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INTRODUCTION

On January 25, 1978, I got sober. “Mark this day on your calendar,” I was advised. “It’s the most important day of your life.” I greeted this advice with skepticism. How could a sobriety date be more important than a birthday or a wedding anniversary? It just did not seem possible. Now, thirty-one years later, I recognize the wisdom in singling out that date. I have gone on from there, one day at a time, to maintain my sobriety through both joy and tumult.

“God will never give you more than you can handle,” I was told, with the added footnote, “one day at a time.” Again, this advice proved wise. On days when my emotional plate felt overladen, I learned to remind myself, “Just one day at a time.” Fortunately  for me, I got sober in Southern California—sometimes referred to as the “Harvard of Recovery.”

“If it’s a choice between sobriety and creativity, I don’t know that I’ll choose sobriety,” I complained to my sober mentors in my early months of abstinence.

“There is no choice between sobriety and creativity,” they told me. “Without sobriety, there will be no creativity.”

And so, I learned that the principle of “one day at a time” applied to my creative life. Pre-sobriety, I had written in binges. Post-sobriety, I learned to write daily, without drama. I was a writer, and writers wrote. Simple as that. “God takes care of the quality; you take care of the quantity,” I was advised. “Stop trying to make something up, and try, instead, to get something down.” Direction was important here. If I was “making something up,” I was straining to reach for something that might be beyond my grasp. If I was “getting something down,” I was taking dictation from a higher source.

God is the Great Creator, I came to believe, as I strove to forge an artist-to-artist relationship. I came to believe that creativity is God’s will for us, and that we can practice creativity like any other spiritual practice—a day at a time.

In 1980, composer Billy May gave me a tiny but powerful prayer book: Creative Ideas by Ernest Holmes. Holmes believed that God’s will for us is expansive creativity. Working with his prayers, I came to believe the same thing. Rather than regard myself as the self-conscious author of my work, I began to think of myself more as a conduit, a channel through which the Great Creator’s creativity could enter the world.

In 1992, I published The Artist’s Way—a book which hammered out spiritual principles as a path to higher creativity. To my delight, The Artist’s Way  caught fire. More than three million people purchased the book and employed its principles to expand their creativity. The Artist’s Way worked as a daily spiritual practice. Its central tool, three pages of longhand morning writing called “Morning Pages,” became known as an effective catalyst for personal growth. Many people worked The Artist’s Way repeatedly, circling back through its pages at ever-increasing depth. As for myself, I have written Morning Pages more than two decades now. They are the bedrock of my spiritual practice; a daily discipline that yields prodigious results.

“Your book changed my life,” I am frequently  told. I have come to believe that the daily practice of creativity yields an expanded and deepened sense of spirituality in the lives of Artist’s Way practitioners. And so it is with an eye to increasing both creativity and spirituality that I gathered together the teachings found in this book.

I have written more than thirty books using the tools and the concepts that these pages encompass. It is my belief that heightened productivity will come to all who work with them.




JANUARY




January 1

One of the most important tasks in artistic recovery is learning to call things—and ourselves—by the right names. Most of us have spent years using the wrong names for our behaviors. We have wanted to create and we have been unable to create and we have called that inability laziness. That is not merely inaccurate. It is cruel. Accuracy and compassion serve us far better. Blocked artists are not lazy. They are blocked. Do not call the inability to start laziness. Call it fear.




January 2

It may be useful for you to think of the Morning Pages as meditation. It may not be the practice of meditation you are accustomed to. You may, in fact, not be accustomed to meditating at all. The pages may not seem spiritual or even meditative—more like negative and materialistic, actually—but they are a valid form of meditation that gives us insight and helps us effect change in our lives.




January 3

Looking at God’s creation, it is pretty clear that the creator itself did not know when to stop. There is not one pink flower, or even fifty pink flowers, but hundreds. Snowflakes, of course, are the ultimate exercise in sheer creative glee. No two alike. This creator looks suspiciously like someone who just might send us support for our creative ventures.




