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IN THEIR INSIGHTFUL BOOK, wife-and-husband physicians Carrie and Alton Barron present an innovative, highly achievable five-part plan to unleash happiness and alleviate depression and anxiety by tapping into creative potential.


A gifted psychiatrist and a premier hand surgeon, Carrie and Alton Barron draw upon the latest psychological research, a combined forty years of medical practice, and personal experience to demonstrate how creative action is integral to long-term happiness and well-being. The Five-Part Prescription for the Creativity Cure—Insight, Movement, Mind Rest, Your Own Two Hands, and Mind Shift—leads the way to a more meaningful, fulfilling life by simultaneously developing self-understanding and self-expression. With the Barrons’ detailed tools and strategies for cultivating creative outlets, overcoming unconscious fears and barriers to happiness, and linking internal thought to external action, readers will build the mind-set and habits necessary for happiness and positive change. They will experience—and learn how to sustain—the deep satisfaction that accompanies creating something by hand.


The perfect self-help book for our handmade, homemade, crafting culture, The Creativity Cure has a simple yet profoundly inspirational message: that you can find the authentic, contented life you crave by taking happiness into your own two hands.




ADVANCE PRAISE FOR


    THE CREATIVITY CURE




“The Creativity Cure is a most welcome addition to the literature on personal and relationship transformation. From working with several thousand couples over the years, Kathlyn and I have become strong proponents of creativity for the transformation of relationships. The same is true for personal transformation: creativity is often the missing piece, the absence of which has been sending distress signals in the form of anxiety and depression. The doctors Barron have done a marvelous job in bringing this often-hidden factor to light. I highly recommend that you read this book.” —GAY HENDRICKS, PhD, author of Conscious Living and coauthor with Dr. Kathlyn Hendricks of Conscious Loving
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“The Creativity Cure rocks! The Barrons have written a prescription for happiness. Follow the doctors’ orders and you can’t help but feel better.” —PETER CRISS, founding member of KISS and author of Makeup to Breakup
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“The Barrons have outlined a clear and achievable step-by-step process that allows anyone to not only heal but to unlock their individual road map for a powerful, happy, and fulfilling life.” —BOB WOODRUFF, ABC News correspondent and author of In an Instant
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CARRIE BARRON, MD, is a board-certified psychiatrist/psychoanalyst on the faculty of the Columbia College of Physicians and Surgeons and also has a private practice in New York City. She has published in peer-reviewed journals, won several academic awards, and presented original works related to creativity and self-expression at national meetings of the American Psychoanalytic Association.
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ALTON BARRON, MD, is a board-certified ortho-pedic surgeon and is currently the president of the New York Society for Surgery of the Hand. He has been a surgeon for the New York Philharmonic Orchestra and Metropolitan Opera for more than a decade. Dr. Barron is a consultant for CBS and has appeared multiple times on the CBS Early Show. He has also written for the New York Times, has been listed annually since 2009 in the New York Times Magazine as one of the “Super Docs,” and has published extensively in multiple peer-reviewed journals and textbooks.
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FROM THE TIME I was a small child I reveled in creativity, and therapy was a big part of the conversation in my house—my parents were both therapists—so this book, which combines the two, feels like a natural extension of the way I live, and have since I was a young girl.


Creativity was held in high regard in my entwined extended family. We were eight cousins, and several of the eldest, plus their significant others, were established artists. I was not among this elite, though I did sing for many years, but I enjoyed listening to them talk about the world of art and I always wanted to be a member of their club.


My fascination with psychological ideas and healing as well as creativity started early. When I was nine, I would pretend I was a therapist and act out treatment scenarios with ideas from the Ann Landers column. At twelve, I wanted to be a psychoanalyst because after two sessions with a child analyst, I felt a weight had been lifted off my shoulders as I left the room. She asked about what I liked to do, what my nighttime dreams were, and whether I would rather be seven or seventeen. After seeing her, I stopped getting into trouble and started getting good grades.


However, when I underwent my own four-days-a-week-on-the-couch treatment (a requirement for psychoanalytic training), I did not find it to be the humanistic enterprise I had imagined. It seemed to me that more was needed for wellness than the pursuit of insight. Not being able to buy in, latch on, be subsumed, believe, and belong was disappointing, and it took me a long time to come to terms with this.


Over the years I have met many people, analysts among them, who felt that their psychoanalytic treatments were subpar, too expensive, and even “traumatic” in the words of three who had trouble with the classical analyst who “never said anything.” They felt a lack of support and seemed to be searching for something else. So during my twenty-three years of practicing and teaching psychotherapy I have strived to figure out how to combine the powerful, beautiful, nuanced, effective ideas of psychoanalysis with scientifically validated forms of treatment, and to have it be affordable and accessible. I have tried to integrate creative thinking in my work both by helping clients to uncover and develop their own creative possibilities and by encouraging them to be curious and nonjudgmental about what pulses through the self, however surprising or unsettling. For many people, a partner is necessary for one’s own creative growth, and Alton has been that person for me.


