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Newsletters. Weekly company check-ins. Sales emails. Usually 

the bane of our existence right? How many times do we complain 

about how much email we have? Of course, the correct thing to 

do is to add something else to the crowded inbox, right?

 

Many conversations I’ve had with people—whether in person or 

on Twitter—eventually funnels into why there are less things that 

we can intently talk about. Where’s the place for those half baked 

ideas that are not well-crafted enough for a blog post, but too 

long for a tweet. There’s been a fire in my stomach to start some-

thing like this for the past year and a half, simply realizing that 

I just wanted to share to you what I’ve been thinking about over 

the week. Slower thoughts, not as quick-witted as a tweet, but 

something that might make you consider something deeper. This 

weekly dispatch will be a mix of the following: interesting reads I 

found throughout the week, upcoming events, and random mus-

ings that have been rattling my brain over these seven days. Ideas 

are meant to be shared and not pent up in the mind, so think of it 

WELCOME
Sent December 09, 2013
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as a little letter I’m sending to you every week. I always loved the 

idea of pen pals, so I think this would be the next best thing. The 

Studio Visit.

The name to me as a response to the vulnerability before a visit-

ing with a new curator, or before an upcoming art exhibition. 

There’s a sense that I’m putting everything out in the open, 

showing my work without anything to hide. The studio visit was 

either the greatest thing to look forward to or the scariest event 

that was coming up in my calendar. Since I’m a designer and 

artist by trade, that doesn’t mean that all I will discuss are those 

topics. Who knows, it might be technology, social issues, politics, 

or simply what hilarious GIF I found this week. Creativity is a 

product of everything you find and how you remix it, so if you’re 

not interested in that, no hard feelings. If you are, let’s have a 

studio visit, week by week.

 

I’ll try my best to keep this up. If you notice I’m slipping, scream 

at me. Email is such an intimate mode of communication that has 

been filled with things we don’t care about, much like how your 

physical mailbox is a home for student loan payment requests 

and unwanted sales papers. Let’s get back to sharing thoughts 

with others, those that exist beyond 140 characters. Thanks for 

joining me on this journey, I hope we learn a lot about one an-

other. If you have any questions, don’t be shy, just hit reply.
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A few weeks ago, the NFL Draft came to Chicago. If you live here, 

it was impossible to avoid. Reminders graced everything from 

bus terminals to geotagged digital advertisements. A fervor raised 

among the city, exciting a (particularly large) subculture to root 

for their interest. Walking through downtown’s main thorough-

fare, Michigan Avenue, the usual mixture of sleek urbanites and 

sneaker-clad visitors was replaced with a sea of football jerseys.

Interesting interactions began to capture my interest as strang-

ers wearing jerseys of matching teams stopped on the sidewalk to 

chat. These interactions grew as I got closer to Grant Park; smiles, 

high fives, and hugs were traded from those that shared a subcul-

ture.

Consistent weather above 70 degrees means festival season has 

arrived in Chicago. While music festivals reign supreme, more 

niche gatherings are just as common, ranging from anime, sneak-

er collectors, and restaurant equipment enthusiasts. Whenever 

I come across these gatherings on my travel routes, the words 

“community” and “cosplay” always land into my brain. If you are 

not familiar, Cosplay is a form of costume play where partici-

pants take on the role of a specific character, usually in a certain 

subculture. For example, some of my friends engage in medieval 

or anime cosplay.

EVERYDAY COSPLAY
Sent May 18, 2015
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Whether cosplay or sports fans, there is a community and uni-

form that informs others you are a part of a community. Putting 

on a Saints uniform at a Chicago-based NFL Draft event lets at-

tendees know:

1. I am a football fan so I belong here.

2. I am a New Orleans Saints Fan in a different city.

3. I would like to converse with fellow fans of my team.

4. I would like to talk about this certain player on the back of my 

jersey.

The same applies for the t-shirt you wear of your favorite band, 

the pin on your bag from your favorite online shop, the stick-

ers on your MacBook, the physical book you read in public, the 

Instagram geolocated tag of your latte art, and the playlists you 

publish on Spotify. We all create an identity of ourselves to subtly 

inform the world that we either belong to a subculture or would 

like to converse with others in that subculture. While our daily 

activities are not of an organized convention, I think it’s beauti-

ful what we do to peacock our allegiance to a certain group.
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My fianceé C’ne told me a tiny story on Friday and it really 

reminded me of how the small acts of others can really brighten 

someone else’s day. Surprisingly, it was one of the stories on pub-

lic transit that go well.

