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In fact I spent many hours writing The Guide to Crafting 
your Creative Life but with the impact of coronavirus it no 
longer seemed a good fit. 

You see, much of what I advise in the guide is now not 
possible. Visiting exhibitions, mixing with other 
photographers and the like are no longer options for us. At 
least we can now take trips away from home to engage 
with our creative yearnings, so make the most of that. 

I’ve quickly rewritten the guide into something more timely 
and I hope you find it useful in these challenging times. 

The Guide to Staying Creative in Challenging Times is my 
offering to you and will be replaced as soon as social 
distancing and travel restrictions are lifted. If you stay 
subscribed to my updates I’ll make sure you receive the link 
as soon as is appropriate. 

We need to adapt to a new way of being right now, and 
there’s a chance that some of these changes will endure 
long beyond the current pandemic. But life must go on, 
with must find our joy and explore ways to keep ourselves 
inspired, motivated and creative for the sake of our sanity. 

This is not the guide I 
planned to write for you…

Many years ago foot and mouth hit our countryside. As a 
newly hatched professional nature and landscape 
photographer I was dismayed to see our footpaths closed 
over a matter of days. Every single access point into our 
countryside was now off limits. 

The blanket restrictions were total. Faced with the early end of 
my career I sought a new way of working and sidestepped 
into garden photography. 

My nature and landscape skills were a good fit and I managed 
to survive until the countryside was ours once more. 

Likewise we need to find new ways of keeping ourselves 
engaged and curious about life during this time of lockdown, 
social distancing and restricted travel. 

So I offer you an updated version of the Guide to Crafting a 
Creative Life rewritten to reflect these challenging times. 

I hope you find some ideas that you can return to again and 
again over the coming weeks and possibly months.
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Suddenly, out of the blue, we hit that wall that blocks the flow of creativity. 

What do we even shoot next? 

Why am I doing this? 

What is it all for? 

Such thought patterns can do real damage to our relationship with creativity and I’ve learned through 
my 50 years as a photographer (35 as a professional) that it’s vital we take full ownership of our creative 
life. 

Over the past few decades, and especially since I began to prioritise shooting for my own agenda, I’ve 
become a student of creativity and noticed a clear path to maintaining a healthy flow of inspiration. 

When I consistently apply these six principles I never fail to find joy, fulfilment and purpose in my 
photography.

Inspiration can be an 
elusive thing! 

So, here we go… The 6 Ps that will help you stay creative during these challenging times! 
(I wanted to create a sexy acronym from the initial letters but couldn’t get away from the 6 ‘Ps’!)



Play
PLAY IS LEARNING BY 
STEALTH! 

BY INJECTING A GOOD DOSE 
OF FUN INTO OUR 
LEARNING WE WILL NEVER 
BECOME BORED OF IT.
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Schedule play shoots. 

Although we may not be able to venture too far right now this need not 
stop us enjoying ‘play time’ with our photography. If you can get out at all 
do your best to find a quiet corner which you can make your own and then 
shoot everything about it. 

Make a plan to regularly head out to a place nearby purely to see what 
you can see. Or set up that still life session, book your housemate in for a 
portrait set or simply shoot your dog! Whatever floats your boat. 

Take yourself on an Artist’s Date. 

Regularly take yourself off (weekly if possible) to enjoy time alone to think, 
muse, generate ideas or grab a few shots. Real fulfilment can be had by 
simply going for a wander. 

The idea is to top up your creative well and nurture this aspect of your life. 
Go alone if you can, just you, oh, and your Inner Muse! 

Launch your favourite editing software, open up one of your images, slide 
those sliders and tweak those settings just for the fun of it. See what 
happens. You don’t even have to press the save key! 

Mix it up! 

Take a sketch pad out for a couple of hours. Write a Haiku, or a six word 
short story about the scene in front of you. By engaging the other aspects 
of the creative you your creative vision will become more rounded and 
versatile.

