returned again and again. Each one quietly asked for 
another season. Looking back, I don’t think I was creating them. I think I was caring for 
them. There is a difference.
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A Garden, Not a Factory
For years I described my work as projects. Today I think of it differently. I think of it 

as a garden. Some ideas are seedlings. Some are flourishing. Some have completed their 
season and scattered new seeds I haven’t even recognized yet. A gardener doesn’t shout 
at a seed to grow faster. A gardener prepares the soil, waters consistently, protects what 
is fragile, and trusts time. I’ve discovered that ideas respond remarkably well to the 
same kind of care.

Returning
One of the greatest surprises of my life has been discovering that ideas continue 

teaching us long after we think we understand them. Every time I return to an old 
sketchbook, I see something new—not because the pages have changed, but because I 
have. The conversation continues. The work continues. The learning continues. Perhaps 
that is the real gift of stewardship. It reminds us that growth never truly ends.
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MOVEMENT IV

Stewardship
We do not own ideas. We become their 

temporary stewards.
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Stewardship
Success is measured by how faithfully we care for what has been 
entrusted to us.

There was a time when I thought my work was about making things. I made 
paintings, designs, businesses, products, and books. Looking back now, I realize those 
were never the destination. They were evidence. Evidence that I had noticed something 
worth preserving. That realization changed my understanding of success. Success was 
no longer measured by how much I created. It was measured by how faithfully I cared 
for what had been entrusted to me.

Nothing Is Ever Created Alone
As I have grown older, I have become less interested in ownership. Very few ideas 

truly belong to one person. Every meaningful project I have ever completed carries 
traces of teachers, friends, clients, family members, conversations, books, failures, and 
unexpected moments of kindness. The Chicken belongs to Lilly as much as it belongs to 
me. My curiosity began long before I understood where it came from. My discipline was 
strengthened by teachers who invested their time without expecting anything in return. 
Every project has many authors, even when only one name appears on the cover. 
Recognizing that has made gratitude a natural part of my creative process.

Borrowed Time
One of the quietest truths I have discovered is that none of us keeps our work forever. 

Paintings fade, buildings change, businesses evolve, books go out of print, and even 
memories become less precise with time. At first, that realization felt discouraging. Now 
I find it strangely comforting. It reminds me that my responsibility is not to make 
something last forever. My responsibility is simply to leave it in better condition than I 
found it. Perhaps stewardship has always been about caring rather than controlling.



LEARNING TO SEE

SAINT JOHN STUDIO   ·   40

AXIOM
People sometimes ask why I created AXIOM. Some assume it is a software project. 

Others think it is a publishing system. Some imagine it as an archive. In truth, AXIOM 
grew from a much simpler question. How do we keep good ideas from disappearing? 
That question stayed with me for years. I saw it in every notebook, sketch, photograph, 
conversation, and lesson. I kept seeing the same problem. Ideas were too easy to lose. 
AXIOM became my answer, not because it could remember everything, but because it 
could help preserve what continued to matter. AXIOM is not a vault. It is a living library. 
A place where ideas can continue growing long after their first appearance. That is why I 
believe stewardship is an active verb. We don’t simply store ideas. We return to them. 
We connect them. We allow them to mature.

The Long Conversation
When I was younger, I imagined creativity as individual projects. Now I see 

something different. Everything connects. The museum, garage, pool hall, classroom, 
studio, conversations with Lilly, and stories of my family are all connected. None of them 
stand alone. They are chapters in a much longer conversation. One that began before I 
was born. One that will continue long after I am gone. That thought doesn’t diminish my 
work. It gives it context. I don’t have to finish the conversation. I only have to contribute 
honestly to it.

Legacy
People often think of legacy as something left behind at the end of a life. I no longer 

believe that. Legacy is created every day. Every time we encourage curiosity. Every time 
we preserve an idea instead of dismissing it. Every time we help another person 
recognize something they had not seen before. Legacy is not built through grand 
gestures. It grows quietly through consistent attention. That realization has freed me 
from worrying about whether my work will be remembered. The better question is 
whether it has been useful. Useful things have a way of continuing.

We do not own ideas. We become their temporary stewards.



LEARNING TO SEE

SAINT JOHN STUDIO   ·   41

The Final Invitation
The world does not need more noise. It needs more people who notice.