 

That Thursday she was having quite a terrible day, a complete 

funk if you will where everything was going wrong. As she was 

walking onto the crowded, rush hour train home, she was stand-

ing next to a little girl that had to be around 4 years old–wide-

eyed and optimistically looking up and everything around her 

surroundings. Out of nowhere she set out her hand towards C’ne 

in the fist bump motion, all while keeping a smile on her face. 

C’ne said that she couldn’t deny a request for a fist bump so she 

completed the action, much to the delight of the little girl who lit 

up with joy all while her mother was unaware. C’ne told me that 

her small action was enough to brighten her spirit for the rest of 

the day, and I’m sure this little girl didn’t even know it.

 

When we are in our own bubbles, it’s so easy to forget others. 

Either we are working hard on a project, worrying about how 

our “brand” is being perceived online, or simply we are having a 

funk of a day, all we (technically) have to care about is ourselves, 

I mean that’s all we are accountable for in this world right? But 

what would it take if we placed someone else in our forefront 

FISTBUMP A STRANGER
Sent July 14, 2014

111. http://www.cnemrohlsen.com
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for a moment, without expecting anything at all in return. If you 

donated or helped someone and didn’t tweet about it, did it really 

happen? Much like that little girl (who just wanted to have some 

fun with someone else), you really don’t know the story of your 

fellow train riders, passersby, neighbors, bus driver, or even rela-

tives.
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I’m writing this from the 10th floor of the Intensive Care Unit at 

Rush University Medical Center. Friday morning, I was hospital-

ized after my fiancée found me passed out in the bathroom. It 

was discovered that I had blood clots in my lungs that restricted 

oxygen from the rest of my body. A few minutes ago, I had a pro-

cedure to remove the large clots and now having liters of blood 

thinner pumped into my body to break up the smaller clots. The 

doctors stated that if my fiancée had not found me that morn-

ing, I would have been dead. Needless to say, a learned quite a bit 

about blood clots this weekend.

It’s strangely fascinating how blood clots originate, spread, and 

the damage they can cause while growing. It reminded me of the 

“clots” that spread outside of our physical bodies. These could be 

the small things we ignore that slowly grow into a bigger prob-

lem, much like my small blood clot that grew into a large one in a 

three month period.

I know I’ve had plenty of “clots” that started off small until they 

grew big over the months. They ranged from overworking until 

that moment I realized I’ve missed out on key time with loved 

ones, ignoring that week of bad sleep until I made bad deci-

sions with a lack of energy, or even letting a small car problem 

go “unnoticed” until it turned into a large painful repair, every-

CLOTS
Sent February 10, 2014
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thing builds in due time if it goes ignored. No matter how much I 

stuffed that little pain, it will be a constant nagging until it is too 

late, and while things may be repairable at that moment, it can be 

the difference between a quick fix and a lengthy ordeal.

The doctors at Rush suspected to believe that the large blood 

clots that were blocking my lungs, to the point where I was only 

receiving 40% of my needed oxygen, originated from a black 

widow bite in my leg during our trip to Portland in late October. 

At that point, it was a small, numbing in my leg that my primary 

doctor ignored and chalked it up to venom and gave me antibi-

otics, but slowly the clot moved and spread from my leg, to my 

heart, and to my lungs which where it grew immensely. A quick 

fix that could have been treated with antibiotics while small, 

eventually grew into something that needed a major procedure 

and tubes that ran from my legs to my lungs. Big difference right? 

The same way that we treat medical issues can be a metaphor for 

how we treat issues in our creative process and every day desi-

cions. Some of the things we see as small we can easily ignore, 

and don’t notice their troubles until they self destruct us.

It’s been a heavy weekend of self reflection, both on my physical 

and mental health. It’s strange that when your physical health is 

down, it allows you to think more about the other forms of health 

that are bringing you down, those physical and metaphorical 

clots that are blocking us from what we are trying to do. Whether 

it’s being able to walk and breathe properly, or starting a project 



that has you mentally stuck, breaking down clots at the begin-

ning always have a positive effect.