Alton has been with me every step of the way for the last twenty-five years. We met in 1985 on the day we interviewed for Tulane Medical School. We had one of those long conversations where we talked about so many things—writing, music, and tiny babies in incubators as we passed through the NICU and then we met again on the first day of school. He has discussed, thought, edited, critiqued, researched, and written parts of the book as well as shouldered domestic duties so I could write. His work as an orthopedic hand surgeon, his athleticism, and his desire to close his eyes and stretch out in clean grass has had an influence on our philosophy of treatment. He averages only five hours of sleep per night but lets me get closer to eight and is willing to have many conversations.


I have been thinking about, reading about, talking about, asking about, and studying creativity for thirty years, so this was the chance to put it all together. Over time it has become more and more clear to me that moving my body, using my hands, doing what interests me, telling myself the truth about my issues, and talking with my friends takes me to a better place.


—Carrie Barron, MD


I GREW UP IN THE country amid fields of cotton, field corn, and soybeans. Running around barefoot and lying hidden in the tall grass with my dog imbued me with the sense of calm that only nature can provide. There was plenty of hard work to be done by hand to help my parents maintain the vegetable garden, the barn and yard and fences. We did our own automobile and tractor maintenance, and when something broke, wooden or mechanical, we repaired it. Early on, I learned that my hands were my primary tools that could get me where I needed to go.


From engineering in college, a year in dental school, painting houses in Austin, to medical school and ultimately orthopedic surgery, my hands built and now sustain my life. They are the tools for my livelihood and my creativity. And nature is my fuel.


Carrie and I began medical school together twenty-six years ago and began new journeys, with each other and our patients. They told us their stories, and we listened and learned. They taught us lessons about pleasure, peak moments, rising up, perseverance, hope, and faith.


Over the years, we refined our respective techniques for helping those who came to see us. My efforts are founded on anatomy, physiology, exercise, conditioning, good nutrition, and becoming stronger and more flexible. Carrie’s efforts are founded on the need for patients to gain psychological insight, to understand their past so as to improve their present, and to design a better future. We began to notice that with a certain change in lifestyle—with more physicality, handwork, and meditational practices—some patients felt better and were even able to give up medications.


Scientific data began to emerge that questioned the efficacy of antidepressant medications in patients with moderate anxiety and depression. Carrie began to discuss these ideas with me. We were concerned and curious. We were struck by how often these medications were prescribed, and yet how so many people still did not feel well, on them or off of them. We met people who had ideas about what they wanted to do, how they wanted to live, or even how they wanted to feel, but who couldn’t make it happen. After Carrie’s extensive research and both of our clinical observations, we began to devise a method of treatment that people could customize to make their day-to-day experience better and to feel happier and more effective.


Our mission is to demonstrate that it is possible to improve your sense of well-being through creative endeavors. However, to uncover your true creativity, it is necessary to develop certain healthy habits. We believe that some form of creativity is not only possible but necessary for all people.


—Alton Barron, MD


WE BOTH HAVE THE privilege to work with many amazing artists and they are some of the people who have helped us clarify our ideas about the connection between creativity and health. We had a conversation with Bruce Springsteen about The Creativity Cure, and he wrote this for the book:


 


We are creatures of the mind, the body, and the heart. Few of us have jobs that engage these three spheres simultaneously. Even in my line, songwriting is primarily mental and emotional; recording, the same. But I’m lucky, for in live performance, I need to call upon all of these elements and integrate them to get the job done. Pushing your body, mind, and heart to their limits creates a cathartic “clearing,” a “centering” effect in your being, in your soul. It makes you sweat, feel, and think. If you can find something that brings you there, use it. It will bring to your day a richness of experience and a fullness of self. When I come off stage, I feel a heightened “aliveness” communicating with my audience provides. It’s what all the noise, dancing, and shouting is about. I work hard that they may feel it too. That raw feeling doesn’t last for long, it’s not supposed to, but its remnant angels provide guidance, focus, and energy for future adventures. Mind, body, heart.


 


Good luck, Bruce




THE CREATIVITY CURE
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Creativity and Happiness


EVERYONE IS CAPABLE OF CREATIVITY AND HAPPINESS


Over the past fifteen years, Alton and I have met so many people with fantasies that do not take form, ideas that never become books, mental creations that never make it to canvas, or wishes that begin as wisps and float away before they can be realized. This book is designed to help you find a way, because creative action is essential to mental health and happiness. Without some form of creative action, it is hard to feel content. If inherent talents and passions lie fallow, self-esteem, wellness, and joy slip away. Many people suffer from this. A lack of self-expression can make you feel incomplete. When you are able to create, follow your instincts, and turn dreaming into doing, euphoric moments follow.


For many years, Alton, an orthopedic upper limb surgeon, and I, a psychiatrist/psychoanalyst, have struggled to remain balanced in the midst of familial, professional, and social pressures and responsibilities. As I’m sure you have, we have experienced the deaths of friends and relatives, physical and mental illness in our families and our patients, fractures, breaches, disappointments, and unrequited effort. We have faltered at times with unfinished projects, physical setbacks, ailing parents, children in crisis, rejected manuscripts, loss of significant relationships and ideologies, feelings of doubt and inadequacy, and not enough time. But ultimately, we realized that by maintaining certain psychological and physical habits, we could manage stress, find answers, rise above, and move forward in a happier state. What we have learned is the foundation of The Creativity Cure. The first thing we want to share is that it is about you. It is about your creativity, your health, and your happiness. But it is also about others, because when you are well, generosity and compassion come easily. You are better able to nurture, contribute, and connect. If you understand your inner life and become productive, proactive, and creative, everyone wins.


