


[image: Cover: A Joyful Way of Being, Rediscovering Creative Expression in the Middle of Life by BrittMarie Eksell]





[image: ]




Copyright © 2026 BrittMarie Eksell

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, except for brief quotations in reviews, educational works, or other uses permitted by copyright law.

Published in 2026 by

She Writes Press, an imprint of The Stable Book Group

[image: ]
32 Court Street, Suite 2109

Brooklyn, NY 11201

https://shewritespress.com

The Library of Congress Control Number is available upon request.

ISBN: 979-8-89636-106-0

eISBN: 979-8-89636-107-7

Interior designer: Katherine Lloyd, The DESK

Printed in the United States

Names and identifying characteristics have been changed to protect the privacy of certain individuals.

No part of this publication may be used to train generative artificial intelligence (AI) models. The publisher and author reserve all rights related to the use of this content in machine learning.

All company and product names mentioned in this book may be trademarks or registered trademarks of their respective owners. They are used for identification purposes only and do not imply endorsement or affiliation.




[image: ]
To the memory of my parents, and to my teachers, with deep appreciation






Contents



	Foreword by Dr. Christiane Manzella

	Introduction

	One Stepping into Midlife: The Ground Is Shifting Beneath Your Feet

	Two Developing Your Inner Artist

	Three Reframing Creativity as Essential to Your Life

	Four Cultivating Your Artful Lens

	Five Finding Inspiration in Nature

	Six Tapping into Your Senses

	Seven Finding Deeper Meaning

	Eight Meeting the World with Wonder

	Nine Building Resilience for Change

	Ten Moving Through Loss

	Eleven Nurturing the Joyful Life

	Credits

	Sources

	Acknowledgments

	About the Author








Foreword


By Dr. Christiane Manzella

Creativity is often misunderstood. It is frequently seen as a talent—something you either have or don’t. But in my years of working with students, researchers, and clinicians in the field of psychology, I have come to recognize creativity as something much deeper: a means of emotional expression, a bridge to self-discovery, and a powerful tool for transformation. Nowhere have I seen this truth more clearly than in the work of BrittMarie Eksell.

I first encountered BrittMarie’s teaching while observing a graduate seminar for psychology students. What struck me immediately was not just the depth of knowledge being shared but the way in which students were actively engaging with creativity as a means of understanding human experience. Through practical exercises, thoughtful discussion, and an invitation to explore their own expressive capacities, students were uncovering new ways to connect with themselves and with others. It was evident that this was not just an academic pursuit—it was a lived experience of transformation.

This book is an extension of that work. It offers not only insights into the role of creativity in personal growth but also a hands-on approach to creative engagement. For many, the idea of exploring creativity can feel intimidating. But as BrittMarie so beautifully illustrates, creativity is not about mastering a craft—it is about allowing oneself to step into possibility, to play, to explore. The exercises and reflections found in these pages will encourage even the most hesitant among us to rediscover the joy of making and expressing.

Beyond the academic setting, the importance of this work extends far into the realm of everyday life. As a professor, I have seen how creativity can be a vital tool in therapy, in navigating life transitions, and in fostering resilience. I have also seen how many people, particularly adults, struggle with self-doubt when it comes to creative expression. This book meets those doubts with encouragement, offering a welcoming space for anyone—whether student, professional, or simply curious seeker—to explore creativity as a pathway to emotional well-being.

I encourage you to approach this book with openness and curiosity. Whether you are a therapist seeking new ways to engage clients, a student eager to deepen their understanding of human experience, or someone looking to reconnect with their own creativity, you will find inspiration and practical guidance within these pages. A life-changing perspective. To see and to feel seen—whether by trees, images, or art—is a profound experience. When the object of our vision seems to respond, a dialogue begins. I have personally experienced this back-and-forth essence of creativity—and I know it has the power to transform us.

It is with great admiration for BrittMarie’s work and its impact that I invite you to begin this journey. I have no doubt that you, like the many students who have been fortunate enough to learn from BrittMarie in the classroom, will find your creative voice along the way, and in doing so uncover new possibilities for joy, healing, and personal growth.






