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Getting Stuck – at New York’s Lincoln Center fountain, with an approximate timeline 
of my life. 
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Intro from Jay Allison  

First I’ll quote an email from my 16-year-old daughter, Hope: “Okay so I just read that 
whole thing- twice. And it made me cry a little bit- twice. Well played, Jonathan Harris, 
well played. Everything he does is so perfectly unusual and against the norm. It’s like, I 
think I have this view of the world and then in walks JH with his mind and ideas and I’m 
like, ‘oh, shit, now I have to fit that new astonishing piece of information into my now 
turned-upside-down worldview.’ Once again he’s made my life better by ruining it.” 

She’s referring to Jonathan’s new Transom Manifesto, “Navigating Stuckness,” an 
autobiographical journey with teachable moments, following Jonathan’s path as a diarist, 
painter, storyteller, data artist, web visionary, and who knows what next? That’s the 
question. You’ll find ponderable lessons for all of us who are ever stuck, accompanied by 
wonderful original illustrations. 

 

Navigating Stuckness 

Getting Stuck 

A few weeks ago, I was having dinner with my mom in Manhattan. She was telling me 
her plans for this year’s Christmas card. “This year,” she said, “instead of writing my 
usual newsy card, I think I’ll just say, ‘Amanda’s about to have a baby, and Jonathan 
moved from California back to New York.’” 
 
“Sounds good to me,” I said. 
 
“Well,” she said, “it seems like you used to do so much in a year, and I always wanted 
to include all your news. But this year, it just seems like you haven’t been doing very 
much, so I figured a shorter note was in order.” 
 
I squirmed in my chair and readjusted my napkin. My mom — maybe like all moms — 
has a special way of saying just the thing that’ll hit your most vulnerable spot. She’s 
right — this year, I haven’t been doing very much. I’ve spent a lot of time wandering 
into churches, reading old journals, watching YouTube videos, and staring out of 
windows, but very little time making any work. I’ve been feeling really stuck, unsure 
about what to do next, and struggling with a lot of self-doubt and confusion. 
 



   
 
 

	  
3 

The Transom Review – Vol.14/ Issue 2  

After dinner, I walked across the street to the Lincoln Center fountain, and I sat on the 
granite slab next to the water. The night was dark and cold. Operagoers in tuxedos 
rushed to get taxis. I could feel the black stone below my body. I looked at the city sky 
but I couldn’t see stars. I turned my head to look at the water. The columns of water 
were moving up and down in some kind of pattern, but I couldn’t tell what it was. 
Sometimes the columns of water were tall, and moving up and down within their 
tallness. Other times, the columns of water were low, and moving up and down within 
their lowness. The columns of water were never not moving. 
 
I thought about stuckness, and about where I lost the flow. I remembered other times in 
my life I’d been stuck, and how the stuckness always eventually passed. I thought how 
life is a lot like that fountain, with its columns of water moving up and down, and how 
the low points are actually thrilling because the high points are about to come back, and 
how the high points are actually terrifying, because the low points always come next. 
 
I thought of my life as a series of chapters, and I realized that each time I’d been 
majorly stuck, it meant that a life chapter was ending, and that a new one needed to start 
— like the stuckness was always a signal indicating imminent change. My life has had 
a bunch of different chapters, each one beginning with the fresh-faced idealism of a 
new approach to living, and each one ending with a period of stuckness and a moment 
of crisis. I’d like to tell you about those chapters, in case they contain something useful 
for you. 
 
I should say up front that I’m lucky to make a living mainly by giving talks about my 
work at conferences, companies, and universities, which affords me a lot of time each 
year to make new work (and to obsess endlessly about what that work should be). In 
Zen philosophy, they say that anything pushed to its extreme becomes its opposite. 
Sometimes I wonder whether too much freedom produces a weird kind of psychological 
paralysis, which is almost like prison. Still, obviously I’m grateful to be grappling with 
too much freedom instead of too little. 
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Chapter 1:  Paint (1995-2003) 
 

 
 
Paint – a foggy field in Deerfield, Massachusetts, with pages from my travel journals. 
 
In high school, I was a total romantic. I had a field easel, and I’d stand around in 
meadows doing oil paintings while wearing a little beret. In college, inspired by the 
travel journals of Peter Beard ( http://www.peterbeard.com/ ), I kept elaborate 
sketchbooks filled with dead insects, pasted plants, ticket stubs, watercolor paintings, 
photographs, and writing. I made these books by hand and kept them for several years. 
At the same time, I was studying computer science in the early days of the Internet, and 
I felt a growing rift between the sober art of painting and the dizzying potential of the 
web. I couldn’t find a way to bridge these two worlds, and I started to feel torn — partly 
pulled into the future, and partly stuck in the past. I’d graduated from Princeton but was 
still living in town, doing odd jobs and generally feeling bad about myself and unsure 
about what to do next. I took a trip to Central America and ended up getting robbed by 
five guys who put a gun to my head, beat me up pretty badly, and stole my bag, which 
contained a sketchbook with nine months of work. It was one of those odd moments in 
life that’s really traumatic, but which ends up being a doorway into something new. 
After the robbery, I gave up painting, stopped keeping sketchbooks, and resolved to use 
computer code as my new artistic medium. I wanted to make things that guys with guns 
couldn’t steal.  
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Around this time, I received a one-year fellowship at Fabrica ( http://fabrica.it/ ), a 
communications research center in northern Italy. I moved to Italy, and I started writing 
code. 
 