We have met many “closet creatives” at parties, in school, on soccer field sidelines, and in our offices. We have been struck by passionate people with intriguing ideas who seem frustrated because they are not making it happen or cannot follow through. Creative expression through the proper form—the form that is organic for you—will make you feel well and sometimes even ecstatic. You need a method for discovering what you want to express, how you need to express it, and what might be getting in your way.


Creativity is important for happiness. Creativity is part of you, whether you are an artist, a bus driver, a stay-at-home mom, or a professional. No matter who you are, some degree of creativity is necessary for wellness and contentment. The goal of this book is to help you uncover your creative potential and use it for greater fulfillment, so that you can be happier. Creativity can make everyday life interesting, lead to great accomplishments, or both. Everyone is capable of happiness and creativity, but the path is unique for each of us.


If happiness were not possible, if you had not already known it, felt it, dreamt it, or been dissolved within it, you would not be seeking it now.


What is happiness? Happiness is being absorbed in something—a dream, a mission, a project, an idea—greater than yourself. Happiness is feeling free, able, hopeful, and inspired. It is a state you wish you could sustain forever, but happiness is usually fleeting.


Think back on your happiest times.


 


• What were you doing?


• Was it planned or did it occur by chance?


• Who were you with?


• How did you feel?


• Were you sad when it ended, or at peace and satisfied?


 


If you think about your happiest times, you will probably remember a series of moments rather than extended periods of time. The poet Robert Frost said happiness makes up in height what it lacks in length.


Our goal is to increase the number of happy moments in your life and heighten them or deepen them, as the case may be. Rather than pursue the state of happiness, we believe in pursuing habits that give rise to happiness, thereby creating more opportunities for experiencing moments of joy, inspiration, purpose, and meaning. This is a surer thing than trying to capture the mood itself, because happiness is the aftermath of certain kinds of engagements. Though you may not be able to sustain perfect pleasure, you most certainly can bolster contentment and have a greater number of happy moments if you follow the right steps. Teaching you those steps is our goal with this book.


Have you ever noticed that when you decide you want to have a good time, the good time might not show up? Has anyone ever told you to “be happy,” as if you could just summon the mood? This book is designed to help you develop healthy, creative, proactive habits and build the mind-set and stamina to maintain them so you can find your focus, become a more satisfied person, and have more happy moments.


Perhaps you have struggled with these:


 


• Sadness


• Dissatisfaction


• Mild to moderate depression


• Mild to moderate anxiety


• Rumination


• Overstimulation


 


Have you pursued happiness but still feel burdened, blue, fraught, overstimulated, or dissatisfied? Do therapy, self-help books, engaging conversations, pills, yoga, sojourns, intellectual gains, artistic achievements, or spiritual retreats provide some succor, but not enough? Are you able to work, to love, to socialize and function, but you want to feel better in your private moments?


Are you a member of the worried well, an active or able person with hidden angst?


If you are, you may need this book. The Creativity Cure is about true, lasting internal change, not tacked-on solutions. See if these descriptions of sadness, dissatisfaction, mild to moderate depression or anxiety, rumination, and overstimulation sound like you.


 


Sadness Symptoms


• Sleeplessness


• Listlessness


• Lack of energy


• Lack of interest


• Tearfulness


 


Sadness can be a healthy response to a traumatic or tragic situation such as loss, as long as it does not persist, dominate, and do you in. But maybe you have felt one or more of these symptoms for too long, for several months or over a year.


Perhaps you fought with a friend, left a lover, lost a loved one, missed a promotion, were mistreated, or departed a treasured place, and you just cannot get over it. Are you having trouble picking up the pieces and moving on?


Perhaps it is not quite sadness you feel, but rather nameless dissatisfaction.


 


Dissatisfaction Symptoms


• Pessimism


• Resignation


• Fatigue


• Low energy


• Feeling out of sorts


• Feeling unsatisfied


 


With dissatisfaction, the basics are in place—work, love, leisure—but you rarely feel happy. Maybe you feel a chronic blueness or a low-grade rumbling terror that never leaves. Things that are supposed to be fun are not, but you cannot pinpoint a particular problem. Whatever joie de vivre you once had has slipped away. You grew up, and it was gone.


Perhaps you think, “It’s too late, and I don’t want to bother anymore.” Maybe you feel your peak has passed, opportunities are over, and you should accept your fate. Is not life supposed to be full of “quiet desperation,” in the words of Thoreau, or “ordinary unhappiness,” as Freud professed? Maybe you have achieved success, but inside you feel exhausted or as if you are only repeating what you have already done. Do you feel stuck, uninspired, or resigned?


Perhaps what you feel is more pressing or troubling.