Introduction


We live in a time when most of us reach midlife and beyond, remaining healthy, physically and mentally active, and not slowing down much if at all. As we notice shifts in our daily routines during midlife, we find a new space after years of responsibilities, work, and social commitments. This period might involve retirement, early leave from work, or the departure of grown children. We may face the loss of a partner or parents, leaving us seeking new meaning, purpose, and joy.

As a teenager, I read Bertrand Russell’s words on old age: “It is the time when you begin to look backward to the time that you used to look forward to.” This resonated with me as a challenge. Now, in later life, I believe we continue to look forward to new learning and adventures. Old age is to be embraced and celebrated for its potential. It’s a time to prioritize stillness and inner peace, allowing us to listen to our own creative voice and find deeper joy.

This book connects you to your inner creative expression and wisdom, offering new revelations and habits. It fosters a renewal of play, complemented by tools like journals, meditation, and therapy. A Joyful Way of Being uses images to provide a holistic, sensory experience for exploring emotions. It addresses questions such as:


	Where do I find inspiration for renewal at midlife?

	How can I use creativity to tap into my feelings?

	Why is it important to connect to play again at my age?

	How can I overcome fear and reluctance about making changes in my life?



These questions are answered through stories from patients and workshop participants I’ve worked with as an art therapist and health psychologist focused on creativity. While not delving deeply into neuroscience, I share physiological and psychological findings from my research on creativity and health, with references for further reading.

This book is for those who are transitioning through different stages of midlife and want to learn about themselves and find ways to express their emotions, dreams, and thoughts, discovering a more joyful way of being.


How to Use This Book

No background or previous experience in creative art-making is needed to enjoy this book. You can move through it in different ways: read chapters that speak to you first, focus on the images and comments, or follow each chapter sequentially. Each chapter includes exercises with easy-to-follow instructions, open to your interpretation and choice of creative medium. Set aside extra time for contemplation and dialogue with your artwork. Patience and practice are key to the creative process, which varies for everyone.

My hope is that this book opens a doorway to curiosity in your creative self, leading you to inspiration and a jubilant path. Reading responses to exercise prompts may reawaken your creative visions. Sharing our stories enriches our well-being. Yet, you have something unique to express. This artful journey encourages you to experience the world with wonder, awe, and magic throughout the second half of life, where your creative spirit thrives.
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Letting go of certainties leads to openness; openness leads to revelation; revelation leads to discovery; discovery leads to enlargement.

—James Hollis, Finding Meaning in the Second Half of Life
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Chapter One
Stepping into Midlife: The Ground Is Shifting Beneath Your Feet




Midway along life’s journey, I woke to find myself in a dark wood.

—Dante Alighieri, Inferno, Canto I




There comes a time, slowly, almost imperceptibly, when we begin to ask ourselves: What is the meaning of my life? Where am I going? What have I learned about myself? Why have I lost my joy and enthusiasm? What am I willing to leave behind so I can become more of my true self? Once these thoughts have entered our mind, there is no turning back. There is one way, and that is forward, forward to the only journey that ultimately matters, the journey inward.

For many of us, these questions typically emerge at midlife. Prior to this time, we have been busy raising families, working, traveling, paying bills, and volunteering, leaving us with little time to go inward and seek answers to what we want out of our life’s journey. How simple it would be if we could just turn a page in our book at midlife and write a new chapter at age fifty or sixty with the headings “Before” and “After.” Alas, it is not that easy.

The challenge of making a significant transition—beginning a second (or third) career, leaving a relationship, moving to a different city or country, becoming a grandparent, going back to school, pursuing a passion—can be a rocky process. Some people turn to a therapist, a support group, their religious leaders, a life coach, or midlife retreat centers. We may start new exercise routines and play brain-training games, hoping to add more years to our lives and more life and lightness to our years. All good tools, but A Joyful Way of Being will introduce another option for how to manage this transition in a daily or weekly practice: a creative exercise that can be done in the privacy of our home and won’t cost anything except a few inexpensive art materials.


From Pain to Process to Purpose

What most of us fail to recognize is that midlife can become a time of tremendous personal growth and the unleashing of our true purpose during our next chapters. Even the most outwardly successful and happy people start to question the meaning of their life as they shift out of primary careers or end other long-time pursuits, such as childrearing or volunteer commitments. Many of us have checked all the boxes—we’ve obtained a certain education, become financially comfortable, nurtured a loyal set of friends, and are attentive to loving family members. It feels like we’ve created a strong foundation for a future life of stress-free existence.

