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I started investigating this option once I discov-
ered it. I learned many book illustrators were 
working digitally; in fact, I was astounded 
that if they actually did traditional work, they 
finished and tweaked their work digitally by 

using Photoshop. 
On top of that, I  discovered that knowing the 

Adobe products was important to work in this field. 
Truthfully, it felt overwhelming. There was so 

much I didn’t understand. Everything was foreign.  
I was afraid I wouldn’t be able to learn the programs 
if I bought them. There wasn’t much material written 
about it, and at this time there wasn’t an abundance 
of online education. Plus, it was expensive. It was 
going to be a financial risk, which I was afraid to 
undergo being a mother of small children! The fear of 
spending a lot of money intensified when I realized I 
would need a new computer as well as the programs. 

I bought a book, which came with a DVD on the 
basics of Photoshop, and that was my start. I didn’t 
have the programs, and I didn’t have a computer. I 

just read the book, watched the DVD, and analyzed 
whether I could learn this or not. Would I get bored? 
It seems like ages ago, yet it was just a couple of 
years.  My husband forced my hand by purchasing 
everything so that I couldn’t teeter on the fence of 
indecisiveness forever! 

I didn’t realize this path was so long and convo-
luted. Shortly after buying Adobe CS6 I discovered 
Corel Painter, and off I was doubling my education 
by learning two programs at the same time.  

If I would have known all the factors I was going 
to encounter off the bat, I would never have started 
this journey. But I didn’t know it all, so I took one 
little step. 

Along the way, I jumped through a few spots and 
was pushed by my husband a time or two, and in 
the end, I’ve arrived here. 

I’m happy I’ve gotten to this point because it is 
one of the most enjoyable fields of artwork I have 
worked in. There is  an abundance of possibilities 
within the digital field, and it’s ever expanding.  
 

I started digitally painting for only one reason. I wanted to illustrate educational materials and my own 
books. Art has always been interesting to me. I enjoyed art classes in high school and college,  and I  liked 
drawing in my spare time; however, when I became a mother things became more challenging. Young 
children lick things, and eat things that you leave out, and they destroy your work in their attempts to 
improve it. I felt stuck. It became too much work to pursue art, so I quit!  Then one day, I saw how people 
were using computer programs to paint digitally. It dawned on me, I could have a digital studio....

Artist Journey

What I like about this 
piece is it was imagination 
based. I thought of the 
idea, and I then was able to 
fulfil the idea. A big step!

L.A. James

FACT FILE

Born Alberta, Canada

Country Living USA

Age 45

Digitally Painting 5 Years

Programs Used  Corel Painter, 
Photoshop CC, Rebelle

Computer Specs  Dell XPS 8930  
Intel Core i7 -  32 GB Ram - 1 TB 
SSD -  NVIDIA GeForce GTX 1080   
Windows 10 -  Wacom Cintiq Pro 24

Website: 
jameswritinganddesign.com
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What current artistic challenge are you trying 
to overcome in your life?

My biggest challenge has been comparing myself 
to others. I’m surrounded by talented people, and I 
continually see my shortcomings. I see where I want 
to be, but it seems to take forever to get there, and I 
don’t have the time many other people have to work 
on their artwork. I’m still working and raising my 
children, which means I can sometimes get in a few 
minutes during the night here and there.

How I’m tackling this problem is acknowledging 
the fact that growth takes time, and I’m comparing 
myself to artists that have been working on their art 
for thirty plus  years. I also realize that my children 
come first right now in life, so I just need to deal 
with less time to work on my artwork. 

I also keep a master list of things I feel I need to 
work on. For instance, one thing that is forefront in 
my mind is seeing tones. I then build myself a class 
schedule around this topic. I read books, I watch 
videos, and I go and practice what I learn. Everything 
in life is baby steps. Making a little progress still 
takes you to where you want to go. It might just 
take longer, but it’s better than not doing anything 
at all, which takes you no where!

 
What has been your biggest frustration with 
being a digital artist and how have you over-
come this frustration? 

