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Creativity Is

When I was a kid, I wanted more than anything else to be, well, creative. I took piano lessons, art lessons, ballet, and tap-dancing lessons. But words were my passion. Language was my secret world, the place I retreated after my parents and my sister had gone to bed. I huddled in my closet or under my covers with a flashlight and I read, scribbled poetry and stories, and I was transported.

At the time, I failed to realize that I was already creative. Each of us is. Creativity is our thrust, our passion, the thing inside of us that longs to get out. It’s the deep itch that gets scratched only through the exploration of who we are and what we might become. It’s the spark ignited when left and right brain find common ground. It’s the dreams we seek to achieve, the fodder that our lives provide.

Creativity is expressed through the small child who suddenly discovers that her legs actually have a function and eagerly crawls about, exploring the boundaries of her world. It finds expression in the eighty-year-old grandmother who creates elaborate collages from photos in the family albums or in the engineer who designs booster rockets. The teacher who triggers excitement and curiosity in his students is just as creative as the shaman who makes it rain or as the veterinarian who heals your cat or the author who wrote your favorite novel. The adventurer who breaks world records is just as creative as a movie director. Only the focus and expression of the creative thrust differs.

In Western society, we tend to believe that creativity is the exclusive domain of celebrities—the Lennons, the Spielbergs, the Rowlings, the Kings, the Picassos, the Streeps, the Oprahs, the Harrison Fords. We see these people as larger than life and don’t realize that they, too, probably struggled with insecurities, inner censors, and creative expression. We forget that we are born creative, that without creativity, we still would be living in caves.

Each of us has a particular perception, a certain slant that is uniquely ours. It is the distillation of our experiences, thoughts, beliefs, observations, the sum total of who we are—our creative voice. Sometimes, just in the process of living, the voice gets lost or squashed or goes into a kind of dormancy. You can live without it, but probably not for long. One way or another, that creative voice finds expression, and its expression may not be exactly what you’d hoped.

Zelda Fitzgerald, the wife of F. Scott, finally found a creative outlet in her mental illness. It may not have been what she’d planned, but it served a creative purpose. Even infamous people are inherently creative—Jim Jones, Ted Bundy, Lizzie Borden. The difference lies in the choices these people made.

In the movie, The Muse, a successful screenwriter tells his buddy, a screenwriter whose career has stalled, the secret of his success. In Greek mythology, he explains, there were nine sister goddesses who presided over music and poetry, the arts and sciences. One of them (played by Sharon Stone) has taken human form, and she’s available for consultation—for a price, of course.

The screenwriter calls her, but quickly discovers that Stone is a muse with specific needs—many of them quite expensive. Ultimately, he discovers that she really isn’t the source of his inspiration. He is his own source.

The screenwriter realizes what we must all realize if we are to fulfill our potential. We have to tap what author Julia Cameron calls our ‘vein of gold.’ We must do what Stephen King compares to an excavation. We have to lure our own creative voice out of hiding, engage it, acknowledge it, embrace it, and then let it flow through us.

One of the most common misconceptions about creativity is that it has to entail suffering. The artist must suffer for his art: who originally said that, anyway? How did that lie get started? We have visions of F. Scott and Zelda Fitzgerald, locked in their marital dysfunctions. Or we see a painting by Vincent van Gogh in a museum and think of how he cut off his ear and never made a penny on his art while he was alive. Or we read about Nicola Tesla, whose brilliance and creativity constantly battled against poverty and emotional pain.

Contrary to what we’ve been taught, creativity is meant to be joyful. We don’t have to suffer to embrace and express it. But because it comes, in part, from feeling, from the depth of our emotional lives, suffering and misery often intensify the thrust. And maybe that’s why the lie took root. On the other hand, a walk in your neighborhood, a hike through the woods, a swim in the ocean, or having a cat curled in your lap can also intensify the emotional thrust of creativity. The choice of which it will be is entirely ours.

How to Use This Book

When our creative voice is quiet, when the muse is dormant, certain tools can be helpful in luring her out—therapy, dream analysis, keeping a journal, joining groups that share your creative interests, hypnosis. One of the simplest tools, however, is astrology.

Armed with nothing more than your date of birth, you have a wealth of information at your fingertips about your creativity—its voice, themes, and its expression. Your sun sign describes the broad creative themes in your life and the possible expressions those themes may take. The sign Jupiter was in when you were born (appendix 1) describes the role that serendipitous factors—people, events, experiences, your spiritual beliefs, luck—play in your creative voice.

