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Remembering

I was not there when your mother bore you.

Surely you came to this world, hungering and wet,

We all do that.

Surely you came like the rest of us

From that dark sea of souls,

That sighing that brings us forth

And calls us back—we all share that.

If this is true, and it is—even for you—

Why are you a broken glass smashed against

The floor? Why not the sea’s grass on

The ocean floor? Why not a smooth stone, a willow

In the wind? Why do you break, not bend, and

Even broken, why not mend? You do know how.

Walk with me to the edge of the city.

Take off your shoes and feel the earth.

It is softer than a woman.

It is safer than your father.

It is water. It is air.

It is where you are returning

With this yearning you can’t name.

Cast off your shame. It is an old coat.

Remember who you are. You are a star,

A mountain, that fountain in the sun.

Your heart is the velvet cave

Where birds sing.

Are you remembering?

—J.C.


PROLOGUE

IT IS MIDDAY, midweek, midwinter. A light snow is falling. Under its spell, Manhattan is hushed. There is a Currier and Ives aspect to the cityscape. Wreathed in scarves and bundled into coats, New Yorkers plunge through the streets, grinning like children at the weather. Snowfall always brings the city quiet—that, and a sense of expectancy.

The lightest frosting of snow and Central Park becomes a fairyland garlanded in lace. Under the soft gray sky miracles seem possible—as when an eagle suddenly appears, lifting off amid the park’s pine trees with an audible beating of wings. In Native American culture, sighting the great bird signals that great good is about to happen.


We never know the worth of water till the well is dry.

ENGLISH PROVERB



I am ready for good omens. Entering a new book, I want to believe that what I write will prove to be useful, blessed. Walking in the park, when the great bird soared near me, I felt a quick sense of wonder. “That is an eagle,” I thought. “And this is New York.” (For many years I lived in New Mexico, where the spotting of an eagle, while rare, was still to be expected.) This is the third time in five years that I have sighted an eagle in New York. Egged on by my own skepticism that the birds really could exist in Manhattan, I have done the research and learned that eagles do live in Central Park, released there deliberately by the Forest Service. Even knowing this, they seem miraculous to me. And so, yes, I believe the bird to be a great good omen. I believe this new book to be blessed and I am grateful for the encouragement.

I am fifty-eight years old. I have been a writer since I turned eighteen. That makes forty years at my craft. I have written plays, novels, short stories, songs, poetry, reviews, and journalism. I have had lean years and fat years. With twenty books to my credit, I have written long enough and often enough to deserve the badge “writer.” I have become accustomed to the twin horsemen of a writing career: the desire to write and the fear that this time I will not be able to pull it off.

Over the years, writing has become easier, a daily routine. But there are many days when my stint at the page still takes all of the courage I can muster. “Please, God, send me ideas,” I pray. Then I listen and type out what I hear. “Inspiration” is really as simple as the act of listening and being willing to trust that still, small voice. Some days I am willing to trust. Others, I am not. On those days, I must pray again. “Please, God, send me the willingness to just listen and write.” And then I must listen and then I must write.

Over the years, I have learned that there is a flow of ideas that we as artists can tap into. The flow of creativity is a constant. We are the ones who are fickle or fearful. I have learned that my creative condition and my spiritual condition are one and the same. Making art is an act of faith, a movement toward expansion. When I am stymied in my work, I am stymied in my spiritual condition. When I am self-conscious as an artist, I am spiritually constricted. I need to pray to lose my self-centered fears. I need to ask for selflessness, to be a conduit, a channel for ideas to move through. At a time like this, I again post a sign at my writing station, “Okay, God, you take care of the quality. I will take care of the quantity.” In other words, it is time to resign as the self-conscious author. It is time to let Something or Somebody write through me. How the ego hates this humbling proposition! And yet, great art is born of great humility.

“The music of this opera [Madama Butterfly] was dictated to me by God. I was merely instrumental in putting it on paper and communicating it to the public,” declared Giacomo Puccini.


What do you know better than your own secrets?

RAYMOND CARVER



“Straightaway the ideas flow in upon me, directly from God,” stated Johannes Brahms.

These men were not proselytizing. They were simply reporting their creative experience. Artists work with one ear cocked to the Divine, although they may call it by another name. As the virtuoso violinist Stéphane Grappelli assured us, “Great improvisers are like priests. They are thinking only of their god.”

The grace to be an acolyte, a servant of art, is the best prayer that an artist can offer. The grace to be again—one more time—a beginner is the most useful position an artist can take. Rather than being full of ourselves and our accomplishments, we are better served by emptying ourselves of our honors. “Show me what it is you want from me,” is a serviceable prayer. (And the prayer can be uttered to God, to the Muse or even to Art itself.) Every great piece of art contains a whiff of transcendence. A Pollock or a Rothko has a transparency to it. Looking at the work, we catch a glimpse of the artist’s soul. “Show me what it is you want from me,” they clearly prayed to Something. Their art is a record of the answer they received.