 
Chapter 2:  Data (2003-2008) 
 

 
 Data – coding I Want You To Want Me in my old apartment in Brooklyn, New York 
 
I became obsessed with the potential of data to tell me everything I’d ever need to know 
about life. I could sit safely at my desk and write computer programs to gather vast 
amounts of Internet data, which I thought could finally answer timeless questions like 
“what is love?” and “what is faith?” with precision and clarity. With manic self-
confidence, I pumped out project after project visualizing different data sets, pairing 
each project with a bombastic artist statement about how the work revealed insights 
about humanity that had previously been hidden. 
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There was We Feel Fine (http://www.wefeelfine.org/ ) –– a search engine for human 
emotions, Universe  ( http://www.number27.org/universe )  –– a system for deducing 
new constellations for the night sky, I Want You To Want Me ( 
http://iwantyoutowantme.org/ ) –– a study of online dating, Lovelines ( http://love-
lines.org/ ) –– a portrait of love and hate, 10 x 10 ( http://www.tenbyten.org/10x10.html ) 
–– a distillation of global media coverage), Phylotaxis ( 
http://www.phylotaxis.com/phylotaxis.html ) –– a visualization of science news, and 
Wordcount ( http://www.wordcount.org/ ) –– an exploration of language. 
 
My data visualization work coincided nicely with society’s increasing obsession with 
data- based reasoning, which was infiltrating nearly every aspect of our lives — from 
news, to sports, to finance, to education, to politics, to healthcare, to dating. Because of 
this, I got lucky, and had some early success. I got to speak at TED ( 
http://www.ted.com/talks/jonathan_harris_tells_the_web_s_secret_stories.html ), got a 
file://localhost/commission from the Museum of Modern Art (MoMA) ( 
http/::www.moma.org:interactives:exhibitions:2008:elasticmind: - /116 ) in New York 
City, showed my work at Sundance ( http://www.sundance.org/festival/ ), appeared on 
CNN ( http://www.cnn.com/video/ - 
/video/bestoftv/2008/07/21/ntm.whale.hunt.cnn?iref=videosearch ), and NPR ( 
http://www.npr.org/blogs/pictureshow/2011/11/10/142212998/measuring-bhutans-gross-
national-happiness-with-balloons ), and companies started paying me to give one-hour 
lectures about working with data. I quit my job, and spent all my time giving talks and 
making work. 
 
I burned through projects and people, devouring a series of relationships that never 
seemed as interesting as my work. I was full of pithy insights about human emotion to 
spout at cocktail parties, but I started to notice that my data-based insights did very little 
to help my actual relationships. I began to grow suspicious of data. My insights felt 
increasingly superficial, and though they made me sound clever and witty, they didn’t 
do much to help me be kind. The world’s love affair with data was just heating up, but 
mine was cooling down. 
 
MoMA commissioned the last data-based work I made: a project about online dating, 
called I Want You To Want Me ( http://iwantyoutowantme.org/statement.html ).  I’ve 
never worked harder on anything. For three months, I spent eighteen hours a day in 
front of a five-foot-wide touchscreen, poring over hundreds of thousands of dating 
profiles, and writing over 50,000 lines of code. I’d go for walks in the evening around 
my neighborhood in Brooklyn, and I’d look into restaurants at actual couples on actual 
dates, unable to imagine what they could possibly be saying. My mind was completely 
inside the machine, and I’d never felt more alienated from other human beings. I guess 
I thought the MoMA commission would somehow change my life, catapulting me into 
even higher echelons of fame and attention. But that didn’t really happen. The show 
went up, there was a big party, and then people basically went back to their lives. 
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I didn’t know what to do next. I went on some Internet dates, but it was hard to connect 
with anyone, and I just ended up feeling worse about myself. I started to get really 
depressed. I went down to Texas. I drove out to Marfa ( 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Marfa,_Texas ), and saw the Marfa lights ( 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Marfa_lights ).  I drove to the Mexico border and waded 
across the Rio Grande into a desolate Mexican town. I slept out in the desert under the 
stars. Being away from computer screens, I started to feel better. A sense of adventure 
and possibility crept back into my life. I’d meet strangers in diners, and it would feel 
good to talk to them. I started to feel human again. I liked the feeling of rambling 
around, getting into strange situations, and actually living life in the physical world. I 
decided to start making projects about the real world — where instead of using a 
computer, I’d do the “data collection” myself. I’d take photos. I’d shoot videos. I’d 
record sound. I went back to New York to get started. 
 
