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THIS ABOVE ALL
HOW TO LIVE AN ARTISTIC LIFE
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In this pull-no-punches examination of
the obstacles and rewards to living an
artistic life, Jason Cannon shows readers
how to harness their creativity, rediscover
their courage, and break free of the
forces holding them back. Even if you've
never picked up a paintbrush, even if
you can't
carry
a tune in a bucket, even
if just the thought of getting
up on a stage makes you
break out in a cold sweat,
THIS
ABOVE
ALL will
inspire you to unleash your
inner artist and live true.

Jason is a best-selling author and
publisher, as well as an award-winning
actor, director, playwright, improviser,
designer, stage manager, and teacher.
He has an MFA in Directing, an MA in
Drama, and over 25 years experience in
professional theatre. Most recently he
served ten years an an Associate Artist
at Florida Studio Theatre in Sarasota,
FL, and was Producing Artistic Director
at Ozark Actors Theatre in Rolla, MO,
for four seasons. Jason has
100+ credits as an actor,
120+ credits as a director,
and as a playwright he has
had seven plays produced.
He is a proud member of
AEA and SDC.
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Is there something holding you back from what you know you can do?
From who you know you can be? Are you always starting but never finishing...
your novel? your music? your painting, poetry, sculpture, or play?
Do you struggle to maintain passion and balance in your work, your exercise routine,
or your relationships? Don’t hang your head if you answered “yes” to any of these questions.
Chin up and crack open THIS ABOVE ALL

REVIEW QUOTES
Straight-up revolutionized my thinking.
Sarah Bierstock
actress/playwright
THIS ABOVE ALL is brimming with philosophical
insights and practical advice… Essential reading
for anyone wanting to harness their passion into a
meaningful and sustainable creative practice.
Deborah Brevoort
playwright/opera librettist/professor
A must-read... honest and transparent... deeply witty
and insightful... Easily the most truthful and yet
inspiring book out there on the making of theatre.
Sean Daniels
artistic director
[Cannon’s] penetrating insights apply to anyone
in any profession.
Jeffrey Couchman
author/playwright/professor
All beautifully written, and all expansive, all
deeply human and inspiring. It is a reminder, a
manifesto, and a gift-wrapped into a book.
Dave Voda
best-selling author

Excerpt from the FOREWORD
by Ret. Lt. Col. Scott Mann
"Art is food for the soul, and
we’re all artists if we choose to
be. It’s accessible to every one of
us if (and this is a big IF) we are
willing to let go of the ego, do
the work, and, when the time
comes, give it away to whomever
needs it the most.
This book gives you the process
and the road map to do this
every day for the rest of your
life. And in these crazy, troubled
times, where materialism and
mass
technology
mask
the
beautiful journey to the truth,
that’s really good news."
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WHO THIS BOOK
IS FOR
THIS ABOVE ALL is for
anyone--artist or otherwise-who feels they are in a rut.
Anyone looking for ways
to break free of the forces
holding them back from
what they want to do or
who they want to be.
Anyone who is tired and
overwhelmed by the noise of
the world, and who wants to
more effectively seek Truth
in their lives.

Jason in his
Kevin Kline Award-winning
performance as "Father Flynn"
in DOUBT: A PARABLE
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EXCERPTS FROM THIS ABOVE ALL
CHAPTER 5: ART IS SEEING
The cast and I were doing some fine-tuning music rehearsal on the big final encore song of Buddy:
The Buddy Holly Story. I and my musical director Spiff—an incredible fellow who can play over a
dozen instruments at the professional level (and even several simultaneously!)—had been very
intentional about creating a room where “best idea wins.” The cast was comprised of several
ridiculously talented musician-singer-actors, and while I had taken piano lessons for a year as a kid
and dabbled in choir in college and can karaoke a mean Sinatra and had somehow early in my
acting career finagled my way into getting hired into the choruses of a few musicals, I was under
no illusions. This cast would have a lot more musical insights than I, and Spiff and I insisted they
share them.
So, as is the case with big final encore songs, there were several 16-bar sections built in for the
various instrumentalists to take a spotlight solo moment. Shred a guitar. Slap a bass. Rock some
keys. Wail a harmonica. We came up on a section that, as written, was intended for Buddy Holly.
We noodled it for a couple minutes and then the actor playing Buddy, another mind-blowingly
talented fellow named Michael, stopped and said, “Hey, I just had a solo last song, and Seth back
there on drums hasn’t had one yet. Can we give this one to him?”
First of all, just consider that for a moment. This is the lead. The STAR. This is the dude playing
Buddy friggin' Holly in a show called The Buddy Holly Story. For him to have that level of big
picture awareness, to be so in tune with the needs of the show, to be so willing to release his ego
in service of the work? That is artistry in motion.
Spiff and I glanced at each other and grinned. Best idea wins. I turned back to Michael and said,
“But of course. Seth, take it away.”
And THEN… holy expletive on a stick. I got to watch a platinum-level drummer create from
scratch a jaw-dropping drum solo. For ten minutes, everyone ceded control of the room and the
music to Seth. He experimented. He conducted. He asked for the guitars and bass to back off, to
come in a beat later, a beat earlier. He asked the keys to punctuate his snare, no no wait, the hihat. Horns, blast on two. Everyone wait for the pickup. Fiddle fiddle paradiddle. By the end of
those ten minutes, Seth was sweating. The entire room had pulled into trench-deep focus. They ran
it once more from the top. Seth smiled and gave me a thumbs-up. We all awoke as though from a
shared dream.
And dreaming isn’t that far off. Because for most of those ten minutes, Seth’s eyes were closed. He
was seeing something we couldn’t and working to bring us into the know. He actually was seeing
something that didn’t even yet exist. He was, as they say, in the zone. Much like you’ll hear
athletes at the highest level talk about the game slowing down.
My mother is a professional soprano, gospel galore. I grew up watching her bring congregations to
tears. She also often closes her eyes as she accesses the Truth in the songs she shares. When she
closes her eyes, she is seeing ever so clearly, and the notes she sings are infused with the emotions
she feels as she sees that which is beyond sight.
So, when I say “art is seeing,” I am not devaluing the other senses or prioritizing literal sight. I am
speaking of the proverbial “mind’s eye.” All of our senses, in their ways, are able to see. To
perceive. To understand. To have “sight.”