Then our world gets rocked by the loss of a spouse, a parent, or a sibling, or maybe we have a health scare of our own. We begin to wonder how to fill our days with a sense of meaning, fulfillment, and joy. The inevitable pains of life may have taken away our ability to be playful and curious in the world, and we struggle to find something that will engage our minds and hearts. The process of finding purpose at midlife can feel like we’re walking through the dark woods, as Dante writes.

“Life is difficult” is the first line in The New York Times bestseller The Road Less Traveled by M. Scott Peck. This is his way of saying that it can be a long and winding path to becoming your own true self. I recall when reading Peck’s book, both the sense of surprise and relief that he affirmed my anxiety around big transitions. I wasn’t in midlife yet, but I was deeply in the process of navigating personal changes, disappointments, and uncertainties that contributed to my inability to find joy and fulfillment. I had not yet learned that pain can be a wake-up call to pursue a new road that will get us closer to our purpose. Pain, when physiological, can be a calling from our body trying to connect to us, trying to let us know something is going on that may need our attention.

Pain is indeed one of the most important wake-up calls for our well-being. When ignored or not taken seriously, it may change our life in a way that is not life-enhancing, but rather life-threatening. In my forties, I suffered tremendous pain from an inflamed appendix. At the time, I was on a month-long hike in a Midwest forest. Trying my best to ignore the pain and continue the hike, I finally fainted from exhaustion. Fortunately, I was airlifted to the closest hospital, where I was told that it was a miracle that I was still alive after having experienced a ruptured appendix more than a week ago. Even though I believed that I had a deep connection with my body, there was still much to learn. Today, I try to think of my body as my very best friend, wherein I live, and am determined to treat this body with the highest respect and admiration. Something new to learn every day.

In addition to physiological pain, we all experience from time to time psychological pain and confusion. The pain of anxiety, doubt, and darkness is not so easy to put aside, to ignore, or to understand. After World War II, psychology became an accepted science that was mostly devoted to healing and repairing, with a focus on various disease models. In other words, psychological treatment was focused on minimizing the effects of such things as historical and present mental confusion, depression, and lack of self-worth. However, and fortunately for our future, by the 1990s, a new branch of psychology emerged: positive psychology.

This branch of psychology proposes a shift from treating mental illness to preventing these pathologies from arising, even when we feel that life is meaningless, barren, or when we cannot find joy in that which used to bring us such satisfaction. That said, it does in no way imply that we can cure a serious physical or psychological health problem with an optimistic outlook. But wherever life may find us, by connecting to ourselves on a deeper level, we may find unexpected support from our continued inner energy that may awaken us to finding a glimmer of hope and joy even in the darkest of circumstances.

The movement toward positive psychology around the shift of the millennium was greatly supported by well-known psychologists such as Martin E. P. Seligman, Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, and James E. Pennebaker, among many others. They wrote about how an optimistic outlook and hope affect health, what constitutes wisdom, and how talent and creativity come to fruition. Their hope was that their research would reveal a science that would support and understand factors that allow individuals, communities, and societies to flourish.

Focusing on positive qualities to enhance equanimity and joy is nothing new. Throughout the ages, the philosophical focus on virtue, beauty, and creativity can be traced back to Athens in the fifth century BC, Florence in the fifth century, and Victorian England, all of which affirmed honor, discipline, and duty as central to enjoying a well-lived life.

Today, maybe more than ever before, when we are faced with overwhelm and exhaustion from both natural and man-made disasters, it is not unusual that we also feel a tumultuous transition within ourselves. So, how do we look at the world around us with optimism and hope? We are all acting as a conduit for the effects of that which is taking place in our environment. The projection of anxieties both from without and from within is noted. We may notice we feel more tired than usual, or our focus and alertness are not so present, even if on an unconscious level. This is the time when it is extra helpful for our health of mind, hope, and well-being to move even further within.

