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Steal Like an Artist: Unlocking Creative Freedom with Austin Kleon

When you think of “stealing,” your mind might conjure images of crime, theft, and wrongdoing. Yet in the world of art 

and creativity, the phrase takes on a completely different meaning. It is a call to curiosity, a reminder that every 

great idea is a remix, and a philosophy that has inspired thousands of writers, designers, musicians, and 

entrepreneurs. The book that popularized this mindset is Steal Like an Artistby Austin Kleon. In this

comprehensive guide, we’ll explore the core principles of the book, how they can transform your creative process,

and practical ways to incorporate them into your daily life.

Who Is Austin Kleon?

Austin Kleon is a New York-based artist, writer, and educator known for his visual storytelling and engaging, 

straightforward advice on creativity. He has published several books, including Show Your Work!  and Keep Going,

each offering fresh perspectives on how to navigate the creative journey. His works blend humor, illustration, and

actionable insights, making them accessible to both seasoned professionals and beginners.

Kleon’s approach is grounded in the belief that creativity is not a solitary act but a dialogue with the world. He

encourages readers to look around, learn from others, and remix ideas in ways that honor the original while adding

personal nuance.

The Core Philosophy: “Steal Like an Artist”

At its heart, Steal Like an Artistis about embracing the reality that no idea is truly original. The book challenges

the myth of the solitary genius and instead promotes a collaborative, iterative mindset. Kleon frames this philosophy

in a series of simple, memorable rules that can be applied across any creative discipline.

Rule 1: All Creative Work Is a Remix

Creativity is built on a foundation of existing ideas. When you write a song, design a logo, or write a blog post,

you’re drawing from a pool of cultural references. Recognizing this fact frees you from the fear of plagiarism and

invites you to explore how you can transform and combine elements in new ways.

Rule 2: Steal From Those Who Inspire You

Instead of copying directly, Kleon suggests “stealing” the underlying principles that resonate with you. Identify the

techniques, structures, or aesthetics that inspire you and adapt them to your own context. This process ensures

that your work remains authentic while benefiting from the wisdom of others.

Rule 3: Keep a “Steal” Notebook

Collecting ideas is essential. Maintain a notebook or digital folder where you jot down snippets, quotes, images, or

concepts that strike you. Over time, this repository becomes a personal library of inspiration, ready to be mixed and

matched whenever you need a spark.

Rule 4: Embrace the “Copy” as a Learning Tool

Copying is often dismissed as lazy. Kleon argues that intentional imitation is a powerful learning exercise. By



replicating the work of masters, you internalize techniques and develop a deeper understanding of form, structure,

and style.

Rule 5: Make Your Work Public

Sharing your creative process invites feedback, accountability, and community support. Whether through social

media, a personal blog, or a portfolio site, let others see your work in progress. The act of exposing your ideas can

accelerate growth and foster collaborative opportunities.

Rule 6: Keep Your Work Visible

Visibility is key to building a reputation. Curate your best work in a portfolio that showcases your unique voice.

Regularly update this collection to reflect your evolving style and keep your audience engaged.

Rule 7: Focus on the Process, Not the Product

Creativity thrives when the emphasis is on exploration rather than perfection. Adopt a mindset that values

experimentation, iteration, and learning. When you shift the focus from the final output to the creative journey, you

open yourself to new possibilities.

Rule 8: Work on Your Own Ideas, Even If They’re Small

While it’s tempting to chase big projects, small, incremental work is equally valuable. Small ideas can lead to

breakthroughs, and the habit of consistently producing keeps your creative muscles active.

Rule 9: Embrace the “Other” in Your Work

Incorporate influences from different disciplines, cultures, and mediums. This cross-pollination expands your

creative palette and leads to unique, hybrid outcomes.

Rule 10: Keep Going

Creativity is a marathon, not a sprint. Persistence, discipline, and resilience are essential. By staying committed to

your craft, you’ll overcome obstacles and continue evolving as an artist.

Applying the Rules: Practical Steps for Your Creative Workflow

1. Build an Inspiration Vault

Start by creating a digital or physical space where you capture everything that sparks your imagination. Use tools

like Pinterest, Evernote, or a simple index card system. Tag each item with context—what you liked about it, how it

could inspire your next project, or a mood it evokes.