 


Mild to Moderate Depression Symptoms


• Despair


• Depressed mood, flat feeling


• Hopelessness


• Fatigue


• Indifference


• Guilt


• Low self-esteem


• Poor concentration


• Lack of motivation or energy


 


Do you secretly suffer but hide it masterfully? Would friends, relatives, colleagues, or neighbors be shocked if they knew what festers behind your warm, friendly smile? Many good, kind, loving people are experts at hiding depression. Maybe you can banter at a party or be a great host, cooperate with colleagues, get your kids to school, and muster a meal for the potluck, but inside you are in a pit and you just cannot find a way out and up. You do not even feel like trying. Are you afraid of burdening others?


Maybe it is not so much that you feel deflated or flat, but rather racked with worry.


 


Mild to Moderate Anxiety Symptoms


• Overworry


• Fatigue


• Irritability


• Tension


• Agitation


• Insomnia


• Poor concentration


• Dread


 


Are you an overly anxious person? Do you worry about the email you just sent, the way you spoke to a colleague, what others think? Do you fret about whether you will be asked, included, valued, or invited, and what it means if you are not? Do you wake up in the wee hours and worry about the little things?


Excessive anxiety occurs when you move from worry to worry and cannot let any of them go. Your mind turns round and round, your pulse revs up—everything in you races. Yet you feel fatigued. Your head spins with negative possibilities and you fear that minor mistakes will lead to major consequences. You say to yourself, “Oh, no, what did I do?” way too often. You cannot let yourself off the hook. Even if you try to tell yourself, “It’s no big deal,” you are not reassured. You can be pretty irritable, and it may be hard to control it.


A little anxiety is good for motivation, but excessive anxiety can be paralyzing. Having no anxiety whatsoever can be equally destructive, because lack of any anxiety compromises motivation and risk assessment. If your anxiety cripples you, you might need psychotherapy or possibly medication. But do not rush to the pills. Some forms of anxiety are well served by medication, but many are not.


One form of anxiety that is very common is rumination.


 


Rumination Symptoms


• Overthinking


• Rehashing


• Inability to let go of a thought or problem


• Obsessive worrying


• Trying to master a gnawing problem through repetitive thoughts, but being unsuccessful


• Repeatedly trying to “get to the bottom of it,” but only becoming more twisted up


 


You might be familiar with the pain and agony of rumination. Rumination consumes energy, feels like a psychological paralysis, and is similar to an addiction or an obsession. You cannot stop doing it even though you know it is not getting you anywhere. Rumination is like treading or thrashing in water instead of swimming straight and reaching the other side. Trying to fathom the unfathomable or obsessing over something that cannot be changed will exhaust and depress you. We have the fantasy that repeated evaluation will master the problem, but in actuality it does not help us solve or evolve.


Does rumination wake you up at 3:00 a.m. or not let you fall asleep in the first place?


Rumination is a racing hysterically round and round, but there are other kinds of mind racing.


 


Overstimulation Symptoms


• Feeling overwhelmed


• Feeling overstretched


• Numbness


• Feeling frazzled and grumpy


• Resentment


• Inability to focus


• Feeling as if you are “all over the place”


• Feeling desperate and hopeless because of a chronic can’t-catch-up feeling


 


Do you feel overwhelmed much of the time? Do you have too much to do, too many contacts, too much responsibility, and so many messages to respond to that you feel as if you are on the verge of collapse? You, who take pride in your timely responses, are so swamped that days go by before you answer? Overstimulation is not a formal diagnosis, but in our technological age it is ubiquitous.


Overstimulation—too much coming at you from the outside, such that you lose touch with inner energies and inclinations—can cause depression and anxiety. It can make you feel out of control. Even for easygoing people, a life of loose ends is no fun. Even if you have the stamina to handle all the duties, dinners, requests, emails, and contacts, you might feel that you would rather be applying your energy to something that makes you feel more excited and alive.


But what?


WHAT CAN HELP?


Awareness begets change.


Like many people, you may have searched for satisfaction and asked yourself, “Why don’t I feel it? How do I get it? What is wrong?” You may have resorted to shopping sprees, therapies, late-night TV, and massive self-probing and still found yourself plagued by anguish, uncertainty, or a feeling that there must be something better.


While two-thirds of people in psychotherapy find that it helps, that leaves one-third who feel that it does not, according to Jonathan Engel in American Psychotherapy: The Rise of Psychotherapy in the United States. Studies by Irving Kirsch, PhD, author of The Emperor’s New Drugs: Exploding the Antidepressant Myth, and Mark Zimmerman, MD, of Brown University School of Medicine, have shown that about 75 percent of people on antidepressants may not need to be taking that medication. For many, pills have the same effect as a placebo—they are “expensive Tic Tacs,” in the words of writer Sharon Begley in her article for Newsweek, “The Depressing News About Antidepressants.” One in ten Americans, 30 million people, takes antidepressant medication every day. According to a Rand Corporation study in 2002, only 20 percent of people who are prescribed these medications actually tested positive when screened for depression. Doctors Ramin Mojtabai and Mark Olfson of Johns Hopkins, who studied antidepressant use, say that there has been a “substantial increase in antidepressant prescriptions by non-psychiatrist providers without an accompanying psychiatric diagnosis.” The rate of antidepressant use has doubled in the last decade, and yet we are still not happy.