It’s been really hard to write this week’s letter. Honestly, it’s gone 

through many revisions on how to talk about this. I’m curious 

to what “clots” have you been stuck with as of lately? What have 

you been noticing is something that could be taken care of easily 

at the beginning but can slowly grow into something bigger if you 

ignore it? Just hit reply and let me know.
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My stomach was in knots, shoulders were tight, lumps enlarged 

in my throat. There had to be cinder-blocks in my loafers. Thurs-

day, September 18th was the day that C’ne and I were billed to 

perform one of our performance art pieces in the biggest venue 

we’ve ever set foot in, this year’s EXPO Chicago. Needless to say, 

I was nervous as hell.

The piece we were to perform was “How Did You Sleep?” where 

we engaged in a tug of war with our teeth until bodily exhaus-

tion. It would be the longest we would have ever performed the 

piece, a maximum of one hour, and I’m sure that the pizza I had 

hours before would not be able to stay within my stomach. May-

be it was the nerves or the potential growth that could arise from 

this exposure. I wasn’t sure, but I knew this was a performance 

that had to happen.

As we set up in the middle of one of the halls, donning our black 

uppers and bottoms, my comfort levels began to drop. We only 

performed this piece within spaces of familiar faces–those that 

knew our practice and had previous context rather than com-

plete strangers. Intimidating at best.

Tuxedo-clad, wine-sipping couples surrounded the movements 

T-SHIRTS AMONGST
TUXEDOS

Sent September 22, 2014

1. http://www.expochicago.com/
2. http://jamestgreen.com/art/howdidyousleep
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of our limbs paired with sheets. Some looked on peculiarly, oth-

ers silently chuckling at our placement. Most ignored our pres-

ence, treating our black bodies as furniture in a mostly white au-

dience. Our casual attire of Target t-shirts, mesh shorts, and bare 

feet were tugging away amongst the casual conversations of art 

buying, vacation destinations, and small talk. 30 minutes in (ac-

cording to my own approximation of bodily exhaustion), the con-

versations of those around us appeared to vanish and my mind 

began to only filter in the positive reactions of those surrounding 

us–the enticed photographers, the performance engaged, and the 

art curious. Looking across and seeing the exhausted face of C’ne 

and hearing the inquisitive energy of the public was enough to 

push through to the hour mark.

Afterwards, C’ne and I grabbed some hot dogs and discussed how 

we thought it went. She brought up a moment that I missed due 

to my intense focus during the piece. She told me about her own 

moments of discouragement during the work, mostly from hear-

ing the discomfort of the audience, but something changed when 

an older woman came up to her during the performance and told 

her “thank you.” No context, just “thank you”.

Performance art is vulnerable. Your body becomes the art itself. 

There’s no hiding with yourself and optional materials out for 

critique. With that openness, there can be a fear that grows with 

every public presentation. Not everyone is going to like your shit, 

and that’s ok. Not everyone is going to understand your shit, and 



that’s ok too. If you are trying to satisfy every viewer/listener/

critic of your craft, you are going to have a rough life. In the end, 

positivity wins. You don’t know how a small action can make 

someone feel better –much like the woman that told C’ne “thank 

you”.

Now it’s time to come up with a new artwork.

213. http://newcity.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/09/ILSTPRESS_Longstreet_web-1.jpg
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Ask anyone about their community and you’ll receive a multi-

tude of responses. Some may chime in with their neighborhood, 

others may rep their professional focus. According to the New 

Oxford American Dictionary, a community is “a feeling of fel-

lowship with others, as a result of sharing common attitudes, 

interests, and goals.” I’ve been interested in what it takes to build 

a community, because it takes work to maintain it healthily. In a 

multi-part series, I’ll chat about some experiences that led to my 

definition of the term, with the first being food.

Earlier this week, a friend hosted a dinner party. This friend also 

happens to be interested in community and how it looks beyond 

online interactions. This means that those in attendance of these 

gatherings change frequently, so the community remains fresh 

with new friendships. Walking in the door and only knowing a 

handful of people as I was peeling away the layers of a Midwest 

winter gave me anxiety. My inner dialogue bounced between 

“who will I chat with” to “hope I don’t look like an idiot”. Luckily, 

something that happens when you find yourself around a table, 

sharing courses and alcohol–all that anxiety vanishes and you 

realize why meals are the great equalizer. We all need it to live 

and enjoy it–have you ever meant anyone that says “I hate food”?

In the early days of being introduced to Chicago’s creative com-

THE COMMUNITY SERIES
“Food” - Sent February 23, 2015

1. http://nickd.org/
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munity, I would find myself invited to people’s homes for meals. 