There’s also a chapter in the book on how to estimate your rising sign. At best, this is only a guess; the only way to know the sign that was rising when you were born is to have your natal chart erected. If you have access to the internet, www.astro.com provides a free natal chart. Many New Age bookstores also provide computerized natal charts for a marginal fee, just the chart and more for an interpretation.

But the Sun, Jupiter, and your rising sign aren’t the full picture. They are only pieces, dots that should be connected to a full natal horoscope that is based on the date, exact time, and place of your birth. Your birth chart is a holographic representation of your potential. In a very real sense, it’s interactive because you have free will, you’re capable of making choices. Those choices determine if and how you fulfill the potential in your birth chart.

In researching creativity and astrology, I confined myself to several broad areas: writers, artists, musicians, actors, and scientists who are well known and to people I know personally who are driven in a particular direction. One young man who is part of my database, for instance, has a chart called a bundle, where planets are clustered in three or four of the twelve houses in a horoscope. His Sun and Jupiter are both in Scorpio. In a nutshell, that immediately tells me he works creatively at very deep levels and that he has the stamina and ambition to do what it takes to express himself in a creative fashion.

The angles all these planets make to each other describe the ease or difficulty with which his creative process will unfold. The rising sign describes the way other people perceive his creativity. In short, everything in his chart tells me something.

But everything is beyond the scope of this book. What I’ve tried to do is to isolate several components that appear in the charts of creative people so that you have a better grasp of what your own creative quest may entail. And in the end, it really is a quest, the equivalent of the moment when Arthur pulls Excalibur from the stone or when Luke Skywalker learns the true meaning of The Force. In the end, the quest leads you to the grail—a creative life.


Part One

Sun Signs & Creative Themes

“To believe your own thought,

to believe that what is true for you in your private heart

is true for all men—that is genius.”

– Ralph Waldo Emerson


Chapter 1: Astrology & Your Artistic Blueprint

“Art is an alchemical process.”

– Julia Cameron

 

The Midas Touch

We all know at least one of them, the individual who has the creative equivalent of the Midas touch, a magical something that transforms the mundane, the utterly ordinary, into something unique. We enter this person’s home or workplace, and that magic seems to be everywhere, an ineffable quality that’s hard to pin down. We immediately sense the person is connected to something larger than himself, that he has tapped into a creative flow that spills over into every area of his life.

We expect this kind of Midas touch from people in the arts, entrepreneurs, celebrities—in other words, people who have the money, time, and resources to be, well, creative. But creativity isn’t the exclusive domain of any profession or type of individual, and it doesn’t require a particular level of income. It cuts across all the usual boundaries of race and religion, culture, and creeds. Creativity is about finding what you love and committing to it. It’s an approach to living that is in line what your deepest beliefs and passions. It’s about becoming who you are so that you can manifest your greatest potential. To a large extent, that potential is described by your sun sign, that archetypal bundle of talents, passions, and traits that characterize you as surely as the family into which you were born.

The Blueprint & Your Potential

A blueprint is a kind of map, a schematic that illustrates the size and shape of something—a house, a mall, a spaceship. It shows how the pieces fit together, where the connections occur, and what routes will take you from point A to point Z. But until the house or mall or spaceship is built, until the blueprint is actualized, it’s only two-dimensional, a description of potential. Your astrological horoscope is a lot like that blueprint.

In the instant you drew your first breath, the sun, moon, and planets occupied certain positions in the sky and formed particular angles to each other. This configuration is a blueprint of your potential, your unique talents, passions, and proclivities, a description of your innate creativity, of the heart and soul of your inner artist. What you do with all that potential, however, is entirely up to you.

Take identical twins, born two minutes apart. Their natal horoscopes are virtually identical. Their potential is equal. Yet, one becomes a renowned musician; the other spends most of his life in prison. What makes the difference? Free will.

As an astrologer, I often try to guess people’s sun signs just by listening to the way they talk. One night at a dinner party in Kansas City, for instance, I listened to an articulate young woman, an attorney, talking about her experiences as a foster mother to troubled teenagers, about the poetry she wrote, about shopping at a local co-op, and about the various humanitarian causes in which she was involved.

“Are you an Aquarian?” I asked.

She looked astonished, then laughed nervously. “How’d you know that?”

I knew because everything she said smacked of paradigm-busting, of nonconformity and a vision of the way things should be, hallmarks of the Aquarian muse.