Lemme hit you with some Greek, because Greece is the well-spring of the theatre of Western
traditions. Our word “theatre” comes from the Greek theatron, which translates as “viewing place”
or “a place of seeing.” Fun fact: theatron actually refers to the area of the amphitheater where the
audience sat, not to be confused with the orchestra (“dancing space”) where the actors performed
or the skene (“tent”) that was the precursor to modern scenery and sets. Theatron, like “church,”
can also mean the people themselves. Both the seats and the seated.
Do you see? The whole point of theatre—of any art, I would argue—is that the audience sees. It’s
not enough merely for the artist to see. When the artist sees something, in the way only they can,
they then do their art in order that others may see it, too. Seth’s drum solo. My mother’s song of
faith. Hopefully, this book. Expressing one’s self is a means to the end. And that end is creating
relationship with the audience—whether viewer, listener, or reader—so that they may come into a
deeper understanding of their humanity.
Living an artistic life means you keep on looking till you see. Because art is not a what. It’s a how.

CHAPTER 7: ART IS NOT PRECIOUS
Though it is essential, art is not precious. Art does not reside in an ivory tower, surrounded by a
moat, with a heavy iron gate that opens only if you know the secret password. It is not esoteric. It
does not belong to the enlightened few. Art is not a riddle to be figured out. Art does not require
pinched brows and knowing, nodding “hmmmms.”
Chaucer. Big-time literary heavyweight, right? Well, if you haven’t yet, check out The Summoner’s
Tale. One of the most epic fart jokes in all of storytelling history. Not merely a fart directly into a
friar’s face, but then a serious discussion of how to divvy that fart up into twelve equal parts, so
as to share it with others. Scout’s honor, that joke lives in (ahem ahem ahem) pinky-sticking-out
literature. It’s awesome.
Shakespeare. Needs no introduction. Get this. Shakespeare was popular. The Netflix of his time.
Hot romance. Kick-ass fight scenes. You ever seen Hamlet done well? That dude is hilarious.
Tragic, sure, that’s in the title, but he’s also the wittiest guy in the room. Keep digging into the
Bard, Stratford’s own Billy Wigglestick. Cross-dressing. Mistaken identities. Twin siblings causing
Parent Trap-esque plot machinations. Clowns. Music. Songs. Magic. Like literal magic. Hell, one
guy even has his noggin turned into a donkey head and the “ass” jokes come so fast you can’t keep
count.
Shakespeare wrote for everyone. Elevated and insightful in one scene, ribald and bawdy in the
next. Not because some of us are elevated and others of us are bawdy, but because all of us are
both.
It’s vital to entertain. In fact, entertainment comes first. Entertainment is not a dirty word. Art
must entertain and delight the senses, or no one will pay attention. Art is not about “message” or
“theme.” Those are by-products. If the audience ain’t paying attention, your “message” ain’t gettin’
through. Spoonful of sugar, baby. And it doesn’t matter if your spoon is silver-plated or carved
from wood. Art belongs to all.
Just remember this. Shakespeare wrote in iambic pentameter. That’s a fancy poetry term for a line
of verse that rhythmically goes like this: duh DUM duh DUM duh DUM duh DUM duh DUM.
You know what else goes like that? duh DUM duh DUM duh DUM duh DUM duh DUM.
Your heart.

