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PRAISE FOR
 SCOTT CHRISTIAN SAVA

“Scott has helped me see the value of art not only in my role as a teacher, but, also as a neurodivergent person who is learning to find genuine joy in the act of creating and not just the final product.”

—Bailey, 28, Canada

“Scott makes me think that I don’t have to perform all the time. I’m an artist and maybe I should just let me and my art exist.”

—Yasmin, 20, Brazil

“Scott has helped me see the beauty in mistakes, and the inspiration in failure. The normality of artist’s block, and the strength of my imagination.”

—Mia, 14, Australia

“Scott’s art, the content he makes, and the stories he tells give me hope that there still is kindness and joy in this world. His gentleness has helped me get through tough times, like a candle in a dark room.”

—Shreya, 19, India

“Scott’s journey has shown me that making art is the most special when we share our passion with others. Our mistakes and our successes help to guide and inspire those as he has done for me on my journey in creating art.”

—Kaley, 21, Vietnam
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INTRODUCTION:

 THE ART OF ENCOURAGEMENT



[image: A black and white photo captioned 'Santa visits the Hobbit Hole June 2022' with two people: the author and Santa.]

Never underestimate what a little bit of boredom, a global pandemic, and a chance meeting with Santa Claus can do to change the course of one’s life.

Hi, I’m Scott.

You may be reading this because you’ve seen me on YouTube, TikTok, or Instagram—or any other place where a 50-year-old artist can put on a hat and a vest and paint in front of 3 million people for a living. Or maybe you just liked the book cover, and curiosity got the best of you. Either way, you’re here now, and I suppose I should get on with this whole “writing a book” thing.

For the record, writing a book was not on my bingo card for “Things I’m going to do in my life,” and it’s been kind of a strange turn of events that led up to this. I guess I should have seen this coming. My career so far has led me to be an animator for 16-bit video games at Sega, a game designer at Atari games, a cover artist for Star Trek and Mortal Kombat comics, an animator on Power Rangers and the Casper movies, the artist on Spider-Man for Marvel Comics (my childhood dream come true), and the director of a movie called Animal Crackers, which came out on Netflix in the summer of 2020. Just in time for . . . COVID.

When Animal Crackers came out, we (the entire world) were on lockdown. No one was making movies, and there was no work on the horizon for an artist/director/animator. I was bored and unemployed, a dangerous combination. But then I heard about this app called TikTok that “all the kids were on.” I was intrigued. And bored. And still very much unemployed.

In my boredom/curiosity, I found myself scrolling through videos of people around the world lip-syncing to their favorite movie lines or dancing or cooking or whatever that ASMR thing is with the whispering and running your fingernails on the microphone. Ugh. I shudder just thinking about it. Everyone had a niche—that thing they did that was their superpower. Their special skill. I didn’t have one. At least, I didn’t think I did.

But then I remembered that I could draw. I could paint. So, I began posting videos of myself making art. Just little time-lapse recordings each day where I’d make watercolor portraits of everyone from Michael Jackson to Professor Snape to Dua Lipa to Fozzie Bear. For the next few months, I got through COVID lockdown by making little one-hour doodles condensed into bite-sized 60-second vertical videos and posting them on TikTok.

Literally no one saw them.

Then one day I met Santa. Well, Santa J. Claus to be specific (this really happened, by the way), a jolly fellow from the North Pole who had over 4 million followers on TikTok. We chatted for a bit about art and life and how TikTok worked and, being Santa, he encouraged me to get in front of the camera and “tell my story.”

“The audience wants someone to connect with,” he said. “Let them get to know you, Scott, and then they’ll get to know your art.”

This was TERRIFYING to me. I’m shy. An introvert. And at that time, I was undiagnosed autistic (I was diagnosed two years later). If I was having the conversation with Santa in person, I would have kicked him in the shins and run away screaming, “NO NO NO NO NO!” Fortunately for me (and Santa’s shins), it was a phone call, and after a few weeks of studying TikTok and really trying to understand why people connected with some of these creators, I realized . . . Santa was right. I needed to show more than just my art; I needed to show the audience the artist: me.

I did not want to be on camera, and it was VERY obvious. I mumbled. I rocked back and forth. I was barely coherent. But I overcame my fear, and I did it. It was SO bad. So, so bad. But surprisingly, people started following me. They connected with this shy, bespectacled artist living in a Hobbit Hole. So, I made more videos.