Your muse is the voice of the artistic blueprint with which you were born. Her voice is the one that wakes you from a sound sleep and sends you running to your computer or prompts you to reach for your notepad to jot down the solution to the problem that has plagued you for weeks. Her presence is the light that goes off in your head when you’re least expecting it, that flash of inspiration or insight that nudges your life in a new direction. She’s the source of an urge to try something new or an impulse to try your hand at writing, sketching, or starting your own business. She expresses herself in ways that are unique to you and your goals and needs.

The challenge for you—for all of us—is to cultivate the art of listening to your muse and then entering into a partnership with her. This isn’t as strange as it sounds and doesn’t require that you sit in silence, waiting for something to happen. Creative people have numerous ways of getting in touch with their muses.

Novelist Isabel Allende, for instance, always starts her novels on the same day—January 8—and goes through a complicated ceremony. Writer Julia Cameron takes walks. For you, it may be something entirely different. The point is to use what works—a ritual of some kind that signals your muse that it’s time for her to start talking and that you’re open, eager, and receptive. In chapter 3, you’ll find guidelines for your sun sign on how to meet and communicate with your muse.

Your Sun Sign & the Blueprint

Imagine that you can drink a particular elixir or nibble at a certain mushroom or wire yourself to a special machine that will tap your creativity and cause it to flourish. You are cautioned, however, that there are certain risks involved with the elixir or mushroom or machine. Would you take the risk?

Self-knowledge always involves risk. It entails a confrontation with who you are and who you hope to become, and, at some point, it requires commitment to a particular path. Some of us would rather stick to the status quo, to the known and the familiar, and as long as you can fulfill your potential that way, there’s nothing wrong with it. But when habitual thinking begins to feel like a prison, when you feel that your creativity is being choked or suffocated, when you find that you can’t climb out of the little box you’ve created, then the risk becomes secondary to the urge to act, to plumb the depths of who you are. In short, the act of self-discovery becomes what author Carlos Castaneda called “the leap into the void.”

Astrology is a tool that enables you to take the leap in a focused manner, according to the talents and creative impulses with which you were born. So pick a sun sign, any sun sign. Aries, Taurus, Gemini, Cancer… Each sign is an archetype that describes your overall personality, your vitality, your life force. Your sun sign also symbolizes the creative theme that is likely to manifest at some point in your life.

For a Gemini, this theme or thrust is likely to involve communication of some kind; for a Leo, the creative hallmark involves drama; for a Pisces, it may involve healing others. Not all Geminis are writers or speakers, of course, and all Leos aren’t actors. These creative themes are only the broad strokes, the archetypal potentials for the particular signs. And yet, most Geminis have the gift of gab, most Leos have a dramatic flair, and most Pisceans possess an abundance of compassion. The ways in which these themes are expressed in your life depends on how you choose to use what you have.

Most of us tend to think of choice as something that comes in pairs. Should I buy the VW or the Jeep Cherokee? Should I dress casual or dress up? Yet, on a given day, we make hundreds of choices without thinking about it. We have coffee and cereal for breakfast, take the freeway to work, drive our kids to soccer games after school. Our external lives are built on such choices. If we’re not careful, those choices become habit and, eventually, the habit takes over, and we forget what about living consciously. We learn to ignore impulses that might jerk us off the safe and familiar path we have so carefully put into place. We inadvertently stifle our creativity because we ignore what is going on deep inside of us.

Creative choices deserve no less than what we allow ourselves in the rest of our lives. I have a Sagittarian friend whom I’ve known all of my life. Our mothers were pregnant together; we refer to each other as prenatal friends. For years, she lived a life that I envied: she was a flight attendant for Pan American and saw just about every country there is to see. Then she and her husband adopted a son and she quit flying. But she didn’t quit traveling. She was always planning a trip or taking one.

When we were in our early forties, she confessed that she wished she led a more creative life. “Like you,” she said. “You’re living a creative life. You’re doing what you love best.”

I pointed out that she was also doing what she loved—still traveling and defining herself through her exploration of foreign countries and cultures. Part of the creative archetype for Sagittarians lies in foreign travel—it’s their hunger, their need, an impulse so strong that to ignore it is to deny their potential. This travel itch doesn’t have to manifest as physical travel; for some Sagittarians, mental or spiritual odysseys fulfill the same need. But travel of one sort or another is the bottom line. It’s the archetype. Folded into the Sagittarian archetype is a need to embrace a spiritual worldview or set of beliefs that explains… well, life. If Sagittarius’s worldview can’t explain life, then he’ll settle for answers to some of the big questions.

