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LISTE


SIMPLIFY


ORGANISE


ENRICH YOUR LIFE
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This book is for anyone who wants to:


Simplify their life


Discover themselves


Keep their best memories


Discover 1,001 small pleasures


Find their true path in life.











‘On my desk my notebook


Still blank


The three days of the year.’


Haiku by Yoshida Nobuko











Introduction


‘There are more things in heaven and earth, Horatio, than are dreamt of in your philosophy.’


William Shakespeare


Lists of:


Funny things


Things which make the heart beat faster


Extremely tiresome things


Pleasant things


And, under the last heading:


‘It is very pleasant, on a cold winter’s night, to be buried with your lover under a heap of quilts’


Or:


‘To go to bed alone in a room which smells just perfect.’


This is the system Sei Shonagon – the most famous courtesan to sixteenth-century Japanese writers – used to record what she experienced in the course of her life.


From hieroglyphs to anthologies, miscellanies, almanacs,



compendiums and encyclopedias, humankind has always felt the need to write or draw ideas, events and facts, and to present these in detailed and methodical lists. And whether these lists are presented on stone, bark, clay, paper or computer screens, the impulse remains the same.


In monasteries in the Middle Ages, the first books were written in the form of lists. In Asia, emperors ordered clerks to survey the population and make inventories of all kinds of things: medicinal plants, fauna, local customs, culinary specialities, religious cults…


What these people shared was a desire for universal knowledge and, through that, self-knowledge. Thanks to these enumerations, these lists, humankind could discover the universe, seize the essence of it, and understand it better.


Humanity continues to pursue this quest for knowledge: what is our true nature, what is the meaning of life?


By virtue of its concise, contained form, the simplicity of its presentation and the immediacy of its approach, the list gives us an entry point into a potentially unlimited exploration of our lives. A form of language and of knowledge, the list allows us to approach facts with a magical clarity that reveals their true meaning.


Lists allow you to explore your memories, your dreams and your preferences. They allow you to look deep inside yourself, and find all sorts of hidden treasures: creative powers, abandoned dreams, parts of yourself you had pushed away or ignored, forgotten memories. They allow you to reorder yourself, to reflect, to evolve, to tame silence and solitude, to simplify life and give it more value. And what could be more gratifying or more effective than doing something by yourself and for yourself?


Because we are short of time, we often forget who we are. The elliptical form of the list is perfect for our day and age, not only because it gives us the opportunity to reach self-awareness, but also because it gives us the possibility of spiritual renewal.


It goes without saying that lists allow us to clarify our thoughts and take the weight off our minds. Zen philosophy counsels us to abide by forms in order to liberate ourselves from them and achieve freedom. Lists are that form. They will give you more lucidity and more ease in everyday life; they will hugely enrich every sphere of your life.


Why write lists?
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‘Why are clouds so beautiful? If I tried to list the reasons, I would need more than one page. They are beautiful when they are useful and wished for, but also when they are threatening. When they are white like sheep or black like wolves.’


Jean-Luc Nothias, Le Figaro, 17 August 2005


We may not be aware of this, but our very being is a collection of lists. Everything must belong to the past, the present or the future.


Lists belong not only in everyday life, but also in the life of the mind. They are an indispensable crutch. We draft hundreds of them: lists of what we have to do, would like to do, have done, lists of addresses, recipes, books we have read, things to take on holiday, plans… They help us to ‘function’.


We don’t keep or archive our lists; we don’t give them the recognition they deserve. And yet they help us so much: to keep control of our lives, to save time, to avoid confusion, stress and forgetting… So why don’t we accept, once and for all, that lists are necessary, useful and precious. And that, by learning how to organise them, to love them and to use them intelligently, we can live more simply, more easily and more intensely.




Personal development
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In the past, we had priests, masters and elders. We could trust these people, and ask them for practical, moral or spiritual advice. Today, they have been replaced by therapists, by various techniques of ‘personal development’, by psychologists, psychotherapists, life coaches and, of course, the pharmaceutical industry. But that doesn’t make personal development any less important: it is the basis of everything. Self-help books continue to flood the marketplace, offering methods and techniques to help you become your best possible self. And all, in some way, recommend taking notes and making lists.


Many different voices are vying for our attention – and we may be interested in many of them – but we cannot gain a deep understanding of all these techniques. We hope that the next magazine we buy, the next book we read, will offer us a better, easier, quicker approach… So we plough on with our reading, tirelessly striving to find the latest ‘secret’ miracle for losing weight or de-stressing, for finding happiness or our very own Prince Charming.