I learned to speak clearly. I learned how to light myself better. I learned how to edit videos for social media. I started “dressing the part.” Wanting to look like . . . well . . . an artist, I donned a nice vest and an “artsy” hat and my glasses. Once I did that, I had a look. A persona. I was “cosplaying” as the kind of person someone would want to see talking about art. It didn’t feel natural or normal to me, dressing up like that. But neither did getting in front of the camera. Maybe I could never feel at ease in the spotlight on TikTok, but “artist Scott” with the hat and the vest? Maybe HE could make it work.

Eventually, I ventured away from only doing art videos and began making videos where I talked about more personal things like my early career in video games or that time when I met the cast of Star Trek or how I convinced my wife and our twin boys to play Warcraft with me. I let people in—strangers from around the world, faceless followers I’d never met. I allowed them to get to know me. The real me. Not the persona. Not “artist Scott.” Me.

I even made videos exploring my feelings about art. Not my opinions, mind you, not techniques or tips or tricks, but how art made me feel. I gained tens of thousands of followers. Then hundreds of thousands. Then I went to YouTube and found a whole new audience—millions of new followers. And these followers wanted tutorials. Every day people asked me all different kinds of questions, such as:

“How do you draw eyes?”

“How do you draw hair?”

“Can you teach me perspective drawing?”

“What kind of art material is the best?”

I did what I could to answer these questions and share what I knew. But I felt like it wasn’t quite my place to do so in this new world of social media. There were REAL teachers out there. Teachers who know art history. Teachers who can immediately tell you the differences between a Monet and a Manet (aside from the second letter in their name). Teachers who studied for years to be actual educators who could enlighten minds in classrooms and lecture halls with curriculums and slideshows and workshops. Professional educators who are masters at breaking down complex theories into bite-sized lessons for young artists, from how to hold a pencil to understanding the techniques the masters used to bring their work to life. Teachers are magical to me. They’re a gift to humankind. And because I hold them in such high regard, I didn’t feel worthy enough to educate anyone on art.


[image: 'Jackson Pollock – Autumn Rhythm': A standing male figure (Scott) with his back toward us is wearing a dress shirt, jeans and headphones. He has a leather satchel at his side. The giant piece of art (8 ft. × 17 ft.) hangs on the wall in front of him. It is a large canvas covered in drips and splashes of both dark and light paint.]
Jackson Pollock. I tried. I really tried. This one is called Autumn Rhythm. Um . . . yeah . . . sorry . . . I still don’t get it. (For what it’s worth . . . Donna didn’t get it either.)

I wondered, If I’m not going to teach art, what value do I have? What do I do with these millions of followers? I was no entertainer. I didn’t want to sing and dance. I didn’t want to perform for the audience. And then I remembered what brought me here: encouragement. It was Santa’s encouragement all those years ago that guided me to my full potential—just a few kind words from a friendly stranger whose only motive was to see someone else succeed. To see them be happy.

I grabbed a Sharpie and scrawled that word on a little purple Post-it in my barely legible handwriting and stuck it to my desk just above my keyboard, where I’d see it every day. Encourage. And every morning, when I’d start to write the script for my next video about art, I’d see that word. Encourage. And that’s what I do now.

And that, I guess, is what I hope to do with this book (the one you’re holding right now). I hope to encourage you. I hope to show you that art isn’t just for the gifted. It’s not a talent you need to be born with. All of us, ALL OF US, are artists. You don’t have to make art a career. You don’t need to paint to be an artist. Your art might be music or dance or poetry or knitting—or whatever you do to create something good to bring into this world. We’re all artists in some way. Wherever our passions lie. In that thing we do that brings us joy.

Everyone’s artistic journey is different, but I think all artists struggle with the same things. We all feel the pangs of imposter syndrome or the dread of not being good enough or the emptiness of artist’s block. Regardless of what medium you use to make art, please know that we are all struggling alongside you. We all have fears and doubts and inadequacies, and that’s okay. That’s a part of being a human. Of being an artist. So, in this book, each chapter will address some of the most common questions I receive from new artists as well as some tips that I hope will help you when you feel stuck or insecure, or don’t quite know what to do next. And I’ve tried to organize it in a way that takes you on the journey of “becoming an artist,” from the very first things you need to know to some of the larger questions that arise with more experience.

My art isn’t anything of great importance in the grand scheme of art history; nothing I ever paint, I bet, will hang in the walls of museums like the Met or the Louvre. My art hangs in dorm rooms and coffee shops and office cubicles—and that’s exactly where I want to be. That’s where my art belongs.