I never know when I sit down, just what I am going to write. I make no plan; it just comes, and I don’t know where it comes from.

D. H. LAWRENCE



But very often what God wants for us is not quite what we had planned. Our egos may tug us one direction while our souls yank us in another. I remember walking one day through the New Mexican sage fields, plotting the novel that I intended to write next, when suddenly I was directed to write a small prayer book about gratitude. “Not me! Not that!” I wanted to protest. The guidance was clear and implacable. How was it possible to write such a book without seeming to be a pious poseur? And yet, how was it possible not to write such a book when it was what was asking to be written, nudging at my hands and heart like a collie dog wanting to be stroked? No, the directive was not to be ignored, and so I did write that book. The novel I planned on came later.

There is a divine plan of goodness for us and our work, but we must go along with the plan in order that it may transpire. Careers do not unfold in an orderly manner. They do not proceed A to B to C. They zig and then they zag. We must tack with them. We must be willing to be made what it is God is making us. For our own comfort, we must be willing to surrender to a power greater than ourselves. At the moment, my career as a public speaker is flourishing. I am an intensely private person who approaches all public engagements with dread, and yet, the invitations keep rolling in and there is rent to pay. So I am, for a while at least, a public speaker. Similarly, there have been years when I was rendered a journalist, a screenwriter, a teacher—never quite what I chose. I had to believe that something wiser than I was choosing for me. Investing too heavily in a single artistic identity—Screenwriter! Playwright! Novelist!—and insisting on living out that identity can put us into conflict with the flow of our destiny. We do better to roll with the punches and to repeat to ourselves the simple prayer, “Thy will be done.” We are often rendered something better than what we might imagine.


The material itself dictates how it should be written.

WILLIAM FAULKNER



According to Joseph Campbell, it is possible to see the tracery of destiny in a life. He believed that once a person reached middle age, it was possible to see the contours of fate, the firm nudges we had received that sent us down this life path and not that. Campbell believed that there was a plan for each of us—and I believe the same thing. I believe there is an overarching Something that cares for us with great tenderness. It is this Something that we seek to contact when we work at making conscious contact with a Higher Power. It is this Something that guards us and guides us, tutors us and mentors us, moving us always toward our good if we will but cooperate.

How do we cooperate? There are a few basic tools that move us into conscious contact with our Creator. The use of these tools is simple and practical. We do not need to search in obscure corners for a pathway to our Maker. The road is broad and clearly lit. God meets us more than halfway if we undertake the simplest of motions toward Him. As we work to become more of the all that we can be, we come into contact with a benevolent guiding force. Some of us will call that force “God.” Others will call it “the Universe,” “the Higher Power,” “Spirit,” “the Tao,” “the Force,” or even, “the Muse.” It does not matter what we call it. What does matter is that we experience it—and we will.

When we move toward our own creativity, we move toward our Creator. When we seek to become more spiritual, we find ourselves becoming more creative. Our creativity and our spirituality are so closely interconnected they are in effect one and the same thing. Speaking of God, we often use the terms “Maker” or “Creator” without recognizing that those are the terms for “artist.” God is the Great Artist. We are creations and we are intended, in turn, to be creative ourselves.


The thought finds the words.

ROBERT FROST




The Basics


Being an artist means: not numbering and counting, but ripening like a tree, which doesn’t force its sap, and stands confidently in the storms of spring, not afraid that afterwards summer may not come.

—RAINER MARIA RILKE



I HAVE WRITTEN about creativity many times and in writing about it again I find it necessary to repeat myself. Some things are simply too important to be skipped over. I have been teaching for twenty-five years. In those years, I have discovered that certain pivotal tools always work to enrich and enlarge our lives. Because the tools work consistently, it is always worth reteaching them. In my own creative practice, I use many of them year in and year out. If you are already familiar with some of these concepts, I hope you will enjoy this review and use it to renew your practice. If the ideas are new to you, what follows should be sufficient to give you a firm grounding.

This book is structured as a twelve-week course with an alternating series of exploratory essays and matching tools, “Divining Rods.” Their aim is to help us to discover the living waters of creativity flowing through our often busy and difficult lives. The essays will trace my daily personal process of “finding water.” The tools, many of them perennial favorites of mine, function like dowsing wands to point the way to further spiritual growth.

Morning Pages

In order to find our creativity—or, for that matter, our spirituality—we must begin with where we are. The Great Creator meets us exactly where we are standing—in “the Now”—but sometimes we do not know where that is. We may have moved through our lives unconsciously for a while, perhaps for a great while, and so we must find and take up a tool that tells us where we are and how we actually feel about that. This is the beginning of honesty, and honesty is the first step toward greater creativity.


A single day is enough to make us a little larger or, another time, a little smaller.

