

[image: images]




Praise for Living Artfully


“Living Artfully is bulging and vibrating with creative illuminations, inspired action-taking, and insightful reflections on the art and joy of being splendidly human. Sheer delight!”


—SARK, author/artist SARK’s New Creative Companion, www.planetsark.com


“I’ve seen many ideas, clothing, and trends come in and out of fashion over the last forty years, but Sandra’s ideas about how to live a life filled with joy, meaning, authenticity, and creativity will never go out of style and are here to stay. Meaningful, inspired, and classic, Living Artfully is destined to be a force that will positively and forever change the lives of individuals, communities, and the world.”


—Albert Nipon


“The pages of Magsamen’s book are full of warmth, beauty, creativity, and a deep love for the world and all that is in it. There is nothing we need more today than a practical vision for a meaningful, joyful life, and Sandra Magsamen provides it.”


—Roger Housden, author of Ten Poems to Change Your Life and Seven Sins for a Life Worth Living


“Living Artfully is a beautiful reminder of the power that radiates from the smallest act of kindness. Creative, inspiring, honest, and heartfelt, this book will touch the lives and hearts of many people all over the world.”


—Dame Anita Roddick, founder of The Body Shop


“This book provides joyful inspiration and wise guidance for discovering true happiness. Living Artfully is a practical handbook for embracing ‘La Dolce Vita’—the sweet, soulful life.”


—Michael J. Gelb, author of How to Think Like Leonardo da Vinci and Discover Your Genius


“You can live your dreams with help from Sandra Magsamen’s inspired Living Artfully. This book will change your outlook forever. It’s a beautiful guide to the art of living.”


—Kathy Ireland, chief designer and CEO, Kathy Ireland Worldwide


“A joyful approach to daily life, woven with heartwarming anecdotes, inspiring quotes, and a multitude of creative ideas.”


—Jennifer Appel, owner of The Buttercup Bake Shop,
and author of The Buttercup Bake Shop Cookbook


“This is a warm and practical book.”


—Dr. Edward de Bono, author of Six Thinking Hats and
Lateral Thinking: Creativity Step by Step


“Magsamen’s colorful title teaches readers how to reinvigorate their lives not only through acts of creativity, but also through actions such as rediscovering one’s ability to smile, make friends, and be playful.”


—Pages


“This is a book that will remain close at hand to return to when my creativity gene has been covered up by daily stress and wear and tear. I will return to it for inspiration, for hope, through the wonderful ideas, stories, and quotes. . . . Sandra Magsamen is a very prolific writer. . . . If you think you are not creative, you need to find ways ‘to be creative and live artfully’ with this book’s help. You’ll be glad you did.”


—ArmchairInterviews.com
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“Reading your book is such a blessing because you illuminate all the little things we do that are creative and artistic! It has been an art ‘vitamin boost.’”


—Joan


“Your book helped me get back to many of the things I used to do with my family like notes in the lunch box, notes to my husband around the house, gardening with more pleasure, etc. Being an empty nester and missing the girls so much, I felt a little lost. I now realize I can feel closeness by creating these connections in a different way.”


—Amy


“When my kids were little, when the tooth fairy came, besides leaving a dollar under the pillow, she sprinkled ‘fairy dust’ (glitter from the crafts store) all around their beds. It was easy enough to vacuum up, and it was worth it to see the looks on their faces.”


—Marlene


“I have been doing ‘art’ of some kind for my whole forty-nine years of life, from painting, needlework, jewelry, paper arts, broken china mosaics, and cooking and baking, and making my house the home that it is. Lately, though, I have been having trouble with making art for art’s sake, or ‘living artfully.’ I’ve been reading your book and doing art has been able to creep back into my life in the way it should. Making art because I want to do it.”


—Nancy


“A group of us formed The Women’s Art Consortium—a fancy name for professional and not so professional artists and professorial sorts to carve out one day a month ‘to art.’ We teach each new techniques, media, and offer constructive observations. Also, for years I have been posting a different quote every month near my desk. Since I am a reference librarian at a large and very busy community college, many people see the quotes. And some have commented, sometimes years later, that they enjoy them. And I have rededicated myself to my art—cooking! My waistline doesn’t thank you but my husband does.”