Choices and their possible creative expressions: that’s what our sun sign theme is about.

Luck & Your Creativity

“If only I could get the break I need.”

“He has all the luck.”

“She’s always in the right place at the right time.”

“He meets all the right people.”

For many of us, luck seems to be what other people have. Other people win the lottery, get their books published, their art exhibited. Other people get a call back on their first audition, land the dream job, find their artistic niche. Yet, all of us are born with some element of luck in our horoscopes; it’s called Jupiter.

It seems appropriate that Jupiter, as the largest planet in the solar system, symbolizes not only our luck, but our spiritual beliefs. It allows us to see the larger picture even when circumstances would have us believe there isn’t any larger picture. It also symbolizes how our sense of prosperity and faith in ourselves shapes our artistic expressions.

Jupiter stays in one sign for roughly a year, which means that everyone born in your birth year probably has Jupiter in the sign that you do. But that doesn’t mean that two people with Jupiter in the same sign will experience luck and serendipity in exactly the same way. Again, free will enters the picture.

Take someone with Jupiter in Scorpio. This individual’s creativity is developed and expressed through experiences and encounters that deal with the Scorpio archetypes—transformation at the deepest levels, life and death issues, other people’s resources and money, or sexual and occult areas. Stephen King, with a Jupiter in Scorpio, is a prime example. In his case, luck came through writing about the occult and transformation at the deepest levels.

Quite a bit has been written about creative expression as a spiritual path. When Natalie Goldberg, author of Writing Down the Bones, was studying Zen, her teacher asked why she didn’t make writing her spiritual practice. “If you go all the way with the writing, it’ll take you everyplace that Zen does. Anything you commit yourself to completely you’ll have to face.”

Ultimately, that’s what your natal Jupiter does for you. It gently nudges you onto a creative path where your life becomes a seamless whole rather than a fragmented prism. Yes, there are valid arguments that Jupiter also shows the ways in which we’re lazy or excessive, but when its energy is working the way it should, it opens up universes.

Now go to https://alabe.com/freechart/ to obtain your free natal chart and find the sign for your natal Jupiter. If you don’t know your exact time of birth, use 12 noon.

Alchemy & Creativity

In the literal sense, alchemy is the process by which metal is transmuted into gold. This process, however, was touted by Carl Jung as a metaphor for the psychological process that we each undergo in becoming whole. In the artistic sense, alchemy is what happens when you hug a tree, feel what it feels, and then express that feeling in some way. It’s the transmutation of the ordinary into the sublime.

The signs of your natal Sun and Jupiter are integral to the alchemical process in your creative life. Part of that process entails silencing your Inner Censor or Critic so that you can hear your muse. That critic is the voice that stirs up our fears about living a creative life, cautions us against giving up our day job, and brings all of our negative beliefs to bear against fulfilling our potential. Some of the more common laments of the Inner Critic are:

“You won’t get a regular paycheck.”

“You won’t have benefits.”

“You won’t make it.”

“The odds are against you.”

“No one makes a living doing that.”

You get the picture here. Even though the critic isn’t entirely without merit—it does, after all, help to keep us grounded and practical—it’s often what holds us back from reaching for and attaining our dreams. It nudges us into a little box of habitual thinking and slams the lid shut. It prevents us from taking that leap into the void.

The first step in silencing the critic is to identify your negative beliefs. The second step is to replace those beliefs with their positive counterparts: the odds are in your favor, you’ll do just great making a living at that. If you dislike your job or your relationships or your home life, there’s a reason for it. Maybe it’s your muse trying to seize your attention; to hear her, you need to turn down the noise in your head and listen to the whispers of your heart.

“Creativity, like breathing,” writes Julia Cameron, “always comes down to the question, “Are you doing it now?”

Take a look at the list of sun signs and their respective creative themes, then let’s get started.

Sun Signs & Their Creative Themes

Sign: Aries

Date: March 21—April 19

Creative Theme: The Pioneer

Sign: Taurus

Date: April 20—May 20

Creative Theme: The Pragmatist

Sign: Gemini

Date: May 21—June 21

Creative Theme: The Communicator

Sign: Cancer

Date: June 22—July 22

Creative Theme: The Nurturer

Sign: Leo

Date: July 23—August 22

Creative Theme: The Actor

Sign: Virgo

Date: August 23—September 22

Creative Theme: The Perfectionist

Sign: Libra

Date: September 23—October 22

Creative Theme: The Harmonizer

Sign: Scorpio

Date: October 23—November 21

Creative Theme: The Transformer

Sign: Sagittarius

Date: November 22—December 21

Creative Theme: The Truth Seeker

Sign: Capricorn

Date: December 22—January 19

Creative Theme: The Achiever

Sign: Aquarius

Date: January 20—February 18

Creative Theme: The Paradigm-Buster

Sign: Pisces

Date: February 19—March 20

Creative Theme: The Healer


Chapter 2: The Muse & the Critic

“There is a muse, but he’s not going to come

fluttering down into your writing room and scatter creative

fairy dust all over your typewriter or computer station.