But, if we are honest with ourselves, what do we achieve by doing this? Do we actually put any of it into practice? At the end of the day, what do we really get from all the money and time we invest?


The reason we read these books is because we want to change and evolve. But to do that we need to act, to throw ourselves into our plans. Merely reading advice will not produce results. It’s



what we do with the advice that matters.


So if you really want to take advantage of the advice you read, buy a nice, big notebook and write it all down. Write down all the recommended topics for ‘To Do’ lists, the exercises which strike you as effective and which suit your personality; focus on certain points of interest. With a notebook to hand, you will know where to write the things you want to try and to develop. You will write your own advice on the things which have meaning and importance to you.


You will also know where to write the small things which you would like to remember, the things you often want to write down, perhaps without even knowing why, but never do. Why don’t we write these things down? Firstly, out of laziness or a vague feeling of ‘what’s the point?’ But the key problem is disorganisation. A little voice in you whines: ‘But where will I write that down? That piece of paper’s just going to end up in the bin or under the sofa…’ And so you shelve the idea, knowing that these ‘notes to self’ will simply disappear. But, as this book will show you, making lists is neither a vanity nor a chore. It is not just something for the scatterbrained among us. On the contrary, making systems is a way to make meaning, to back up your memory, to refresh it, and to live in a more intense way.


A question of personality
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‘Lists? Oh, I’m always making lists. I couldn’t live without them. They comfort me.’


‘Lists? I have them on the go all the time. They’re my main point of reference, my support.’


‘Lists? I always leave them on the table. But at least they remind me what to put in my bag.’


When I ask my friends whether they make lists, some become distant, almost condescending, and reply that yes, of course they do, they make shopping lists. But apart from that, why bother? Other friends light up: ‘Yes, of course, I make lists of everything, absolutely everything: places I’d like to visit, my possessions, the presents I have to buy that year.’


Perhaps this strikes you as an odd question. But the answers are instructive.


‘Lists? My father wrote the most wonderful lists. He had a very particular way of writing them, sometimes for that day, sometimes for that week, sometimes for that year. He used to fold them up in concertinas. I would have liked to keep some, they were unique.’


‘I make a list of all the plants and trees we have in our garden.’


Apart from the fact that people who make lists generally like to talk about them a lot, the subject of lists can reveal a new side to some-one’s personality. We may discover that a person we thought hadn’t any particular passions is in fact an artist; that someone we saw as a bohemian keeps track of their finances down to the last penny.


A person’s relationship with lists says a lot about their temperament, and people who write them tend to be very interesting, in the same way collectors are. There is even a website (www.echolaliste.com) for people who want to publish their lists. At the time of writing, 2,000 lists had been published.


But lists are also a cultural phenomenon. A student at Todai, the most prestigious university in Japan, said that he and his friends had been taught to write everything down: the films they’d watched, the books they’d read or had to read, the exhibitions and baseball games they’d attended, the places they’d visited… That way, come exam time, they would have a wide range of knowledge at their fingertips, gleaned from very different contexts.


In Japan, people often talk about listomania. The Japanese like perfection, they like extremes. That is part of the national character. Some are methodical to a degree unimaginable to people of other nationalities; they list everything and want to take full possession of what they know. How can we explain this phenomenon? It comes down to the love of possessing knowledge, and keeping the traces of your life, without cluttering it with material things (brochures, cinema tickets, newspaper articles, and so on); the art of possessing without possessing, of having everything by having nothing. Is this because Zen philosophy advises us to get rid of useless things in order to devote ourselves to life?


Making lists is a way of savouring life; it is also a way of stretching time, of punctuating it, measuring it and collecting its precious moments.


The art of little: style without syntax
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Dawn


The breath of whales


A frozen sea.


Gyodai


The list is the most concise form of expression available to us. But, paradoxically, its elliptical nature allows us to be as exhaustive as possible. Its brevity leads us to the truth of things. And it can often do that far more powerfully than phrases weighed down by syntax. Writing lists teaches us to reduce the number of words and phrases we use; to employ short, succinct formulations that are easy to write, read, reread and understand; to achieve maximum meaning in minimum words. Perhaps, then, we can even find a moment of pure poetry, a diamond in the rough. Lists can become art forms, like haikus.