 
Chapter 3:  Documentary (2008-2010) 
 
 

 
Documentary – characters from The Whale Hunt, Balloons of Bhutan, and I Love 
Your Work. 
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Instead of trying to be the smartest person in the room, now I wanted to be the most 
interesting. Many people make choices to try to be better people — they take up yoga, 
they become vegetarian, they resolve to spend more time with their parents. Often, I use 
my work as a way to steer my life in a particular direction. I’ll identify something I 
want to change about myself, and then I’ll design a project to help me do it. In this case, 
I felt like I’d never really become a man. My childhood friends in Vermont were 
hunting deer, building houses, running farms, and being dads. I was just typing into 
computers, writing clever programs, and looking for praise. I wanted to change that. I 
wanted to live a bolder life, and I designed a series of projects to force me to try. I went 
whale hunting in Alaska ( http://www.number27.org/whalehunt ).  I traveled to Bhutan ( 
http://www.number27.org/bhutan ) to learn about spirituality and happiness. I filmed the 
everyday lives of lesbian porn stars ( http://www.number27.org/ilyw ) in New York. For 
each of my deficiencies (masculinity, wisdom, sexuality), I designed a project to help 
me confront it, which I hoped would help me transcend it. In a way, this worked. My 
life suddenly got interesting. People were curious. I always had outrageous stories to 
tell. I’d present these stories in intricate interactive frameworks of my own design, and 
I’d release them on the web. Again, I got lucky. My work with interactive storytelling 
coincided with society’s increasing obsession with “storytelling” in all of its forms. 
 
Storytelling, which used to be a reasonably small niche populated by organizations like 
This American Life ( http://www.thisamericanlife.org/ ), file://localhost/The Moth ( 
http/::themoth.org: ), and  StoryCorps ( http://storycorps.org/ ), was suddenly 
everywhere. Every advertising agency was now a “storytelling agency,” every ad 
campaign was now a “storytelling campaign,” and every app was now a “storytelling 
tool.” Storytelling had gone mainstream and become one of those words — like 
“sustainability” and “innovation”– that’s so ubiquitous as to be basically meaningless. 
Yet through all this, I was riding the wave. 
 
The World Economic Forum ( http://www.weforum.org/ ) named me a “Young Global 
Leader,” citing my storytelling work. I was constantly being invited to trendy cocktail 
parties in New York. I was flying all over the world to give lectures. My life was 
moving very fast, but I began to feel like a fraud: I was wearing my stories like armor, 
telling the same winning tales again and again to laughter and praise, but never going 
deeper, and never revealing myself. I began to feel like a hunter, constantly chasing 
down the next story to win me acclaim. Since all my stories (like most documentaries) 
basically belonged to other people, I also began to feel like a thief. 
 
One night, I hosted a dinner party for twelve at my apartment in Brooklyn. We stayed 
up till five in the morning and drank eighteen bottles of wine. My friend Henry stayed 
over, sleeping on the couch. At 7:00 a.m. a loud BOOM awakened us; the whole 
building was shaking. We rushed to the window to see that a car had crashed into the 
building; only its trunk was poking out of the hole it’d smashed in the wall. Smoke was 
rising from the hood. We ran into the street in our underwear, unsure if the car was 
about to explode (luckily, it didn’t). 
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I took the car crash as a sign to leave New York and find a new direction. I wanted to 
slow down. I wanted to simplify my life. I wanted to find balance again. I didn’t want 
to rely on other people’s stories. I didn’t want to be a thief anymore. Instead, I decided 
to hold a mirror up to myself and tell my own stories. 
 
 
Chapter 4: Autobiography (2010-2011) 

 
Autobiography – my cabin in the woods in Sisters, Oregon, watched by an owl. 
 
When I turned 30, I left New York, bought a car, and drove across the country to 
Oregon, where I spent four months living in a little log cabin in the woods. I’d see 
another person about once every four days when I traveled to town to buy groceries. I 
started a simple ritual of taking a photo and writing a short story each day, and then 
posting them on the Internet each night. I continued this ritual for 440 days, and I called 
the project Today (http://www.number27.org/today.php ). 
 
At first, Today was a wonderful addition to my life. I found myself becoming more 
aware of the world around me, more capable of connecting with others, and better at 
identifying beauty. I became obsessed with life’s “teachable moments” — the little 
things each of us encounters that might have a teachable value to others.  
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I got good at spotting these teachable moments and condensing them into little narrative 
nuggets, so that others could digest them.  
 
I began to understand that principles delivered out of context will never be remembered, 
and that telling people the story of how you came to hold a given principle is better — 
so it’s like they lived through it themselves. I got obsessed with the potential of stories 
to communicate wisdom, but at the same time, I began to understand that really, you 
can’t teach wisdom — it has to be won by experience. Stories can alert you to the 
existence of certain truths, but you never really embody those truths until you reach 
them on your own. 
 