PAUL KLEE



So, where exactly are we? And how do we really feel? The tool that best helps us find our spiritual bearings is called Morning Pages. I have used them myself for more than two decades. I have written about them many times and I write about them again now because they are the bedrock on which a spiritual awakening can be based.

What, exactly, are Morning Pages and why should we undertake them? Morning Pages are three pages of longhand stream of consciousness that locate us precisely in the here and now. They are written first thing upon awakening and they tell us—and the Universe—what we like, what we don’t like, what we wish we had more of, what we wish we had less of, what we wish, period. Our wishes, our unspoken dreams, are the voice of our soul. By letting our soul speak first thing in the morning, we align ourselves with the Great Creator. Over the years, I have come to consider Morning Pages to be a valid form of meditation, perhaps a form uniquely suited to hyperactive Westerners.


Every moment of one’s existence one is growing into more or retreating into less. One is always living a little more or dying a little bit.

NORMAN MAILER



Morning Pages catch us as close as possible to our waking mind, before all of our well-meaning defenses are in place. They catch us when we are vulnerable and open. They catch us at our most honest and fragile when we are, perhaps, a bit discouraged, a bit daunted by the day ahead. Pages seldom sound polished or positive. In fact, Morning Pages may seem, at first, to be nothing but a series of gripes, a list of grievances about our discomforts, both psychological and physical. For this reason I sometimes dub Morning Pages “Brain Drain.” Here is how they might sound:

“I am awake and I am tired. I feel stuck but I don’t know quite where, and I don’t know how to get out of it, either. These sheets feel positively gritty. I need to change my bed . . .”


An ounce of action is worth a ton of theory.

FRIEDRICH ENGELS



“I forgot to call my sister back yesterday. I wonder if her marriage is going to last. I forgot to buy kitty litter. The car has a funny knock. I need to remember to start on my receipts. I don’t want it to be a big emergency like last year. Dear Lord, I hate the IRS.”

Griping, whining, kvetching, complaining—Morning Pages help us to siphon off our negativity. We see the cloud of resentment that hangs over us as we begin our day. We learn exactly what we resent. We learn exactly what strikes us as unpleasant or undoable. Without Morning Pages, we may only notice such things on a subliminal level. We don’t like something but we don’t quite register that fact. It may strike us as too petty, as somehow beneath our dignity. “Toughen up,” we might tell ourselves. We may urge ourselves to be more grown up. But such urgings seldom work. Instead, we go through our day accompanied by a constant drip, drip, drip of subtle negativity. This dispiriting sound track is so omnipresent we may not even realize that it is there.

When we first undertake Morning Pages, we are often astounded by the number of things we feel bad about. We may worry that by admitting our negative feelings we are encouraging them. This is far from the case. Jungians call it “meeting the Shadow.” I call it meeting the Shadow and asking it for a cup of coffee. When we ventilate the negative, we make room for the positive.


Take care of each moment and you will take care of all time.

BUDDHA



Writing Morning Pages, we lay our negative sound track onto the page. We get it out of our head and on its way to being out of our life. We register it with the Universe instead of just suffering through it unconsciously. For example, you may write, “I hated the way John treated me in that meeting yesterday. He stole credit for my ideas.”

There it is in black and white. You are facing something unpleasant that previously you may not have dared to look at squarely. Caught with our guard down first thing in the morning, there is nothing vague about our feelings. We know what is going on and we have our opinions about it. Moving the pen across the page, we discover that we are not the victim of circumstances. We have choices as to how we respond. Morning Pages show us our options. You may “get” that you are being used and that you yourself have been complicit. Just facing the facts, you may experience a substantial shift in your self-worth. When you are in a meeting with John later that same day, you may find yourself being suddenly assertive. “Thank you, John, for bringing up my idea about restructuring. Let me elaborate a little on what I had in mind . . . .”

Morning Pages are like a spiritual chiropractor. They put us back on our spiritual spine. They help us to correct our course. We learn to stand up for ourselves if we are being trod upon. We learn to hold our tongue if we have been too hotheaded. Perhaps for the first time, we experience a sense of balance. This is exciting, as we sense that we are becoming more truly ourselves.


Originality does not consist in saying what no one has ever said before, but in saying exactly what you think yourself.

JAMES STEPHENS



Morning Pages are simple and yet profound. To our joy, we discover there is a wisdom inherent in the process itself. We speak to God through our Pages and God speaks back to us in the form of heightened intuitions and inklings. The “still, small voice” gets amplified so that we can easily hear it. We are all adjusted in the precise direction that we need to grow. As we become more honest with God about our dissatisfactions, God is able to do something about them. God works through us to work on us. Increasingly, we take positive actions in our own behalf.

