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A few months ago I decided to take on Stephen Hawkin’s A Briefer 

History of Time. ‘Take on’ is a pretty accurate descriptor because 

with these types of books I have to mentally wrestle, head-lock and all, to 

truly understand. Needless to say, I’m only half way through, well maybe a 

little more. But the reason I bring this up is because since I began to read 

that book my notion of time is all messed up. Rightfully so, I suppose, since 

the socially accepted notion of absolute time is inaccurate. There is no such 

thing as time without such thing as space. According to the laws of physics, 

everything is in motion, all the time, and every single moment in time is 

inevitably attached to its corresponding point in space. So, what happened 

to my space-time this month? I’m not sure. Like a deer in headlights I stare 

at my screen. It’s really bright.

For the sake of argument, let’s say I did make some headway this month, but 

that it was in the ‘you have to go backwards to go forward’ kind of way. I 

had many unfruitful conversations, which is pretty frustrating. First, with 

watercolor. I fi nally bought myself some proper brushes, a small palette, 

bigger watercolor paper and set up a wider, more comfortable space to work. 

This enabled more proper messes and the opportunity to try new things. I 

desperately want to fi nd a mentor to guide me through this learning. It feels 

very slow and mostly unproductive. For now, SkilllShare and watercolor-

painting.com will have to do.

Next, I started a conversation with the wine corks I’ve been saving for a few 

months. I found out they can be cut much more easily than I thought and 

that I love the texture within them, a texture that is very familiar and used 

by others a lot (which I don’t love). That conversation didn’t go very far 

either. I couldn’t fi gure out how to slice the typography how I had envi-

sioned and then I felt there was no true goal or purpose to the undertaking. 

Ah, the dreaded feeling of lost interest set in.

Next it was a set of spiral paper clips I found in my desk one day. It occurred 

to me it may be fun to do what I do with my doodles, but 3-dimensionally. I 

started trying to fi gure out how to attach them to create patterns, and even-

tually, shapes. I tried a few different techniques including a glue gun, crazy 

glue and dental fl oss. While these didn’t quite work, I am intrigued. I have 

ordered a box of 150 pewter paper clips and am in the process of learning 

how to solder so that I can attach them more permanently to create more 

stable and bigger structures. This may also be a fun way to create letter 

forms down the road.

I also had an alphabetical sort of conversation with my daily chores, includ-

ing a batch of pancake batter one random Sunday morning. My kids thought 

was pretty awesome. I spend a lot of my time doing things I hate, a.k.a. 

cooking, cleaning and laundry, so that one specifi c day I thought I’d try to 

make the chore feel a little more fun. It defi nitely was.

Last, but not least, I continued an internal conversation to more clearly 

understand myself. (Gosh that sounds so selfi sh) Conversations happened 

in many ways and through many mediums. It wasn’t entirely fruitless, but it 

wasn’t easy either. Self-knowledge can be excruciating, which is totally 

counter-intuitive, in my opinion. Shouldn’t we know ourselves easiest and 

best? What happens in between the space-time in which things happen and 

the memory that we take away, and why are they so diffi cult to reconcile? 

Here’s the cool thing though, I found the folder! Yes, that folder that I hadn’t 

been able to fi nd for like six months containing the work I had done with 

my life coaches. With great timing, this folder provided me with a great 

opportunity to reassess the fi ve core values I worked on last month. So this 

is how it breaks down:

W A I T,  C A N  Y O U  H E A R  M E  N O W ?

a synthes   is
A

a synthes   is
A
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According to Ms. Myers and Ms. Briggs, ENFP’s            

are “Warmly enthusiastic & imaginative. See 

life as full of possibilities. Make connections between 

events and information very quickly, and confi dently 

proceed based on the patterns they see. Want a lot of 

affi rmation from others, and readily give appreciation 

and support. Spontaneous and fl exible, often rely on 

their ability to improvise and their verbal fl uency.”

In 2011, this is what I considered to be my core values. 

Today, it’s really great to read this & refl ect on whether 

my values have changed and evolved, or whether I have 

gained insight and clarity. But wait, what happened to 

kindness? Was I like “fuck kindness”?

External markers of quality or quantity 

as called out by Yoon Soo. 

Dang, you’re good!
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According to another test, whose validity I know nothing about, these are my 

character strengths. The test provides a list of 25 strengths, but these are the 

top nine, which for the time being seem like more than enough. Again, these 

have been a great point of departure to reassess my core personal values.