There was no formal setting, just the host crafting a meal that led 

to conversations from current projects to mindful banter. As I’ve 

become more involved, the centrality of food remained the same, 

from friends creating art based on the gathering of communal 

meals, to artist collectives that host salon-styled exhibitions 

around a meal. Food brings people together, which leads to great 

conversations and connections.

Next week, I’ll explore the community through constructive 

critique. Until then, have you had any moments with creating or 

experiencing a community around food? Are you throwing any 

upcoming events that has a food element? Hit reply and let me 

know.

I recently had a studio visit with Black Radical Imagination. 

They happened to be in town because later that afternoon they 

were hosting a public critique group in partnership with the 

School of the Art Institute Chicago. The style of the critique 

mimicked speed dating, each artist was given 15 minutes to show 

their work and have critiques from a general public audience and 

curators of Black Radical Imagination.

The afternoon was donned with a single projector and a room 

of ~60 chairs. As the work was placed on screen, artists chatted 

their way through the screenings, giving insight as the audience 

rapidly jotted and tapped away on analog and digital notebooks. 

“Critique” - Sent March 02, 2015

2. http://cargocollective.com/kellenwalker/Iva-Hart
3. http://hydeparkdacha.org/salons/
4. http://blackradicalimagination.com/
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Nervousness filled the air as egos were forced to face a sea of 

eyeballs, with many artists giving the appearance that they were 

expecting a verbal firing squad. Instead of the stereotype of mal-

ice laced negative feedback, a desire to help everyone to become 

a better filmmaker, photographer, sculptor, and performance 

artist.

As the variety of artists went up and took the good and the bad, 

you could sense the trust, vulnerability and focus in the room. 

Communities mean that you should feel like you could be your-

self among others and know that you will be taken at face value, 

with betterment of everyone in the end. Honesty and realness are 

the key to a soild critique circle.

Moving sucks.

Lugging giant pieces of furniture up narrow stairways for hours 

on end. Finding that pesky corner where that bed frame doesn’t 

fit around. Coming to terms that you’re going to break at least one 

light fixture and/or mirror in the process. Bonus points if you’ve 

done it during colder months when those narrow stairways turn 

into ice and breaking your neck becomes a new challenge to 

avoid.

Don’t forget the group text/email/instabookslacktweet that asks 

for help in exchange for pizza and beer.
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“Sorry, I’ve got something going on, but let me know if you need 

help afterward! :)”

“Eh, it’s a little too far for me, I’ll drop by for a little bit but then I 

have to go.”

“I don’t like moving. Sorry.”

Luckily I’ve had experiences in my community where these in-

stances have been disproved.

This time last year our entire studio collective of 7 had to leave 

our original location to another, but add in 5 friends plus the 2 

founders for additional help. 14 people cleared out two floors 

of space in record time. Let’s roll to a few weeks ago, two good 

friends of mine were able to orchestrate a complete move in a 

couple hours thanks to not being afraid to ask their entire com-

munity of friends/acquaintances/loose connections for help. 

This led to ~15 people showing up. The entire move (with ice 

covered everything) was completed in a few hours. Calling on 

the community for service in exchange for gratitude, well-being, 

food, and good karma.

My wife is part of an all women’s collective where they mentor 

young women artists every weekend. One mantra they interact 

with is the concept of gifts and needs. Gifts are things that one 

can bring to the table, and needs are things that are desired to 

5. http://www.autotelicstudios.org/
6. http://www.janakinsman.com/
7. http://www.brentknepper.com/

8. http://ag47collective.com/
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help the collective grow and give those gifts. It’s a beautiful feed-

back loop that allows for confidence and humility, introducing an 

openness that can help others while looking for help yourself. For 

example, my gift is writing a letter to you each week, while my 

need is for you to have a desire to respond, share it with others, 

and enjoy having a little nugget of prose in your inbox.

Focus, then nurture, then cultivate, then care. That was the for-

mula that led into building a community. To have a group you 

can reach out to, looks out for each other, and genuinely cares 

about the well being of everyone…that’s powerful.
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Vaughn Fender for illustrating.

Amy Schwartz for help with printing.

C’ne Rohlsen-Green for moral support.

David Laskey, Chad Kouri, Maurice Cherry, Allyson Wakeman, 

Jessica Paoli, and Stewart Scott-Curran and all others for

believing in me since the beginning.

And a special smooch to my haters.

Thanks for reading, and see you next week.

-James

A SPECIAL THANK YOU