Morning Pages are tough-love friends. They single out the patterns that are defeating us. “I drank too much last night,” we write. Then another day, “Drunk again last night.” And another, “I am too hung over to move.” The Pages urge us to take responsible actions: “I have to do something about my drinking.” And then, “I wonder if I should try Alcoholics Anonymous. I could.”

Morning Pages make us more graceful, but that grace is very practical. We feel the nudge to our consciousness when we are off course, and we act upon it. If we don’t, the Pages will bring up that lack of action and nag us about it until we are willing to take action. Subtle and pedestrian seeming, Morning Pages actually make for radical changes. We learn where we are off kilter and just what we might want to do about it. Pages initiate change and they also walk us through that change. We do get sober. We do lose weight. We do taper off of codependent relationships.


The typewriter separated me from a deeper intimacy with poetry, and my hand brought me closer to that intimacy again.

PABLO NERUDA



But Morning Pages are not all bad news. Sometimes an insight comes to us as we write. We have a sudden breakthrough to clarity. “I get it! Why didn’t I see that before?” We abruptly see exactly how we have been sabotaging ourselves. And we see how we can stop. Sometimes we get the glimmer of a new idea, a change in direction that we could take. We get the notion, “I could try it this way instead of that way.” Sometimes Morning Pages will suggest a brand-new creative project. We will find ourselves entertaining a course of behavior that had never crossed our consciousness before. If Morning Pages put us in touch with the flow of good new ideas, they also give us the boat to rest in as we ride that flow. Morning Pages make us feel secure—secure enough to take risks.

I had been writing Morning Pages for fifteen years when suddenly the notion that I should try writing music appeared. I was forty-five years old, certain that I was not musical, and yet inclined, too, to trust the Pages after so many years writing them. “What shall I do next?” I asked in Pages. “You will be writing radiant songs,” the Pages advised me. “Wouldn’t it be fun to write a musical about Merlin?”


You can’t sit around thinking. You have to sit around writing.

DAVID LONG



I was incredulous. “Oh, c’mon,” I thought. “If I were the least bit musical, surely I would have known it by now.” I had been raised as the nonmusical member of a very musical family. My piano lessons had lasted precisely six weeks—long enough for me and everyone else to get discouraged. And yet, the Pages persisted: “You will be writing radiant songs.”

Sure enough, within a month, having shown no prior musical inclinations, I was suddenly writing songs. Conditioned to believe I was untalented musically, Pages made me open to the possibility that I could be wrong. It is now ten years since I began writing music and I have written three full-length musicals and two albums of children’s songs. I now write music as easily as I write prose—and nearly as often. I think of this late blossoming of my musical talent as a fruit of Morning Pages. The lesson I take from it is that we may all be far larger and more gifted than we suspect. If we will but listen to Morning Pages and trust them, we will be led to unfold in miraculous ways.

“I was a lawyer until I began doing Morning Pages,” a very successful Broadway actor recently told me. A day at a time, a step at a time, the Morning Pages led him out of his unhappiness as a lawyer and into a flourishing theatrical career. To see him onstage is to feel, “Now there is a born actor,” but he was not a born actor. He was a “made” actor and Morning Pages are what made the making possible.


Action is character.

F. SCOTT FITZGERALD



“Julia, I was drinking in the outback until I started doing Morning Pages. Now I am a sober Hollywood screenwriter,” another practitioner told me. Her Pages mentored her into sobriety, and her sobriety mentored her into a new career.

A Chicagoan in her midfifties who had always dreamed of a playwriting career undertook Morning Pages with fear and trepidation. She longed to write but she feared writing. The Pages proved to be a gently greased slide into her own creativity. She is now an award-winning playwright.

Of course, not all practitioners report a change in career, but many report a deepened satisfaction in the career that they are in. (“I am much better in the courtroom,” a lawyer recently confided to me.) The Pages help many of us to do our work better and to greater personal satisfaction. Stated simply, Morning Pages put us in touch with our need for change. Some of us need more radical change than others. Morning Pages adjust us to the degree that we need adjusting. When we write to our Creator precisely how we are and how we feel, the response back is specifically customized to our needs. Writing Morning Pages, we are forging a one-to-one, personal relationship to the Great Creator. There is great particularity in the ways that we are guided.

Start with three pages of longhand morning writing that says exactly where you are. Do this every morning. “Good morning. I am tired. I didn’t sleep enough. I dreamed about drowning. I was Japanese . . .” Every morning, no matter how you feel, tell your Pages how you feel. Let your Pages become a morning habit. Something that you do first thing, a sort of Morning Report, a signing in. Very soon you will feel a shift, a sense of relief that you are telling someone, even if that someone is “the Universe,” the whole truth.


I’ve always had a very comfortable relationship with No. 2 pencils.