I have a couple of frustrations. First, using 
the tools can be annoying. It takes a long time to 
understand the tools and how to effectively use 
the tools. It’s this back and forth tension between 
understanding the program, and also learning 
artistic skills. Then when you think you are getting 
pretty good with the programs, there is an update, 
and you have to relearn some things. 

Sometimes it seems simpler to be able to just use 
oil paint. That never changes, and you can see what 
is right in front of your face and you can look at it 
from all kinds of angles. You have greater control 
over it because you don’t have a computer standing 
in-between you and your artwork interpreting or 
changing what you want to do, but there is one big 
drawback. You gotta clean it up.

I don’t know if I’ve really overcome this frustra-
tion. I realize I have to embrace the bad with the 
good. I love digital art because I can go and do it 
at any time. I don’t have enough space to keep a 
canvas out and about for any length of time. I like 
having my digital studio that allows me to clean up 
in less than five minutes. I love not having to clean 
up brushes. I love not having to clean anything up! I 
get a little stuck on that point because at the end of 

ArtistQ&A FAVORITE ARTISTS

John Singer Sargent  
I like how he portrays the face and 
his brush strokes. I find his work 
inspiring to look at! 
 
Giovanni Boldini   
I like how he captures movement, 
and I am mesmerized by 
his swishy brush strokes.  

Richard Schmid 
I like his brushstrokes, and the 
boldness of his work.    

What can I say about 
the panda? I think the 
picture says it all. The 
brush strokes look like kid 
scribbles. It’s pretty bad.

I don’t like painting two 
because it has such ugly 
colors. I worked so hard 
on this picture that is the 
funny thing.  I incorporated 
a figure into it on top of 
everything. The internal 
story I had made up about 
this woman was better 
than the setting I could 
give her. 

Painting three is 
embarrassing. It is lame, 
ugly, and it is filled with 
repeating shapes, which 
are all nicely tied in with 
ugly colors. 

My Cringe Painting - 2

My Cringe Painting - 3

My Cringe Painting -  1
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a busy day the thought of having to clean up my own 
mess pretty much shuts me down from anything 
creative. There is only so much energy in a day. Plus, 
I love the ability to use all kinds of mediums. I relish 
in being able to make a new layer and explore new 
possibilities. I feel free with digital painting. 

My second frustration is the lack of outside 
understanding from people, and the hostility that 
exists from traditional artists towards the digital 
realm. Many people assume that your painting was 
a click of a button. People see the painting apps, 
so they automatically assume that is what you are 
doing to achieve a painting. They see these paintings 
being done in a few minutes, so they assume you 
are doing your painting in a few minutes. They don’t 
understand that each area was hand painted in the 
same manner as one would have used a traditional 
paint brush. 

I’m working on overcoming this frustration by  
realizing this is human nature. In every field people 
want to show their importance by  “one upping 
another.” The photographers have this by the people 
that say that their photos are better because “They 
don’t need to post process because they got it right 
in the camera.” 

You can’t discuss things with close-minded 
people, and if people are not willing to see what 
digital art is or what it involves, it’s best to walk 
away from them. It saves energy.

   
Where do you find your reference material to 
paint your artwork? 

I try to take my own photographs. I like the idea 
of everything coming from me, but on the other 
hand that  mentality can be a hindrance because I 
can’t capture everything I need. 

The fortunate thing about today’s day and age is 
the abundance of places to find references. I only use 
copyright free references because I feel this simpli-
fies my life.  My favorite place to look is pixabay.com. 
 
What is your typical workflow, and how long 
does it take you to complete a digital painting? 

My typical workflow starts with me finding  
something that sparks a story. I start thinking about 
how to make it either a story with words, or a visual 
picture. I then look for references or take my own. I 
start in Photoshop and get all my cropping done. I 
pick my overall layout. I then do a sketch, and I do a 
color study or tonal study next. I move on to block 
in my colors, and I try to simulate the traditional 
process as much as possible. I find this helps me 
figure out problems before it starts. 

I go back and forth between Painter and 
Photoshop at different stages, and I vary it by rely-
ing upon what each programs strengths are, and it 

FAVORITE RESOURCES

Websites

www.digitalartacademy.com 
Great way to learn Painter, and you 
get feedback from instructors.

www.creativelive.com 
Great place to learn numerous 
skills to grow professionally 
and personally. 

www.artistnetwork.com 
Great place to learn traditional 
art skills, which you can take 
back into your digital world. 