Pro Tip: Stuck! Mix it up. Do 
some drawing. Write the story of 
the photo. Or just go and enjoy 
someone else’s work.

Play

Your next step: Put 
your next Artist’s 
Date in your Diary.



Projects
PICK YOURSELF A PROJECT 
OR TWO. 

CHASING THE STANDALONE 
HERO IMAGES IS ALL WELL 
AND GOOD BUT IT CAN 
LEAVE US FEELING JADED IF 
NOTHING GOOD COMES OF 
OUR CAMERA TIME.
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By switching to a project mentality you can hatch yourself a plan to follow 
and drive your photography forward with gusto. 

What else are  you interested in besides photography? 

Could you catch a photo story about that? 

What arouses your curiosity? 

What are you passionate about? 

Don’t let the lockdown stop you. I know of one photographer who shot a 
whole project from his doorstep. He called it Zero Footprints, the work 
made it into a book and an exhibition. 

At this difficult time right now what can you document? 

Think out of the box here and see what you can come up with. 

Create a list of possible projects, hone it down to 2 or 3 and then get to 
work on the picture list. 

Plan, plan and plan some more. 

Give yourself a deadline and an outcome for the images. 

Will you craft the shots into a Blurb book, a triptych for your wall, a boxed 
set of small images, an online gallery, a magazine article, a set of cards, a 
handmade chapbook… 

Will it be colour, monochrome, split toned? 

The options are endless and by choosing an outcome at the inception of 
the project you’re more likely to shoot a set of shots that sit well together.

Pro Tip: Decide what you are 
going to do with the finished 
body of work early on in the 
project’s life. Create a cohesive 
set of shots.

Projects

Your next step: 
Brainstorm 20 
potential projects 
and choose your top 
2 or 3.



Practice
DIARISE YOUR PRACTICE 
TIME 

REGULAR HABITS HELP 
CHANGE LIVES ONE TINY 
STEP AT A TIME. TAKE 
ADVANTAGE OF THIS BY 
ESTABLISHING YOUR OWN 
CREATIVE PRACTICE. 

PUT IT IN YOUR DIARY.
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By ring fencing regular creative sessions you will fast track 
your skills and turbocharge your inspiration in no time at all. 

Daily habits are always the best and are easiest to maintain, 
however it doesn’t need to be a drain on your time. 

Just ten minutes enjoying a photo book, a quick editing 
session, a review of your archives or researching your current 
project will reap rewards as your cumulative practice awakens 
your creativity. 

Ten minutes a day will give you 5 hours of photography 
practice a month. That’s a full 60 hours of sharpening your 
creative mind a year! 

Your practice will benefit you most if you incorporate all the 
other 5 Ps into the mix. 

Keep it light. 

Keep it fun, and watch your photographic life reach new 
heights.

Pro Tip: Choose some ‘quick 
wins’ for when you’re short on 
time. Maybe a book  to browse or 
website to enjoy.

Practice

Your next step: 
Choose your best 
time of day and take 
action to make it 
happen.



Ponder
BEGIN MAKING 
CONNECTIONS, CHASING 
DOWN ANSWERS AND 
MAKING CONSIDERED 
DECISIONS. 

 FOCUS ON THE SPECIFICS 
OF CRAFTING YOUR 
CREATIVE LIFE. 
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Because of the inherited work ethic that prevails in much of our world it 
can be tough to allow ourselves time to simply contemplate and ponder 
quietly on our thoughts, readings and musings. 

However, if we want to really ramp up our creativity it’s vital that we 
work through this block and see the value of doing nothing on a 
regular basis. 

When we remove the distractions of social media, tv, worries and 
responsibilities from our thinking processes for a while it becomes 
possible to ‘see the wood through the trees’. 

We can start making connections, chasing down answers, making 
considered decisions and focusing on specifics of crafting our creative 
life. 

