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Welcome

Want to feed your creativity, helping it flow more freely? Need help weathering the storms of daily life that can otherwise derail creative projects or crush creativity altogether? Long to strengthen your connection to the natural world and the fertile powers that bubble inside?

This book is for you. Welcome to a more creative life.

Note to e-readers

Because Wildly Inspired was designed as a workbook, the paperback version generally provides a better experience. To ensure this ebook is also of value, key questionnaires and worksheets are available for you to print from my website at https://jonisensel.com. 

––––––––
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Praise for Wildly Inspired

“As I sit here, Fall is arriving. A new season! Which means new energy, new hope, and new possibilities. Connect your creative spirit to nature and to the changing seasons with Joni Sensel’s new book Wildly Inspired. Highly recommended!”

—Eric Maisel, Brave New Mind and 60+ books

“In Wildly Inspired, Joni Sensel takes readers deep inside their creative selves to partner with the power of nature. Sensel’s clear and simple guidance leads creative seekers to unearth brand new territory holding fresh perspectives and original material. The book is invaluable to anyone aiming for excellence in their creative expression. So get the book and be Wildly Inspired yourself.”

—Tina Welling, author of Writing Wild

“An original and fascinating way of expanding creativity through our experiences in the natural world, complete with detailed explanations and multiple guided exercises. Highly recommended for writers seeking new avenues, via the natural world, to reach creative insight, both for personal artistic growth and for enriching specific writing projects.”

—Janet Fox, award-winning author and writing coach

“I am over the moon about Wildly Inspired! Imagine dazzling sunshine awakening your creativity from a deep winter into an unexpected spring. Joni Sensel is our worthy mentor in this fresh-and-ancient, wildly inspiring guide that lives up to its name.”

—Deb Lund, creativity coach, author, and environmental educator

A note about my sources


My personal exploration of the concepts in this book began in earnest through courses in the “Four Shields” model of human development expounded in the 1990s by Stephen Foster and Meredith Little and later extended by Bill Plotkin in books such as Nature and the Human Soul. Foster and Little’s lengthy book on the subject, The Four Shields: The Initiatory Seasons of Human Nature, acknowledged its Native American sources, but unfortunately those inspirations were not well credited and were removed from their cultural contexts.

However, I agree with Foster, Little, and Plotkin that the ideas capture enduring human truths that transcend cultures. This conclusion is supported by ideas incorporated here from the work of anthropologist Arnold van Gennep, comparative mythologist and author Joseph Campbell, psychologist Carl G. Jung, educator and author Parker J. Palmer, ecopsychologist Craig Chalquist, and theologian Matthew Fox, among others.

This book reflects my synthesis of these ideas specifically as they apply to creativity. It’s my effort to share a perspective I’ve found valuable with readers who are otherwise unlikely to encounter the concepts in the thriving but limited ways they’re currently practiced elsewhere—including in specific cultural applications.
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Author’s Note: A Gift from the Dawn


[image: ]




This book is a gift from the rising sun.

I had crawled from my warm tent before 5 a.m. to catch the dawn over Colorado’s Sangre de Christo mountains. When I woke, stars still dotted the heavens—a welcome sight, since wildfire smoke had choked off the blue for days, leaving the sky an ominous orange. Now I could hope for a real sunrise, not merely a ruddy glow.

I rose early that morning to seek inspiration. Several days of retreat in the mountains had confirmed a decision half-made in my heart for months: I was setting aside publication goals I’d carried for more than a decade.

Though I’d published six novels for young readers—five through traditional methods and another via self-publishing—I’d subsequently spent too many years without much success. At last I was resolved to take the hint, to stop beating my head against a market that wasn’t interested in the stories I had to tell.

But where to focus my creative energy instead? I didn’t know. So that morning, I crept through the darkness and up a rock-littered slope to await the first rays of the sun. Perhaps I’d be granted an inspiration about how to spend my newly freed time.

As you’ll see in the pages to come, I had reason to hope for a bolt of insight from the East. I’ve spent much of my life outdoors: hiking, camping, and scuba diving, turning the trees and the cliffs, the fish and the squirrels, into friends. Nature has so often inspired me: ideas for novels, plot points, settings, and characters. I seek signs in nature and seem to find them.