By connecting to the joy that lies in wait for all of us, the process of moving into the flow of creativity will happen one step at a time . . . even when we hear that silent voice within us that is putting its heels down, calling out doubts, insecurities, and any kind of interference that prevent us from following our deeper calling. That is when we go even deeper. That is when we open ourselves to what is truly calling us to move forward with joy and purpose. We may not have a word for our unique calling, but we know what feels right in the process of our creative path. Without judgment we move forward to something that speaks to us loudly, a voice that we recognize as coming from within. Your own unique voice has always been with you but may not always have been heard or noticed. This is the voice that will bring both joy and purpose to the road ahead.

I read The Road Less Traveled at a time in my life when I was struggling to find my true self. I had recently moved from Sweden to New York, having left a well-paid position as an assistant actuary in a large corporation to become an art student at Pratt Institute. This was not the most financially intelligent career change! Although somewhere inside me, I knew that I would let my creative side suffer if I stayed analyzing statistics and risk assessment in an office all day.

My parents were not happy with my decision. I disappointed them, both by giving up what they thought would turn into a lucrative career and by leaving Sweden and not knowing when or if I would ever return. I still hear my mother’s voice: “I forgive you, but I will never understand you.” That was very painful to hear at the time. Later in life, after studying the philosophy of Carl Jung and Joseph Campbell, I was able to look back with more insight and compassion on the transition of leaving my parents’ home. I learned that we all go through what used to be called rites of passage and that this can happen throughout different periods in our lives. Today, we have different names for these transitions, which, around our fifties or earlier, is often called a “midlife crisis.” Although crisis may have a negative connotation, the crisis or transition can be one of the most important calls for our inner growth potential toward a meaningful life.

I loved being a student at Pratt and exploring all kinds of artistic projects, but I also felt the ache of separation from my family and was anxious when the high expectations I had for myself were rarely met. I was desperate to feel grounded somehow. Being an art student, I started playing around with an image of myself as a mountain goat, balancing on spiking cliff heights while suspended in midair, where predators abounded and the abyss was always close by. When I shared this image with my therapist, she asked me to close my eyes and imagine that I was safely walking in a beautiful meadow deep in the comfort of a surrounding valley. I instantly imagined I was like Bambi, scrambling to get my legs underneath me to have something to hold on to. The beautiful valley wasn’t quite within reach yet, but keeping this image in my mind helped me to continue to pursue new heights and become more comfortable with meeting difficult challenges, primarily trusting in myself that I could become a creative artist. This small act of image-making was my first realization that art is a lens into what I am feeling inside, and acknowledging those emotions cleared the path for me to pursue my greater purpose.

One of the great benefits of aging is that we have the confidence to become more of who we truly are, rather than trying to fit into a set of boxes filled with expectations and projections that are not always of our own making. Instead of looking at midlife as a decline into less of life, we can shift our minds to be open to continuous personal growth and a courageous choice to make changes. As the writer Anaïs Nin wrote in her book The Diary of Anais Nin, “Life shrinks or expands in proportion to one’s courage.”

When I was a student at Pratt, my purpose was to become a textile designer. And yet, that wasn’t the end of my art expression in the world. After about a decade of working as a textile artist, my intention changed. A new calling led me to pursue a career as an art therapist. And with more time, another purpose appeared: to earn a doctorate in health psychology. If on the exterior our purposes tend to appear rather varied, there is often a thread underneath that binds them all together like a flowing river with its larger and lesser tributaries. My river has always flowed in the direction of art and images in some form, naturally finding its own way. When we think about our friends or family, we might notice that each of us has that unique river of our own. A river that is constantly moving forward, even when we cannot see what will meet us around the bend but can only catch glimpses of what may lie ahead.

The beauty of midlife is that we can look back and begin to find that flowing thread that has moved us along in our path and will move us forward into the future. This may require stepping outside of our comfort zone and listening to the voice from our soul. It does not follow that we change our family situation or uproot ourselves by moving to an ashram in India to find our purpose. All that we are asking from ourselves is that we have the courage to slowly open to an awareness that there is a purpose for us. A caveat here is that purpose itself does not necessarily mean something “larger than life.” We don’t have to suddenly become known for climbing Mount Everest after age seventy or eighty; we don’t have to write a best-selling novel or become a superhero on the tennis or pickleball court.

We cannot force this discovery through rational thinking and words only, but rather by letting feelings, sensations, and images help guide us to an understanding of where we have been and imagining where we are going. In other words, we must live our experiences and emotions to know what truly matters.