By journaling our thoughts and reviewing them regularly, perhaps as 
part of our regular practice, new ideas will present themselves 
seemingly out of nowhere as we reset our brains and listen to the quiet 
whispers of our Inner Muse. 

Mindfulness and meditation are two ways that we can ponder and spend 
time alone with our thoughts or indeed with an empty mind, that much 
sought after ‘mind like water’ which will clear our heads and promote 
good mental wellbeing. 

Taking time in solitude to reset our mind is hugely beneficial for us and, 
especially in this time of distancing, can be a lifeline.

Pro Tip: Make sure you switch off 
during your ponder time. No 
social media, no phone, no email, 
no web.

Ponder

Your next step: Get 
yourself a journal or 
app that you’ll enjoy 
using and begin to 
fill it!



Peruse
STUDY IS ONE OF THE BEST 
WAYS TO DOUBLE DOWN ON 
OUR CREATIVE GROWTH. 

AND IT DOESN’T NEED TO 
BE TOUGH, BORING OR 
REPETITIVE.
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At first glance it may appear that we totally lack the time to study. 

You may even have consigned it to history along with your other school 
work! 

But study is one of the best ways to double down on our creative growth. 
And it doesn’t need to be tough, boring or repetitive. 

Begin by studying your own images, your wins and fails. Come to 
conclusions as to what went right, or not. And take notes of course. 

Note-taking is what transforms this activity into study. 

Look at the work of the masters too, both photographers and creatives 
who worked, or still work, in other genres. 

By ‘standing on the shoulders of giants’ in this way we can avoid replicating 
their mistakes, take their successes and build from them and even 
generate new ideas for projects and bodies of work. 

Reap the rewards of your study time by building it into your regular 
practice whether this be by watching YouTube videos, reviewing work in 
photobooks, researching the philosophies of other photographers or just 
making connections within your own photographic archives.

Pro Tip: Bookmark the websites 
of current photographers who’s 
work inspires or challenges you 
and review them often.

Peruse

Your next step: 
Choose an area of 
creative study and 
implement it.



Practise
MAKE TIME TO PRACTISE 
NEW TECHNIQUES 
WITHOUT WORRYING 
ABOUT THE OUTCOME. 

IT’S YOUR CHANCE TO TRY 
SOMETHING NEW JUST TO 
SEE WHAT HAPPENS, TO 
DETERMINE IF THERE’S ANY 
MILEAGE IN IT FOR YOU.
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With an ’s’! 

These practise sessions work best when there’s nothing resting 
on the outcome other than your learning curve.So, they’re best 
kept separate from your project work. 

Just what is ICM all about (Intentional Camera Movement). 
Give it a concerted try. 

What about multiple exposures, in camera or not. 

What is the slowest shutter speed that you can handhold 
your camera at and still get the shot? 

What’s the difference between f5.6 and f11 in your landscape 
photography. 

What’ll happen if you compose your images with more sky? 

Less sky? 

You will only find out if you give it a go. 

Push the boundaries, aim for going too far. Make mistakes and 
see just what you can get away with. 

Most of all keep notes so that you learn from all of this. 

And make a note of any new technique or photographic 
approach that you come across so that you can see if it may fit 
in one of your future project shoots.

Pro Tip: Write up your findings, 
otherwise all may be lost!

Practise

Your next step: 
Choose a technique 
or technical issue 
you’d like to explore 
and get on with it.



In conclusion
SET ASIDE REGULAR TIME FOR 
YOUR CREATIVITY. 

DEVELOP A STUDY CURRICULUM. 

CHOOSE YOUR PROJECTS. 

CARRY A NOTEBOOK. 

DIARISE YOUR DEADLINES. 

CREATE ‘THINGS’ FROM YOUR 
PHOTOS. 

SPREAD THE JOY AND INSPIRE 
OTHERS.
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So there you have it. 

The 6 Ps to craft a creative life as a photographer. 