He lives in the basement.”

– Stephen King

Think of the muse and the critic as two sides of the same coin, the yin and yang of your creative life. One whispers, Go for it. The other snickers, C’mon, are you for real? The critic embodies linear thinking, the muse embodies holistic thinking.

Both serve a purpose in our lives. The muse shows us what might be, the critic cautions us to be careful. One evokes freedom, the other restriction. They are polar opposites, these two, and they’re never going to see eye to eye. However, they can be coaxed into a position of cooperation, of delicate balance, and that’s really what you’re striving for at first, a fulcrum between the two. The balance lies in understanding the differences between the muse and the critic and how these differences can be used to your advantage.

Every sun sign encompasses uplifting traits and those that aren’t. The light and the dark, the active and the passive, the visible and the invisible. Take Virgo. Her greatest creative strength lies in her attention to detail. While the rest of us are trying to figure out how to connect the dots, Virgo is born knowing how to do it and does it better than any other sign. Her muse seizes these details and rearranges them in new and novel ways.

Max Perkins, editor for some of the literary greats, was a Virgo. When he edited Thomas Wolfe, he whittled thousands of manuscript pages into a storyline. Virgos are natural editors. Because they’re so good at connecting the dots, they can see where these connections are lacking in a manuscript.

Their facility with details also makes them terrific writers because they create such convincing worlds. In The Shining, Virgo Stephen King creates such a convincing world of ghosts and things that go bump in the night in the Overlook Hotel that we are there.

On the shadow side, however, Virgo is an utter perfectionist. Her Inner Critic constantly peers over the muse’s shoulder, shaking her finger, scolding Virgo because what she produces or does isn’t good enough. The challenge for Virgo is to take a creative risk even when the critic is breathing down his neck.

Despite appearances to the contrary, the critic isn’t really opposed to creative risk. It just wants us to proceed according to what it deems an appropriate pace, in the appropriate way. But what the critic deems to be appropriate often runs against the intensity and flow of the creative process.

Your Inner Critic

The next time your Inner Critic is chastising you for one thing or another, try to identify the voice. Chances are, it sounds a lot like a parent or other authority figure from your childhood, the person who was always telling you no.

Many years ago, a young boy was asked his name. “Michael,” he said.

“But what’s your last name?” the person asked.

“Michael No,” he replied.

It’s funny until you realize the boy was serious. He’d been told no so many times he believed it was his last name.

The voice of the Inner Critic often begins when we’re toddlers, learning the parameters of our world—what’s allowed, what’s forbidden, what is safe and what isn’t. It’s a necessary step in the learning process, but the problem is that all too often, that voice becomes the dominant voice in our lives.

“Creativity and perfection, like oil and water, don’t mix,” writes C. Diane Ealy, author of The Woman’s Book of Creativity. “The creative spirit needs to be nurtured and encouraged. Perfectionistic behavior does the opposite by viewing the development of creativity as just another challenge to conquer.”

In the movie The Sixth Sense, a young boy sees dead people. He knows that other people don’t see them, and his Inner Critic tells him something is wrong with him, that he isn’t normal. If he wants to be like other people, then he must ignore what he sees. He must deny what he sees. This makes him a shy, introverted kid who walks with his eyes either cast down or darting anxiously about.

Enter Bruce Willis, shrink.

At first, Willis believes the boy has serious mental problems. But as their relationship develops, Willis realizes the kid actually does see dead people. And his belief in the boy turns things around and ultimately heals both of them. Sometimes, it takes someone else’s strong belief in our experiences to silence the Inner Critic so that the Muse can shine.

Before Stephen King was published, he tossed a manuscript in the garbage, convinced that it was worthless. His wife, Tabitha, salvaged the manuscript, Carrie, which became a bestselling book and a 1976 De Palma movie and launched King’s successful career. It was recently released again.