It has long been apparent to me that nature speaks to us, if we learn how to listen. Three of my novels rely on this notion. Their characters understand the soft voices of trees and can hear the grumbling wisdom of stones.

But fiction is not real life. So as I crouched on a shadowy boulder, huddled into a blanket against the altitude’s chill, I didn’t know what might come. I simply tried to be open—to animal silhouettes in the gloom, the sweet scent of an unfamiliar bush to my right, the tentative chirping of invisible birds.

I also mused my question about what to do next. What kind of work might readers embrace? Well, what many want most is help creating their own stories and art. That’s true both of people who identify as creative and of many who are privately convinced they are not. Maybe I could offer such help. But I didn’t have any success secrets, did I? If I did, more of my books would exist between covers instead of merely as digital files.

In fact, more than a year before, a friend had suggested I write a creativity book. I lead workshops on the topic and have a fascination for the imagination, which not only helps us express who we are but connects us with a greater, divine generative force. But I couldn’t figure out how to approach such a book or set it apart from those that already exist. I’d quickly dismissed the idea and hadn’t given it much more thought. Not until that week in the mountains.

The sky slowly paled. The shadows grew thin. I waited for the sun to appear. It seemed to be lagging. The details of wildflowers and lichen around me were plain. Yet the brightest spot over the ridge to my east had yet to produce golden rays.

I watched that glow on the horizon, anticipating. As the sun broke the rim and rays dazzled my eyes, the answer to my question arrived in my mind: Present nature as a portal to creativity. I could pull together all the ways I used the natural environment as a pathway to creative work.

Thank you, great sun!
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Once revealed, it seemed obvious. The possibilities and implications ricocheted through my mind. It’s common to think of creativity as something we strive for while alone at an easel or desk, when it’s actually an energy flowing to enliven the Earth. The creative force is expressed broadly through nature in everything from the astonishing diversity of flower blossoms to the sometimes wacky behavior of humans with time on their hands. In my opinion, there’s no better way to access it than to connect with that natural world.

What’s more, I’d spent the last several days talking with a small group of people about how Earth’s seasons are reflected in the stages and challenges of our lives, from childhood to old age. Now, I abruptly recognized a similar cycle in the inception, development, completion, and release of ideas and creative works. I could draw on all these connections to share my creativity techniques, and I could structure the collection around the four seasons. The resulting book might spark ideas for others, as the sun sparked this one for me. It might even nudge readers closer to the Earth and the natural energies that course through us all.

Both delighted by this idea and daunted, I got to work. Whenever I faltered, the Earth got me moving again. At last, after seasons of heated activity and others of cool doubt and rest, I offer this book. (If I could, I’d arrange for you to find it under a tree.) It offers techniques for accessing the creative fire of nature and setting those flames alight within you.

In a sense, this book takes you on your own creativity retreat, but not to a dawn-gilded wilderness peak. Instead, the wilderness we’ll explore together is the anima mundi, the soul of the natural world.1Wilderness experiences can transform lives, in part because they remove us from habitual routines to reveal new perspectives. But it can be difficult to act on the insights received. The return to everyday life, to laundry and traffic, triggers old habits.

This book takes a more integrated approach, offering activities to try as part of your usual creative practice or as small steps to building a new one. When your habits and responsibilities remain all around you, smaller doses of insight can squeeze in through the cracks and persist. In that way, this book can transform your creativity over time from within the constraints of your daily routines. In addition, reconnecting with nature can help counteract the stress of our high-tech daily lives—and while there are exceptions, stress is generally acknowledged as a creativity blocker2 worth fighting.

Don’t worry. I’m not suggesting you rise before dawn or trek into the woods unless that’s what you’re called to do. Nature is as close as your backyard, a park, the houseplant on your windowsill, and your own precious body. It’s waiting 24 hours a day to be noticed. This book won’t push you to physical or emotional limits, but it will push you to try things you haven’t before. You’ll take concrete steps toward creating more originally, joyfully, and productively. And you’ll explore powerful tools that can help you build a more connected, more fulfilling creative practice that’s more grounded in your environment, your deepest self, and your soul.