What are you going to do next? 

I urge you to methodically follow the ‘next steps’ in 
each area and enjoy the process. 

Set aside regular time for your 
creativity. 

Develop a study curriculum. 

Choose your projects. 

Carry a notebook. 

Diarise your deadlines. 

Create ‘things’ from your photos. 

Spread the joy and inspire others. 

This will of course take a certain amount of effort. 

Committing to do anything that is fun on a regular 
basis is strangely tough and no doubt, like me,  you 
will occasionally fall back into old patterns.  

During times of difficulty such as during this current 
virus outbreak it’s all too easy to let the stress 
overwhelm us and fall into the trap of not caring for 
ourselves.  

When this happens dig deep and redouble your 
efforts to craft your creative life. 

Take yourself on that Artist’s Date, buck the societal 
trend of being always on, always available to meet 
the agenda of others.  

Become curious about life again and chase down 
that creative life that you know is waiting for you. 



18
from Jason Smalley

Born in Lancashire, England, I have been a professional 
editorial photographer for some 35 years, my work appearing 
in countless UK magazines and books. 

Over the decades I built a reputation as a photographer who 
can portray the intimate spirit of nature and the land through 
my work. 

I’ve recently begun to bring this aspect of my craft to the fore 
and step more fully into fine art photography, visual 
storytelling and sequenced bodies of work. 

I took up what was to become my lifetime vocation in earnest 
as a 9 year old boy when my dad gifted me a secondhand 
camera along with a box of darkroom equipment. 

Self taught, I quickly learned the techniques and skills 
necessary to communicate through my photography as, 
throughout my early life, I was afflicted with a severe stutter. 

Photography was my only way of reaching out to others. 

I began selling images to magazines before leaving education 
and took manual jobs after leaving secondary school to fund 
my photographic development. 

Before long I had progressed from shooting for Lancashire 
Life and other regional titles to working on assignment for 

some of the UK's most prestigious publications including Country 
Life, BBC Wildlife, Gardeners World, Reader’s Digest and Country 
Living. 

Throughout this time I continued to build a library of stock 
photographs covering nature, the British countryside and the 
environment and became a regular writer for photographic journals.  

I’m currently represented by Alamy, Nature Picture Library, 
Photoshelter, Gap and Getty. 

I also enjoy leading nature and landscape photography workshops, 
helping other photographers deepen their connection with nature. 
Indeed, working with the Spirit of Place and the Muse, is key to my 
photography. 

I always recognise that my images are a collaboration between 
myself and the land, light and weather I’m working with. And my 
Muse of course! 

ABOUT ME
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I have much more to say on this matter. In fact I think it’s as important to pay attention to our creativity and 
inspiration as it is to learn the technical stuff. 

There’s a well known phrase that I’m going to tweak a little here: ‘All the gear… No ideas…’ 

Maybe this sums up a lot of photographers, in fact when I chose to step away from commissioned work I felt a 
little like that until I began to carefully put steps in place to stay inspired. 

It’s my hope to help you stay inspired and excited about your photography right through to the other side of this 
coronavirus pandemic. 

Please do email me should you have any questions or thoughts on how I can best support your endeavours.

WHAT’S NEXT

TERMS & CONDITIONS

If you’d like to share the content with friends please do so by sending them this link so that they too 
will benefit from the occasional accompanying material that I deliver via email. 

This will ensure they are more able to craft their creative life in a supported manner.  

Please do not re-distribute, copy, amend, or commercially exploit any materials found in this 
document or related web sites without my (Jason Smalley’s) express written permission, which 
permission may be withheld at my discretion. 

It’s taken me a long time to get this together and I’m rather precious about it!

mailto:jason@thecallofthemuse.com
mailto:jason@thecallofthemuse.com
https://www.thecallofthemuse.com/staying-creative-in-challenging-times/
https://www.thecallofthemuse.com/staying-creative-in-challenging-times/
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