—Damaris
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I dedicate this book to the small acts of living, where the greatest joy is found.




PREFACE
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    [image: image]enise was about to celebrate her fiftieth birthday, and all she really wanted was to get to know her family better. Over the years, they had moved away from each other, raised families, built lives—but they had also drifted apart. Even when they did get together on holidays, they ended up telling the same old stories over and over again. This time, Denise decided to get creative.


She invited her parents, brothers, sisters, in-laws, nieces, and nephews to a restaurant for the big birthday dinner. Before anyone arrived, she placed a small papier-mâché box with a cake painted on its lid at each seat around the table. Inside every box were twenty-five little slips of paper, each bearing a different question. Who would play you in the movie of your life? What is the kindest thing anyone has ever done for you? What is your greatest strength? If you could do one thing over in your life, what would it be? Whom would you most like to meet? What are the three words you’d want other people to use to describe you?


One at a time, the guests (including Denise) opened their boxes, pulled out a question, and answered it. The night was filled with laughter, joy, and even a few tears. Although the restaurant was wonderful, no one remembers the food. But everyone has memories of stories told and the gift of themselves they shared. The evening celebrated one birthday and the rebirth of many friendships as well as family closeness. Denise felt that her reconnection to the people she loves was the greatest birthday present she could have received.


That’s Living Artfully.


Recently, I was in the audience for a talk given by Mariane Pearl, author and widow of Daniel Pearl, the Wall Street Journal war correspondent who was kidnapped and murdered in 2002 by terrorists in Pakistan. She told us about the amazing outpouring of love and hope she received from people all over the world after the heartbreaking vigil that ended with the news of Danny’s brutal killing. In particular she spoke of a gift that came for her infant son, Adam, from a woman in Austin, Texas. Mariane read from the letter that accompanied it, which she also included in her book, A Mighty Heart.


“Dear Mariane,” it began. “Please accept my gift of a quilt for your son. I was deeply touched by your tragedy and wanted to do something for you.” Though she was a stranger, and not in a position to help Mariane in person, she was a quilt maker and, as she put it, “nothing says love, in my mind’s eye, like a quilt.” She went on to say, “Hopefully the quilt will bring you both pleasure, security, and a bit of comfort. That is my wish.”


That’s Living Artfully, too.


Each of us wants to connect more closely with the people in our lives. We want to know that we belong, that we are loved, and we want to make others feel the same way, too. We want to do something that matters for them and something that is also meaningful to us. Each of us also has a basic human need to create. The desire to make beautiful, meaningful moments and things is an undeniable part of us. It’s in our spirits. This book celebrates the creative ways we connect with each other—the ways we live artfully.


Life is a work of art and we are its artists, born with the tools—our innate imagination, curiosity, and playfulness—to create anything we can imagine. Living Artfully is expressing who you are through these objects and moments that you create. To live artfully is to live life fully, with meaning and a purpose—to bring beauty into being.


I define art in the broadest sense—it is every possible medium of human expression. It is in what you say and how you say it. Art is simply the name for how you live your life and how you tell others what you think and feel.


We all make choices every moment of every day, from how we fill our hours to how we decorate our homes to which gifts we will share with the people in our lives. Living Artfully reminds us to expand the possibilities of how we do all these things. It asks us to imagine, to dream big, to believe in ourselves and celebrate the people in our lives, to make each day count, dance when the spirit moves you, laugh out loud, and let your voice be heard. It reaffirms our belief that every human being is a beautiful, unique work in progress.
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“The more I think, the more I feel that there is nothing more truly artistic than to love people.” Vincent van Gogh said that in the 1800s, and that timeless truth is just as profound today.


Living Artfully is a call to reawaken your creative spirit. It is your personal call to action. It is also your personal call to pleasure.


I want to spark a personal renaissance within you—whether you’re a man or a woman, and no matter what your age. I want to inspire you to create the life you imagine: to create something with your hands, create a garden that exudes beauty, create love, create a home that nurtures yourself and your family, create a memory, create a quilt to cover someone with tenderness, create a moment, create yourself, create a friendship, create an experience you will never forget. I want you to see that you can create because you must.


Living Artfully is a force that can transform your life and how you view your role in life. As it shifts your perception—once you begin to see the possibility of art in everyday things and moments—you will never look at life the same way again.