I hope this book can be a gift for you, too.
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PART 1: A New Way to Grow Your Creativity
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Chapter 1: Nature Is Creativity on Display
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At its most basic level, creativity is the life force that prompts a seed to sprout and grow roots, stems, leaves, and fruit, creating a tree where no tree stood before. Our planet is ridiculously creative—consider the fantastic varieties of insects or undersea life or the beautiful formations of mineral crystals and snowflakes. It’s hard to spend much time observing the natural world without thinking of Ma Nature as promiscuously creative, exploding into variety simply because she can. For the pure joy of it.

By more intentionally connecting with this rambunctious force—which blazes both around and within you—you can grow and expand your own creativity, no matter how you express it. The seasons are a worthy map for this exploration, and this book is intended to both guide you and help document your journey through a year (or more) of creative play, experimentation, and growth. We’ll set your creative spirit loose into its native environment and follow where it leads. You’ll come back transformed.

So let’s go!
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The Creative Critter’s Shopping Spree
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How this can help you: Kick off the playful mindset that promotes creativity, engage both verbal and visual parts of the brain to encourage new connections, and begin mining the metaphorical language of the subconscious.

Imagine you’re a small, soft-bodied creature about to embark on a big new adventure. You’re in line at Gaia’s Gear Mart to choose the clothing and equipment you want to wear and take with you. It’s hard to say where your travels will take you, but you’ll figure it out as you go. Happily, budget’s no issue. There are so many choices! But nature’s not stingy. How you combine them? That’s creativity. Welcome to the Creative Critter’s Shopping Spree.

Select one from each row. Don’t overthink it; just choose. Then total your selections in each column. If you’re reading this as an ebook, find a downloadable version to print on my website at https://jonisensel.com.
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Next, before we assess your choices, take a whack at drawing the creature you’ve built.

I’m not kidding. Colored pencils or crayons will make it more fun. Here’s mine, a sort of flying, spiked tribble. 
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You can see that drawing ability doesn’t matter—and remember, a willingness to occasionally look foolish is a crucial component of creative breakthroughs.

Draw your critter on a sheet of paper. Give it a name if you like.

Does this seem like random silliness? It’s not. We’ll use your answers in several ways. For starters, they can help you explore half-buried attitudes and motivations that may underlie your creative choices.

Answer the following questions about your shopping spree choices. Use a journal if you’d like space to write and reflect. You’ll want one for many of the activities in this book anyhow.


	What prompted your first choice, which was for a coat? Aesthetics, durability, comfort, whimsy, something else? 
	How does that choice reflect your priorities generally?

	How are those priorities reflected in your creative work?





	Three shopping spree questions—2, 6, and 7—get directly at issues of danger and defense. Question 5 can be related, too. How did those questions make you feel? 
	Looking back, are your defenses aimed more at standing your ground or escaping?

	How aggressively do you defend your art-making time or your own vision?

	How comfortable are you with marketing or promoting your work? Do promotional activities make you feel vulnerable? Are you poised to retreat? Or do you worry about being seen as pushy or aggressive? Are you?





	Question 9, on communication, has direct bearing on your art. How might your choice be a metaphor for how you feel about it? (For instance, do you feel unrecognized, howling alone in the darkness? Or is your creative work a way to “beat a drum” on a particular message?) 	If this question makes you uncomfortable or your answer seems “wrong,” what noise-making metaphor would you prefer to associate with your art? Why that one?




	Question 8, about companions, might reveal hidden attitudes toward your creative community. How does your answer hint at how competitive, collaborative, or alone you feel?

	Question 13 carries implications about goals and values. How does your answer relate to your creative work or themes you explore? Is there another choice you’d prefer?

	Look back at your drawing and compare it with the choices you made. Which features are the most prominent in your drawing? What associations do you have with those features? (For instance, my critter’s wild fur speaks to me of warmth and comfort, while wings make me think both of escape and wild flights of fancy.)


	How do those associations resonate in your work or emotional life? (To continue with my example, the quills and fangs in my drawing were afterthoughts, perhaps because I don’t think of myself or my work as very biting or dangerous, and in a conflict I’m more likely to fly away than attack.)


	Now that you know this quiz was a bit more than a lark, how do you feel about it? (For instance, do you feel tricked, entertained, or intrigued?)


	What hidden traits may have surfaced in you, such as a streak of perfectionism, a need for control, a tendency toward overanalysis, or a sense of whimsy?



Finally, if you’re a writer or other kind of storyteller, you might go back and try shopping again from the point of view of the main character in your current project. Consider the questions above from their perspective, too. It can be useful to see how your own answers align with or diverge from those of your protagonist.