In the missing folder I also found some writing I did 

back then including lists of things I love and letters 

of forgiveness and closure. These in particular to my  

half brother who I  have not seen or spoken to in over 

six years. Still a painful part of my being, but that with 

time has gained perspective and love. I don’t know if 

we’ll ever see each other again. I don’t know if this is a 

good or a bad thing either. When challenged to dissect 

my core values last month, especially the notion of 

‘trust’, this particular broken relationship came to mind. 

I’m fairly certain trust had an important role in its 

breaking, at least from my perspective and how it affects 

my feelings. I would never assume to know his. It’s sad 

when people can’t fi nd a peaceful common ground, 

especially within a family. I have not given up, but I am 

also in no rush. I know the separation has been healthy 

and I also know that much healing needs to happen, 

completely independent of me, before we ever again 

have a chance to be friends. I now know, which is totally 

OK, that he will never be my brother.

and more meand more me
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1.

TRUST An essential part of my most priced relationships, I believe trust 

hinges on genuine and mutual honesty, integrity and respect. I value those 

whose heart is open to others and who live their lives with transparency and 

relentless authenticity.

2.

GR ATITUDE Being completely aware of ones life path takes courage & 

much gratitude. I believe being thankful, in whatever capacity one values, 

and for every life experience that presents itself, is truly important. This is a 

value I try to remember and practice every day.

3.

DISCOVERY I love adventure and travel as much as all that is new and 

unexpected. These circumstances seem to always set ground for learning 

and discovering, about the world and/or ourselves. I deeply value the whole 

process of discovery, and it extends to my life-long curiosity and love for 

learning—physically, creatively and intellectually.

4.

APPRECIATION OF QUALITY Diffi cult to defi ne, quality (beauty & 

excellence) manifests itself all around us. I value the perfection, design and 

dedication that true quality entails within nature, people and experiences. I 

try  to produce the best work I can and contribute with the most quality I 

can give, for both myself and those around me.

5.

SIMPLICITY In our day and age of abundance, I do believe less is more. 

Simplicity of space provides me with clarity of thought, which oftentimes is 

refl ected in my work, choices and environment.

do
Paulina M Johnson: 2015 Fall Residency  //  Vermont College of Fine Arts
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This month continued to be full of new-ness, including a new little job I got. As of three 

weeks ago, I began helping at a shop in town called Ohana. It is a retail store located in 

downtown Steamboat Springs dedicated to designing and screen-printing clothes and home 

accessories. Ohana also serves as a home for local artists to display and sell their work. 

Everything in the store is Colorado crafted and all the screen-printing happens on site.

I’ve never worked in retail so this has definitely been new for me. I only work one day a week, 

which for now is actually perfect. In that short period of time I’ve had the pleasure of meeting 

some of the artists and printing a small number of pieces. I was definitely lured to the job 

because of the screen-printing potential. I’d only done it once before, which was a long time ago. 

And I get it. It’s really fun. I hope in the future I can help print more and maybe even also help 

design some of the merchandise.

Working at Ohana, I keep meeting people 

who make things. These people make 

cards for example, or paper maché Santas. 

They make jewelry, they knit hats, they 

carve into reclaimed wood or make snow-

board shaped ring holders. How do these 

people find this ‘calling’? I am so jealous!

Through Ohana I met a local printmaker named Christie Ginanni Stepan. I contacted her in 

hopes of being able to visit her studio, which I did a week or so later. Christie’s studio works 

two-fold as both a letterpress shop, and an after-school art center for children. Make Studio was 

awesome. It was a true inspiration. I asked her to please call should she need help on her next 

printing project. I hope she does. I have adored letterpress printing for a long time, but have 

never quite had (or made) the opportunity to learn and get involved. I’d also be happy to help 

teach some of the art classes, although I’ve never taught little ones before.

E N T R E P R E N E U R I A L  I N S P I R A T I O N

Here’s the most important take-away from this 

experience. You have to just go for it. Again, so 

cliché, but true. Luke & Emily always dreamed 

of turning their hobby of screen-printing into 

something more. So they moved back home 

and opened Ohana. Christie loves print-making 

so created an amazing studio where she makes 

it happen and, through teaching, supports her 

passion. It’s an inspiration and a bit of a kick in 

the butt. I need to figure out what I want to 

make and what I want to do. I want to find the 

one magic thing that is mine, wholly & happily.

But dang, I do love trying new things. 

All the time.
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B O O K S  &

P U B L I C A T I O N S

It’s funny that reading continues to be 

a challenge because I love reading. I 

love it so much in fact that I refuse to 

half-ass it. I like reading in quiet, well-lit, comfortable places where I can really 

absorb what’s in front of me. This is practically impossible on the daily, so I 

have continued looking for ways to make it work outside of those restrictions. 

