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			Hidden down a maze of tiny streets, the Ark Bookstore occupies a low-lying adobe building festooned with Tibetan prayer ﬂags. Open the door and have music greet you. The selection at the moment is R. Carlos Nakai, a Native American ﬂautist. His melodies soar and dip, taking the listener on a journey through New Mexican canyon country. Nakai is a masterful musician, creating many melodic moods, lots of them dense with magic. The Ark features books, of course, but there are also Indian silk shirts and shelves of jewelry. All told, it is a sensory delight, an ideal destination for an Artist Date—a festive, solo expedition to enchant your inner artist. The Artist Date is a basic tool of The Artist’s Way. Students are asked to undertake one Artist Date per week.

			I am at the Ark, fulﬁlling my weekly commitment. I browse the bookshelves, lingering over the Jungian selections and the many volumes of Rumi, the mystical poet. I select a CD of Nakai to take home. Then my eye is caught by a display of baby wear. A new grandmother, I select a pair of baby booties, featuring little mice on their toes. I spot a ﬂuffy white stuffed owl and take all of my ﬁnds up to the cashier.

			“Are these a present?” the clerk asks. I tell her they are for Seraﬁna, six months old today.

			“I think I am a doting grandmother,” I confess. The clerk places my purchases in a decorative bag.

			I leave the Ark with my spirits buoyed. It was a successful Artist Date, ﬁring my imagination and giving me an expansive sense of well-being. I feel the touch of the divine. Students often report that they experience a heightened connection with their creator when they enjoy an Artist Date. I tell students to seek mystery, not mastery on their dates. I urge them to explore with childlike wonder rather than adult intellect. Artist Dates are intended to be fun.

			At ﬁrst, students may balk at taking them. They understand “working” on their creativity with Morning Pages, three pages of daily, longhand morning writing. They do not understand the good of “enforced play.” We have the expression “the play of ideas,” but we take it to be a bromide instead of a prescription. I coax my students and cajole them. I tell them serious art requires serious play. Reluctantly at ﬁrst, they undertake Artist Dates. I have them ﬁll out an index card telling me what they did for their date. At ﬁrst, some of the cards are blank. I read the cards out loud, and despite students’ reservations, some of the Artist Dates sound interesting, even fun. Several weeks into a twelve-week course, all the students have Artist Dates to record. By the six-week mark, their reports are gleeful. They have come to love Artist Dates.

			“Julia, I just don’t see the point,” a stubborn student may protest. Ordinarily, this student is very serious, with a highly developed inner perfectionist. Their Morning Pages are done seven days out of seven. The Artist’s Way book is pored over. Weekly tasks are done to a T. Work is something this student understands—but play? An Artist Date is fun. It can’t be done perfectly. Perfectionism goes out the window when faced with something that looks suspiciously like fooling around. An Artist Date invites gooﬁng off. What a nightmare for a perfectionist.

			“Let yourself do something pointless,” I coax. “Get a pedicure. Have a massage. Spoil yourself a little. Do something silly. Don’t be so rigid. Stop being so hard on yourself. Relax.”

			I often hear the sentence, “Julia, I know I need to work on my creativity.” It’s the word “work” that sets my alarm bells ringing. I want to say, “Work is the problem. Play is the solution.” As blocked creatives, most of us know all too well how to work. We are good at keeping our nose to the grindstone, making our days dutiful and drab. What most of us need is a good dose of play. But the very idea is threatening.

			There are two bedrock tools essential to creative recovery. The ﬁrst tool, Morning Pages, calls for work. MPs, as I call them, are three pages of daily, longhand morning writing—shown to no one but ourselves. People must get up earlier, restructure their day, and marshal their energies to march to the page. I often marvel how people take to the pages easily and eagerly. We do understand work.

			The second tool is the tricky one. This tool, the Artist Date, involves play. Oh, this tool is hard to master. Students are asked to take a once-weekly, solitary, festive expedition. The Artist Date is targeted at our inner artist, coaxing it gently into exploring new realms. Students who will willingly rise at dawn to take to the page balk, cavil, whine, and rebel at having fun—a solo movie, a jaunt to Chinatown, a visit to an art supply shop. If pressed, they say they “can’t ﬁnd the time.”

			“You are building a radio kit,” I explain. “With Morning Pages, you are sending: telling the Universe what you would like more of, what you would like less of, what would move you closer to your dreams. When you take an Artist Date, you switch the dial over to receive. Now, you are open to hunches, inspiration, and guidance. You heighten your inner listening. As you do, you experience an increase in synchronicity. You are more and more often in the right place at the right time.”

			No matter how vital and enticing I make them sound, Artist Dates remain a difficult sell. So I try again.

			“Art is an image-using system,” I tell students. “Imagine yourself as having an inner trout pond ﬁlled with images. When you use your creativity, you are drawing from this inner pond. When you draw on it heavily, you will over-ﬁsh your pond. Images will be harder and harder to come by unless you begin to consciously replenish your store of images. Taking your Artist Date replenishes your pond.”

			“So that explains it,” exclaims a student. “I was writing like a bat out of hell and it dried up.”

			I answer, “It dried up because you were writing like a bat out of hell. You over-ﬁshed your pond. When you are working intensely, you should double your Artist Dates.”

			This advice meets with an immediate protest.

			“But Julia, when I am working well, all I want to do is work.”

			I understand. But I also know that bingeing on work robs you of staying power. A steady diet of Artist Dates ensures your creative outﬂow. But taking regular Artist Dates is a difficult discipline. It requires that you harness your imagination and actively plot festive expeditions. You are out to delight yourself, and that requires that you observe with accuracy what you ﬁnd delightful. The term “Artist Date” has two parts to it: “artist” and “date.” The ﬁrst order of business is to plan something your artist will enjoy. The second goal is to romance yourself a little. A date is something you look forward to. This means your Artist Date should be planned ahead of time. You are out to woo yourself.

			“But, Julia, I can’t think of what to do,” students complain.

			This small book aims to answer this difficulty. I will explain and explore Artist
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