January 4

Growth is an erratic forward movement: two steps forward, one step back. Remember that and be very gentle with yourself. A creative recovery is a healing process. You may slide backward. This is normal. Growth occurs in spurts. You will lie dormant sometimes. Do not be discouraged. Think of it as resting. Very often, a week of insights will be followed by a week of sluggishness. The Morning Pages will seem pointless. They are not. What you are learning to do, writing them even when you are tired and they seem dull, is to rest on the page. This is very important. Marathon runners suggest you log ten slow miles for every fast one. The same holds true for creativity.




January 5

The other basic tool of The Artist’s Way may strike you as a nontool, a diversion. You may see clearly how Morning Pages could work yet find yourself highly dubious about something called an Artist Date. I assure you, Artist Dates work, too. An Artist Date is a block of time, perhaps two hours weekly, especially set aside and committed to nurturing your creative consciousness, your inner artist. In its short primary form, the Artist Date is an excursion, a play date that you preplan and defend against all interlopers. You do not take anyone on this Artist Date but you and your inner artist, a.k.a. your creative child. If you think this sounds stupid or that you will never be able to afford the time, identify that reaction as resistance. You cannot afford not to find time for Artist Dates.




January 6

Many blocked creatives tell themselves they are both too old and too young to allow themselves to pursue their dreams. Old and dotty, they might try it. Young and foolish, they might try it. In either scenario, being crazy is a prerequisite to creative exploration. We do not want to look crazy. And trying something like that (whatever it is) at our age (whatever it is) would look nuts. Yes, maybe. Creativity occurs in the moment, and in the moment we are timeless. We discover that as we engage in a creative recovery. “I felt like a kid,” we may say after a satisfying Artist Date. Kids are not self-conscious, and once we are actually in the flow of our creativity, neither are we.




January 7

I learned to turn my creativity over to the only god I could believe in, the god of creativity. I learned to get out of the way and let that creative force work through me. I learned to just show up at the page and write down what I heard. I didn’t have to be in the mood. I didn’t have to take my emotional temperature. I simply wrote. No negotiations. Good, bad? None of my business. I wasn’t doing it. By resigning as the self-conscious author, I wrote freely.




January 8

It is never too late to start over. It is never past the point of no return for our artist to recover. We can heap years, decades, a lifetime of insult upon our artist and it is so resilient, so powerful, and so stubborn that it will come back to life when we give it the smallest opportunity. We can help ourselves by coaxing our artist out with the promise of some protected time to be listened to, talked with, and interacted with. If we actively love our artist, our artist will love us in return. Lovers tell secrets and share dreams. Lovers meet no matter how adverse the circumstances, sneaking off for a rendezvous. As we woo our artist with our focused attention and private time, it will reward us with art.




January 9

I have many friends who are not writers, and writing helps them too. As a sort of creative nurse-practitioner, I have sometimes suggested to despairing friends that they give themselves the gift of three longhand pages every morning to see if it doesn’t cheer them up. It cheers them up. It energizes them. It gives them a sense of flow.




January 10

One of the chief barriers to accepting God’s generosity is our limited notion of what we are in fact able to accomplish. We may tune in to the voice of the creator within, hear a message—and then discount it as crazy or impossible. On the one hand, we take ourselves very seriously and don’t want to look like idiots pursuing some patently grandiose scheme. On the other hand, we don’t take ourselves—or God—seriously enough and so we define as grandiose many schemes that, with God’s help, may fall well within our grasp. Most of us never consider how powerful the creator really is. Instead, we draw very limited amounts of the power available to us. We unconsciously set a limit on how much God can give us or help us. We are stingy with ourselves. And if we receive a gift beyond our imagination, we often send it back. Remembering that God is our source places us in the spiritual position of having an unlimited bank account.




January 11

An artist must have downtime, time to do nothing. Defending our right to such time takes courage, conviction, and resiliency. Such time, space, and quiet will strike our family and friends as a withdrawal from them. It is. For an artist, withdrawal is necessary. Without it, the artist in us feels vexed, angry, out of sorts. If such deprivation continues, our artist becomes sullen, depressed, hostile. We expect our artist to be able to function without giving it what it needs to do so. An artist requires the upkeep of creative solitude. An artist requires the healing of time alone.