People who suffer from what are often called human condition ailments—mild forms of depression such as loneliness, low energy, dissatisfaction, excessive worry, or overstimulation—need a different approach. Dr. Jay C. Fournier and Dr. Robert J. DeRubeis, of the University of Pennsylvania, published a study in the Journal of the American Medical Association that showed that antidepressants may not do as much for mild to moderate depression as we hoped. In a 2010 article by New York Times reporter Benedict Carey, DeRubeis is quoted as saying, “Look, medications are always an option, but there’s little evidence that they add to other efforts to shake the depression—whether it’s exercise, seeing the doctor, reading about the disorder or going for psychotherapy.” Medication or psychotherapy, though comforting, may not be addressing the actual need or the full picture.


My client Francesca had had years of psychotherapy but still felt dissatisfied with herself and her life. She felt she had become addicted to talking about her problems and feelings. While she treasured the support of her former therapists, she needed something more. She needed to develop the mind-set and habits that would allow her to experience the creative, joy-producing parts of herself.


In our fast-fix, achievement-oriented, psychologically minded culture, it is easy to cling to a diagnosis, swallow a pill, feel like a victim, or panic over sad, angry, or anxious feelings. It is easy to feel that you should have more or be more, or that you have not been given what you deserve. (Feelings of persecution may be justified, but when taken too far they can undermine rather than serve.) It is easy to forget that there are answers in the palm of your hand.


If you feel that you do not know where else to turn because you have tried every pill and program to manage your unhappiness, dissatisfaction, or lack of contentment, there is another way.


Many people for whom medications or psychotherapy do not work well enough, or do not work at all, can benefit from self-initiated change: small shifts in mental and physical habits, and tailor-made self-care. Many people need a lifestyle change, a mini cultural makeover in their personal lives. Deepak Chopra, physician, writer, and wellness expert, writes that “75% of people who improve their psychological state do so not with a therapist’s help, but by themselves.”


Do-it-yourself techniques are effective for happiness. If you look within, you will be able to find ways to help yourself. We have known about, used, and respected the concept of self-help for a long time. The idea that self-reliance leads to happiness is not new. Self-Help; with Illustrations of Character, Conduct and Perseverance by Samuel Smiles, a book that champions self-reliance as a source of wellness, was written in 1859.


What is the Creativity Cure, and what does it have to do with self-help?


The Creativity Cure is a do-it-yourself prescription for happiness and overcoming mild to moderate depression, anxiety, and discontent. It will help you understand yourself in a deeper way and give you tools for inner satisfaction. The Creativity Cure can help you have a greater number of happy moments and a more satisfying existence by teaching you how to develop Creative Capacity. Creative Capacity involves accessing your unconscious mind.


Why is access to the deeper mind (the unconscious) important? The unconscious reveals true feelings, desires, fears, and interests. When you know, own, and use what goes on in the depths of your being—your truth—life is richer and more livable. Your unconscious mind opens up possibilities. By honoring unconscious expressions—wisps, clues, clamor, random thoughts, or even conflicts that bubble up from the recesses of your mind—you can feel better and go far.


When you have self-awareness, you make better choices about how to be most effective, what to get involved in, and whom to be with. Being open to thoughts that arise in random moments and being curious about them is useful. Rather than blocking them out, shutting them down, or judging them, seeing where they take you can help you understand yourself, others, and your world in a deeper way. When you allow for this flow through your mind, dreams, fantasies, ideas, and intuitions emerge. Acting on these, bringing them into form, and expressing them through prose, in product, or just in the way you live from day to day provides a valuable experience for you and for others. A scientific study by Dr. Charles Limb and Dr. Allen Braun of the National Institutes of Health has shown that when jazz musicians improvise, they feel more pleasure than they do when following printed notes because part of the prefrontal cortex is stimulated with this activity. Improvisation is a form of Creative Capacity or following an intuitive inclination.


Creative Capacity exists to differing degrees in all of us, because we all have an unconscious. Whether your Creative Capacity is highly honed, needs some polish, or is rough and untouched, developing it will be useful for your ongoing vitality. Even Freud said, “People who are receptive to the influence of art cannot set too high a value on it as a source of pleasure and consolation in life.”
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The Creativity Cure operates on this principle: development of Creative Capacity will lead to creativity, health, and happiness.
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This book is different because it will help you develop Creative Capacity. It will foster internal change rather than just offering behavioral solutions or actions. True, lasting change is what happens when you alter your inner life—your mind and your emotional makeup—as well as your actions.


WHY THE CREATIVITY CURE?


Hephaestus, the Greek god of crafts, was a “bringer of peace and a maker of civilization.”


The Creativity Cure is unique because of its emphasis on self-reliance and creating your own happiness. But it is the combination of meaningful creative activity (especially using your hands) and a deepened understanding of yourself that truly sets it apart. Research has shown that creating things by hand or tending things by hand is an important part of wellness. Dr. Kelly Lambert, a researcher and chair of the Psychology Department at Randolph-Macon College in Virginia, explored the relationship between using the hands, current cultural habits, and mood. She concluded that “hands-on work satisfies our primal craving to create solid objects; it could also be an antidote to our cultural malaise.”