Although the critic and the muse are highly individualistic, certain sun signs tend to have a more difficult time with the critic. Virgo, because of her proclivity for perfection, is known to be deeply self-critical. Gemini, the sign of the twins, can be equally self-critical, depending on which twin dominates on a given day. Both signs are ruled by Mercury, the planet of communication, so it’s not surprising that self-criticism for Virgo and Gemini often revolves around how they express themselves.

Cancer, the most emotional of the twelve signs, can be especially prone to self-criticism when it comes to his feelings. He can torture himself endlessly by scrutinizing why he feels as he does about certain people or situations. Of the fire signs—Aries, Leo, Sagittarius—Leo is probably the most prone to self-criticism. Despite his bravado and his apparent self-confidence, Leo doubts whether he’s really up to snuff in whatever he tackles. And when he’s deeply into the self-criticism mode, he picks relentlessly at himself. I’m not as good as so and so. Or: I’m not smart enough or handsome enough or talented enough.

In the chart in chapter 1, each sun sign was assigned a creative theme. In the next chart, each sun sign is associated with a “shadow motif,” the means through which the Inner Critic is most likely to manifest.

Chart 2-2

Sun Signs & Their Shadow Motifs

Sign: Aries

Creative Theme: The Pioneer

Shadow Motif: I can do it myself.

Sign: Taurus

Creative Theme: The Pragmatist

Shadow Motif: Prove it to me.

Sign: Gemini

Creative Theme: The Communicator

Shadow Motif: The other twin.

Sign: Cancer

Creative Theme: The Nurturer

Shadow Motif: Don’t mess with my space.

Sign: Leo

Creative Theme: The Actor

Shadow Motif: They don’t like me.

Sign: Virgo

Creative Theme: The Perfectionist

Shadow Motif: I’m very picky.

Sign: Libra

Creative Theme: The Harmonizer

Shadow Motif: Peace at any cost.

Sign: Scorpio

Creative Theme: The Transformer

Shadow Motif: I’m in control.

Sign: Sagittarius

Creative Theme: The Truth Seeker

Shadow Motif: I’m right, you’re wrong.

Sign: Capricorn

Creative Theme: The Achiever

Shadow Motif: The end justifies the means.

Sign: Aquarius

Creative Theme: The Paradigm-Buster

Shadow Motif: My mind is my temple.

Sign: Pisces

Creative Theme: The Healer

Shadow Motif: Let me escape.

These motifs are only broad generalities. If you’re a Cancer and aren’t the least bit possessive about your space, then perhaps your shadow side is most apparent when it comes to the people and things you nurture. I’ve met Geminis who don’t seem to have a moody, pouting side, but they may be so left-brained that their creative, right brains have to struggle to be heard. In other words, if you feel you don’t fit the shadow motif for your sun sign, then take an honest look at your life and figure out how your shadow manifests. Or ask your family and friends. Sometimes, other people can spot our strengths and weaknesses easier than we can. But if you ask, be prepared to hear the truth!

Creativity needs structure, which the critic can provide. But too much structure is just as counterproductive as too little structure. Pioneering Aries, for instance, may follow her creative impulses into new terrain. But if she insists on doing everything herself, she may be cutting herself off from valuable creative input from other people. When Sagittarius insists he’s right, and everyone else is wrong, he becomes myopic. He’s like the horse wearing blinders, unable to see anything except what’s right in front of him.

We all have a shadow side. But once we come to understand it, to work with it, it loses much of its power over us.

Your Muse

She’s the inspiration that comes to you in a flash in the middle of the night or en route to your kid’s soccer game. She’s the person in a dream who whispers what you need or takes you to some secret place where you find what you’ve been looking for. She’s the force behind that book that falls at your feet in a bookstore or library which just happens to contain a vital piece of some creative puzzle. She’s the source and the vehicle of your creativity.

But who or what is she? Does she have a face? A shape? We typically refer to the muse as female, but it can just as easily be male. “Traditionally, the muses were women, but mine’s a guy; I’m afraid we’ll just to have live with that,” writes Stephen King in A Memoir of the Craft. And King’s muse lives in the basement. “You have to descend to his level, and once you get down there, you have to furnish an apartment for him to live in.”

Your muse doesn’t have to be male or female. It doesn’t even have to be human. The symbol for your muse can be an animal—wolf, dolphin, eagle, cat or dog, frog, or snake. Sometimes, animal muses are closely aligned to the element of the sun sign. A water sign—Cancer, Scorpio, Pisces—may perceive his muse as a dolphin or whale muse. An air sign—Gemini, Libra, Aquarius—may see his muse as a bird.