January 12

The Morning Pages are the primary tool of creative recovery.  Although occasionally colorful, the Morning Pages are often negative, frequently fragmented, often self-pitying, repetitive, stilted or babyish, angry or bland—even silly sounding. Good! All that angry, whiny, petty stuff stands between you and your creativity. Worrying about the job, the laundry, the funny knock in the car, the weird look in your lover’s eye—this stuff eddies through our subconscious and muddies our days. Get it on the page.




January 13

In our current culture, writing is discouraged. Hall-mark does it for us. We shop for the card that is “closest” to what we wish to say. Schools drill us about how to say what we want to and the how-to involves things like proper spelling, topic sentences, and the avoidance of detours so that logic becomes the field marshal and emotion is kept at bay. Writing, as we are taught to do it, becomes an antihuman activity. We are trained to self-doubt, to self-scrutiny in the place of self-expression. As a result, most of us try to write too carefully. We try to do it “right.” We try to sound smart. We try, period. Writing goes much better when we don’t work at it so much, when we give ourselves permission to just hang out on the page.




January 14

Life is what we make of it. Whether we conceive of an inner god force or an other, outer God, doesn’t matter. Relying on that force does.




January 15

In a sense, our creativity is none of our business. It is a given, not something to be aspired to. It is not an invention of our ego. It is, instead, a natural function of our soul. We are intended to breathe and to live. We are intended to listen and create. We do not need special pens. We do not need special rooms or even special times. What we do need is the intention to allow creativity to create through us. When we open ourselves to something or someone greater than ourselves working through us, we paradoxically open ourselves to our own greatest selves.




January 16

Think of your talent as a young and skittish horse that you are bringing along. This horse is very talented but it is also young, nervous, and inexperienced. It will make mistakes, be frightened by obstacles it hasn’t seen before. It may even bolt, try to throw you off, feign lameness. Your job, as the creative jockey, is to keep your horse moving forward and to coax it into finishing the course.




January 17

If you are creatively blocked, it is possible, even probable, that you can learn to create more freely through your willing use of simple tools. Just as doing Hatha Yoga stretches alters consciousness when all you are doing is stretching, doing the exercises in this book alters consciousness when “all” you are doing is writing and playing. Do these things and a break-through will follow—whether you believe in it or not. Whether you call it a spiritual awakening or not.




January 18

No matter how secular it may appear, writing is actually a spiritual tool. We undertake it solo, and, not to be too facile with puns, it is worth nothing that that word does have the world “soul” embedded in it. Moving alone onto the page, we often find ourselves companioned by higher forces, by a stream of insights and inspirations that seem somehow “other” than our routine thinking.




January 19

Morning Pages are meditation, a practice that brings you to your creativity and your creator God. In order to stay easily and happily creative, we need to stay spiritually centered. This is easier to do if we allow ourselves centering rituals. It is important that we devise these ourselves from the elements that feel holy and happy to us. A spiritual room or even a spiritual corner is an excellent way to do this. An artist’s altar could prove a sensory experience. Burning incense while reading affirmations or writing them, lighting a candle, dancing to drum music, holding a smooth rock or listening to Gre gorian chant—all of these tactile, physical techniques reinforce spiritual growth. We need to unlearn our old notion that spirituality and sensuality don’t mix. We are meant to celebrate the good things of this earth.




January 20

Artist Dates fire the imagination. They spark whimsy. They encourage play. Since art is about “the play of ideas,” Artist Dates feed our work. They gently replenish the inner well. Artist Dates restock our supply of images.




January 21

We all have time to write. We have time to write the minute we are willing to write badly, to chase a dead end, to scribble a few words, to write for the hell of it instead of for the perfect and polished result. The obsession with time is really an obsession with perfection. We want enough time to write perfectly. We want to write with a net under ourselves, a net that says we are not foolish spending our time doing something that might not pay off. When we write from love, when we let ourselves steal minutes as gifts to ourselves, our lives become sweeter, our temperaments become sweeter.




End of sample
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