I don’t teach. I don’t have a curriculum. I don’t know the best techniques. I can’t draw a perfectly straight line, and I don’t have any special skills or techniques when it comes to teaching art. But, I know how it feels to be an artist. I know how to get past the imposter syndrome and the doubts and fears and artist’s block. I know how to persevere when a piece of art just isn’t working out, and I know when to let go when my art is beyond saving. I know how to find joy in art when you’ve lost it completely. And, most of all, I know how to encourage others. And I hope, if you’re still reading this, that’s exactly what this book will do for you.

Encourage you to make art.

Encourage you to try something new.

Encourage you to create something that brings more beauty into this world.

Encourage you to be true to yourself.

Encourage you to feel all the feels and not be ashamed.

Encourage you to be confident enough to, hopefully, encourage others to do the same.




AUTHORS NOTE:

 THREE WEEKS IN NEW YORK CITY . . . ALMOST
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What happened to hot dog stands? I remember when I was a kid visiting New York there were hot dog stands, peanut stands, and pretzel stands. Now, these things have a whole menu of options from gyros to sandwiches to whole plates of food. My thinking is, when it comes to hot dogs, if you’re going to do it . . . do one thing and do it well.

Life is a series of experiences. Some are small, meaningful moments like a first kiss or holding someone’s hand as you walk through a park. Some are big, exciting events like a trip to Europe or Disneyland or summer camp. These experiences are forever etched into our memories because they were unique. Powerful. Memorable. I will never forget sketching on the canals of Venice, Italy, or the birth of my twin boys, or working with Danny DeVito on my movie Animal Crackers, but I’ll be darned if I can remember what I was doing yesterday or last week or any week before that. Why? Because my life (like everyone else reading this book, I’m sure) is pretty boring.

And that’s okay. That’s good. Boring, predictable, “normal” is good. It’s safe. Seriously, who wants “exciting” every second? That would be EXHAUSTING! No, give me normal and predictable any day. With just a dash of excitement sprinkled in from time to time . . . but with some advance notice, thank you very much.

Because our lives are, in general, pretty dull, our brains simply don’t have the bandwidth to remember all that mundane information. There’s just not enough RAM to store day after day of waking up, going to school or work, eating dinner, and going to sleep, so our brains discard the boring stuff and keep the exciting stuff. The moments. The events.

When the fine folks at Hay House invited me to write a book, I wanted to remember doing it. I wanted to make sure my brain kept this memory forever. So, I decided to turn it into an event. But the problem is writing a book isn’t an “event” in that it doesn’t “happen to you.” It’s not something that can be accomplished in a day. It’s weeks and months of writing and rewriting, and a lot of sitting at a desk and staring at a computer screen (trying to convince yourself this wasn’t all some big mistake, and they asked the wrong Scott Christian Sava to write this book). I didn’t want the days and weeks and months of writing this book to be something my brain just tossed into the “another uninteresting day” folder. I wanted, in my memory, a picture I could recall. Like a scene from a movie, I had an image of me writing my book in some romantic sort of way.

I was going to be an author, and I didn’t want to forget the experience of actually AUTHORING something. So, I made plans. I decided I would travel somewhere and write, and it was going to be like it is in the movies: I chose New York City because it seemed like a place authors would go to write. I imagined sitting in an artsy loft, writing the “great American novel.” Maybe with a pipe. Authors smoke pipes, right? I can’t stand smoke, though. Maybe it could blow bubbles. . . .

Ultimately, I didn’t find myself in an artsy loft—just a hotel room in Midtown on the East Side. A nice hotel room, but not something from a movie. And I wasn’t writing “the great American novel,” but a book about my art and my feelings on my art and life, and it didn’t feel very important or profound at the time. But I was in New York City, and I got to make art. I filled my sketchbook with drawings and doodles of statues in Central Park and the lions in front of the New York Public Library and the fire station downtown where they filmed Ghostbusters.

I had such big plans too. I was going to spend three whole weeks in New York. Long enough, I felt, to feel like a “real” New Yorker. Long enough to settle in. Get comfortable. Find a groove. Fit in. I planned on eating hot dogs and pretzels on the street and trying every pizza slice in Manhattan. I was going to ride the subway and visit a bodega and hail a taxi and shout at drivers as I crossed the street. I was going to be a New Yorker . . . even if it was just for three weeks.

Then, I got there.