If you feel an affinity for a particular kind of animal, that animal can be used as a symbol for your muse. Cats have long been associated with writers, and many writers I know have at least one. The writer may not consciously associate the cat with her muse, but the sinuous movement of the cat around the writer’s legs, the cat settling in her lap or the cat’s purrs, become part and parcel of the writer’s creative process.

During a shamanic vision quest, part of what happens is the discovery of your power animal. In a sense, the animal’s power becomes your power; and you can summon it when you need it. This transfer of power also occurs between you and your muse. If you feel that a certain animal symbolizes your muse, then keep a figure of that animal in sight when you’re doing your creative work.

“Animals serve a great purpose in our spiritual development,” writes Ted Andrews in Animal-Wise. “In many myths and tales, animals speak, deliver messages, and call the individual to the hero’s path of awareness. Animals are a part of the initiation process, leading individuals in and out of the wilderness of life.”

My friend, Vivian, identifies strongly with dolphins. She swims with them, her home is filled with dolphin images, and when she needs creative guidance, it usually comes to her through something related to dolphins. Hardly surprising that she is a Cancer, a water sign.

At one time, my husband and I led tours for travel writers to the upper Amazon. In Leticia, Columbia, we would board a former rubber-hauling boat and head 350-miles upriver to Iquitos, Peru. The area teemed with wildlife, but only the pink river dolphins brought everyone to the railings of the ship. They were the color of bubble gum, somewhat smaller than ocean dolphins, and remarkably friendly.

One of our bilingual guides, Hugo, was the son of a rivereño, a name given to the native fishermen, and had a special affinity for the pink dolphins. He could tell when they were going to appear, where they would surface, and seemed to understand the noises they made. I finally ask him about his uncanny ability. When he was thirteen, his father had taken him into the jungle for his vision quest, which entailed drinking a preparation made from a hallucinogenic vine called ayahuasca.

“Many young boys in my village have experiences with jaguars during their visions quests. But the jaguar I saw was going to attack me, and I got away from it by becoming a pink dolphin.”

The symbol for your muse might be something out of mythology, perhaps one of the goddess archetypes. It depends on the focus of your creativity. A marriage counselor might pick Hera, goddess of marriage, or Aphrodite, goddess of love, as a symbol for his muse. Both goddesses concern relationships and our abilities to nurture them. For someone who does creative work at home, Hestia—the Romans called her Vesta—might be an appropriate symbol for a muse. She’s the goddess of home and hearth. In mythology, Athena was the goddess of arts and crafts and of wisdom. Creative yet pragmatic, she certainly would make an appropriate symbol for someone involved in the arts and sciences. Merlin, Arthur, Guinevere, Lancelot: do any of the characters from Camelot fit your idea of a muse?

Summoning the Muse

At times, you work and work and work on something—a project, an idea, a novel or a painting, an invention, whatever it might be—and it still doesn’t come together in the right way. It’s as if your muse is out to lunch. So how can you summon your muse when you need her?

People have different techniques—music, meditation, dancing, physical exercise, sleeping on it, requesting a dream, gardening. Some people get in their car, hit the highway, and drive. Other people take a bath or a shower or get out and walk their dog. The idea is to divert your attention elsewhere. This silences the noise in your head and allows your unconscious to percolate along without your conscious interference. Creativity can’t be forced. It must be lured. It must be summoned.

Another effective technique is to find an object that holds personal significance—a stone, a figurine, a piece of jewelry, a special coin, anything that’s small enough to carry on you. If the object is something that you can immerse in water without damaging it, you should cleanse it first in a mixture of sea salt and water or just a dip in the ocean. Or you can smudge it with smoke from burning sage. This simply rids the object of whatever negative energy it may hold.

Afterward, take a few minutes to acquaint yourself with how this object feels in your hand when your eyes are closed. Let your fingers explore it. Memorize its shape. Feel its weight in the palm of your hand. As you continue to touch it, imagine that the object is connected to your muse. Visualize the connection any way you like. The more vivid and detailed you can make the visualization, the greater the object’s power.

The next time you feel as if your muse is out to lunch, try summoning it by holding the object. Fold your fingers over it, rub your thumb over its surface, remember the connection that you visualized. The first couple of times you try this, your muse may remain elusive. But with practice, this is an excellent way to bring your muse out of hiding.