2. Practice Intentional Imitation

Choose a master in your field and replicate a piece of their work. Don’t just copy the final product; dissect the

structure, color palette, composition, and narrative. Write a brief analysis of what you learned and how you can

apply those insights to your own projects.

3. Share Your Process on Social Media

Use platforms like Instagram, Twitter, or TikTok to document your creative journey. Post sketches, drafts, or

behind �the �scenes videos. Encourage your audience to comment, ask questions, and share their own work. This

engagement builds a community that supports and inspires you.

4. Set Micro �Goals

Break larger projects into manageable tasks. Allocate a fixed amount of time each day or week to work on small



ideas. The cumulative effect of these micro �tasks often leads to significant progress.

5. Cross �Disciplinary Experimentation

Explore techniques from unrelated fields—mix digital illustration with analog photography, or write a poem inspired

by a scientific concept. The fusion of diverse influences can generate fresh perspectives and unexpected results.

6. Reflect and Iterate

After completing a project, spend time reflecting on what worked and what didn’t. Keep a journal of lessons learned

and feed those insights back into your next iteration. Continuous reflection is a catalyst for growth.

Tools and Resources to Enhance Your Creative Practice

•  Design Tools: Adobe Creative Cloud, Canva, Figma, Procreate

•  Writing Platforms: Medium, WordPress, Notion, Scrivener

•  Idea Management: Trello, Miro, Airtable, Mendeley

•  Learning Communities: Skillshare, Coursera, MasterClass, Reddit Creative Writing

•  Social Media: Instagram, TikTok, LinkedIn, Behance

Each of these tools can help you capture, organize, and share your creative ideas, making the process of “stealing”

more intentional and efficient.

Real �World Examples of “Stealing” in Action

1. The Beatles and the Influence of Rock ‘n’ Roll

The Beatles’ early work was heavily influenced by American rock and roll artists like Chuck Berry and Little

Richard. By “stealing” the energetic rhythms and melodic hooks of these pioneers, they created a sound that was

both familiar and innovative.

2. Steve Jobs and the Apple Design Ethos

Jobs famously drew inspiration from the design philosophy of Dieter Rams, a German industrial designer. By

adopting Rams’ principles of simplicity and functionality, Apple transformed consumer electronics into sleek,

user �friendly devices.

3. Beyoncé’s “Lemonade” and Cultural Remixing

Beyoncé’s visual album Lemonadeblends elements of blues, country, and hip �hop, showcasing how cultural

remixing can produce a powerful narrative. Her willingness to “steal” from diverse musical traditions resulted in a

critically acclaimed masterpiece.

4. The Rise of Indie Game Development

Indie developers often “steal” gameplay mechanics from popular titles—think of the endless runner genre inspired 

by Temple Run or Subway Surfers. By reinterpreting these mechanics within unique art styles or storytelling

frameworks, they carve out distinct niches.

Critiques and Ethical Considerations

While Kleon’s approach encourages borrowing ideas, it also raises questions about intellectual property and

originality. Critics argue that unchecked imitation can dilute creativity or lead to plagiarism. However, Kleon’s

emphasis on transformation, acknowledgment, and personal voice mitigates these risks. By ensuring that borrowed

elements are reworked into something new, and by crediting sources when appropriate, artists can navigate ethical



boundaries responsibly.

Integrating “Steal Like an Artist” Into Your Daily Routine

1.  Morning Inspiration Scan: Spend 10 minutes browsing your inspiration vault before starting work.

2.  Midday Copy Exercise: Allocate 30 minutes to replicate a small element from a master’s work.

3.  Evening Reflection: Write a short journal entry summarizing what you learned and how you plan to apply it.

4.  Weekly Public Share: Post a progress update or a piece of your work on social media.

5.  Monthly Review: Analyze the growth of your portfolio and adjust your creative goals.

By embedding these habits into your routine, you create a sustainable creative ecosystem that nurtures growth and

encourages continuous learning.

Conclusion

Stealing, in the context of Austin Kleon’s philosophy, is not about theft but about learning, remixing, and evolving. 

The book Steal Like an Artistoffers a roadmap for artists, writers, designers, and entrepreneurs to navigate the

creative landscape with confidence and authenticity. By embracing the idea that all creative work is a remix, actively

collecting and transforming inspirations, and sharing your process with the world, you unlock a powerful source of

creativity that is both collaborative and deeply personal. Start today, and let the art of stealing become a catalyst for

your most original work yet.
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