From the moment we’re born, we find ways to express what we feel. Babies babble, laugh, cry, and instinctively manage to communicate to the rest of us. As we grow, we learn new ways to express ourselves, some complex, others quite simple.


Ironically, as innate as our desire for self-expression is, we often edit ourselves—we hold back, we censor our thoughts and desires. It’s not that we don’t want to connect and communicate; sometimes we just don’t know how. Living Artfully will put you back in touch with what you feel and what you want to say, ultimately helping you to discover your own special, unique gifts for doing just that. Living Artfully recognizes and celebrates the many amazingly innovative and imaginative ways we express who we are and what matters most to us.


If you are already Living Artfully, let this book reaffirm and validate your individuality and your desire for creative self-expression. Let it expose you to exciting new ways to deepen and broaden your involvement in life and communicate what’s in your heart.


Even if you haven’t yet found your creative outlet—or didn’t realize that you lacked one—Living Artfully will reach out to you, too. Folks who steer clear of Living Artfully have usually been intimidated, made to doubt themselves by that noisy, little inner critic that says, “I can’t do it right” or “What will people think?” I run into this emotional hurdle all the time in the people I meet. The other day I was in the airport, my bag filled with art supplies for a TV show taping. The security guards flagged my bag and a woman attendant asked if she could open it. “Sure thing,” I said, and she proceeded to remove beaded ceramic plaques, handmade books, ribbons, and hand-painted cards from the bag, until she uncovered the needle-nose pliers buried at the bottom.


“I always wanted to take up beading,” she said. “In fact, I even bought the beads and a book. But I was afraid to try it.”


“What scared you?” I asked.


“Oh, I was just afraid that I wouldn’t do it right.”


“What if you just did it your own way?” I said. “No rules, no right or wrong, just what you think is beautiful?”


She held the pliers and looked at me for what felt like a long time. “I never thought about it that way,” she said.


I find myself saying this again and again: there are no rules, just that you be you, the only you there is. In a world where you are told you can be anything, just be yourself. Do what you think is beautiful. I’m kind of evangelical about this particular point. If you worry about what others might be thinking or saying, do something that will really make them talk—have fun! It’s contagious! As adults we must consciously go against the grain of our “grown-up” programming. We have to give ourselves permission to play, to dream. Part of Living Artfully is to play, invent, laugh, envision, and have fun as you celebrate the people and moments that make life wonderful. This book will remind and encourage you to do that.


I am a great believer in the power of art and creativity. Living Artfully reconnects and reaffirms your ability to gain access to your personal power and use it. When you connect your inner feelings with a personal act that expresses love, or kindness, or concern, you are affecting the world in a powerful and significant way. As you reacquaint yourself with the innate creative gifts that you possess, you’ll never again allow self-doubt and intimidation to stop you from doing artful things. A dad I know packs a silly joke in his daughter’s lunch box every day. A babysitter arranges after-school snacks on the plate to look like happy faces. A beloved grandfather keeps a “building corner” stocked with pieces of wood, glue, and cardboard scraps so his grandchildren can create cities, spaceships, boats, or bridges when they visit.


Every time I define Living Artfully to a friend, coworker, or women attending a workshop or seminar, a wonderful thing happens and I hear comments like:


Hey, I did something like that. I hosted a bridal shower for my best friend and asked all the guests to create a page for a cookbook as a gift for the bride-to-be. Each guest designed a page that shared ingredients and directions for cooking a delicious dish, also with added tidbits of advice on making a loving and lasting marriage. I put all the pages in a book and titled it Cooking Up Love. My friend adores it and we had so much fun making it.


Or,


That’s like what I used to do for my two sons. During elementary school, I’d pack their lunches every day and I’d always put a banana in each bag. One day I started writing little notes—jokes and riddles on the banana peel with a permanent pen. The boys loved it and looked forward to their lunchtime surprise. I loved it, too, knowing that as I was thinking about them at lunchtime, they would be thinking of me. Of course, by middle school, they asked me to stop sending notes on their bananas. They were “too old.” The boys really did get a kick out of it, but it never occurred to me that I was being artistic!