WILLIAM STYRON



Morning Pages are the bedrock tool of a creative recovery. I have done Pages now for more than twenty years. In those years, I have probably not missed more than twenty days. Every day I tell the page how I am doing. Every day, the page tells me back that I am making the tiniest soupçon of progress. “At least I am writing Pages . . .” Year in, year out, the Pages nudge me forward ever so slightly. They may suggest I do a musical or try my hand at a novel again. They may suggest I paint my bedroom or make a commitment to a daily walk. They may tell me I need rest and more water.

In creativity, as in running, you have to start where you are. Let us say you are twenty pounds overweight and haven’t written in fifteen years. Well, then, your first flyer at contacting help might read, “I am twenty pounds overweight. I haven’t written in fifteen years.”

Think of what you’re doing as putting out your coordinates. Imagine yourself on a life raft bobbing in a vast sea. You want the big boat to save you, but it must know precisely where you are in order to effect a rescue. And so, you do not want to be vague. What you write in your Morning Pages gives the Universe precise information about exactly where you can be found. You want the Universe to help you, and, in order to help you, it needs an accurate account of where you are. So be specific. “I stopped writing fifteen years ago when my novel didn’t sell and I thought, ‘Oh, what’s the use . . .’ I still think, ‘Oh, what’s the use,’ if I am honest.”

Be trivial, be petty, whine, grump, groan, and complain. Morning Pages siphon off a haze of negativity through which we normally face our day. The negativity goes onto the page instead of just wafting around us as we make our way through our daily lives. “These pages are boring,” you might complain. Write them anyway.

Sometimes we try too hard to have something to say. We feel desperate but we don’t want to act desperate. We want to pose a little—even on the page. Posing gets us nowhere. We do better to just come clean. It can take getting used to, this nakedness on the page. We want to say, “I haven’t written in a while,” leaving it vague. We want to say, “I’m a little overweight.” But it does us far more good to be accurate. That gives the Universe somewhere concrete to meet us.


There is no enlightenment outside of daily life.

THICH NHAT HANH



It can be hard at first being naked on the page. We want to pretend we are in better shape than we really feel ourselves to be. We want to pretend we have momentous things to say when the truth may be that we yearn to say something but we don’t know what. The truth is that we may feel trivial, like an also-ran. We can put this on the page. We can say, “I really have nothing much to say and so I am going to practice saying nothing much.”

Little by little what we have to say and who we have to say it to will become clear to us. The truth, the whole truth, is a gradual process. We want to feel we are clearly defined but often we are not. Often we are vague and muddy around the edges. Often we have been making do with half-truths for a very long time. And so, when we first start writing, our writing is vague. We say, “I don’t think I may like X” when what we mean is, “I absolutely hate X.”


When every blessed thing you have is made of silver, or of gold, you long for simple pewter.

W. S. GILBERT



It is a good idea to have compassion for ourselves when we are starting out. It can take us a while to get our wheels to lurch free from the mud. It can be difficult to write: “I long to write and I am not writing.” Just saying it makes the stakes higher. Who am I if I long to write and I am not writing? Am I a pretender? An also-ran? A coward?

When we first start writing our way out of the muck, we will be tempted to such flash judgments. These judgments are what have kept us so mired for so long. We call ourselves “cowards” instead of extending sympathy to ourselves. “Of course you’re scared. Writing really matters to you.” That is the compassionate overview that Morning Pages tend to bring.


I’d rather have written Cheers than anything I’ve written.

KURT VONNEGUT



As we make the commitment to undertaking three pages a day of longhand, we begin to sense that something is committing back. We might call that something the “Universe.” We might call it “the Great Creator” or “God.” It doesn’t matter what we call it. We can feel it. We begin to contact a sense of wisdom not commonly our own. We start to take a longer and less apocalyptic view of our life. We begin to get an overview and the first gentle crumbs of progress are made. This can be very exciting and very humbling.

“You may not be writing what you long to write yet, but at least you are writing your Pages,” we may tell ourselves. “You may still be twenty pounds overweight but yesterday you had yogurt instead of French toast and that’s a step in the right direction.”

Morning Pages are a gentle mentor. They help us make small course corrections rather than dramatic pronouncements. Because they are done one day at a time, they encourage us to live one day at a time. It is a rare day in which a tiny forward step cannot be taken. It is the job of Morning Pages to notice and encourage such small steps.

Our thoughts move across our mind; our hand moves across the page. It is very simple and very centering. We are simply writing down what meditators call our “cloud thoughts.” We write down whatever it occurs to us to write, strictly stream of consciousness. Instead of sitting there “doing nothing” for twenty minutes, we are sitting there “doing something” for twenty minutes. This can appeal to our work ethic. Morning Pages are frequently called “positively addicting.”

Morning Pages are a simple, doable, and very positive practice. They invite change and they parse out change in small, digestible increments. Over any considerable period of time, “the Pages” function like a loyal, tough-love friend. If there is an issue we are avoiding they will broach it to us—and over and over until we do something about it. “Julia, I was perfectly happy drunk,” I have been told. “Then I started doing Morning Pages . . .”