The Creative Critter questions have no right answers. They’re not scientific. They simply provoke you to think more metaphorically than you normally may. Many of the activities in this book will do that. Since the subconscious speaks largely through metaphor and image, such activities can help you unearth attitudes and ideas that are buried beneath your conscious awareness. Bringing them to the surface can help you express them in ways that support your creative goals.

If your eyebrows are raised already, let me warn you: This book includes psychological concepts that some might consider esoteric or “woo-woo.” While many creative people find them effective, you needn’t believe anything. Just try the activities to see if they stir your creative energies in playful and productive ways. As with critical feedback and everything else intended to support your creativity, take what resonates and leave the rest.

We’ll return to this Creative Critter activity and how it relates to the seasons shortly. In the meantime, I hope you’ve begun feeling playful and considered the idea that, as with T.S. Eliot’s conception of the literary device known as the objective correlative,3  the natural world around us can reflect our inner lives. That’s why honing your awareness of nature’s creativity can help you explore and develop your own.

“I went out for a walk and finally concluded to stay out till sundown, for going out, I found, was really going in.” —John Muir

The next chapter explains why seasons matter to creative work, especially for artists and storytellers. It includes a fun questionnaire that will help you identify which seasonal energies you might need help with.

If you’ve read enough for now, however, turn instead to an activity for the season you’re in and try it. Or, if the shopping spree primed your imagination, go channel that energy into your work. After all, that’s the ultimate goal. Chapter 2 and its seasonal self-assessment will be waiting for you when you’re ready.
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Chapter 2: Why Map Creativity to the Seasons?
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(Hint: Because your body and subconscious already do)







We live on a planet that leans. It’s tipped on its north/south axis as it orbits the sun. That means some parts of the Earth tilt toward the sun while others lean away from it—and vice versa. The parts that lean toward the sun receive more direct solar rays, making them warmer and giving them more daylight compared with the places that are tipped away. As the Earth circles the sun over a year, the basking part and the chilly part alternate. For the lucky parts in the middle—the tropics—the difference is slight and noticed mostly in wet and dry cycles.

Prehistoric people tracked these changes as they watched animal migrations, plant growth, and the heavens. Early farmers relied on them to know the best times for planting and harvest. Some ancient calendars, including the Old Norse, considered only two seasons, summer and winter. Others focused on the lunar months and specific associations with each. But at least since Roman times, the four seasons have been known consistently in Western cultures as winter, spring, summer, and harvest, later called autumn. Ancient people in the East recognized essentially the same seasons, though some identified five seasons rather than four. (The fifth was often the soggy time of monsoons during late summer.)

A season for stories

My own earliest memories related to the seasons were formed when I was four years old. I learned to read with a P.D. Eastman and Roy McKie picture book called Snow. Somehow the black letters on the book’s white pages—which I could name in alphabet order but not rearrange—connected with the white snowflakes that fell from the sky. I understood in a flash that just as I could press white snowflakes together into snowballs and snowmen and snow forts, the black letters could be lumped together to form different words. And a lump formed of s-n-o-w meant snow.

Snow didn’t fall often in the Pacific Northwest where I lived. Rain was a more common guest. But rain couldn’t be shaped into sculptures or igloos, and it dripped all year around. Spell it b-o-r-i-n-g. Snow, more delightful, appeared only in winter. That made winter special. And perfect for reading stories.

Ever since that day, for me the seasons have been linked with words, stories, reading, and writing, and therefore creativity. I’m not alone. Across cultures, humans share common associations with each season that are rooted in our dependence on Earth for our food and in the cycles of life and death all around us.

How seasons echo through our psyches

Spring fling. May/December romance. Even “the winter of our discontent.” Such idioms suggest our intuitive awareness of specific seasonal associations that have been deeply ingrained in our hearts, minds, and psyches—if not our genes—through mythology, religion, and other traditions. This is because the seasons provide potent metaphors for universal aspects of experience: The fertility and new life that mark spring; the wild growth, blooming, and ripening of summer; the harvests, transformations, and impending death that loom over autumn; and the loss, hard times, and turning inward of winter.