New York City is LOUD. It smells funny too. But it’s SO LOUD. Why does everyone need to honk their horn? WHY? And do they hand jackhammers out to anyone with a hardhat? What are they digging for? Is there something underground they’re hoping to discover? Noises and smells. Those are the two things that, my entire life, have given me panic attacks. I hear everything. I smell everything. It overloads my autistic brain, and I get panic attacks.

Why did I not consider this when I chose New York City for a three-week writing experience? What kind of idiot spends the last two and a half years learning about their autism diagnosis and how noises and smells are the NUMBER ONE triggers for them and still chooses the loudest and smelliest place on Earth?

This kind of idiot.


[image: 'Patience, New York Public Library Lion': A life-size marble statue of a male lion is laying down with their front paws stretched out in front of them and their tail drapped to the side hangs over the edge of the pedestal that the statue is resting on. The lion's mane is carved in heavy, layered waves and its mouth is closed. The pedestal that it is resting on is also marble and rectangular in shape.]
This is Patience, one of the two lions in front of the New York Public Library. I just love how he and his twin, Fortitude, are guarding the entrance. During the 1930s, Mayor Fiorello LaGuardia named them Patience and Fortitude, qualities he felt New Yorkers would need to survive the Great Depression. These names have stood the test of time.



[image: 'Washington Square Arch': A 77-foot-tall marble, rectangular, monument dedicated to George Washington. The monument has legs that stand 30 feet apart and a rounded arch at the top that is 47 feet at the center. There are clouds behind it and trees and various buildings in the distance. Stick figures depict people in the distance dwarfed by the massive size of the monument. Carved into the marble are various designs. On the left leg of the monument is a statue of George Washington as a general and on the right leg is a statue of George Washington as president.]
When I first saw the Washington Square Arch on Law and Order I thought it was a prop. I genuinely had no idea this was a real thing. It looks like the Arc de Triomphe in Paris. Painting it was so nice, though a squirrel tried to steal my granola bar. Not cool, squirrel. Not cool.

So, while I had PLANNED to spend three weeks in New York City and become a “local” and eat junk food and yell at cars, I had to leave after seven days, as I was completely overstimulated and burned out.

Did I feel like a failure? One hundred percent. But I saw EVERYTHING in that one week. I filled my sketchbook with over 50 paintings of people and places and things, and I saw some friends, and I made memories. Despite the noises and the smells and the overstimulation and the disappointment that came with me not being able to fulfill my Hollywood vision of what a writer in New York City would be like, I made memories. I wrote. I made art.

And that’s what I do, I think, better than anything else: I make art. It’s my safe space. My comfort when I’m in uncomfortable places (like New York City), which leads me to this: Throughout this little book, you’ll see my daily journals of life in the Big Apple as seen by me, an overstimulated, autistic 55-year-old artist who did his best to brave the noisy and smelly streets of Manhattan for seven whole days. Each painting captures a memory. A moment in time when I did my best to illuminate a place or person or feeling as well as I could in the best way I know how. Because we wanted to make the book as affordable as possible, I made these paintings in black and white (technically, I was painting in Payne’s Gray, which is so much cooler than black and white, but I don’t think printers print in Payne’s Gray, so you’ll have to settle for black and white).

Every day, I would venture out into the crowded sidewalks with my Swiss medic bag over my shoulder and my noise-canceling headphones squarely over my ears, and I would find a place to sit (or sometimes stand) with my sketchbook and pencils and pens and watercolors and brushes and take in the moment. I would spend an hour, sometimes two, drawing and painting and being still. Studying the architecture or the people or whatever I was painting. I would do my best to drown out the noises and the smells and the people and the cars and I would just be with my art. And my wife, Donna.

I got to experience being an author and an artist in New York City with my best friend. And, let me tell you, she came prepared! While I was focused on my sketchbook and headphones and gloves and hat (it was cold, way too cold for me), Donna was ready with a map (not a map on your phone—she brought an ACTUAL PAPER MAP WITH HER), snacks (because being an artist in the city makes you peckish), and a journal and fountain pen, so she could keep notes on where we went, weather conditions, and anything else I may need when filling in commentary on each painting for this very book you’re currently reading. She made sure I was okay. That I could make this dream come true. Even if it was just for a week. For seven days, she was with me. Holding my hand. And we experienced it together, just as we’ve explored everything else together for the last 31 years of marriage.

The artwork throughout this book is a physical representation of my memories. My experiences. Capturing that time I spent three weeks seven days in New York City and wrote a book and made some art and got to pretend I was an author for a little while.




CHAPTER 1:

 WHY ART?