This month I decided to try an audio book. Out of sheer luck I picked an 

awesome one called A Whole New Mind, written & narrated by Daniel H. Pink. 

In short, A Whole New Mind makes a compelling argument for the right side of 

the brain. According to Pink, we’ve gone from an economy of farmers and 

factory workers (the industrial age), to data crunchers (the information age) 

and are now in the midst of a transition into a conceptual age of idea and 

meaning makers. In this new age, the left side of the brain and its linear, logical 

way of thinking will no longer be enough to succeed. Especially in the west, 

the shift has been brought about by material abundance, globalization and the 

technology of automation. The future, according to Pink, belongs to those with 

a whole new mind who can synthesize both the left and right side of the brain, 

into their everyday being. These are creators & empathizers, pattern-recogniz-

ers & meaning-makers… people like you and me. There are six aptitudes on 

which professional success and personal satisfaction will soon depend, 

according to Pink: design, story, symphony, empathy, play & meaning. I truly 

loved this book, and highly recommend it.

During our monthly review in January, we also agreed I would read Erich Fromm’s To Have or To 

Be? This is another book that’s requiring some ‘taking on’ due to it’s incredible depth and breath. 

I’m only about a third of the way through, but so far I see similarities, or at least approximations, to 

Alan Watts’ philosophy. An important thing to note about this book is the fact that its ideas seem 

very relevant and in-line with contemporary thinking, especially regarding man’s relationship to 

nature. Yet, this book was written 40 years ago. Fromm was undoubtedly ahead of his time. 

“Having and being are two fundamental modes of experience…”  and so I remain excited to read 

how these, according to Fromm, have affected our social order and individual character. 

There is one statement in the book that has made a profound impression on me. When explaining 

the experience of being, Fromm mentions the word “one”. He does not use it as a noun however, he 

uses it as a verb. That is exactly in line with my original semester plan and to the very point of 

what I wanted to explore. We must ‘one’ ourselves to ‘be’. We must also ‘one’ ourselves to under-

stand there is no such thing as a separate “I” in this universe. “Me” is part of everything.

This month I also subscribed to an email feed 

entitled The Daily Heller. Written by Steven The Daily Heller. Written by Steven The Daily Heller

Heller, someone who I have come to deeply 

admire, the newsletter is affi liated with Print 

magazine. Each email portrays something 

different, but relevant to the history of Graphic 

Design and specifi cally to typography, letter 

form and book design. I feel this is a great 

resource for continuing my design history  

education, as well as fi nding interesting and 

current points of inspiration. I would love to 

meet him some day.

I also continue to receive AIGA’s Eye on Design. 

I especially enjoy the articles in which they 

highlight unique and interesting design fi rms 

from around the world. I fi nd it interesting that 

all of these fi rms, for the most part, are 

interdisciplinary, which is where I believe our 

profession is inevitably headed (a synthesis of 

the left and the right side of the brain).
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 Date Completed Course Name / description

 01/25/16 Watercolor’s Full Potential: Exploring Fluid Painting

by Angela Fehr

I started off my watercolor explorations by just trying to fi nd a wide variety of courses, or points of reference, to 

work from. This class was a great discussion about basic materials, mixing color and creating varied effects with 

salt, plastic wrap and sponges. After watching the course I purchased some new materials, including proper brushes, 

a palette and a bigger pad of paper.

 01/28/16 Paint A Stunning Watercolor In Seven Easy Steps

by Jean Lurssen

I wanted to revisit this course to try to create the aspen tree 

painting. I fi nally had all the materials required, including 

the fl uid resist and spray bottle. I now understand what it 

means to have a conversation with the materials. The more 

you understand them, the more you can manipulate them to 

your liking. It is hard for me to begin these conversations 

however, without a point of departure. This class defi nitely 

presented just that. I feel I can now work on making more 

beautiful leaves upon aspen trees.

 01/25/16 Creating Magical Patterns with Simple Watercolors and Pencil Drawing

  by Karina Eibatova

After creating the aspen trees, I began to look for a different, 

more abstract, take on watercolor. This course was perfect. 

The instructor teaches how to make repeatable patterns of 

abstract shapes, including colored circles. This is how I 

created the piece on the cover of this packet, which I abso-

lutely loved making. I don’t know what it is about just the 

most basic of shapes. They allow me to Zen out, I suppose, 

and stop thinking or over-analyzing. It was a breath of fresh 

air. After creating the circles however, I ended up back at 

‘stuck’. I hate that feeling. But at least now I know I can make 

something that I love with watercolor, even if super simple. 

S K I L L S H A R E  C O U R S E S

SkilllShare courses, in small quantities, continue to be helpful. 