Clinicians and researchers have discovered that weaving, sewing, and even chopping vegetables can be useful for decreasing stress, relieving anxiety, and modifying depression. Consider how you felt the last time you made something by hand. Whether it was a cake, a home improvement project, a garden, an art piece, or a scrapbook, it was absorbing and satisfying, right?


Creating something with your hands fosters pride and satisfaction, but it also allows you to physically express the things that spring up in your mind, in the moment.


HOW CAN CREATIVITY HELP YOU?


Creativity is a powerful tool for changing inner states because constructing, inventing, and expressing ourselves makes us happy. According to Andrew Brink, of the Department of Psychiatry at McMaster University, in his book Creativity as Repair: Bipolarity and Its Closure, creativity is “the original anti-depressant.” In the words of D. W. Winnicott, psychoanalyst, pediatrician, and creativity expert, “It is creative apperception more than anything else that makes the individual feel that life is worth living.” In your body, in your own two hands, and within your nuanced, complex, rich, and wonderful mind are many possibilities for joy and meaning. Really.


The more you reshape something outside yourself, the more you reshape your inside. But the converse is also true: transforming what is inside—instincts, conflicts, feelings, aesthetics, and knowledge—into something outside can heal the self. Psychoanalysts Janine Chassegeut-Smirgel and Jean Sanville, who have studied creativity, have cited the role of creative acts in self-repair. Tending, repairing, making, and reshaping help us express and work through inner conflicts, though we may not even recognize or verbalize what is occurring.


Further, accessing your creativity makes you more self-reliant, and self-reliance is linked to health and well-being, as philosopher Ralph Waldo Emerson knew. When you are a self-reliant person, the world is a less scary place; even when events throw you, you can remain intact. It is not that you will eschew all dependencies—some dependencies are essential for health—but when you can rescue yourself, you have a greater sense of control, and this leads to more elevated feelings.


Using your hands, which you will do as part of the Creativity Cure, facilitates self-reliance, psychological movement, creative activity, and happiness.


WHAT IS CREATIVITY?


At this point, you might be wondering:


 


• What is creativity, exactly?


• What does it mean to be creative?


• Does it mean something different from what I thought it did?


• What am I getting into?


 


Creativity means different things to different people. There are many definitions. Here are a few:


 


“Creativity is allowing yourself to make mistakes. Art is knowing which ones to keep.” (Scott Adams, cartoonist and writer)


“Painting is just another way of keeping a diary.” (Pablo Picasso, artist)


“Creativity is the process of bringing something new into being.” (Rollo May, psychologist)


“Whatever creativity is, it is in part a solution to a problem.” (Brian Aldiss, writer)


“Creativity is the doing that rises out of being.” (Attributed to D. W. Winnicott, pediatrician and psychoanalyst)


 


Creativity starts with how you think and then becomes about what you do. Creativity is a capacity of mind that can lead to original expressions. You do not have to produce something to be creative; you can simply find a creative approach to, for example, an interpersonal matter or a professional program, but if you develop Creative Capacity, you might just end up bringing concrete items into being. Creative products can include anything from ideas to paintings to home-cooked meals.


What might you create? Where do you get ideas? When you have Creative Capacity, possibilities appear on your doorstep, and in the words of choreographer Twyla Tharp, “Ideas are everywhere.” When you are creative you can think of alternatives, be comfortable with more than one solution, and find value in what others might throw away. Combining old things in new ways is a great way to be creative.


You can be creative in the domestic sphere, where creativity can involve anything from tulip gardens to grilled tuna, refurbished lamps to appliquéd shades, repaired computers to finished basements, home design to personal style. Or you might prefer writing, music, performing arts, or visual arts. Whatever you choose, when you commit, immerse, and improvise, your chances for joy increase.


The psychologists and creativity researchers Drs. Mark A. Runco and Ruth Richards identified two types of creativity: eminent and everyday. Eminent creativity is creative greatness, the profound output of writers, artists, and scientists. Everyday creativity is “originality brought to the tasks of everyday life.” Eminent creativity may be more intense than everyday creativity and therefore involve moments of angst as well as periods of ecstasy. Research by creativity and mood disorder experts and authors Nancy Andreason, MD, and Kay Redfield Jamison, PhD, suggests that some famous artists may have suffered from depressive disorders, but depression is not a requirement for creative output or experience. Creative engagement can provide peak experience or serve as an antidote to despair for both eminent and everyday creators.


HOW DOES THE CREATIVITY CURE WORK?


The Creativity Cure leads you through a therapeutic, creative process that moves from exploring your mind, to employing your body, to interacting with yourself and others in a positive way. The Creativity Cure is unique in that it is a twofold approach: simultaneously developing understanding of the inner self and building a practice of creative activity.


In Chapter 2, you will be introduced to your do-it-yourself prescription, the cornerstone of the Creativity Cure, and then you will begin the process of change. This prescription involves exercises for mind, body, and hands that are designed to hone your Creative Capacity.


In Chapters 3 and 4, we address the psychological factors that interfere with happiness and creativity and reasons why you might resist, fear, avoid, deny, feel guilty about, or snuff out the creative processes that lead to happiness—and all without even knowing you are doing so. We are going to address unconscious phenomena and the ways in which you might protect yourself from knowing and facing inner truths. Facing truths frees us and ultimately makes us more fulfilled.