I traveled from Oregon, to Santa Fe, to Iceland, to Vermont, doing a series of art 
residencies, living like a hermit, and continuing my daily photo project. More and more 
people began to follow along, until an audience of several thousand strangers was 
observing the intimate details of my everyday life. This began to be a burden. The 
project took on a performative quality; I found myself intentionally hunting down 
interesting situations, just so I could write about them that evening. I found myself 
plundering the relationships in my life for material, often with damaging consequences. 
I began to feel like a spectator to my own life, unsure whether to document it or simply 
to live it. 
 
During this time, I fell in love with a young woman named Emmy. She was working at 
the art gallery in Vermont where I had a show. We only knew each other briefly, but 
when she chose to leave me for her ex, I was devastated, and for a couple months, I 
could barely get out of bed. This was probably the lowest point in my life. My daily 
stories around that time were brutal and strange, and my family and friends began to 
worry that I was in danger of harming myself. At that point, the daily stories were 
simply too much, and I abruptly decided to stop the project. I sent a brief email to the 
people following it, saying I wouldn’t be doing it anymore, and thanking them for their 
attention. 
 
Within an hour of sending that email, I received over 500 responses from people all 
over the world, telling me how much the project meant to them, and thanking me for 
doing it. Most of these people I’d never heard from before. One woman in the UK said 
the project had kept her from killing herself, because it gave her hope each day to keep 
going. Many people said they’d never written before because they never knew what to 
say, but that my daily story was their favorite part of each day. 
 
I never imagined that such a simple project — just a photo and some of my thoughts — 
could touch so many people so deeply. It made me realize that the most powerful things 
are often the simplest, as long as they’re made honestly and with a lot of heart. It also 
made me believe in the power of personal stories, so I decided to make a tool to 
encourage other people to tell them. 
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Chapter 5:  Tools (2010-2013) 
 

 
 Tools – coding Cowbird in Siglufjörður, Iceland, under the aurora borealis 
 
I set out to create Cowbird ( http://cowbird.com/ ), a storytelling platform for anyone to 
use. My dream was to build the world’s first public library of human experience — a 
kind of Wikipedia for everyday life. After making so many projects for people to look 
at, I wanted to make something for people to use. 
 
I thought Cowbird would change the world. I thought it would become the anti-
Facebook, harnessing a growing desire for substance, and that millions of people would 
use it. It was simple and beautiful, and brimming with detail, sincerity, and depth. I 
worked on it alone in isolation for two years, with monomaniacal certainty that people 
would love it. 
 
During that time, the world changed. Storytelling apps became commonplace. Internet 
use went mobile. Tablets went mainstream. Geolocation emerged. I noticed these 
things, but I ignored them. I worked with single-minded focus on Cowbird, sticking to 
my original vision, which became increasingly out of touch with reality.  
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By the time Cowbird finally launched, it joined a crowded field of storytelling apps –– 
Instagram ( http://instagram.com/ ), Path ( https://path.com/ ), Facebook ( 
https://www.facebook.com/ ), Tumblr ( https://www.tumblr.com/ ), with more to follow –
– Medium ( https://medium.com/ ), Vine ( https://vine.co/ ), Wander (  
http://onwander.com/ ), Days ( https://www.days.am/ ),  Storybird ( http://storybird.com/ 
),  Maptia ( https://maptia.com/ ), etc.  All these apps were basically the same— ways 
for humans to share photos, videos, and text — and this process began to bore me. 
 
But I was living in northern California near Silicon Valley, and everyone urged me to 
do what everyone out there does, which is to start a company and raise money, so that’s 
what I did. I hired fancy lawyers for $850 an hour, founded a Delaware C-Corp, and 
arranged an angel round of $500,000 from a dozen investors, using a convertible note. 
This whole process felt icky to me, but I did it anyway — it was simply what everyone 
in California did. Right before we signed the paperwork, I had to fly to Spain to give a 
lecture. 
 
For the first time in months, I had a few days away from computers and away from 
Silicon Valley. I wandered the streets of Barcelona, sat in cafes, and thought about the 
life I wanted to live. I watched old Catalonian couples walk hand in hand through leafy 
plazas. The women wore ankle-length dresses, and the men wore clunky shoes and 
fedoras. They walked slowly, said hello to friends, looked around at the buildings, and 
up at the trees. It was a world away from the frantic ambition of Silicon Valley — here 
it was just human beings living their lives. 
 
A couple months earlier, a wealthy Internet friend had invited me on a sailing trip to the 
British Virgin Islands. One day, we visited Richard Branson’s ( 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Richard_Branson ) private island.  I was struck by Branson’s 
humility; even with all of his fame and success, he’d never stopped being kind — 
maybe that was his secret. It was interesting to see his life — the secluded tropical 
island, the flamingo colony, the giant tortoises, the lemurs, the bungalows, the sailboat 
races, the assistants, the phone calls, the beautiful people. This was the endgame of the 
money life, and it made me realize it wasn’t for me.  
 
When I think about my own future, my dream is always the same. I’m living in a small 
beautiful farmhouse in a small beautiful town among a small community that values 
me. I’m living with a wife and kids I love deeply, and I spend each day making art and 
watching nature. My mind is clear and calm, I’m in control of my time, and I’m kind. 
 