Before we talk about art supplies or finding your style or what to do when you can’t think of anything to draw, I think it’s important to ask ourselves WHY we make art. I know this seems like a big question, and I guess it kind of is. Every artist has their own reason for making art, but I think, generally, we artists make art to capture something. A feeling. A moment. A hope or dream. A tragic event or a happy memory. For me, creating art is my way of making sense of the world. It’s how I cope with overstimulation. It’s my happy place. My comfort. And while my art is drawing or painting, others do it with song or words or dance or film or fabric. It’s all art. All of it.

Art is creation. It’s taking a blank page and turning it into a poem. Stretching out an empty canvas and breathing life onto it with the stroke of a brush and a swath of paint. It’s sitting before a quiet piano and waking it up with a song. Where there was nothing, an artist creates something. Something beautiful. Thought-provoking. Tragic. Controversial. That’s what artists do: We create.

And when people ask me WHY an artist creates art, my answer is simple: “Because we MUST.”

There’s something inside us. Something in our soul that wants to—needs to—come out in color and lines and brushstrokes and angles and composition and value. We make art because we have a story to tell. We make art because we want to capture the beauty of the world around us. Or make sense of the tragedies we’re confronted with. We make art because if we keep it inside of us any longer, we’ll go mad. We make art because we are artists.

And the world needs art. We need art to capture the beauty that most of us either can’t see or are too numb to notice. We need art to give a voice to those without a voice. We need art to bring down tyrants. We need art to give people hope. We need art to help us deal with tragedies and trauma. Keith Haring’s Ignorance = Fear/Silence = Death was a call to action to fight the newly emerging AIDS epidemic. Jennifer Scott’s Stories Behind the Postcards series depicted the horrors of the aftermath of lynchings in the late 1800s and early 1900s. And Frida Kahlo’s The Broken Column captured the anguish of living in a body that suffered from polio and a devastating bus accident.




[image: 'Cleopatra's Needle': A 105-foot-tall rectangular Egyptian statue that comes to a point at the top, also known as an obelisk. The obelisk is covered in hieroglyphics (Egyptian writing). Trees are in the foreground hiding the base of the obelisk and clouds can be seen faintly in the distance. The edges of the obelisk are bumpy and uneven…most likely worn from time.]
I will never NOT be surprised at how much of history was stolen and taken to far-off places. What the heck is Cleopatra’s Needle doing in Central Park? How did an obelisk from the ruins of Alexandria, Egypt, become an outdoor fixture in New York City? Shouldn’t this be in a museum? Or better yet . . . returned to Egypt?


[image: 'Man Drinking Coffee': A middle-aged man facing left is sitting in a folding chair with his legs crossed. He is wearing a jacket, cap, sunglasses, loose pants and tennis shoes. He's drinking coffee from a to go cup and his other hand rests across a canvas shopping bag that is lying on his lap. Beside him, a small round café table stands empty.]
I got to people watch a lot during this trip and New York is honestly one of the best places to do that. Donna and I took extra time to just sit and observe. It gave me a chance to sketch people in everyday situations doing everyday things. It’s great practice!

When we feel powerless to confront injustice in this world, we have art to make us powerful enough to topple entire kingdoms.

When we can’t find the words to describe our pain and loss, we have art to speak for us and express how we feel.

When we can no longer see the good in people, art will give us hope and bring us together.

The world needs us artists. It needs our art in whatever form we wish to create. It needs poets and painters and dancers and singers. It needs art in color and in text and through weaving and rhyming. The world needs all of it. And not just good art. No. The world needs messy art. Beginner art. Unfinished art. Overworked art. Unremarkable art. “I have no idea what I’m doing” art.

It doesn’t matter what skill level or how much (or how little) talent you were born with. It doesn’t matter whether you have formal training. The world needs galleries, coffee shops, and school hallways filled with art of all kinds and all skill levels from people of all different backgrounds.

Because the world needs it.



[image: 'Washington Crossing the Delaware': Four people are standing in front of an enormous painting (12 feet tall and 22 feet wide) of George Washington in a tricorn hat and heavy cloak standing in a rowboat crossing the Delaware River. It is Winter and the sailors are wearing thick coats. Some of them are using oars to push the ice away from the boat while others row. The boat is the lead in a caravan of boats some of which have horses in them.]
Washington Crossing the Delaware was a huge painting. I’d seen it before in books (those things we had before the internet, kids) growing up. But, never in person. Wow. It’s a powerful piece.
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