In fact, the cycle of seasons is an archetype, a subconscious template for change. It’s so fundamental to our lives that it’s often used as a map for human development. Spring represents birth; summer celebrates the flourishing of childhood; autumn evokes adolescence or early maturity; and winter stands for adulthood, responsibility, and aging toward death. As philosopher Gaston Bachelard wrote, “Winter is by far the oldest of the seasons.”4
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We’ll explore each season’s associations in more detail in Chapter 3. But first consider how the entire cycle echoes across human culture. First, the four-part archetype is so strong that we apply it to other periods of time. The year’s quarters, and much of what they represent, also track neatly with the four parts of a day. Dawn corresponds to spring, noon and early afternoon to summer, evening to autumn, and night (especially midnight) to winter. So, too, the four phases of the moon—waxing crescent, full moon, waning crescent, and new (dark) moon. That means that whether we’re consciously aware of it or not, we experience the archetypal cycle daily. (Monthly, too, but most modern humans only occasionally notice the moon.)

You don’t need to recognize the current phase of the moon for the moods of a season to work in and on you. It’s your birthright as a citizen of Earth and a byproduct of the mythology you’ve absorbed, whether you’re aware of those influences or not. We tend to think of ourselves and human society as separate from nature, but as mammals, we’re part of and subject to the environment, whether you call it the land, the material universe, or Creation. That’s true even where walls and concrete separate us from the dirt and the moss and the rain. We still feel the sun’s warmth and the tug of the moon. Our bodies respond to approaching night and temperature cycles in ways that evolved over countless generations.

What’s more, our hearts, minds, and creative energies can be influenced by these seasonal cycles more than we realize. In fact, a host of research has shown that the season we’re born into can have lifelong impacts on both our physical and mental health and our personalities.5  The activities in this book help you become more aware of those natural influences and leverage them to reduce blocks and help your creativity flow.

Creative work progresses through seasons, too

Like living things, creative works go through a similar cycle of birth, development, ripening, and release (whether to an eager audience or abandonment in a closet). We speak of the germ of an idea, meaning a seed, and might nurse it until it blooms. Critics comment on artistic growth, of work maturing or ripening. Finished works, from movies to video games, are released or “dropped” like ripe fruit or fall leaves. Or perhaps the work only withers and dies. Either way, the artist begins the cycle again, moving on to the next idea or project.

If you’ve been a writer or artist for long, you know that most individuals are better at some parts of the creative cycle than others—whether that means getting started, finishing, polishing, or attracting audiences. We each resonate with the energies of some seasons more than others, whether as a function of personality, circumstances, environment, or biology.

Culture also plays a role. Our society’s current habit is to think about beginnings on January 1, and with that date come new goals, resolutions, or thematic “nudge words.” But as researchers know, most of us promptly abandon or forget these new starts.6 It’s hard to “turn over a new leaf ” when new leaves won’t appear for weeks or months in many climates. Even when they do, most of us aren’t capable of mentally focusing on a goal, plan, or theme for a whole year at a time. Daily to-dos get in the way. Unexpected events and ideas derail us. And our interests and attention shift as time passes. That’s why experts advise breaking goals into manageable chunks.7 

The seasons are one obvious template to use—and, in fact, much of Western culture has a second important “get started” season: fall’s back-to-school vibe. This early social training carries over into adult life when we put away summer’s beach reads and turn our attention “back to the grindstone” after Labor Day (of course). Grindstones sharpen and renew tools, an important first step before autumn’s harvest and crucial work for ensuring winter survival. Similarly, the fall season marks a shift in energy we apply to longer-term goals. Many of us think, “September already? I’d better get moving on what I wanted to accomplish this year.” In addition, the Hebrew calendar marks the Jewish new year, Rosh Hashanah, in late September, providing an alternative fresh start for followers of that tradition. Influences like these, which divide the year into energetic ebbs and flows, are one more reason to consider your creative work using the frame of the seasons.

The seasonal cycle of the hero’s journey

Another familiar cycle echoes the seasons—the cycle of the hero’s journey, also sometimes known as the mono-myth. Popularized by Joseph Campbell in The Hero with a Thousand Faces, this story archetype or pattern is familiar to many writers, filmmakers, and other artists. It’s spawned countless books and classes, including Christopher Vogler’s The Writer’s Journey, Steven Pressfield’s The Artist’s Journey, and two books called The Heroine’s Journey, the first of that title by Maureen Murdock.