Vicki, a Leo and a Feng Shui practitioner, was in a store one afternoon and came across a small carved figure of a buffalo. She knew that she had to have it and bought it even though it was more than she could afford at the time. She put the buffalo on a chain, named it, and now uses it both as a pendulum and a way to summon her muse.

Maya, a Leo, is a talented gardener. Her yard is an advertisement for living in the tropics and has an almost Amazonian lushness that seems impervious to Florida droughts. She even grows pineapples, the first I have ever seen in South Florida in the thirty-some odd years I’ve lived here. She doesn’t need an object to summon her muse when she gardens; her creative energy flows through her every time she touches a plant. And the plants respond.

Ideally, that’s how our creativity should always flow. We shouldn’t need objects to connect us to our muse. We shouldn’t have to give our muse a shape. We should be able to just step into the flow and do it.

Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, a professor of psychology at the University of Chicago, spent five years interviewing a hundred creative individuals to learn something about the creative process; and is the author of several books on the subject. He splits creativity into two distinct camps: creativity with a big C and creativity with a small c. The first, he says, alters the culture in some way—the discovery of the light bulb, of penicillin and the polio vaccine, the internal combustion engine, the first airplane. Creativity with a small c is what he calls “a more personal experience that a person has in the way they approach life, in the way that you experience life, with originality, openness, freshness…the personal creativity that makes life enjoyable…”

And isn’t that the point?

Conversing With Your Muse

So how do we talk to something that has no shape, no voice as we understand it, and no discernible reality other than our subjective perceptions?

Obviously, this is the sort of activity that entails an awareness that our inner reality is just as real as our external reality. One method comes from dream researchers, who suggest entering into a dialogue with a dream to interpret its meaning. In other words, you play the various roles that appear in your dream. One moment, you’re the beggar on the street who is being interviewed by the reporter; in the next moment, you’re the reporter, interviewing the beggar. In terms of your muse, this would mean that you alternate your roles as muse and yourself in search of the muse. Confusing, isn’t it. It can also be time-consuming. But if you have the time and the patience, it can be immensely rewarding.

For people who are pressed for time, a simpler method is to give yourself a suggestion as you’re falling asleep that your muse will have solved the problem by the time you wake in the morning and that you’ll remember whatever it is. In some cases, the result will be a dream that is heavily steeped in symbolism. In other instances, the dream’s meaning will be obvious.

Elias Howe, inventor of the sewing machine, had been working long and hard to solve the essential puzzle of what he had envisioned. He finally gave up. That night, he dreamed that he was surrounded by natives who carried spears with holes at the end of them. When he woke, he realized that his sewing machine needle needed a hole at the end through which the thread could be inserted.

Jane Roberts, who channeled more than twenty books by an “energy personality” who called himself Seth, used to go to a “psychic library” when she dreamed where she would find the completed book she was working on. She would take it off the shelf and read the section she needed. She didn’t always consciously remember what she’d read, but when she woke the next day, she was usually able to overcome what had been an obstacle the day before.

“Part of my function as a writer is to dream awake,” writes Stephen King in Writers Dreaming. “If I sit down to write in the morning, in the beginning of that writing session and the ending of that session, I’m aware that I’m writing. I’m aware of my surroundings… But in the middle, the world is gone and I’m able to see better. Creative imaging and dreaming are just so similar that they’ve got to be related.”

“Walking is the most powerful creative tool that I know,” writes Julia Cameron in Vein of Gold. “If I am snagged on a storyline, I walk it out. If I am stymied about what to work on next, I walk until it comes to me.” This kind of walking is a lot like the “dreaming awake” that King mentions, a shift in consciousness in which thinking no longer follows a linear path. We go within to find our way out.

One of the facts that emerged in Csikzentmihalyi’s research was the importance of developing a “rhythm of work and rest.” To do this, a routine is important. If you have a set schedule each day for your work, this makes it clear to your muse that she should be in attendance. Your downtime is just as important; it’s when ideas percolate.

Part of the rhythm of creative work is connected to your particular body rhythms. If you’re the type who absolutely loves getting up before the sun and watching it rise on your corner of the world, then this may be your most creative time of the day. If you love being awake late at night, then it’s probably the time of day when your creative juices are flowing.

Science fiction writer Joe Haldeman rises around 4:30 a.m. and works till noon, then he’s finished for the day. His brother, Jay, now deceased, was also a science fiction writer and did his best work at night. Larks and owls: which one are you?

When my husband and I quit our day jobs to become full-time writers, we experimented with our sleep patterns, hoping to find a pattern more conducive to creativity
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