In a cafe in Barcelona, I decided not to take the investment money. In my heart, I 
realized I just didn’t want to run a company. I didn’t want to sit in meetings, manage 
people, market products, raise money, and send emails all day. Really, I just wanted to 
make small, beautiful things. 
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Getting Unstuck 
 

 
Getting Unstuck – in my childhood bedroom in Shelburne, Vermont. 
 
All we have in life is our time. People struggle after success. They hunger for fame, 
fortune, and power. But in all of these things, the same question exists — what will you 
do with your time? How do you want to spend your days? As Annie Dillard reminds us, 
“how we spend our days is, of course, how we spend our lives.” 
 
In life, you will become known for doing what you do. That sounds obvious, but it’s 
profound. If you want to be known as someone who does a particular thing, then you 
must start doing that thing immediately. Don’t wait. There is no other way. It probably 
won’t make you money at first, but do it anyway. Work nights. Work weekends. Sleep 
less. Whatever you have to do. If you’re lucky enough to know what brings you bliss, 
then do that thing at once. If you do it well, and for long enough, the world will find 
ways to repay you. 
 
This fall, in a toilet stall in Burlington, Vermont, I saw this scrawled on the wall: 
 
“Don’t ask yourself what the world needs. Ask yourself what makes you come alive. 
The world needs more people who have come alive.” 
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If you’re doing something you love, you won’t care what the world thinks, because 
you’ll love the process anyway. This is one of those truths that we know, but which we 
can’t seem to stop forgetting. 
 
In America, success is a word we hear a lot. What does it mean? Is it money, power, 
fame, love? I like how Bob Dylan defines it: “A man is a success if he gets up in the 
morning and gets to bed at night, and in between he does what he wants to do.” 
 
We have these brief lives, and our only real choice is how we will fill them. Your 
attention is precious. Don’t squander it. Don’t throw it away. Don’t let companies and 
products steal it from you. Don’t let advertisers trick you into lusting after things you 
don’t need. Don’t let the media convince you to covet the lives of celebrities. Own your 
attention — it’s all you really have. 
 
In the tradeoff between timeliness and timelessness, choose the latter. The zeitgeist 
rewards timeliness, but your soul rewards timelessness. Work on things that will last. 
 
Inside each of us is a little ten-year-old child, curious and pure, acting on impulse, not 
yet caring what other people think. Remember what you were doing at ten, and try to 
get back to doing that thing, incorporating everything you’ve learned along the way. 
 
When I was ten, I was writing words and drawing pictures. Maybe that’s the path out of 
the stuckness. 
 
 
 
 
About Jonathan Harris 
  
Jonathan Harris currently lives in Brooklyn, where he 
splits his time between programming and painting.  
 
All the projects mentioned in his essay are viewable at 
number27.org ( http://www.number27.org/ ). 
 
 
 
 

          Jonathan Harris.  
          Photo by Bianca Giaever 

 
          



   
 
 

	  
15 

The Transom Review – Vol.14/ Issue 2  

 
 
 

Selected Comments on Navigating Stuckness 
 
 
 
momurphy411 ( http://gravatar.com/momurphy411 ) says: 
 
The timing for this piece to pop into my email is perfect. Thanks. Really, thanks. 
 

 
Jonathan Harris ( http://www.number27.org/ ) says: 
 
Glad it hit home for you, Mo. 
 

 
Karyna says: 
 
Same here. Email came in just at the right time. “Ask, and you shall receive.” Dwelling in 
what to do and how to do it, takes most of our time. I see people with ‘less’ skill and 
definitively less doubts – or awareness of the quality of their work/products – 
publish/produce/put stuff out all the time. When Jonathan started Cowbird I always kept 
an eye open to see his stories, and when he was silent for a while, I wondered what was 
up – kinda knowing he was searching for stuff… in his soul. 
 
You – Jonathan – are an incredibly talented person, who has enormous awareness, and 
what is obvious to you – has yet not even been questioned by many. It is this very precise 
genius of yours that calls for constant expansion. I can’t wait to see all the good stuff 
around the corner, and once you resume your ways, again… 
 

 
shan ( http://en.gravatar.com/shanpalmer ) says: 
 
Thank you for sharing your journey… sounds like you are finding peace with the here 
and now. 
 

 
Jonathan Harris ( http://www.number27.org/ ) says: 
 
Trying to, anyway. 
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Beth Boucher says: 
 
Thanks for putting this universal wisdom out there, Jonathan. There is a certain 
“stuckness” I fear I’ve come to expect as part of becoming an adult. While it’s tragic to 
write this, there’s the reality of a need for security of income/healthcare/retirement for 
many- especially in the US. You’re on to something, though, and you’re not alone in 
wanting to make change in what success is, what happiness can be, but, like, not just 
theoretically. Like, for real. What writers/artists like you are helping to do is create a 
culture shift. It’s working. Please don’t stop. I’m doing my part as well. So, thanks. 
 

 
Jonathan Harris ( http://www.number27.org/ ) says: 
 
I guess it’s about waking up to our own lives. 
 