[image: A diagram of a journey

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]

The cycle of seasons gives structure to the passage of time. The hero’s journey does too, since it reflects the basic formula of rites of passage: separation from the community, a dip into the unknown, adventures and trials, and a return to the community in a new role.8 Scholars have also identified other archetypal cycles associated with this formula, including what’s known as the post-heroic journey, but Campbell’s traditional hero’s journey still holds the most sway. Different renditions of the cycle involve as many as 17 discreet stages, but it can be simplified to a handful. (See the illustration above.)

It’s no coincidence that the cycle of seasons can be mapped to the hero’s journey, with a loss of spring’s innocence in summer adventures, hardships in the fall, death in the winter, and rebirth the following spring. Renowned literary critic Northrop Frye even suggested that all literary works—if not all of life—ultimately reflect this seasonal archetype.9 He mapped the comedies, with their giddy, impulsive spirit, to spring, while romances align with summer. Tragedies, which tell of loss and failure and often end in the hero’s death, belong to autumn, while the chaos and self-reflectivity of satires fit winter.

Writers don’t usually think in these terms, setting out to create a depressing fall book, but that doesn’t mean the archetype’s not at work. The concept is extended even further in compelling arguments by social critics William Strauss and Neil Howe, who have argued that human societies also pass through predictable, four-part seasonal cycles of expansion, exploration, decay, and crisis.10 If nothing else, these conceptions illustrate the pervasive power of the seasonal cycle and its many metaphorical applications.

The seasonal cycle of the artist’s journey

Part of the power of the hero’s journey lies in the fact that we’re all the heroes of our own lives. And unless you’re new to your craft, you probably don’t need much more than a glance to see how much the artist follows the hero’s path. An idea from somewhere mysterious summons the creator to a new project. Mentors and allies offer support through hard times. And most of us eventually confront the abyss, questioning the project, our talent, and our hopes. Fortunately, those who persevere eventually finish the cycle, if not with grand artwork, then at least with the treasure of new skills for the next project.

In that context, I’m calling you to an adventure with the creative energies of the seasons. Keep the hero’s journey in mind as you enjoy the activities in this book. It’s more obvious in some than in others, but they all support the adventure of an artistic life. They’re a stash of magic charms to call on when you’re discouraged or stuck. If you’re intrigued by the journey itself, check out the titles mentioned above, particularly Vogler’s. His insights apply to artists of all kinds and can help motivate you during trials.

Let’s plunge in and get more personal. Before we explore how each season might influence your creativity, complete the easy questionnaire that follows. Once you’ve revealed your own tendencies when it comes to seasonal energy, you can better align your creative habits to bolster any weaknesses and balance them with your strengths.

Why care about balancing your seasonal creative energies? Because as a creative, you are on a journey, and you don’t want to get lost before coming back home with your prize. In literary terms, that’s the definition of tragedy. Most of us in the modern world find a happy ending—or at least one that’s hopeful—more satisfying. That’s certainly true for your journey as an artist. Seasonal balance will help you avoid getting stalled on your artistic journey so you can progress through the cycle again and again.
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​Seasonal Energy Tendencies
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How this can help you: Increase awareness of seasonal energies and their psychological (and a few physiological) associations so you can work toward more balance.

For each question, select one (or at most two) that best match your feelings. Find a downloadable and printable version at https://jonisensel.com.
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Does one season represent a dominant number of your answers? Perhaps more important, which season represents your lowest score?

The ideal is balance. With that in mind, consider the advice below for whichever season you selected least often. With help from the activities that follow, you’ll bring more of that season’s energies to your creative process. Repeat as needed for your second-lowest score.

If your lowest season was:

[image: A white logo with a leaf
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Spring: You may need more inspiration, innovation, and “spark” in your creative practice. Focus especially on the Spring activities in this book and try something new. Julia Cameron’s “artist’s dates” would probably be productive for you.11

Most important, break a few rules (including your own). A great way to start is to complete a Spring activity, such as Break a Rule or Conspire with Clouds, no matter what time of year you’re in now. Finally, if you’re weak in spring energy, it may be because you—like many in our overworked culture—are stuck in summer’s drive for productivity or grinding through winter’s to-do list to survive. If so, set aside more wintery time to rest and regenerate. It will help ready you for a spring burst.
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Summer: You’re missing some playful energy and abundance, and your productivity may be suffering as a result. Or perhaps you’re too focused on making every moment, every brush stroke, every work session count, and not enough on explorations that can bear fruit in the future. Schedule time for a creative intensive—fast drafting or a weekend or weeklong retreat to do little more than create. Find the artsy child inside and let her out for some fun—such as by embarking on a project you promise to never show anyone else. (You can always decide later to change your mind about sharing it.) Focus on the Summer activities in this book, such as Shed Your Shoes, Find a Familiar, and Let Your Body Inspire You. Get back into your body and senses, and use those physical sensations to inform work that will be better for it.