In Chapters 5, 6, and 7, we will cover mental and physical activities that lead to creativity and happiness. For example, we will build healthy coping mechanisms such as resilience and sublimation (turning raw feelings into refined outcomes). In general, from a mental health perspective, what you do with what happened is far more important than what actually happened. Then, after looking at how the mind can help or hinder you in your quest for happiness, we will turn our attention to our bodies and hands. As we will demonstrate, engaging your body will help you be happier and more creative.


In Chapters 8 and 9, we will explore positive ways of interacting with ourselves and others, as these internal and external connections are integral to creativity and well-being.


In Chapter 10, we will review what we have covered for solid implementation and future growth.


All of the exercises in the book are designed to help you develop Creative Capacity. Our responsibility is to give you tools and techniques. Your responsibility is to engage in life-enhancing activities.


THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN CREATIVITY AND MENTAL HEALTH


In the book Eminent Creativity, Everyday Creativity and Health, Dr. Arthur Cropley, former professor of psychology at the University of Hamburg, established the characteristics of a mentally healthy personality. What is remarkable is how these characteristics overlap with those of a creative personality, as defined by Dr. Cropley and other prominent researchers including Silvano Arieti, MD, author of Creativity: The Magic Synthesis and Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, PhD, author of Creativity: Flow and the Psychology of Discovery and Invention. You may already have some of these characteristics, or you may not. Either way, working through the Creativity Cure and your do-it-yourself prescription will help you develop these characteristics for greater contentment.


 


Characteristics of Both Creative and Mentally Healthy Personalities


• Autonomy


• Openness


• Flexibility


• Humor


• Playfulness


• Willingness to try things


• Ability to elaborate ideas


• Realistic self-assessment


• Ability to express drives (inner passions) or feelings in a productive way


• Ability to cope with or adapt to change or catastrophe


• Freedom from dependence on outside circumstances for happiness


• Ability to acknowledge and use unconscious material (impulses and instincts)


 


One of the most creative and well-respected psychoanalytic thinkers, D. W. Winnicott, said, “It is only in being creative that the individual discovers the self.” Winnicott, who practiced in the mid-twentieth century, wrote prodigiously about play and creativity. He was concerned with the concept of authenticity. He coined the terms “True Self” and “False Self” to describe children’s responses to caregivers. An attuned and empathic caregiver who allows the child to express real feelings and impulses fosters the True Self. The True Self is healthy and has happy moments. The False Self arises when the child feels he or she must be overly compliant to extract love, thus suppressing spontaneous energies. The False Self suffers.


In this book, you are going to hear the terms “True Self” and “Creative Self” very often. You will hear “False Self” occasionally.


The True Self represents being, mind-set, or Who You Are, and the Creative Self represents doing, action, or What You Do with who you are. The True Self is authentic, and the Creative Self is effective. The Creative Self is the happiest, healthiest, and most productive form of the True Self. When you uncover your True Self, you are then able to realize your Creative Self. If you are not already fully living in your True Self, you might be in the grip of the False Self, and that is exactly what we are going to work on.


Creative Capacity, a mind-set, will lead you to your True Self while minimizing your False Self. You can develop Creative Capacity by following the steps in this book.


Remember the adages “To thine own self be true” and “The truth will set you free”? These adages do not tell you how to be true to yourself or how the truth will set you free. Creative Capacity leads to the True Self and then the Creative Self and contented experience, because Creative Capacity gives you access to your unconscious mind, wherein the truth and the road to freedom and happiness reside.


My client Karen was a successful stockbroker and had pushed to achieve professional excellence all her life. She succeeded but was not happy. When she developed Creative Capacity and uncovered her True Self, she realized that she needed more, that something was missing. At one time she had been quite proficient in music. She moved into a Creative Self by reincorporating music into her life. She said that listening to favorite pieces from the past exhilarated her and shifted her mind and mood. This had a positive impact on how she approached her business pursuits.


 


Characteristics of the True Self


• Authenticity


• Organicity


• Spontaneity


• Feeling


 


Characteristics of the Creative Self


• Effectiveness


• Productivity


• Resourcefulness


• Improvisation


 


Characteristics of Creative Capacity


• Receptivity


• Autonomy


• Fluid state of mind


• Access to the unconscious


 


When you take full advantage of your Creative Capacity, you allow your mind to go where it will and your True Self to feel what it feels, without judgment. When you identify and act on true inclinations, you feel relief. When you know who you are and use what you have, you are free. Self-knowledge leads to happiness because it cultivates an organic existence. Naturalness is lovely to live and to behold.


This is what it means to be your True Self, and why your mother, Shakespeare, and the Bible recommend that you simply be yourself. Do note that being your True Self does not mean you should act upon every instinct or do whatever you feel in the moment, for that could violate others. The key is to understand your feelings and to employ considered action. Self-knowledge also helps you distinguish between self-enhancing desires and self-destructive ones. You can teach yourself to recoil at impulses or behaviors that could hurt you as well as others.