This month I focused entirely on watercolor. I went back to a 

course I had watched before and found a couple of new ones.

During our last check-in meeting I was challenged to make a list of a) all of 

my design habits, which I would abstain from doing and b) everything that I 

hate about design, which I would then try one every day. 

the
list

Hate

Trying to sell it (the business side of design)

Waste associated with it (i.e. junk mail)

Some designer’s gigantic egos

Clients with bad taste

Unappreciated effort (everyone is a designer)

The feeling of ‘unattainability’ or out of my league

It seems everything has been done

The fact that I mentally separate fi ne art from design

The dreaded feeling of lost interest

When in trouble, I default to the computer

When in trouble, I default to the computer

Clean typography

Alignment

A lot of white space

Clean-cut, geometric forms

The use of line as a default design element

Reference for inspiration

Refi ne, refi ne, refi ne

Over-thinking and over-analyzing

Continually self-critiquing

Giving my work away (I love doing this though)

Habits

OK, fi rst of all, my design habits are so deeply ingrained in 

my being that trying to not do them is like asking a newly 

blind person to run up and down the stairs ten times, 

super scary and likely pretty painful. Second, there’s actu-

ally not much I absolutely hate about design. There’s plenty 

I fi nd really annoying, but not much that I actually hate. I 

had a bit of a mental problem trying those things I do hate 

because most violate my core values, which I guess is why I 

don’t like them in the fi rst place, and also because I couldn’t 

fi gure out how to do it. I would love a little help redirecting 

this prompt because it does sound really interesting. And 

in terms of abstaining from my design habits, I will try 

again next month.

I designed the cover of this packet as a sort of mock magazine 

cover to try to commercialize it in a way, which is one of the 

things I hate about design. Not sure it’s successful. Not sure I 

got to the point of the exercise. But I do like the big chunky use 

of Bodoni throughout that came from it.
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1.1.

2.2.C O P P E R C A S E . C O M

www.coppercase.com
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4.I hate doing
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5.



Paulina M Johnson: 2015-16 Fall Residency  //  Vermont College of Fine Arts

02

12

16

pa
ck

et
 n

o
. 4

26 27

6.6.



Paulina M Johnson: 2015-16 Fall Residency  //  Vermont College of Fine Arts

02

12

16

pa
ck

et
 n

o
. 4

28 29

blozem

blozem

8.9.What
can you
happily
let go into
chaos?

7&8
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1.

WEBSITE REDESIGN The very first thing I focused 

on this month was redesigning my website. Mostly out of 

necessity, this was my number one priority towards the 

beginning of our work session. As I continue to think 

introspectively about my personal work with VCFA, I am 

also reconsidering the direction of my design studio. I’m 

trying to be more mindful about the kind of work I take on 

and the type of clients I work with. Moving has provided a 

great platform to ‘start from scratch’ in many ways and  

recreating my studio’s image through a new website, to get 

new work, seemed like a good idea. The last time I designed 

my website however, was five years ago. Things have 

changed, and the little I learned about Dreamweaver and 

CSS back then was totally gone from my brain now. I ended 

up using SquareSpace instead. The site is not finished, but 

is finally beginning to take shape.

2.

FAMILY BLOG Within my new website I decided to 

include a family blog. This is something I’ve never done 

before, but had always been a little curious to try. I believe 

this will be a great way to record our family history and 

share it with friends and family. I enjoy writing, so this will 

be a great platform to practice this skill as well. My goal is 

to upload a new post once a month.

3.

WATERCOLOR I continued working with watercolor. I 

referred back to one of the SkillShare courses I had watched 

a few months ago, and tried the assignment for the class. I 

feel that by following, step by step, I was able to grasp the 

techniques the instructor was sharing. I found myself 

rewinding to specific parts of the video often, to see exactly 

what she was doing and how she was doing it. I would love 

to find a mentor who could give me specific assignments 

and share their knowledge and insights with me on a 

regular basis. I also watched a couple of different courses 

with different assignments, and referred to the online 

resources I found last month.

4.

PLAYING WITH LETTERFORMS I spend a lot 

of time doing things I don’t enjoy, like cooking, cleaning 

and doing laundry. In trying to make these chores a bit 

more tolerable, I decided to play with letterforms. Both 

of these exercises, with my pancake batter and clean 

laundry, were actually really fast and easy to do. And 

what’s more, did actually make the chore a bit more 

pleasant. I also found this was a good way to “express 

my values (or particular points of view) through the 

medium of Graphic Design”.

5.