 
Alberto says: 
 
Thanks for being honest. A lot of this stuff resonated with me. I’ve been a fan of your 
work for some time now, and I’m wondering why you abandoned Cowbird. 
 

 
Jonathan Harris ( http://www.number27.org/ ) says: 
 
Thanks, Alberto. I didn’t totally abandon Cowbird — it’s still humming along in a mostly 
autonomous fashion, and there’s a community of people who use it and find it very 
meaningful. I guess I just abandoned my dream of it becoming the next big thing on the 
Internet, on par with Facebook, Twitter, etc. Of course, that’s a very bold dream, and I 
know it’s fine to be grateful for the more modest but still substantial impact it’s had so 
far. Take care. 
 

 
Guy Moorhouse ( https://twitter.com/Futurefabric ) says: 
 
Hi Jonathan — Great piece of writing and one that I’m sure a lot of us will connect with. 
I love the intrinsic irony. That it is a piece about being creatively stuck, yet you’ve 
produced something thoughtful and creative to describe this condition. Great, thought- 
provoking stuff. 
 
Nice new site too by the way. 
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Jonathan Harris ( http://www.number27.org/ ) says: 
 
Thanks, Guy. Yeah, sometimes it’s useful to work yourself out of the stuckness. It’s like: 
you’re stuck, and then after a while you suddenly find yourself doing something anyway, 
and then you have your path. 
 

 
anouschka d says: 
 
Thank you for being so open and sharing your experience, Jonathan! We all need a 
reminder every now and then that being stuck actually can bring us closer to what it is 
that we really want deep in our heart and can serve us in our highest good…  
 

 
Jonathan Harris ( http://www.number27.org/ ) says: 
 
Yeah, I think I’ve begun to understand the value of being stuck. A minister friend of mine 
compared it to winter — when above the ground, things look wasted, but under the 
ground, there is lots of new life happening. 
 

 
julie keefe ( http://www.helloneighborproject.org/ ) says: 
 
Thank you Jonathan. This helps. 
I teach thousands of children each year and I have always told the 10-year-olds to pay 
attention to what they love now. 
 

 
Jonathan Harris ( http://www.number27.org/ ) says: 
 
Yeah I think that’s good advice. Picasso said something similar: “Every child is an artist. 
The problem is how to remain an artist once you grow up.” 
 

 
Zofia KOSTYRKO Edwards ( http://portraitista.com/ ) says: 
 
Thanks Jonathan. Your journey touched many along the way, me included. Writing 
stories on Cowbird, in one of my stuckedness times in my life transformed it – and me – 
an led me from the bottom up. Painting your portrait from your arctic journey was one of 
the steps back into my own flow and bliss. Yet again I am seeking a way out from 
another dark place. My creativity and hunger to live and love fully are my fuel. And your 
words coming in, again at the right moment into my mailbox are a clue to follow and 
keep going where my heart leads me. So thank you again …  
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You may be a stranger but you are also a fellow traveler I am grateful to walk alongside 
on my path. Good luck – and till the next contemplation spot at the oasis of thought and 
joy…. 
 

 
Jonathan Harris ( http://www.number27.org/ ) says: 
 
Thank you, Zofia! I’m so glad Cowbird has been so meaningful to you. I wish you the 
best of luck finding clarity. 
 

 
Kim says: 
 
I almost bought this, your writing is so good … and convincing. But being stuck is a 
bunch of baloney. There is always something to do, but our minds have ways of 
criticizing our voices and decisions and thoughts. Someone has to the mop the floor. 
 

 
Jonathan Harris ( http://www.number27.org/ ) says: 
 
Stuckness might be baloney, but I think it’s something many people feel, and it feels true 
to those people when they feel it. I think it’s actually a useful feeling — it’s a signal that 
it’s time to change course, and get back to a kind of doing that feels more authentic and 
true. 
 

 
Bryan Fuhr says: 
 
Thanks so much for sharing this. Like many people in the technology, media, and 
communications fields, I’ve been stuck in a rut while the commercialization of the 
internet picks up steam. Your essay gave words to the feelings I’ve been experiencing. 
 

 
Jonathan Harris ( http://www.number27.org/ ) says: 
 
Yeah, it’s sometimes hard to remember what a wonderful space for self- expression the 
Internet can be. It sometimes feels like start-up land, where everybody’s just trying to 
profit off of everybody else. Despite all this, I still love the Web as a space for self-
expression. I think it’s the best one we’ve got. 
 

 



   
 
 

	  
19 

The Transom Review – Vol.14/ Issue 2  

kiki le fleur says: 
 
sitting down under a tree, the buddha awakened. he touched the earth with one hand- a 
symbol of total presence. 
 
i think you are touching earth, jonathan, and yet you have been all along. i am deeply 
grateful that you’ve chosen to share your journey. 
 

 
Jonathan Harris ( http://www.number27.org/ ) says: 
 
Thank you, Kiki. That’s very sweet of you to say. 
 