As I write I create myself again and again.

JOY HARJO



Whether we are drunk in the outback or something less dramatic, Morning Pages will nudge us to make a change, until we do make a change and as we make that change the Pages will walk us through it. Above all else, Morning Pages are loyal. Unlike Manhattan psychiatrists, they do not take two weeks off every August. Instead, they are always there for us, steady and dependable. It’s worth a try.

I cannot prove to you that Morning Pages will create a sense of magic in your life, but I can ask you to experiment. Try the pages for a few weeks. Try them for twelve weeks if you can. (That’s the period of time required to “groove” a new habit.) Once you become accustomed to them, you may find them indispensable. I have many students who have now been doing Morning Pages for a decade or longer. Do I need to say that they do them because they work?


Divining Rod


Set aside an early-morning hour—although you may not need all of it. (Most people report that Morning Pages take them a half an hour to forty-five minutes.) Take your hand to the page and write three pages of stream of consciousness writing. Remember that nothing is too small or trivial to be included. You may find yourself grumpy or “boring.” That’s fine.


The true object of all human life is play.

G. K. CHESTERTON



Morning Pages are not intended to be dramatic. They seldom sound good. That’s all right. They are not intended to be “real writing.” Expect them to be fragmented and to skitter topic to topic. Relax. Explore your own mind with curiosity, not judgment. There is no wrong way to do Morning Pages. Simply write down whatever comes to mind and do that for three pages. As a rule, I do suggest you use standard eight-and-one-half-by-eleven pages. If you use little pages, you will tend to edit your thoughts to fit the small format. Remember, your pages are for your eyes only. They are not to be shared with any audience other than your own consciousness. Do Morning Pages every day and be alert for the shifts that they will lead you to.


The first mistake of art is to assume that it is serious.

LESTER BANKS







Artist Dates

Today it is too warm for snow. The sky is a soft, silvery gray and a fine, light sleet is falling. New Yorkers venture out armed with umbrellas or turning their faces to the fresh, gentle mist. The weather is damp but not unpleasant. Suddenly we are on the cusp of spring. Central Park is the first place to show it. If you look closely, daffodils and hyacinths are pushing their buds upward through yesterday’s snow.

This morning I walked two dogs in Central Park. I had my own dog, a naughty cocker spaniel named Tiger Lily, and my collaborator’s dog, a sweet West Highland terrier named Charlotte. The dogs plunged through mud puddles and strained at their leashes in pursuit of squirrels. By walk’s end, their coats were soaked and they came back inside “wet and wild,” flinging themselves onto the Oriental carpets, rolling and twisting to dry their coats.

The dogs enjoy a walk in any weather. They need their daily dose of adventure in order to be happy. All I need to say is, “Leashes!” for them to leap in the air, cavorting. “Hold still!” I have to beg in order to fasten the snaps to their collars. No matter how many times we walk the same route, it is never routine to them. There is always some fresh sight, some new smell for them to revel in. Ever obstreperous, Tiger Lily barks at children and lunges at passing Great Danes. Ever amiable, Charlotte greets children and dogs alike with a wriggle of glad expectancy. Surely we can all be friends . . .

There is no such thing as a missed day of dog walking. Even in the thickest snow or the fiercest cold we venture out. Each day’s weather lends its flavor to the walk. It is the combination of routine and adventure that makes the walks so edifying. An adventure that can be counted on, that is a wonderful thing.


Have a variety of interests . . . . These interests relax the mind and lessen the tension on the nervous system. People with many interests live, not only longest, but happiest.

GEORGE MATTHEW ALLEN



In seeking to nurture our creativity, we, too, need adventures that can be counted on. I call them “Artist Dates.” As the name suggests, we are out to romance or woo our artist. We do so by taking a weekly solo expedition to do something that is just plain fun. As with any date, the planning is a part of the adventure. The anticipation is a large part of what makes it special. All week long we can look forward to our romantic rendezvous.

I live in Manhattan, a Mecca for artist dates. My apartment is on the Upper West Side, walking distance from The American Museum of Natural History. Up the great stairs and into the dim, cavernous halls I often take myself. I skip the special exhibits and go straight for the museum’s staples. I love the dioramas, staged tableaux of wild animals captured in what appear to be their natural habitats. There are dozens of different types of gazelles. There are looming Alaskan brown bears, so huge they dwarf a grizzly. There are mountain goats and bighorn sheep. There are bison and water buffalo. Hippopotami wallow right before my eyes. Great apes cavort amid the tree tops.

I suppose the squeamish might see too much death in all the mounted scenarios. To me, it is all about the diversity of life. It is easy, encountering so many diverse creatures, to feel one has encountered the Great Creator. It is easy, seeing the care taken to twist a horn just so, to sketch in a finely tapering stripe, to believe we, too, are cared for. Clearly the Creator has its eye not only on the sparrow, but also on us.


