
THE KILLERS OF GIANTS: HOW TO OVERCOME FRUSTRATION, BURNOUT, 

AND OVERWHELM  

“Every Day is a New Life to a Wise Man.”  

~ Dale Carnegie 

 

I would like to talk to you about what I often refer to as the “Killers of Giants.” These 

could be considered the “three horsemen of the apocalypse” to many artists and are more 

commonly known as frustration, burnout, and overwhelm. In this talk, we’ll discuss strategies to 

combat these creativity and productivity-squashing states of mind and what you can do about 

them because they have already or will eventually happen to all artists. More than once. Perhaps 

you’ve experienced these.  

Today I’d like to discuss is artistic frustration. If you’ve engaged in any art medium for 

any time, I’m sure you know what I’m talking about. This feeling comes on when you just can’t 

seem to get it right and can make you feel like you’re at the bottom of the creative world. This is 

when you tell yourself things like, “I’ve been working on this painting, sketch, or song for what 

feels like forever. I keep trying and trying, and I just can’t get it right.” In this discussion, we will 

tackle this problem head-on, look at some of the causes, and help you understand that there is a 

lot of light at the end of this tunnel. 

The first thing I’d like to do is to help you to identify some of the different causes of why 

you might feel frustrated with your work in the first place. The first cause is probably the most 

common cause that I see. There are times when you feel like you are making very slow progress 

or that you’re not making any progress at all. Or you might feel like you’ve been on this long 

plateau that seems to have you just stalled out on some technique, idea, or piece you are working 

on and are in a rut doing the same things over and over at the same level of proficiency for what 

feels like forever.  

You’re telling yourself, “This is taking me way too long,” or “I should have this down 

and finished by now.” This situation can happen in any aspect of your work. It can be with your 

technique, your creativity, anywhere. Many times, it has to do with some technical factor that, if 

overcome, would allow you to bring your ideas to life. A few common examples that might 

illustrate this:  

You’re repeatedly practicing a particular technique on your instrument, and your body 

will not make the moves with the proficiency needed to execute the pass. Perhaps you are hitting 

roadblocks when getting the right sound mix for a recording or color mix for a painting. 

Regardless of the specific hang-up, you’re not seeing much progress or improvement in your 

technical skills. That’s common. In fact, it is so common that it is safe to say that I have heard it 

from every single one of my own students and every single artist that I’ve ever personally 

known, me included (I talk to myself out loud when it happens), at some point. And if I haven’t 

heard from one of them yet, they haven’t been in the game long enough.  

Another example of a situation that can cause frustration is when improvising and 

creating “in the moment.” As a guitarist, improvisational soloing on a guitar can be a natural 



source of frustration when blocks limit the expressiveness of your playing. Maybe you feel like 

you’re just playing scales over chords. It doesn’t sound like music, or it doesn’t sound like a real 

guitar solo. That’s common. Perhaps a visual artist feels like she doesn’t have a clear vision for 

what the next drawing or painting should be, so what hits the canvas feels contrived and 

ordinary. And all authors in any genre are very familiar with the dreaded writer’s block. Those 

are all-pervasive situations in any medium in the art world, right? Which means you are not 

alone.  

One of the most deflating effects of frustration is the feeling of inadequacy, especially 

when you compare yourself to other artists. If that causes you to feel wrong about your work or 

even produces the idea that you shouldn’t be doing it, it can be a major bummer and take the 

wind out of your sails. It hurts your self-esteem and confidence and kills your motivation to 

practice mastering your craft.  

Not being able to perform at your best when it really matters, like in a show, is highly 

frustrating and embarrassing. I’m sure you’ve felt this at least once if you’ve ever performed for 

anyone. I’m not necessarily referring to being in a professional setting like going on stage and 

acting in a play or a musical. It could be sitting at home and playing piano or singing while 

someone else is in the room or when friends come over for a party or a cookout on the deck. You 

know it’s not too long before someone says, “Hey man, get out the guitar and play something.” 