[image: ]

Autumn: You’re probably good at getting started and making progress, but maybe not so great at polishing and finishing, right? Or maybe you resist sharing your work with others. Either way, you need to let go of something—a fear, a habit of overscheduling yourself, that project that’s ready to meet the world, or maybe the shiny new ideas that always pop up to distract you before you’re really done with the last one. Do a little introspection with the Autumn activities in this book, especially Catch Reflections and Release What’s No Longer Useful, and consider doing others with a creative friend. Teaming up with someone else can make it more fun and help you hold yourself more accountable for bringing results to fruition.
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Winter: You might be avoiding the sheer endurance work of getting through the hard parts, whether for you that means obtaining and incorporating feedback, working through blocks, or perhaps marketing your work. The solution might be more “butt in chair” time, but the reverse may also be true: The odds are good that you’re not giving yourself enough time to simply rest, regenerate, and let your subconscious work on those blocks—which are often a sign of either exhaustion or resistance to plumbing emotional depths. Lean on your creative community for support. Try a class or other educational activity as a lower-energy way to plant seeds for the future. Be sure to give such seeds the rest that nature often requires for germination (known as cold stratification) by spending some relaxed time with introspective Winter activities, such as Take Stock with a Snowflake, Rest with the Rain, and Gnaw Your Creative Bone.

If you’d like to learn what’s behind the recommendations above, keep reading. Chapter 3 explores the unique energies of each season and how they resonate with us psychologically and culturally. It helps clarify why the activities to follow are assigned to one season or another. Chapters 4 and 5 provide practical guidance for getting the most out of this book.

But don’t hesitate to skip ahead to a season and try an activity that appeals. Unless you’re a mathematician or quantum physicist, creativity is a practice, not an intellectual task. Like the seasons themselves, it’s experiential, and how a creative impulse feels—and what you do with it—is more important than what you know about it. Creativity is all about action.

So go play, if you like. You can always come back for the explanations during a lull on a drab winter’s day.

More than a cycle: The spiral of life

The seasons and your creative journey are not cycles that strictly repeat. Rather, they advance through time in a spiral. This ancient symbol of life and time, seen everywhere from the fiddleheads of a fern to the arms of our Milky Way galaxy, reminds us that who we are this spring is different from who we were last spring simply for having lived through the year.

Similarly, every creative idea or project, even every failed experiment, is another turn through the spiral that moves your craft forward. It may feel at times like you’re going in circles and covering old ground, but the accumulating seasons of your creative life continue to drive your skills and work forward.

That’s why you can keep using this book over time, revisiting an activity you’ve done before. You’ll be a changed person the second time through, and perhaps working on a different creative project. The activity may resonate differently or be newly productive each time. Comparing your experiences from one cycle to the next can uncover themes or challenges worth more exploration—or help you recognize your own growth, quietly accumulating like the chambers of a nautilus shell.
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Chapter 3: Exploring the Energies of Each Season
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The energies of each season and how they influence us—our psychological, emotional, and cultural associations—are based originally in close observation of nature. In addition to being creative, humans had to be shameless voyeurs to survive.

If we watch anything more closely than nature, however, it’s ourselves. As a result, we’ve drawn parallels between the seasons and our own lives and behavior. These connections are found everywhere from traditional Chinese and Ayurvedic medicine to Greek and Celtic cosmology, Egyptian alchemy, and the Medicine Wheel concept sacred to Ojibwe and other Plains Native Americans. While every culture adds its own spin, the influences associated with each season are relatively consistent because they start from a common foundation of biology, ecology, and sociology.