Books

Your Artist Brain by Carl Purcell

I love how this book unpacked 
the importance of values in art to 
me. Extremely well explained. 

Landscape Painting Essentials 
by Johannes Vloothuis

A quick overview of what 
makes a good picture and 
pitfalls one should avoid. 

Color and Light: A Guide for the 
Realist Painter by James Gurney

This books shows how to 
balance your painting and gives 
some great examples on the 
power of gamut masking. 
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keeps me from getting bored. 
When I am happy with the painting I always end 

in Photoshop where I look at any color correction I 
will need to do, and I save it out as a JPEG.

Art pieces take me a considerable amount of time. I 
invest anywhere from ten to forty plus hours  on some. 
 
What piece of advice would you give to someone 
starting out in digital art? 

I would tell them it takes a long time to learn the 
programs. Expect it to take a couple of years, and 
you have to be working with it daily. You have to 
realize you will always be discovering more about 
those programs, and I don’t think you truly will ever 
know it all because it is always changing. 

I would also say to take classes to learn the pro-
gram. The books that exist for Corel are dated, and 
they just don’t unpack the programs like classes will. 
You will grow by leaps and bounds if you enroll in 
a class, and I can’t recommend that enough! Start  
with  Digital Art Academy. The instructors are excep-
tional, and they are quick to step in and unpack 
things further if you don’t understand something. 
They are also great about helping you fix the weirdest 
problems you might encounter in Painter. 

Don’t assume one class is going to tell you 
everything either. I’ve taken a good handful of 
“fundamentals” with different teachers from dif-
ferent online educational sites, and each time I am 
surprised at how much I learn. I used to wonder why 
the other teachers didn’t tell me something, but I 
now know that the programs are so deep it is impos-
sible to cover everything in one fundamental class. 

Because digital art encompasses two skills, I think 
it’s important to grow the artistic side of your skill 
set as well as growing your knowledge base to the 
programs. The best way to do that is to take classes 
on traditional media. This way you are growing as 
an artist, and you can take back to the digital table 
things you have learned.

It’s going to be difficult trying to match these 
skills up. One summer I completed some work with 
pastels, and then I tried to duplicate it in Painter and 
then Photoshop. Same picture, just different pro-
grams. Oh! It was horrible. I could get my traditional 
pastel painting done within a couple of hours, but it 
took me over a week to get it to look somewhat good 
in Painter. Photoshop was even worse. I abandoned 
the Photoshop painting. It looked horrible!

 
What has helped you grow the most in your 
art skills? 

Education has helped me grow the most. 
I feel I learned a lot when I bought my first class 

on Corel with Karen Bonaker a few years ago. I found 
her listed on a websearch, but I thought the website 
looked a little fishy. She seemed to offer too much 

for her price, so I thought I would send her an email. 
Based upon her response I would decide to enroll or 
not enroll. I got back a prompt, professional reply 
from her, so decided to “risk” it. I look back on that 
and I laugh because I was not only hesitant, but com-
pletely skeptical. I thought she was a scam. I never 
realized how monumental that email was going to 
be in my life. Karen is a fabulous teacher. She has 
planted more artistic ideas in my head than anyone 
else. She has spurred my creativity to a new height, 
and I’m grateful for all she has done to direct me on 
my artistic journey. 

Through that first class, I saw Painter in a whole 
new light. I didn’t realize how powerful of a program 
it was. I didn’t realize all of what you could even do. 
The “education” I thought I had to this point was 
insignificant. I hadn’t even scratched the surface 
of Painter. 

Of course, once I was at Digital Art Academy, I 
learned about Skip, and I took some of his classes. 
My knowledge base deepened to a new level. All in 
all, those two have taught me the most about Painter. 
Plus, they provided the means (through an interac-
tive classroom) to meet other like minded classmates, 
who have directed me in more education directions. 
    
 What was your biggest “ah ha” moment where 
something clicked, and you started to flourish 
with your digital art?

