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			It is a snowy winter evening in Santa Fe. I am snowbound in a small adobe house. The dirt roads leading to my driveway are slick with ice. There is no getting out. I am determined to make the most of my enforced solitude. I’ve lit a fire in the Kiva fireplace and cued up beautiful music. I am curled up on our leather couch, ten feet from a sparkling Christmas tree bedecked with tiny birds. My little dog, Tiger Lily, is curled by my feet, puzzled that I am writing by firelight. She is accustomed to me writing in my “writing room,” and writing by daylight.

			First things first, every day, is a practice I call “Morning Pages.”

			The MPs, as I’ve nicknamed them, are three pages of longhand morning writing about anything and everything that crosses my mind. They appear to have nothing to do with creativity, yet they are the bedrock on which my creative life is built. They are the terra firma of my book The Artist’s Way and the central, life-changing tool that guides and safeguards creative emergence. I have written about Morning Pages many times, in many places. I am writing about them here because students still raise many questions, and I’d like to answer them carefully and fully.

			To begin at the beginning, I am always asked, “Julia, must the Morning Pages be done in the morning?”

			“Yes,” I explain. “You are trying to catch yourself before your ego’s defenses are in place. You want to catch yourself as close to waking as you can.” We are after candor—that, and specificity. We want to know how you really feel about your life. Later in the day, you may officially feel “okay” about something that actually bothers you. Caught off guard, just upon awakening, you may feel angry, hurt, diminished. As you vent on the page, you become intimate with yourself and your real feelings. Not only sorrows but joys become clear to you.

			Morning Pages may hold insights and intuitions that startle you. Typically, they puncture denial. As one recovering alcoholic student told me, “Julia, I was perfectly happy drunk in the outback. Now I’m sober, living in Los Angeles, working as a Hollywood screenwriter.” The pages identified her drinking problem. “Drunk last night,” they noted. “Hungover today,” they confessed. “Maybe you have a drinking problem,” they speculated. “Drunk again last night. You definitely do have a drinking problem,” they concluded. “Maybe you need to get sober,” they suggested firmly. And their guidance was taken to heart.

			If Morning Pages are a tough-love friend, nagging you about a pressing problem, they also point out joys. You might delight in something the pages help you to acknowledge. The pages may point the way to a treasured friendship, or lead you to a new art form. They may suggest the path you could cherish.

			It was my Morning Pages that led me to write music. “Wouldn’t it be fun,” they proposed, “to write a musical about Merlin?”

			“But I’m not musical,” I protested, only to have the pages insist I would soon be writing “radiant songs.” Sure enough, when I sat at the keys, I heard melodies that I could pick out a note at a time.

			Pages clarify our yearnings. They keep an eye on our goals. They may provoke us, coax us, comfort us, even cajole us, as well as prioritize and synchronize the day at hand. If we are drifting, the pages will point that out. They will point the way True North. Each morning, as we face the page, we meet ourselves. The pages give us a place to vent and a place to dream. They are intended for no eyes but our own.

			Virginia Wolfe asserted that “all artists need a room of their own.” I always think, “Fine, Virginia, if you can afford it.” It’s my contention that Morning Pages constitute such a room. They are a place of privacy. Show your MPs to no one, however intimate. For the first two months, don’t even re-read them yourself. If something is important, your Morning Pages will bring it up repeatedly, until you get the message and take an indicated action. Make no mistake: Morning Pages are about action. Unlike conventional meditation, which may lull you out of taking action, the pages magnify our discontent, pointing out actions we could take. The pages tend to point out our many choice points. We are egged on to increased honesty and candor. Our life becomes our own. We no longer sell ourselves out, giving our time and energy to others’ agendas. We have a choice whether to invest in others or ourselves. Investing in ourselves is novel for many of us.

			“But, Julia, that sounds so selfish.”

			Yes. Most blocked creatives need to be a little selfish. They are often caught in what I call the “virtue trap,” that is to say they act nice rather than authentic. They give their time, energy, and money to others. They ignore their own needs and desires. They are “good sports.” The price tag for this behavior is very high, and Morning Pages point out the cost. We find ourselves setting new boundaries. We no longer say “yes” when we need to say “no.”

			The fire is demanding another log. I lay one in place, and continue writing.

			At first, our newly healthy behaviors may meet with opposition. We have jiggled the mobile of our relationships. Our piece claims a new position. The other pieces jangle. Our new self worth comes into criticism. Just who do we think we are? The answer is, “I’m finding that out.” We are engaged in finding ourselves. We are no longer a free battery for others. No wonder they protest.

			Although it may feel like we are going crazy, the truth is we are going sane. We are learning to be who we really are. Each day’s pages take a swipe at the blur we are accustomed to enduring. As our true self becomes clearer, we find ourselves possessed of an inner strength that had long eluded us. Moving our hand across the page, we find ourselves crafting a new life.

			“Julia, you say ‘moving our hand across the page.’ Must I really write pages longhand? I’m so much faster on the computer.”

			Again, yes. Pages must be done longhand. The computer is fast—too fast for our purposes. Writing by computer gets you speed but not depth. Writing by computer is like driving a car at 85 mph. Everything is a blur. “Oh, my God, was that my exit?” Writing by hand is like going 35 mph. “Oh, look, here comes my exit. And look, it has a Sonoco station and a convenience store.” Longhand pages give us detail and the truth of how we feel emotionally. Accuracy is what we are after, not velocity. Longhand pages tell us precisely how we feel. These feelings may be uncomfortable, but they are ours. We name them, claim them. No longer ignored or obscured, they can be faced squarely. Once faced, they can no longer sabotage us. We find ourselves acting rather than acting out.

			It’s time to add yet another log to the fire. Tiger Lily has moved close to the hearth, toasty warm. Writing this essay by hand, I realize I have made the pages sound darker than they may feel. There is great comfort

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
					“What do I need to know?”

					“What do I need to try?”

					“What do I need to accept?”

					“What do I need to do?”
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