As you read Living Artfully, I hope that your own definition of creativity will blossom and expand. Creativity is not about being a Michelangelo. It lies in discovering your own way of sharing. It’s tucking a chocolate kiss into a husband’s jacket pocket, sharing the first rose of summer, drawing faces on a steamed-up window with a child, or baking an unexpected, extra-large thank-you cookie for a friend.


I’m willing to bet that as you read, you will be amazed by how creative you already are—how many simple, beautiful things you do naturally that add that extra something special to your life and the lives of the people you love. You just haven’t been conditioned to think of these things as being important, so it’s not surprising to me that you might not recognize your creative talents. But even if you do, I’m also willing to bet that you want more. More ideas. More inspiration. More meaning. Living Artfully can give you that. On a basic level, Living Artfully can give you a physical way to connect with the planet and the people you love.
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With Living Artfully, I am putting a name to something you may already be doing. And by identifying it and bringing more awareness to the importance of these little (and sometimes big) creative endeavors, I’m honoring you, the artist, so that you can embrace your artistic nature with greater enthusiasm. This book differs from being a “craft” book or another how-to book, self-help book, or cookbook. There are mountains of good books offering instructions, must-do’s, how-to’s, and rules to follow. Ahead, you’ll find answers to the why-do’s as well as meaningful, inspirational, and unique stories of the infinite ways people are living the life they imagine. Living Artfully is about creating a life worth celebrating, worth remembering.


As you’ll see, my philosophy is that the process of creation is far more important than the product. You’ll notice that in this book’s title, the word living comes first. To me, the biggest joy in creating things is how we use them to have fun while expressing ourselves to those we love. Living because we are engaged in making a life, and artfully because we do so with unbridled creativity, authenticity, and heart. In the end, that’s what all those scrapbooks and hand-crocheted scarves and made-from-scratch birthday cakes really are—they’re like bridges connecting us to one another. They’re messages from our hearts, messages of encouragement, hope, laughter, and kindness. They lift the spirits of those around you and refresh your own sense of self. Of course we want the things and moments we make to be beautiful, but we should also see them as a means to a beautiful end—an expression of ourselves, of what we feel, and of what we feel for others. That’s why it’s important to keep in mind that our creations don’t have to be perfect. They’re actually better when they’re not. What counts is that it—whatever form it takes—comes straight from the heart.


As you start Living Artfully—or return to Living Artfully—be gentle with yourself. We have been conditioned to focus on whatever little thing isn’t quite right about ourselves, our creations, and our surroundings. Instead, let’s decide to focus on what is right, lovely, and beautiful. This is a simple concept, yes, but it’s transformative just the same. Many people today have been looking outside themselves for well-being and happiness when what they’ve been searching for has been inside them all along. It’s inside us, inside you and me. Just turn your eyes inward and you’ll see it.
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CHAPTER ONE
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Making Connections





    [image: image]he messages contained in our hearts are universal. Regardless of how old we are or the language we speak, we all wish to say the same basic things: “Thank you,” “You’re great,” “You have made a difference in my life,” “I’m proud of you,” “I understand,” “I’m sorry,” “I love you,” “Good-bye.” With these simple, powerful words, we build the intimate and meaningful relationships that give us purpose.


A man from Vermont got into the habit of leaving his wife little notes. Nothing elaborate, just sweet sentiments like “I love you” or “I can’t wait to get home to you tonight,” jotted down on Post-it notes and then hidden in places where he knew she’d discover them during the day. She’d open a drawer and find a note, reach into a kitchen cabinet and see one, and so on. They were everywhere—from inside the dog food bin, to the laundry hamper, to the driver’s seat of her car.


He was in the military and shipped out during the early days of the war in Iraq, where he was killed in action. On the morning of the funeral, his young widow put on her winter coat, placed her hands in the pockets, and found the last two notes, which he had hidden there for her as he left home. She pulled them out of her pockets, knowing exactly what they were. The first one read “I will always love you.” And the other, “We will always be together.” Did he know the circumstances under which she’d find them? It’s hard to say. You can imagine the sorrow she felt as she read them, but think how lucky she is to have had a husband who managed to reach out with a final, loving gesture.


[image: image]e can live artfully through a thousand little everyday gestures, as well as a multitude of creative pastimes. I define art in the broadest sense—it is every possible medium of human expression. It is in what you say and how you say it. It is in using the rich resources of your senses to connect with the beauty in life. The art is in the message and in the medium you use to express it. Art is simply the name for how you live your life and how you tell others what you think and feel.