To develop Creative Capacity, you will go where your mind goes even if it seems illogical. Developing your Creative Capacity will help you dig down to discover and inhabit your True Self. Chances are you will be happiest being your True Self, because when you live in accordance with your nature, you are more at ease. Even if you have avoided your True Self until now—you may have had some understandable reasons, but we will work through them—if you allow it to emerge and let yourself make the most of it, you will feel better. Knowing your deeper self can also clear up symptoms of anxiety, depression, dissatisfaction, and free-floating unhappiness. You can stop getting in your own way.


Though depression and anxiety can be biologically based, these ailments can also stem from unconscious conflict, the lingering effects of past experience or current difficulties. Freud did write about “ordinary unhappiness,” but he also said that artistic, intellectual, and psychical work can heighten pleasure and create joy. By working creatively with your mind and body, you can burrow down to the source of conflicts and conundrums, uncover resilience and gifts, make better choices, and untangle yourself. You cannot remove all obstacles, but you can be better prepared and approach them with equanimity. You can be much happier.


WHY IS CREATIVITY MORE IMPORTANT NOW THAN EVER?


Technology has made many aspects of our lives easy, efficient, and fast. We are inundated with external forms of stimulation that require directed thinking, as opposed to undirected thinking. Directed thinking mandates deliberate focus, whereas undirected thinking involves letting the mind wander. We have far less time for a free-floating mind, yet undirected thinking is crucial for creativity, health, and satisfaction. With too little down time and so much stimulation from the world around us, we lose the connection with our deeper selves, our unconscious inclinations, and our daydreaming minds, which are great sources of pleasure.


Maybe you feel you do not have time for an active inner life or a dreamy mind. Maybe cultivating them feels impossible, backward, and even undesirable. You do not have time, and even if you did, you would be bored. Or so you fear. Do not fear a wandering mind. Boredom can be a path to creativity, happiness, and even cerebral prowess. It allows us time and space for mental puttering, just as sleep allows us time and space to dream.


With our senses stilled by flat screens, our bodies atrophied from sitting, and fingers tapping keys rather than making or doing, we lose our vitality. An absence of five-sense experience, full body movement, and active hands can cause malaise—a sense that something essential is missing. When your natural abilities and inclinations atrophy, all parts of you wither.


In spite of our technological overload—because of our technological overload—we must sometimes make the effort to pause, to take the long road, to make things ourselves, to do things slowly and imperfectly. In other words, we must make the effort to create. Creativity is more necessary for health and happiness now than it was in decades past because it puts us back into our bodies.


Though creative pursuits have always been linked with contentment, we never had to pay much attention to this truth because in one way or another our daily lives demanded creative engagement. Now they do not. We need creativity now more than ever to be well, happy, and natural.


Because it is so easy to purchase, hire, replace, and stay in place, we have stopped making things, repairing things, and using our hands. We are losing “process,” but process is gratifying. Process, not product, is what we need to feel alive and well.


We are starving for it.


In the past, objects were created for livelihood and subsistence, whereas when we do make things now, we often make them for pleasure rather than necessity. So why does that matter? Is not the overall need being met? Only partially. Ironically, there is sometimes more pleasure in doing for necessity than in doing for pleasure, because the former involves stakes, commitment, effort, and thus exultation when a goal is achieved. When you overcome as well as produce, you get a double boost.


But who would choose the long road in this day and age? Now that we have become accustomed to immediate gratification and inured to constant stimulation, it is hard to imagine life without it. Who would choose hours of silence when we could be checking up, chatting, buying, viewing, posting, and comparing? Someone texting us or checking our status even as we sleep (if we sleep at all) suggests that we are central. We are wanted! In the thick of things! Important! Even if it is just spam, it keeps us occupied. It provides purpose, but in many cases, this is purpose without meaning.


Meaning is what we want and need. Meaning makes us happy.


CREATIVE CAPACITY AND HAPPINESS


You may have observed or experienced that people in deep states of concentration experience great pleasure. The psychologist Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi dubbed this state “flow,” a state of joy born out of engagement in a task in which ability and required effort are well matched. Flow is bliss, and you can experience it by immersing yourself in a creative process. Csikszentmihalyi says that optimal experience is when we “make something happen.”


My client Jim talks about being in the zone when he plays soccer. My friend Wendy, a singer, feels solace when she sings. Betsy, an anesthesiologist, feels most at peace when she gardens. Alton exults in washing the cars, but the world really falls away when he reconstructs a shattered hand. He often has his patients choose the music that plays during their surgery, which helps him connect to them and keeps him in the proper zone. When you develop Creative Capacity through engagement with do-it-yourself tasks, you are more likely to experience blissful flow.


 


The first few songs are like running the first mile. You’re breathing hard; you feel heavy. After that it’s easy. You’re carried along. It’s the greatest feeling in the world.


—BRUCE SPRINGSTEEN, musician


“I AM NOT THE CREATIVE TYPE.”


But you may secretly worry whether you’re the creative type:


 


“None of this applies to me. I am not creative.”


“I haven’t made anything since kindergarten.”


“I’m obsessive. I make lists and check things off.”


“I haven’t a single creative bone in my entire body.”


“I am a good accountant, mother, shopper, student, lawn mower, mathematician, or friend, but I am not creative. I don’t have time.”
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