 
David Aikman ( http://www.weforum.org/ ) says: 
 
For what it’s worth, you never felt like a fraud to me. Please don’t confuse “success” with 
“significance”. What you do matters. 
 

 
Jonathan Harris ( http://www.number27.org/ ) says: 
 
Thanks, David. Your support has meant a lot to me over the years, and I’m really grateful 
for the YGL community. Hope to see you soon. 
 

 
Katie Shelly says: 
 
Dear Jonathan, 
I really enjoyed your article and much of it resonates with me. I want to know what you 
think of this article:   
( 
http://www.slate.com/articles/technology/technology/2014/01/do_what_you_love_love_
what_you_do_an_omnipresent_mantra_that_s_bad_for_work.html ) 
 
Thank you, 
Katie 
 

 
Jonathan Harris ( http://www.number27.org/ ) says: 
 
This article makes some good points. The world is obviously complicated, and people’s 
access to opportunity is absurdly uneven.  
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It is easy to feel terrible about nearly everything we do (shopping at supermarkets, flying 
airplanes, buying overpriced coffee, preferencing loved ones over strangers, etc.) when 
you think about the brutal suffering that many humans experience. But that kind of logic 
is itself bleak and brutal, and stripped of joy.  
 
The world has a lot of shitty stuff happening, but also a lot of wonderful stuff. That’s life. 
I think each person needs to accept their reality, whatever it is, and try to do their very 
best within that context. Some people will try to “change the world,” and that’s 
admirable. Others will simply try to change themselves – to be the best person they can – 
and I think that’s actually just as admirable, and possibly more so. 
 

 
Jonathan Harris ( http://www.number27.org/ ) says: 
 
On second thought, I think my last comment wasn’t quite right. I don’t want to pretend I 
have some big theory about the right way to live your life. I’m not sure there is one.  
 
I used to date this girl who worked for a labor union. She did really righteous work every 
day, fighting for the rights of workers, protesting nasty corporations, and picketing 
outside restaurants that refused to let their employees form unions. She felt really good 
about the work she was doing, and I could tell it was noble, and for her it was true. Yet 
still, it never captured my heart. In my head, I knew it was good work, but I never really 
wanted to help her, or get involved in all of the protesting and shouting. It always felt a 
bit angry to me. She used to criticize me, saying I wasn’t helping our democracy, that I 
was ignoring the injustice running rampant in the world, that I was selfish and privileged 
and elite.  
 
Maybe she was right, and maybe I am all of those things. I don’t know. I just remember 
wanting to sit in my room and spend my time trying to make beautiful things for the 
Internet. It felt like she was dedicating her life to fixing bad old things, and I was 
dedicating my life to making good new things. Both of these approaches feel worthwhile 
to me, but they’re different.  
 
When I read articles like the one you mentioned, lambasting the whole “Do What You 
Love” logic, I think about my relationship with the labor union girl. It’s not that it’s wise 
and right to do only what you love, nor that it’s selfish and wrong to do only what you 
love.  
 
I think we all develop these different logics for how we choose to spend our time. Some 
people are fighters. Some people are thinkers. Some people are makers. I think I’m more 
of a thinker and a maker than I am a fighter. I’m grateful that there are people in this 
world like my labor union girlfriend, fixing all the bad stuff, but at the same time, that’s 
not me. I’d be pretending if I tried to live by that logic.  
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I hope the world has space for both kinds of people. Beauty is important too, and I think 
beauty usually comes from people who are doing what they love. 
 

 
Zack says: 
 
Having recently celebrated my birthday, graduated law school and completing an 
arduous, soul-destroying licensing process, your manifesto came none too soon for me. 
While I look now for my first “real” job, I can’t help but wonder where I will be next and 
what will make me happy? We spend our whole lives building this world around 
ourselves, often to fill the unfulfilled needs and wants we had as children. 
 
The realisation at times that we can/can’t have everything we want is exhilarating and 
terrifying at the same time, but still leaves the question of what’s next? What is there to 
do if this is as good as it gets? 
 
Very recently, I have come to the realisation that “as good as it gets” does not exist. We 
arrive at points in our lives where we reach the point of “enough”. Whether it is enough 
of school, social lives, money, power, those that are happy find enough and move onto 
the next challenge. I’m hoping I will be strong enough when the time comes to know 
when I reach this point and move on. 
 

 
Jonathan Harris ( http://www.number27.org/ ) says: 
 
Thank you, Zack. Good luck! 
 