In addition to associating young children with the new life of spring and white-haired elders with winter, we ascribe related psychological states and personality traits to each season. For instance, innocence, curiosity, and playfulness seem to belong to the early parts of our lives and the year, while self-sufficiency, responsibility, and self-sacrifice describe both the adults who sustain their communities and the frigid part of the year where those traits matter most for our shared survival. See the table that follows for a few more examples.
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From the obvious to the intuitive

Because humans are good at abstract thought and driven to create meaning and order in our lives, various thinkers have gone further to organize other aspects of our experience into this seasonal matrix. The results are based more on intuition than on any “-ology,” but they resonate with many people.

For instance, the multiple dimensions of being human—spiritual, physical, emotional, and intellectual—fit neatly into the cycle, in that order. There’s no question that all four dimensions are with us our entire lives, but once you’ve decided that adolescence goes with autumn and adulthood with winter, for instance, it’s easy to concede (or at least imagine) that emotional energy rules the former and rational thought ascends in the latter.

The sensations we perceive from the world can be sorted similarly, even though we have five primary senses, not four. We say, “spring is in the air” when birdsong and cherry blossoms engage the senses brought to us on the breeze—hearing and scent—after a long, stifling winter indoors. Summer’s focus on visible, physical growth and therefore the body places the most full-body sense, touch, firmly in those warmest months. Harvest feasts emphasize taste as well as feelings like gratitude and nostalgia. As Jane Austen noted in Persuasion, “[A]utumn—that season of peculiar and inexhaustible influence on the mind of taste and tenderness...” Meanwhile, winter draws our attention to vision, both for what we can no longer see in the dark and for the interior or shared visions of art, storytelling, and dreams.

A host of other mental and emotional connections accompany each season, too. For instance, spring’s increasing light and emergent plant life make it reasonable to associate new ideas, discoveries, and change with this season, along with related feelings, such as awe, excitement, and the confusion that may come with change. Or consider the generosity and community goodwill that characterize the dark holidays around winter solstice. With almost magnetic force, each season evokes individual and communal responses that have helped us survive over generations. The full range of seasonal energies, as they apply specifically to creativity, are explored in greater depth in the introduction to each season later in this book.

––––––––
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Secondary seasonal associations
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Do such extrapolations push too far into fancy? Probably—although as noted, research supports a seasonal effect on personality and mental health that roughly aligns with these concepts. But if these seasonal associations didn’t resonate, we wouldn’t nod our heads to this quote from artist Yoko Ono:

“Spring passes and one remembers one’s innocence. 

Summer passes and one remembers one’s exuberance. 

Autumn passes and one remembers one’s reverence. 

Winter passes and one remembers one’s perseverance.”

Ultimately, despite ongoing neurological study, creativity is more art than science. It draws heavily on image, sensory experience, and metaphor, all of which fuel the associations above. And when you want to encourage your imagination, few things work better than other imaginative leaps to spark fresh ways of thinking. Scientific or not, the influences we associate with each season can inspire and motivate you.

Fire, water, spikes, and wings

But wait, there’s more! Take a look back at your Creative Critter Shopping Spree. There’s a method to the madness of those choices.

A variety of philosophical traditions, from the ancient Greeks and Ayurveda practitioners to modern poets and business consultants,12 view the natural world—including human temperaments—through a lens of four or five basic elements: air, fire, water, and earth, with the frequent addition of ether or space. (Traditional Chinese medicine tracks this somewhat differently, using earth, water, and fire, plus wood and metal.)

Earth’s seasons also have been linked with those four (or sometimes five) basic elements. The four cardinal directions—east, south, west, and north—are sometimes included too, most notably in the Ojibwe medicine wheel. Such representations bring together multiple natural cycles and cosmologies to illuminate human experience and our relationships with the Earth and each other.

Each element, like each season, is broadly associated with physical, mental, psychological, and behavioral traits and is arranged on a spectrum from air (light and diffuse) to earth (heavy and dense). For instance, air is linked with our intangible intellects and thoughts that can shift unexpectedly, like the wind, bringing insight or driving erratic behavior. Fire suggests passion, courage, anger, and transformation of the sort that could be destructive or might produce warmth and light. Water, whose depths are strongly associated with emotion, introspection, and the psyche, can bring life through bubbly cheer or drown us in “sinking” feelings of sadness. Earth evokes fertility, nurturing, practicality, and stability, which could mean rigid or stubborn. As you might guess from these examples, each element represents strengths and potential weaknesses.
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