Poetic expression has always been a part of writing. So why is it not part of making lists? The Japanese often express themselves in haikus. These poems are a sort of visualisation, and they should, in principle, never exceed the length of a breath. But our Western civilisation suffers from long-windedness. We are intoxicated by phrases and long expositions. We lose ourselves in wasted words, words which contain no meaning or depth. Our minds become encumbered by the number of words we use, and the length of those words.


Words, words and more words. In the same way that weeds stunt



the growth of plants, this waffle stunts our thoughts. The haiku, on the other hand, is so concise and so dense that its meaning surges forth like a flame, immediately taking us to the heart of things.


The power of the haiku lies in its simple juxtaposition of words, its lack of linear logic. As the eminent Japanese-to-French translator Corinne Atlan explains, the haiku doesn’t worship at the feet of Cartesian logic. Without even ‘expressing’ anything, the very juxta-position of certain phrases can spark a surprise connection, and allow us to seize what ‘constructed’ language does not allow us to express.


Lists are sequences of words. They allow us to condense our experience in a profound, poetic way, to seize the essence of a moment. With a list, there is no verbal fog to conceal what we are trying to express. Don’t maxims and proverbs follow the same principle?


Writing, correcting, editing, clarifying, refining… the work of deleting, of filtering, of gradually trimming back the superfluous as we aspire towards the essential. It is always possible to express truths, personal convictions or powerful, fleeting pleasures in a more succinct way. Just like the haiku, the list can represent a way of turning a selection of words and sensations into a mini work of art.


Think of the words we use as a house. Use them with as much love and care as possible to keep a trace of all the little nothings which make up our lives.


Lists or diaries?
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‘Soon I won’t have any space for my diaries, I have so many of them in different shapes and sizes. I hide them in boxes, in suitcases, behind the curtains, under beds, even in a cot in the attic which had been empty for a long time… A cleaner came to help me wrap them in old sheets… we sewed up the sheets and I called these packages “mummies” and wrote on them the date on which I’d made them. To confuse nosy people, I stacked the “mummies” in boxes and wrote “white laundry” on them.’


A twenty-four-year-old woman in On Diary, accounts collected by Philippe Lejeune


In the past, keeping a diary was seen almost as a moral obligation. In some countries, like Japan, many people still practise this ritual. No one asks what the point is. It is simply something people do, something people have always done. People think that if they don’t keep a diary, they will let a precious part of life slip through their fingers. In my native France, teenagers and older people still keep diaries, but the practice is becoming rarer. People see it as old-fashioned and swotty, as a tedious obligation. Broadcasting your personal life to strangers on the internet, by writing a blog, is seen as a far more worthwhile activity – as though what gives life meaning is other people’s validation. There is no question that the diary is no longer the mode of expression best suited to our times.


The second disadvantage of the diary is that it is, by nature,



too intimate. You’re at the mercy of indiscreet glances, you live in fear of being read. (The exception here is the Japanese practice of couples’ diaries, where the partners will write down things they want the other to know, so feelings are revealed without face-to-face confrontation.) A diary can become overwhelming; it can take up too much space, both physically and psychologically. Some people crumble under the weight of a lifetime’s diaries, and worry more about what will happen to their diaries when they die than about what will happen to them.


So what’s to be done if you feel as though your diaries are weighing you down? It would be a shame to get rid of so much of your lived experience; perhaps the solution could be to go back over your entries and edit them (delete certain things, rewrite others), to extract the best things, the words of wisdom. And then, with the help of lists, you can rewrite your life in a simpler, less wordy way. Allow your experiences to breathe. Include headings, for example, ‘small panoramas of my life’, ‘travel notes’, ‘my misadventures’, ‘my best memories’… And let go of the rest: the burdensome emotions, the entreaties, sighs and tears… Tidy up your writing in the same way you’d tidy a house which has been left empty for so long you have no idea what it harbours. A house which contains so many excessive, sterile, useless things that you no longer have room to live and breathe.


Training yourself to rewrite the events of your personal life in a new style can help you to detach from certain things, to remove the cloak of drama or tragedy which covered them. You will lighten your mental and emotional burden and seize the essence of what life has taught you; this in turn will allow you to move forward. Of course



this task may stir things deep inside you, and may entail symbolic deaths. But, in the end, life will emerge victorious. The key to living well is learning lessons, then continuing on your way. Make this experience of personal decluttering a stimulating, reinvigorating thing. Reworking your memories will also make them clearer and more accessible.


The concise form of the list will make the work of collecting facts and statements a lot easier, more practical and more pleasant. Your emotions will reattach themselves to the names, events and places as you rewrite them. They will be anchored in us far more firmly than we could previously have imagined.