Art as the Lens to Our Inner Journey

Many midlife self-help practices, such as journaling or talk therapy, rely on words to uncover and express deeper emotions. Choosing words to express ourselves requires a high level of conscious thinking and a quick judgment call on our part to choose “the right word.” In doing so, we may block out our inner soul, which lies in our subconscious feelings. Forming an image on the page using our hands and a simple tool like a pencil requires us to be naturally intuitive and free flowing and provides a direct conduit into our feelings and soul.

Suleika Jaouad, New York Times best-selling author of Between Two Kingdoms, in which she writes about her cancer journey, says that she often cannot find the words that depict the anger, fear, pain, and joy in her journey—despite being a published author! She often turns to creating small pieces of art—paintings, embroidery, sketches—to process her feelings. “When I was young, I would go up to my mom’s studio in the attic of our house. I would experiment with charcoal sticks and gouache paints and papier-mâché (i.e., I made giant, glorious messes). At that age, creativity felt joyous, egoless, purely fun.” Suleika, like many of us, may have lost the ability to use creativity and art in a joyful and revealing way.

Creativity is not bound to a certain age in life, and our ability to access it does not diminish with the passage of time. Too many people adopt the notion that art is a mode of expression used only by the young, and that our “creativity muscle” becomes weaker as decades pass by. This thinking is all wrong and a much too common, misguided obstacle to our journey! Creativity is something that deepens and becomes richer with age.

You are already using art to express yourself and your emotions. Think of how you take pictures with your smartphone to share your views of the world and your life. Most people with a phone are photographers today, and it has become the lens through which we view the world and ourselves. Statistics indicate that ninety-two million selfies are taken every day. And billions more photos are taken across devices on a regular basis. While most of those images depict a surface moment of experience, we seldom stop to ask what lies underneath the image. What emotions are we conveying in our images, which are rarely shared either with oneself or with others?

During a period when Carl Jung, the famed Swiss psychiatrist and founder of analytical psychology, was going through a deep transition himself, he turned to the practice of making circular drawings of the mandala. The mandala (a Sanskrit word for “circle”) is a basic form that can be found in many parts of nature, including animals. The symbolism of a circle can further be found in many cultures. The Aztec calendars, Navajo and Tibetan sand paintings, and Gothic cathedral rose windows are but a few examples. Jung felt that the protective, enclosing circle provided a space where he could superimpose his sometimes chaotic stream of thoughts. It was a place where his mind’s fast-moving stream could be held in check, and at the same time, his imposed image provided creative guidance to further insight. He wrote:


. . . I sketched every morning in a notebook a small circular drawing—a mandala. Only gradually did I discover what the mandala really is: “Formation, Transformation, eternal Mind’s eternal recreation.” . . . In them I saw the self—that is, my whole being—actively at work.



Several years ago, during a weeklong wilderness expedition with eco-psychologist and wilderness guide Bill Plotkin, I decided to create a mandala in my notebook. One day, after being thoroughly briefed on safety precautions, our assignment was to spend the entire day alone in the deep woods. The challenge was significant—not just the solitude, but the knowledge that grizzly and black bears had recently emerged from hibernation with their cubs. Despite my initial trepidation, I learned to trust my instincts, gradually loosening the grip of fear imposed by my mind.

As Jung described, the mandala became a reflection of the shift in consciousness I was undergoing. Throughout my life, nature had always been my grounding force—a teacher, a friend, a silent and trusted guide. Drawing and painting my mandala in the heart of the wilderness, I felt a profound sense of safety, as if held within the circle I had created. The only sounds around me were the rhythmic flow of a nearby river, the wind moving through the trees, and the vast embrace of silence. When I finished my mandala and contemplated the images that had emerged, a deep sense of connection settled over me—a connection to nature, to the world, and to the intricate web of experiences that shape our daily lives.

However, after years of living in a fast-paced, stressful city and navigating the slow, painful unraveling of a long-term marriage, both my mental and physical energy had begun to wane. As

















Warm-up Writing:



	As a child, what did you see yourself doing as an adult?

	Name the bends in your river that moved you to a new calling.





Materials:





Instructions:















Exercise Reflection:



Examples by a group of participants:












Sharing from a workshop participant:
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