My current life began after my daughter, Hannah, was born. I wanted to do something special in our nursery, so I started making little clay plaques with messages on them. I thought that if I surrounded her with wise, loving thoughts and the things that I believed in, they would somehow sink in and make a difference in her life. Not only were these messages lessons for my daughter, but they also served as a gentle reminder to me of the simple truths I strived to embrace. I made ceramic plaques and inscribed them with sayings such as “Believe in yourself,” “Let your dreams take flight,” and “Follow your heart.” I’d then add beading and paint, then fire them and hang them on the walls. They were fun to make, and the results were beautiful and made me proud. I had no way of knowing that this was the beginning of connecting with not only my daughter, but a great many people, most of whom I would never even meet. I can’t say if my infant daughter was absorbing the literal meanings of the plaques, but I was, and in time she would, too.


I have four sisters and we’re all close, and of course they spent a lot of time at our house when Hannah was a baby. My sisters would see the plaques and before long they began asking if they could have a few to give to their friends as gifts. They would just take the plaques right down off the walls, and I was flattered and made more to replace the ones they took. Soon I started hearing from their friends who had received the plaques as gifts and wanted to buy more to give away to their friends and family.


So, down there in our basement, my art business was born. I bought a little kiln and put it where the clothes dryer was supposed to go, and I started making and selling plaques. I like to say that I stopped doing laundry and started doing pottery. I was working full-time as an art therapist then, but little by little the pottery began taking over my life. I realized that the plaques were really just another form of art therapy (or a continued way to avoid laundry)—people wanted to express feelings that they couldn’t fully communicate themselves. I branched out to art fairs, and before long I was selling to gift shops, and from that it turned into a thriving business with fifteen employees operating out of a converted barn in Maryland (and a dryer in my laundry room).


People ask me, “Sandra, how do you come up with all the ideas and expressions?” I hate to disappoint them, but I always point out that the expressions are so basic, and so much a part of people’s emotional lives, that I don’t really have to invent them. I am constantly finding new phrases just by listening to people, even strangers. Recently I was in an airport bathroom when I heard a woman say on her cell phone, “Don’t worry, honey, our life may have some dips, but together we’ll get through them.” I had to jot it down on a paper towel before I got out of there. On the train I overheard a young man speaking with clear abandon on his cell phone, declaring, “Life’s just better when we’re together.” Out of necessity (okay, joy), I have become a professional eavesdropper. Or I’ll read something in a magazine or a novel and add it to my notebook. The power of any expression lies in its emotional truth, so you don’t have to get too fancy to capture the most important feelings.


As these clay messages spread across the country, so did the distance over which the letters, e-mails, and stories would come, revealing how people were experiencing them, sharing them, and connecting with others in artful ways.
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Not long ago, I heard from a mother and daughter who had gone to a store that carries my plaques after the daughter learned that she had advanced breast cancer. She said, “Mom, I want to pick out some messages for certain people, and when I’m in hospice care and can’t speak for myself, I want you to give them their plaques.” She chose a bunch, and then she picked the one that would go to her mother. It read, “You are the best mother in the whole universe.”


When I heard that story, I was awed by the fact that these little ceramic messages could be given as such a big, heartfelt legacy, and I was touched that I had made something that could matter so much—that could give a dying daughter some peace. Sharing these simple truths had seemed so easy; their strength had been somewhat imperceptible to me until that moment. Hanging them on my infant daughter’s walls was one thing, but having them connect the worlds between life and death was beyond anything I had considered.


A friend recently shared another truly beautiful story with me of a creative gift a mother who was dying of cancer gave to her seven-year-old daughter. She envisioned all of the future milestones she would miss in her daughter’s life—birthdays, graduations, her wedding day, the birth of her children—and she wrote letters to her daughter to read for each of them. The idea was that the letters would be given to the daughter throughout her life from the most special woman in her life—her mother. Although she was physically having to say good-bye, this devoted mom was ensuring that she’d continue to live in her daughter’s life through these precious expressions of love.