I biggest ah ha moment was when I started 
understanding how values are used to make 

What I love about this 
photos is I feel  I was able 
to attain a mood with 
this picture, and that was 
important to me.  
 

I saw this bird in front of 
a grocery store. The people 
were showcasing their 
rehabilitation program, 
and this little guy just took 
me in with his eyes. I felt 
like he had a story to tell. 

What I like most about 
him is the fact that he was 
one of the first pictures I 
took, with my own camera, 
and then I painted it.  

 
Creativity dies 
when you are 

tired or you 
are around 

negative 
influences!
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something look three dimensional. I still don’t 
feel I understand values to the level I should, but 
I can see a direct point within my artwork where I 
grasped that concept in a new way, and I was able 
to start making artwork in a way I liked better.  
 
What is your favorite tool that you use?

My favorite tools are education. I don’t 
recommend brushes, instead I recommend taking 
a class that will teach you to build your own brushes. 
Skip Allen, and Tim Shelbourne have good classes 
on this aspect. 

I’ve learned plugins or addons are for the beginner 
because they don’t help you make better art. It’s your 
ability to manipulate and use the tools that you are 
given within the main programs that do that alone. 
You have pretty much everything you need within 
the program, so don’t get sidetracked with plugins.  

 
How do you feed your creativity, so you don’t 
feel burned out?

I do a lot of things to feed my creativity. I keep 
myself immersed with artistic things. I think being 
around creative people fosters creativity, and there 
is ample resources online. I think being well rounded 

also helps feed your creativity. Being out in nature, 
learning something new, and being open to things 
are all feeding points for me. Having a student 
mentality also fosters creativity because you are 
continually looking at things in a new way. 

I also think limiting your interactions with nega-
tive people helps. Creativity dies when you are tired, 
and you are around negative influences.

 I try to monitor my energy output levels because 
I know that if I am having to do a lot of things I don’t 
like, I won’t have any creativity left to paint at night. 

I also know that negative people and influences 
just sap me out quickly, and it takes me awhile to 
refuel. I can’t think about creating something fun 
when I’ve been soured by a person. Blah! Negative 
people suck all joy out, so limit those people in your 
life, and it will feed your creativity.   

Do you feel you have artistic support in your 
life and how has it helped you?  

I have limited support in my creativity, so I try to 
focus on those that are there for me. My husband is 
supportive, and my kids are supportive. 

It has been hard to find a supportive community 
locally, but I’ve been fortunate enough to find like-
minded people online. 

Thank goodness for the internet!  
 

What would your future self, tell your younger 
self, if you could zip back in time? 

I would tell myself that the journey is going to 
take the same amount of time (and it does take time 
and effort), you might as well start walking because 
you don’t know where you will end up, or what pivot 
points you might encounter. 

We only see the journey when we have reached 
the final destination. I’ve not reached the end of 
the destination, but I do know that where I am at 
now wouldn’t have been possible if I hadn’t started 
the journey. 

I’d also tell myself that none of my fears ever 
amounted to anything, and the time and energy I 
used on those was a total waste. 

 
Do you have an art degree? Do you think an art 
degree gives a person an edge when it comes 
to creating artwork?  

No, I don’t have an art degree. I took a few art 
classes in college, but I didn’t have good teachers. 
My painting class involved the Professor handing 
us brushes and paint, and he told us to “go paint.” 
This class cost me over three thousand dollars, and 
I didn’t learn anything. An art degree is expensive, 
and it doesn’t guarantee you become the artist you 
dream about. Take online classes, and you will grow 
as an artist, and it’s a lot cheaper than college!

I like texture, and splats. 
I’m always the happiest 
when I can incorporate 
these things within my 
artwork. 

 
     This is one my latest 
portraits. I like it because 
it again shows me how 
far  have come. I was able 
to take something from a 
sketch and tonal study and 
produce a painting, which 
has a roundness and lifelike 
quality.  
     I find I’m the happiest 
if I can stay within certain 
color schemes to. It’s 
important to discover 
this in your journey. The 
more you realize the why 
you like something the 
further along you will be to 
continually reproduce. it. 



Education   
is key to growth! ”

“