Lists allow us to rethink and restructure our ideas. They give us a panoramic view of our lives. They breathe fresh life into our writing, make the important things more visible, make rereading a pleasure. Ozu’s Diaries 1936–1963 are a marvellous example of this practice. When he described a day as ‘Siesta’, what he meant was that he’d been on a bender the night before.


Do not leave overly intimate writing behind, but instead keep a record of the gifts life has given you. Make this your life’s work: this is the compromise between keeping a diary and leaving nothing to posterity.


A creative hobby for everyone
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‘I polish my poems alone In the darkening day.’


Haiku by Kyoshi Takahama


Writing the book of your life in the form of lists can be the most accessible hobby. It is the most constructive activity imaginable, as fulfilling as crosswords, if not more so. And the same can be said whether you’re seven or 117.


Life is boring for people who do nothing: you get the impression of not living. Laziness and boredom make time shrink; when we are bored we do not fill our time and, in hindsight, time seems shorter. But by living fully, time can stretch almost to infinity.


Lists prove that any of our lives can be interesting or dull, that what matters is the depth of our perception. The lists of a recluse could be utterly fascinating.


You’ll never get bored writing lists
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Making lists is a way of entering your own private realm. It allows you to define the terms of your own life, to name its guiding concepts and ideas. As soon as you do so, you will forget your surroundings, your external circumstances and the uncertainties of everyday life.


Spending your moments of leisure writing notes on the books you’ve read, transcribing conversations you’ve had, noting down snippets of knowledge, contemplating the ethics and aesthetics of a perfect life, formulating your exact idea of happiness, searching for meaning, visualising your goals, your highest aspirations and the means by which you might achieve them… these activities are fascinating in and of themselves. They are also accessible to everyone. They allow us to rise up, to reach – and surpass – our potential. And life can so easily drag us down…


Writing lists doesn’t require any concerted effort, particular talent or constraints. Simply follow the flow of your ideas. The practice will give life to your thoughts, to your own style, to your own existence. This collection of writing will, as day follows day, become our personal bible, the reflection of our inner life, a focal point that will allow us to recover the unity, the harmony, the simple sense of wonder, which we otherwise tend to lose.


Become master of a secret, limitless treasure
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The passion some people have for lists can also be explained by the desire to be completist. They think the world, once written down, can be mastered. The world is more knowable, it is better suited to their needs. Everything now seems less immense, less complex, less strange – less worrying. They have a sense that they and their lives now fit better in the world.


A book of lists is priceless. It contains our lives, it is proof of our creativity and it has been written by our own hand. The older it is and the fuller it is, the more value it has. After ten years, according to the Japanese, it will be a treasure, and the joys it will bring will be incomparable.









PART ONE


LISTS TO SIMPLIFY EVERYDAY LIFE
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Time is money


Time-saving lists
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‘Every day is a treasure. Do not compare it to a dragon’s bright pearl. A dragon’s pearl can be found. But even if we lived for one hundred years, this day could not be lived again.’


Master Dogen, Bonze Zen (1200–1253)


What are our lives if not the hours we possess? How do we use them?


Lists are a practical way of saving time when we feel overwhelmed by everything we have to do or want to do.


I am not denying that spontaneity has its charms. But very often, it is necessary to be organised in order to take full pleasure from your time and enjoy all the opportunities life presents. Writing down what we earn and what we spend allows us to make adjustments, to reduce the outgoings which do not bring value to our lives. In the same way, writing down what we have to do allows for a greater



degree of organisation and enables us to make conscious choices (as with many other things in life, realising is half the battle).


In the course of a day, we scribble things down anywhere and everywhere, a thousand and one little nothings. We think we are regulating our frenetic lives. These small mementos are soothing: we no longer ‘have to remember’. We tick off what we have done, and these little ticks give us a sense of satisfaction. We have achieved something.


Of course, for those of us who work, writing a list of priorities for the day or the week is a helpful way of making the most of our time. We all know that making a list of tasks at the beginning of the working day will help us make progress in the most productive way. At every minute of every day, ideas and intentions surge into our brains like flashing red lights. And this is not good for our memory. This constant rush of stimuli creates background anguish. And this, in turn, damages our quality of life. To avoid crumbling under the strain, it is important, especially at work, to sort what is important from what is not. Do not proceed to the next email in your inbox until you have replied to or deleted the previous one. Make a ‘To Do’ list and tick the tasks off as you go along, even if it’s just ironing or doing your nails.
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