A multitude of small delights constitute happiness.

CHARLES BAUDELAIRE



The intuition that we are connected to a power greater than ourselves is one of the first fruits of Artist Dates. There is a sense of wonder that enters our lives the moment we slow down enough to give it access. We do not need to be admiring the natural world to feel our own spiritual nature coming awake.

Across the park from The American Museum of Natural History, perched high on Fifth Avenue, is the grand and glorious Metropolitan Museum of Art. An Artist Date there might begin with a visit to Asian Art. What could be more inspiring than the benign gaze of Buddha carved in stone centuries earlier and gazing at us still with perfect equanimity? A quiet steals over the senses. The timeless stone statues are unsigned, yet the artists live on in their work. As with the great cathedrals, the anonymity of the creators is part of what makes the hymn of praise so ecstatic. On an Artist Date, we sense the ecstasy of creation. We appreciate both the artist and the art.

But an artist date need not involve high art. Manhattan contains a fabric district and few dates are as satisfying as a visit to one of the huge commercial fabric stores. Is it velvet you are after? Here is crimson, burnt umber, regal purple. Perhaps you are looking for a heathery tweed? There it is, bolt on bolt of it, in all its misty glory. Now here is a fine pinstripe, there a natty herringbone. There seems to be no end to the diversity and the possibility of creation. “This has a fine hand,” the aging salesman remarks, appreciatively stroking a smooth cashmere. Coats can be made and kilts. Sleek business suits. Drop-dead gorgeous chiffon dinner gowns. A suit for a college graduation. A Christening robe. Something for every occasion. From wedding gown to bathrobe, the imagination can conjure almost anything and it is in this act of conjuring that a sense of play is born. Artist Dates fill us with exuberance. We see that we are not caught by the narrow confines of life as we have known it. No, the possibilities are endless. Just look at that taffeta . . .


Each day comes bearing its own gifts. Untie the ribbons.

RUTH ANN SCHABACKER



Artist Dates bring us optimism. They awaken in us a sense of potential: our own and our world’s. They help us to know that we are not alone. Rather, we sense that we are partnered by a large—and playful—Something. It is possible, we see, to make more of our life than we have made of it to date. Life is an adventure, not an ordeal, we start to intuit.


I want to be able to live without a crowded calendar. I want to be able to read a book without feeling guilty, or go to a concert when I like.

GOLDA MEIR



Artist Dates bring us a sense of enchantment. There is magic afoot and we encounter it more easily. On an Artist Date, we set our inner dial to “receive” and what we receive is often guidance and a heightened sense of well-being. We feel that we are in harmony, that there is a harmonic higher than our own that partners us at all turns. Agnosticism starts to fade as we encounter a spiritual experience. I do not ask you to believe any of this. I ask you to experiment and record for yourself the result.

An Artist Date is an adventure, a lark, a flier into the unknown. It asks you to have fun and to preplan that fun. For this reason, Artist Dates are notoriously hard to execute. Just try planning an adventure for yourself and watch your killjoy side fly into action. You are suddenly too busy to do anything so frivolous as have fun. Identify this resistance as a fear of intimacy—intimacy with your self.

It helps to think of the Artist Date as being analogous to the quality time a divorced parent spends with a child. Just as that parent will want to drag along the new significant other, so, too, we will want to bring a friend along. We will go to almost any length to keep from spending time alone with ourselves. Like the divorced parent, we are afraid of what we may hear if we actually give our inner creative youngster some time and attention and a chance to speak to us. It can be frightening to become intimate with ourselves, especially if we haven’t been for some time. Expect to hear the unexpected.


The aim of life is to live, and to live means to be aware, joyously, drunkenly, serenely, divinely aware.

HENRY MILLER



“I want to go to a photo exhibit,” may come bubbling up when you have decided on a “worthy” lecture on computers. “I hate it here,” may be the response when you take your inner artist to a very serious new drama. You can be pretty sure you will be caught off guard by something and that that something will give you food for thought.

Many times it is on an Artist Date that a recovering artist first experiences the recognizable presence of God—Good Orderly Direction. For some reason, Artist Dates tend to kick up our level of synchronicity, those experiences in which the hand of God or the finger of the Universe feels palpably present. Sometimes, opening the door the tiniest crack to our inner artist leads to large and significant breakthroughs.


Art is so wonderfully irrational, exuberantly pointless, but necessary all the same. Pointless and yet necessary, that’s hard for a Puritan to understand.

GÜNTER GRASS



Artist Dates tend to build on themselves. You have an interest in France and so you go to see a movie in French with subtitles. The next week, you attend a class on French cuisine. Three months later, you have signed up for French lessons at the local YMCA and you are contemplating taking a bicycle vacation through France. All you did was start to scratch a little itch . . .