SPIR AL PAPER CLIP STRUCTURES This was 

hands down one my favorite exercises this month. In an 

effort to try to bring the essence of my ink doodles into a 

three-dimensional realm, I started trying to figure out 

how to attach the spirals into patterns, and eventually 

recognizable forms. I tried a few ways of attaching the 

spirals, but non were strong enough to hold. I am defi-

nitely intrigued and plan on learning how to solder. I 

believe with a sturdier joint, I will be able to construct 

bigger and more interesting pieces.

6.

COLLABOR ATION NATION Last month, six of 

us at VCFA began what has now become Collaboration 

Nation. This is a collaborative project aimed at giving us 

the opportunity to take different creative cues from each 

other, and encouraging us to extend beyond our comfort 

level as artists and designers. Each of us has a week to 

work on a rotating piece. The work on that piece can 

take any form or direction, with no restrictions to the 

possibilities or opportunities. After the week’s work is 

done, each piece is mailed to the next person in a pre- 

determined sequence, and documented in the project’s 

website. Before April’s spring residency, each one of the 

six pieces will be worked on by all of us once. Each piece 

will take a life of its own as it changes and evolves, car-

rying with it six different points of view on making. 

During this month’s work, I began my corresponding 

piece, ‘Project 2’ and took creative cues for the continued 

making of ‘Project 1’. For me, the greatest value in this 

experiment will be to build the courage to do really new 

things, in completely new ways, as a team.

7.

FREE DESIGN Contrary to my task of exercising 

those things I hate about design (selling it), I designed 

another free logo. My cousin, who lives in Mexico, knits 

absolutely beautiful scarves. She has decided to start 

selling them online and open her own Etsy store. She 

asked me to design a logo for her, and help her set up the 

store. Because my time was once again limited last week, 

and because it was a non-paying client, I didn’t spend as 

much time on the design as I normally would have. 

Regardless, I’m pretty happy with the outcome and it 

seems to have been really well-received. It is a nod to 

knitting, the iconic and beautiful cala lily (an important 

part of Mexican culture) and the idea of blossoming, 

which is how the name came to be.

8.

HAND LETTERING Desperately trying to salvage 

some of what I set out to do in my semester’s study plan, 

I decided to try to create a ligature out of the words “I” 

and “me”. This was inspired by the last Alan Watts book 

I read. The actual process of drawing the letterforms and 

trying to figure out how to piece them together was fun. 

It only took stepping back once however, to realize that 

the message it was conveying, one of separation and self-

ishness, was completely the opposite of that intended. 

Maybe using the word “one” could work better. But I’m 

not exactly sure how to do that, what to do it with, and 

how to best convey the message.

Also, while trying to determine the structure and 

purpose of my new website, I decided to include a page 

for something I am calling “26 & me”. I have a slightly 

crazy and nonsensical relationship with this number, 

one which I feel may as well be explored. I decided to try 

to make a symbol for the number, which I could poten-

tially use for that part of my site and for the project, 

whatever it turns out to be. This is a work in progress, 

one which I am excited to see where it goes.

9.

THE ANSWER Nothing. That sounds very drastic, 

but really, what is my control-freakness problem? This is 

something my husband and I have discussed in the past 

but when I feel a sense of ownership towards something, 

I am compelled to make it the best I can, within which 

chaos does not fit. If it’s somebody else’s, anything, it can 

be as chaotic as it wants to be. No problem.

www.collaborationnation.net
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P I E C I N G  I T  T O G E T H E R

By the time I get to this part of the packet I’m usually not only 

exhausted, but all thought-out. Here’s a compilation of all the 

little insights and thoughts that came up as I gathered my work 

for the month. Thank you, as always, for your help!

I desperately want to find a watercolor 
mentor to guide me through my learning. 

I hate the dreaded feeling of lost interest.
I want to figure out what I want to make 
and what I want to do. I want to find the 

one magic thing that is mine, wholly & 
happily. I love trying new things. I want to 
explore what it means to ‘one’ ourselves 

with others. It’s interesting that many 
acclaimed firms, for the most part, are 

becoming interdisciplinary, which is where I 
believe our profession is inevitably headed.

It is hard for me to begin conversations 
with new materials without a point of 
departure. The most basic of shapes allow  
me to Zen out and stop thinking and over- 
analyzing. I have some deeply ingrained 
design habits that need to be reassessed. 
I’m trying to be more mindful about the kind 
of work I take on and the type of clients  
I work with. I need to try playing while 
working more, it makes it more fun. I 
really enjoy writing. When I feel a sense  
of ownership towards something, I am 
compelled to make it the best I possibly 
can, within which chaos does not fit. 
Collaborating will help me build the courage 
to do really new things, in completely new 
ways, as a team.