 
Laura ( http://en.gravatar.com/laurainbrasil ) says: 
 
Hi. Nice one, and thanks. One thing though, I feel that you still talk a lot about “do”. Do 
things, get up and do…what you like, etc. i’m in with the “do” myself, I know him, and 
acted most of my life on it. And I would rather undo and rewind or so to the point of just 
Be. I am. That’s it. Enough. Love, life and procreate, as in create.  love, L from 
Bucharest, Romania 
 

 
Jonathan Harris ( http://www.number27.org/ ) says: 
 
Thank you, Laura. Yes, there’s that nice pithy quote: “Remember that we are human 
beings and not human doings.” 
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Pauline says: 
 
Thanks for sharing this! I’m 28, living in the South Eastern part of Asia. The country 
where I live in emphasizes a lot on academic successes – it is as if we are all factory-
produced products of society. I can’t fit in. The things I love to do are media-related, and 
media in terms of broadcast, radio and social media, doesn’t make much money, making 
living kind of hard. …  Life seems bleak right now. But your article gave me hope as 
well. I’m not sure how things will move from here, but one thing I know – the job I’m in 
will not define me for life, I have to constantly keep in touch with myself, so that when 
the things I want to do appear, I will learn to grab hold of the opportunity. Thanks a lot, 
Jon! 
 

 
Jonathan Harris ( http://www.number27.org/ ) says: 
 
Hi Pauline. Thanks for your comment. It sounds like you’re in a tough spot. I hope you 
can find your flow again soon. 
 

 
Paula Ring ( https://plus.google.com/114645952044239097936/posts ) says:  
 
Thank you for the genuine writing. It’s refreshing. One of my favorite parts: “I began to 
understand that really, you can’t teach wisdom — it has to be won by experience. Stories 
can alert you to the existence of certain truths, but you never really embody those truths 
until you reach them on your own.” 
 
This resonates on a similar wavelength to David Foster Wallace’s speech “This is 
Water.” 
 
Here’s an excerpt of his talk, accompanied by some clever artwork:  
 ( http://dotsub.com/view/6b8cc93f-3b53-486b-a1ce-025ffe6c9c52  ) 
 
Thanks again!! 
 

 
Jonathan Harris ( http://www.number27.org/ ) says: 
 
Hi Paula. I love that speech. There’s also a wonderful interview between DFW and Larry 
McCaffery: ( 
http://web.archive.org/web/20071017042632/http://www.centerforbookculture.org/intervi
ews/interview_wallace.html ) 
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Mary Nelson says:  
 
Dear Jonathan, 
It’s taken a snowy Saturday afternoon for me to make the quiet time to reacquaint myself 
with your journey. I met you at one of your corporate lectures (Cincinnati), devoured We 
Feel Fine and tracked with you for 440 Today days, always cherishing the privilege of 
your insightful vulnerability. 
 
For me the most powerful sentences in your entire essay are the following: 
 
When I think about my own future, my dream is always the same. I’m living in a small 
beautiful farmhouse in a small beautiful town among a small community that values me. 
I’m living with a wife and kids I love deeply, and I spend each day making art and 
watching nature. My mind is clear and calm, I’m in control of my time, and I’m kind. 
 
Is there a reason you just can’t “unstick” from Brooklyn and take baby steps toward this 
dream? It seems like a pretty clear and tangible vision. When I read your essay I was 
listening to an old recording by Metamora, specifically the song Little Potato ( 
http://dotsub.com/view/6b8cc93f-3b53-486b-a1ce-025ffe6c9c52 ) and it occurred to me 
that someday you will be writing and illustrating wonderful books for your children, and 
they will be shared and read by many other children. And their lives and the lives of their 
parents will be better for it. 
 
Very sincerely, Mary Nelson 
 

 
Jonathan Harris ( http://www.number27.org/ ) says: 
 
Hi Mary. It doesn’t seem like quite the time for the Vermont farmhouse, but hopefully 
soon. Take care. 
 

 
... says: 
 
Maybe, it’s far more simple than all this, what people were moved by was your voice, 
whether it was paint, data or words, and the fact you are brave enough to share your soul. 
Maybe you are not stuck. Maybe, you are a writer? 
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About	  Transom 
What We're Trying To Do  
Transom.org channels new work and voices to public radio through the Internet, and discusses 
that work, and encourages more. Transom is a performance space, an open editorial session, an 
audition stage, a library, and a hangout. Our purpose is to pass the baton of mission and good 
practice in public media. 
We invite Guests to come write about their work here to 1) keep the perspective changing so we're not 
stuck in one way of hearing, 2) let us in on the thoughts of creative minds, and 3) foster a critical and 
editorial dialog about radio work, a rare thing.  Our Discussion Boards give us a place to talk it all over.  

We accept submissions for featured audio pieces and for "Sidebar" entries.  
-Sidebars are short (500 words or so) essays, rants, opinion pieces, useful advice, etc.  
-Submitted audio can be stories, sound portraits, interviews, found sound, non-fiction pieces, audio art, 
whatever, as long as it's good listening. Material may be submitted by anyone, anywhere--by citizens with 
stories to tell, by radio producers trying new styles, by writers and artists wanting to experiment with radio. 
We're looking for things that are less heard, different angles, new voices, new ways of telling, and any 
other good pieces that haven’t found another way onto public radio. Editors evaluate material more by what 
it does than what it is. Some questions they’ll consider: 
· On the air, would it keep you by your radio until it’s over? 
· Is the maker someone of talent who should be encouraged? 
· Does it push t the boundary of conventional radio in an exciting way? 
· Will it provoke fruitful discussion online? 
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