If there is one hope I have for everyone who reads this book, it is not that they will 
remember my stories. Stories fade. I hope they remember to pause. I hope they 
remember to look again, ask one more question, carry a notebook, protect an idea before 
it disappears, thank the people who shaped them, and become generous with their own 
observations. The world does not need more noise; it needs more people who notice. If 
this book has accomplished anything, I hope it has simply reminded you that 
extraordinary things are still happening all around you—not because the world suddenly 
changed, but because you decided to pay closer attention.
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Afterword — The 
Conversation Continues
Creativity was never the subject. Observation was the doorway.

The Conversation Continues When I began writing these pages, I thought I was trying 
to explain creativity. Somewhere along the way, I realized I had been mistaken. 
Creativity was never the subject. Observation was. Even that isn’t the whole story. 
Observation is simply the doorway. What lies beyond it is gratitude. Patience. Wonder. 
Generosity. Stewardship. Those are the companions that quietly arrived every time I 
slowed down long enough to notice what had been there all along. Looking back now, I 
don’t think the most important moments of my life announced themselves when they 
happened. They whispered. The moments included a restaurant filled with paintings, an 
aunt who loved chickens, a demanding art school, a conversation in a hot garage, and a 
spilled drink in a pool hall. None of those moments seemed remarkable at the time. Each 
one quietly altered the direction of my life. That realization has given me great comfort. 
It reminds me that we do not have to chase extraordinary lives. We simply have to 
become more faithful to the ordinary moments already unfolding around us.

Looking Again
If there is one habit I hope survives after the last page of this book, it is this: Look 

again. When something catches your attention, pause. When someone tells you a story, 
listen. When an idea refuses to leave, protect it. When another person sees something 
you do not, be curious before you are skeptical. Some of the greatest gifts in my life 
began with someone else’s observation. Lilly taught me that in five simple words. “That 
could be a chicken.” She wasn’t giving me an answer. She was giving me permission to 
explore. I hope this book has offered you the same gift.

A Different Kind of Success
People often ask me which project is my favorite. The truth surprises them. It isn’t a 

painting. Or a logo. Or a business. Or even this book. My favorite project has always 
been becoming a better observer than I was yesterday. Everything else has grown from 
that. If tomorrow I notice one more kindness, possibility, or overlooked detail, then 
tomorrow has already been a successful day. That feels like a much gentler way to 
measure a life.
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Passing It Forward
None of us keeps our ideas forever. Eventually they belong to someone else. They 

may belong to a student, child, friend, reader, or someone we will never meet. That 
thought no longer saddens me. It fills me with hope. Knowledge has always traveled 
from one curious mind to another. Every generation simply adds another page before 
passing the book along. This is one of mine.

Before You Close the Book
Before you place this book back on the shelf and begin your day again, I would like to 

ask one favor. Sometime this week, walk a little more slowly than usual. Leave your 
phone in your pocket for a few minutes. Notice the light. Listen to a conversation. Watch 
the way a child studies something that adults ignore. Pay attention to what quietly 
catches your eye. You don’t have to create anything. You don’t have to prove anything. 
Simply notice. You may discover, as I have, that the world has been offering quiet 
invitations all along. Not demanding your attention. Simply waiting for it.

One Last Thought
Years from now, I doubt you’ll remember every story in this book. I won’t remember 

every sentence either. But I hope you’ll remember a feeling. The feeling that ordinary life 
is richer than it first appears. That curiosity is worth protecting. That patience has value. 
That ideas deserve care. And that the next meaningful discovery in your life may already 
be standing quietly beside you, waiting for you to look again. Thank you for sharing this 
journey with me. Now it is your turn.
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A Final Thought

Every meaningful creation begins 
with attention.

Every lasting contribution begins with curiosity.

Every legacy begins with caring enough to 
preserve what matters.

Everything else begins by learning to see.
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Now,

Go look again.
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What do you see?
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individuals discover clearer ways to communicate their ideas through art, 
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but each project begins with the same simple practice: Observe carefully. 
Understand deeply. Create thoughtfully. He is the founder of Saint John Studio, 
creator of Bank Shot Buddy™, and founder of AXIOM, an evolving framework 
dedicated to preserving, connecting, and developing ideas so they continue 
serving future generations. More than any title, however, Bob considers himself 
a lifelong student of curiosity. He believes that meaningful ideas are rarely 
invented from nothing. They are discovered by people willing to look a little 
longer, ask one more question, and protect the quiet moments that others 
overlook. Learning to See is the first published volume in what is intended to 
become an ongoing body of work exploring observation, creativity, stewardship, 
and the lifelong practice of paying attention.
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Notes
What will you look at again?

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 