There is no end to the ways in which we can share what’s in our hearts. Still another story of artful living is this sweet example of a family that created a book entitled Love Is. This beautiful book was created to celebrate a forty-fifth wedding anniversary. The children and grandchildren of the “lovebirds” each thoughtfully described the lessons they’d learned about love from their mother and father (or grandmother and grandfather). Each one begins “Love is”: followed by the lesson: “By always welcoming us into your home with open arms and hearts you have taught us how to be generous.” And “The cute nicknames you have given us, like Kissa Marysa, shows how much you love us.” And “Giving us lots of hugs and kisses.” And “When you share your sand castle, pool, beach, toys, snacks, and chocolate with us.” And my favorite, “To say ‘I love you’ more often than not, and always before saying ‘good-bye.’”


Whether you recognize it or not, you have always included some form of artfulness in your day-to-day living. But there are three good reasons why Living Artfully is particularly important today.


Living Artfully is important because we all hunger for more self-expression. I don’t mean that we fail to speak our hearts (although that’s probably true in many cases). I mean that deep inside, we all yearn to create things and moments that make our feelings tangible. We want to convey more than what spoken words alone can say. Sometimes there simply are no words to express what we’re feeling. Sometimes a gesture of kindness says it all. And yet, these days, not enough of us heed—or even acknowledge—this desire to create.


Everyone in my studio knew and loved Jean, who used to answer the phones a few days a week. So when she was diagnosed with lung cancer, we were all saddened and concerned. The days Jean went in for treatments were very difficult for her—she was so scared of the hospital, the needles, the chemotherapy, and of course the cancer itself. Not knowing what to do, but wanting to let her know we cared, I asked everyone in the studio to make something we could put into a box that might bring a smile to Jean’s face or give her a moment’s peace—a “box of hope.” The studio assistants and I filled the box with quotations, drawings, cartoons, life-affirming messages, jokes, and thoughts that might occupy her mind during the treatments. The number of things we packed into that box was amazing. Everyone wanted to help. We decorated it and Jean took the box with her on every visit.


Later, she told us how much she loved the box and looked forward to opening it each time to discover what was inside. Her treatments were still frightening, but now they were also punctuated with many moments of inspiration, love, and kindness. Jean found strength, hope, humor, and joy hidden within the box and herself.


The second reason Living Artfully is important is because many people feel a lack of meaning in the work we do all day. Today, most people I know go through life at top speed. Women in particular are insanely busy, whether working in the home or out of it. On any given day they perform a mind-boggling number of tasks, but they often feel as though they haven’t accomplished very much. They’re running so fast that their life has become a blur, but when they do stop for a second to look around, they’re disappointed by what they see. They wonder just what it is that they’re devoting so much of themselves to, and if it’s worth it. They say they want to slow down, do things that feel more meaningful. And they want to do things well—not at breakneck speed, and not slapdash because there’s no time or energy to do them any better. In this fast-paced world, we seem less able to focus and see the things that really matter.


Many Americans spend the bulk of their waking hours getting ready for, going to, sitting at, coming home from, and winding down from work. When we’re not busy performing our jobs, we’re thinking of work or trying to recover from it. Yet even for those of us who love our chosen work, we want the efforts of our hands and our minds to yield something more meaningful than making ends meet or accumulating money. Despite our exhaustion and jam-packed schedules, we want to put more of ourselves into our lives and into the world. We know there must be a way, but modern life often erodes the connection between us and our labors. We are distanced from our innate creativity and don’t want the idea of “getting creative” to be just another “to-do” entry on our endless list.


The simple truth is that each one of us has the power to make the world a better place. We each leave our mark on the world every moment of every day through the choices we make and the actions we take.


Living Artfully is important because we need more opportunities for play! We need more fun, more imagining, more well-being. We need more of the sensation of being lost in a moment of joy. We knew that feeling each day in childhood but, for the most part, not since—even though we are all still the same human beings, with the same basic emotional needs, as we were back then.


When I was a child my mom would send my four sisters and me out to play on summer days. “Don’t come back until dinner” were her parting words as she ushered us out the door. We spent our days discovering and creating big adventures, building forts, riding bikes, jumping rope, singing silly songs, chasing butterflies, hiding in cornfields, picking flowers, making mud pies. We used our imagination, we played, we created, we found wonder in everything, and we discovered, experimented, invented, laughed, felt accomplishment, and lived in the moment. I loved those unstructured, carefree days where everything about life and being me was filled with possibility.