So, you go pick up your guitar, tune it, start to play, hit a brick wall, and can’t seem to play 

anything. You feel the heat rise, and your ears get red, thinking, “I can do it when I’m by myself, 

but why can’t do it in front of people?” You’re not alone there, okay? Happens to all of us at 

some time. In these scenarios, the frustration comes from knowing that your skills are much 

better than your ability to display them. So how can we, as creatives, remedy this? Let’s get on to 

a couple of solutions that you can put to work that will help. Getting some answers will calm you 

down and hopefully change how you think and react so you can do your best work when it really 

counts.  

The first solution is that you must realize you are not alone. You are not the first person 

to face artistic frustration. Great artists have been so frustrated that we almost didn’t even find 

some of these people. Here are just a few examples:  

 

• Claude Monet’s work was seen by critics and the public as “formless, unfinished, and ugly. 

• Vincent Van Gogh’s works were rejected, and he only sold one painting while he was alive.  

• Before becoming published, William Golding was turned down 20 times with Lord of the Flies.  

• J.K. Rowling’s Harry Potter was rejected by 12 publishing houses. • Elvis Presley was told by 

the Grand Ole Opry that he should return to Memphis and drive trucks  

• Decca Records turned down the Beatles because “guitar groups were on the way out.” • 

Stephen King’s novel “Carrie” was rejected 30 times before publication.  

 

Again, the lesson to be learned here is that you must know that every artist experiences 

these situations, and there are ways to deal with them, no matter how frustrated you feel. In fact, 



in a prominent place where you will see it every day, post a note that says, “I’m not alone in this” 

You can do that.  

Another solution for frustration is to use your frustration as a source of inspiration 

because depending on how good of a hold you have on your mindset, frustration can help you or 

hurt you and affect how you deal with it. That was taught to me by a very good and one of my 

favorite teachers. I can remember several years ago when I was taking playing guitar seriously, I 

went to see the jazz guitarist Al Dimeola (still one of my all-time favorites and massive 

inspiration) in Charlotte, NC. I was with my friends John and Craig who worked with me in my 

lutherie shop. Dimeola was on fire. Utterly amazing. But those guys, especially John, really felt 

bummed out after the show. They were talking about just throwing in the towel. One of them 

said, “I don’t even know why I try. I’ll never be any good at it, so why even bother?”  

I, however, was massively inspired by how good he was, and it really kicked off a long 

period of me getting intensely serious about my guitar playing and becoming intimate with my 

instrument of choice. The lesson you can learn from something like this is that you should never 

seek to avoid frustration as an artist. That is a recipe for disaster because you can’t avoid the 

things that might cause you frustration. Use the frustration to your advantage by turning it into a 

source of motivation and inspiration.  

Another solution for the dreaded frustrated artist syndrome is to focus on yourself. Many 

artists never even reach their potential because they feel they can’t measure up to other artists. 

This is a colossal mistake. Creativity is not a competitive sport. The only thing that really matters 

is how well you can express yourself. How many artists in any medium do you feel do an 

excellent job expressing themselves in their art? Probably quite a few, yeah? Of those, which 

artists may be considered by an acquaintance or critic as having no talent and whose work 

belongs in the trash? Probably a few.  

Even if an artist’s skills are minimal at best, their personality and thus the power in their 

work can be seen, heard, and felt, no matter the technique they possess or the number of failures 

they endure. It doesn’t matter that theory knowledge was minimal or the method was 

unorthodox. Their work didn’t require any other skills than what they had. Further, these artists 

are probably not very frustrated with their skills. It’s hard to say, but perhaps they are fully 

content with focusing on the one thing that matters to them, expressing themselves.  

So the lesson you can learn from this is to not compare yourself to others. And if you do 

it already, stop. If you’re thinking about it, stop. Set a meaningful goal or goals for yourself and 

pursue them with passion. It doesn’t matter what anybody else is doing. Another potential 

solution I can suggest for decreasing artistic frustration is to improve your practice skills. If you 

are a person who typically only sits down when you feel like it and fools around with only what 

you feel like doing, instead of working on what elements need improvement, you will have 

trouble. Or worse, if you’re feeling a little bummed out or down in the mouth about stuff and 

decide not to write, paint, draw or play, you’re just one day further away from creating your best 

work. Artistic frustration begins to fade and disappear when you work with purpose and make 

consistent incremental gains as you improve the various areas of your craft. 