Artist Dates connect us to a larger and more fascinating world than our normal beaten path. They remind us that we have many choices and that we make those choices daily. It is hard, when practicing Artist Dates, to feel convincingly trapped in a life we don’t like. We become aware that we have the power to change many things: an apartment, a neighborhood, even a city. Doing Artist Dates, we begin to feel ourselves being led. We begin to have the novel feeling that we can even trust that leading. Ours is a fabulous world, far wealthier and more varied than we have allowed. It is on Artist Dates that we first begin to experience the world’s abundance. It is often on an Artist Date that a recovering artist first learns to hear and to trust hunches. Hunches are often the way that the Universe leads us, and we need to be willing to follow such leadings a step at a time. “Follow your bliss,” Joseph Campbell advised his students. For me, an Artist Date to a Rand McNally map and globe store led to a decade’s worth of writing on Magellan, the great explorer.


One must be a living man and a posthumous artist.

JEAN COCTEAU



Often, when we are working full tilt, we are tempted to skip Artist Dates because things “are going so well.” The truth is that when we are working full out, we should be doubling our Artist Dates because we are drawing heavily upon the inner well of images from which we make our art. Artist Dates replenish the inner well. They give us stocks to draw on. They make us wealthy.

Think of it like building a CB radio. When you are doing Morning Pages, you have the dial set to “send” and you are broadcasting, “This is what I like. This is what I don’t like. This is what I want more of . . .” When the dial is moved over to Artist Date, you have suddenly switched to receive. You begin to be able to hear the Guidance coming back at you. Your radio kit is now fully functional. Because Morning Pages look like work and Artist Dates look like play, it is often much more difficult to do an Artist Date than it is to undertake the Pages. This is America. We understand “work.” What we are baffled by is “play”—as in, “the play of ideas,” a very literal phrase. It is difficult for us to do something that seems frivolous. We do not see how Artist Dates “work.” We need to experiment with them despite our skepticism. Even the tiniest of Artist Dates will yield results.


One ought, every day at least, to hear a little song, read a good poem, see a fine picture, and if it were possible, to speak a few reasonable words.

JOHANN WOLFGANG VON GOETHE



Artist Dates are like yeast. It only takes a smidgen to create a large chain reaction.


Divining Rod



Being an artist means ceasing to take seriously that very serious person we are when we are not an artist.

JOSÉ ORTEGA Y GASSET



Once a week, take yourself on a festive, solo expedition. Take the term “Artist Date” literally. It is half “artist” and half “date.” Plan your date ahead of time and expect some resistance in trying to accomplish it. Expect, too, that your intimates may want to go with you. They are not allowed. It is your date with you, yourself, alone. You are out to “woo” your own creative consciousness. That is the “date” part of Artist Date. Think mystery rather than mastery. A date should expand your horizons by exploring territory a little bit outside of your usual realm.

An Artist Date is an adventure. It does not have to be “cultural.” You may find yourself making a sortie to a new restaurant or stopping in at a hardware store or an art supply shop. Your Artist Date doesn’t need to be big and threatening and expensive. It merely needs to entice you. A free flea market might be a better date for you than an evening at the theater. What you are after is the play of ideas—with the emphasis on the word “play.”


I’m not a teacher: only a fellow traveler of whom you’ve asked the way. I pointed ahead—ahead of myself as well as you.

GEORGE BERNARD SHAW







Walks

It is a bright and sunny day. Spring is again in the air. Coats are left unbuttoned, heads uncovered. It is a good day for stretching the legs and New Yorkers, always great walkers, take to the streets in droves. This past winter was the coldest on record in fifty years. By way of contrast, this midforties day feels positively balmy. People are daft with the sunshine and fresh breezes. They run an extra errand on their lunch hour. It is good to be out and about.

For those of us working to increase our creativity, it is always good to be out and about, especially on our feet. Walking, the simplest of tools, is among the most profound. It makes us larger than we are. When we walk, we wake up our consciousness. We enliven our senses. We arrive at a sense of well-being. We experience “conscious contact” with a power greater than ourselves. That still, small voice is automatically amplified a footfall at a time. “Solvitur ambulando,” St. Augustine is said to have remarked. “It is solved by walking.”

No matter what the “it” is, walking helps to unravel it. We may walk out stale from a day caught up with office politics. At first we walk rehearsing the day in our mind: “And then he said . . . and then I should have said . . .” But before long, our consciousness drops the bone we are worrying. Our negativity simply cannot stay in place as our body moves. Despite ourselves, despite our many heartfelt worries, there comes a creeping feeling of optimism. We notice the daffodils at the green grocer’s and the large black buckets of pussy willows. We think about buying a pot of tulips. We settle, instead, on fragrant hyacinths. Yes, spring is afoot—a telling phrase. No coincidence, there is a “spring” to our stride.


No man can know where he is going unless
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