Play rejuvenates and revitalizes us. It helps us see the world from different points of view. It rekindles our optimism, encourages experimentation, and renews our ability to be flexible and make meaningful connections as we continually adapt to our changing world. One of the most wonderful by-products of play is laughter.




Laughter is inner jogging.


—Norman Cousins
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Research shows that laughter lowers blood pressure, reduces the release of stress-related hormones, increases muscle flexibility, and boosts immune function. Laughter also triggers the release of endorphins, our body’s natural painkillers, and results in a general sense of well-being. Laughter is an instant vacation; it’s also a lifesaver.


Living Artfully will encourage and inspire you to reconnect with your enthusiasm and your passion. Play will again become a joyful part of each day; even simple chores like cleaning the house can be filled with fun. I know a mom with four teenagers still living at home who was tired of complaining about the never-ending river of clothes spilling out from her small laundry room into the hallway. So she got creative. Now every Sunday, each family member washes and dries one or two loads, and then they all gather together in the TV room with popcorn and a movie for a family “fold-a-thon.” Another woman I know turns up her stereo as loud as she can on Saturday mornings before proceeding to dance her way through vacuuming the house to the blaring, soulful sounds of Aretha Franklin. Tell me she isn’t giving herself some R-E-S-P-E-C-T!


[image: image]ake-believe and play go hand in hand, and too many grown-ups forget how much fun it is to use their imaginations playfully. When I was a little girl, every day after school my neighbor and I made believe we were famous chefs. My favorite food back then was pizza, so we invented little superspecial, secret-sauce replications of what we’d seen thrown together down at the local pizzeria. We mixed together the perfect amount of ketchup, garlic, oregano, and salt and pepper for a surprisingly delicious sauce, slathered it on an English muffin, and topped it with the essential ingredients. Our tasty mini pizza pie rivaled anything made by the pros—at least in our minds!


Thirty years later, after I read Under the Tuscan Sun—a captivating book about an American woman’s soulful, life-changing adventure moving into and refurbishing an aging villa in Tuscany, Italy—I wanted so badly to pick up and travel to the Italian countryside to experience all that I had read, but that wasn’t possible. So I reactivated my make-believe skills and, for an entire summer, acted “as if” I were a fresh transplant in my new home away from home—Italia! My physical body was living responsibly in Maryland, but my mind and heart were otherwise happily Italian.


Over the course of several months, I learned to make all sorts of pastas and bruschettas, and immersed myself in the historical “stories” behind the recipes when I could find them. I discovered (and drank a few glasses of) Italian wines—the point was having fun, no?—while the aroma of roasting garlic and simmering tomato-basil sauce wafted beyond my home and into the surrounding neighborhood. I visited local vineyards to continue my Italian-style reverie. Friends and family asked me about my sudden interest in opera and Italian films, and enjoyed the adventure I provided in the many Italian meals I cooked and wines I served. My journey became their journey, too, and all of our lives were enriched. We weren’t anywhere near Europe, but it was great fun just the same!


[image: image]am convinced that even if Mozart had been a mediocre musician, he would have composed and performed with passion. Had Grandma Moses been a lousy painter, she still would have been driven to express herself in pictures. Artists and authors don’t create just because somebody tells them they should, or because they receive stellar reviews. Something inside makes them do it. The novelist Don DeLillo has a great line: “I write so that I can know what I’m thinking.” In this way, these gifted few are exactly like the rest of us: they wish to express themselves through acts of creation, and they feel better—more alive, more in touch with themselves and the world—when they do so.


A concerto is a cake is a sculpture is a scrapbook is a sonnet is a sweater. There is no difference between the human impulses behind one act of creation and another. The distinctions between “good” and “bad” quality or “high” and “low” art don’t really exist. There’s only creation, and the joy that comes with it. We’ve all become indoctrinated into thinking that only the artist has the right to create. But you don’t need a special license or a diploma hanging on your wall in order to express yourself. This artificial divide between artists and the rest of us may have always existed, to an extent, but I feel that it has gotten bigger in recent years—and at a cost. It hurts us as individuals and as a society when this misperception intimidates us into silence.
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