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    Creativity is piercing the mundane to find the marvelous. —Bill Moyers




    This book is




    for everyone who courageously creates their life as a work of art, sometimes beautiful, sometimes messy, sometimes painful, sometimes mundane, and always an expression of their unique vision;




    for everyone who notices the color chartreuse and crazy clouds wherever they go;




    for everyone who makes art from stones, from trash, from loss;




    for everyone who longs to climb back into the marvelous;




    for everyone who yearns to reclaim their creative spirit, their art spark; and




    for those who want to jump into their yearning and walk toward their obstacles.




    Yes, I mean you.




    for Celeste Rast, whose life was a fantastic creative spark.




    and for John, Emma, and Tessie because.




    just because. everything.
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  When I say be creative,




  I don’t mean




  you should all go




  and become great painters




  and great poets.




  I simply mean




  let your life




  be a painting,




  let your life




  be a poem.




  —Osho
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  Introduction




  IF YOU’RE ALIVE, YOU’RE CREATIVE




  [image: Love the art in yourself, not yourself in the art.�Konstantin Stanislavsky]




  We sat deep into the night, talking. The rugged red mesas of Jemez Springs, New Mexico, surrounded us. The landscape and spaciousness had inspired great cooking and long talks in front of the fire.




  [image: If you’re alive, you’re creative . . . We “reduce” and “ deflect” our creative selves in many ways. Life is the creative act, not the canvas or the blank page.]




  A few years ago my business and creative partner, David Robinson, and I carved out a week to sit and talk and think about what we wanted to create together in the world. Friends had opened their home to us, leaving us alone in an exquisite, Japanese-inspired space.




  And so we sat. The talk turned to art. Our urge was to create workshops and retreats and corporate trainings that were artful. We wanted to create symphony projects that would string together original music, art, and narrative to tell stories we believed needed to be told. We longed to have art be at the center of all we do. But something was stopping us from doing it.




  The talk turned to identity, because art—after all (and above all)—serves an identity function: Who are we? Who are we in relationship to others? What do we yearn to bring into the world? We talked about being starving artists, driven to creating what we longed to say—me in words, and David in paint—and finally I asked David a question that made him sit looking at me, speechless. It was a question that also surprised me:




  

    YOU CAN BE CREATIVE ONLY IF YOU LOVE LIFE ENOUGH THAT YOU WANT TO ENHANCE ITS BEAUTY.




    —Osho


  




  “David,” I said, “if you really believed your art could truly provide everything you ever wanted or needed in your life, how would that change the way you approach it?”




  We sat in silence a long time, each pondering that question. And then we talked about how that belief would free us up to put creating at the center.




  David then turned to me. “Patti,” he said, “why is it that when someone asks you what you do, you never say you’re a writer?”




  

    NOTHING FEEDS THE CENTER OF BEING SO MUCH AS CREATIVE WORK.




    —Anne Morrow Lindbergh


  




  I laughed (my deflection of choice, of habit). “Because I’m not a writer, David, not really. I’m not a real writer, not like Richard Powers or Anne Lamott or Herman Melville or . . .”




  He looked at me and smiled a quiet smile. “What bar have you set for yourself, Patti?” he asked. “You’ve written three books and published over a hundred articles. What exactly would make you a writer?”




  The next day we went into Santa Fe for lunch with an acquaintance, a man we had met but didn’t know well. Robin turned to me at the beginning of the meal. “Patti, what do you do?”




  I looked over the table at David, who was waiting expectantly for my answer. I smiled and said, “I’m a writer.” All puffed up and proud for showing David I could do it, I was unprepared for Robin’s next question.




  “Really,” he said. “What do you write?”




  “Oh, nothing, really. I just write these little essays every Monday.”




  David nodded his head ever so slightly and looked down, with a tiny smile. Afterward, he turned to me as we walked back to our car. “Oh, nothing, really? You just write these little essays every Monday?”




  We minimize ourselves in so many ways, and stop ourselves from living our most creative life—or owning that we are creative beings just because we are alive. Often without realizing it.




  

    The longing to produce great inspirations didn’t produce anything but more longing.




    —Sophie Kerr


  




  We deflect and reduce with laughter, with language, with little. We learn—sometimes in childhood and certainly later—to diminish the bright light we bring into the world, to make it smaller, to hide it, put a shade on it. We do it for many reasons: to raise others up, to avoid comparisons, to minimize the fall when we fail, to protect and explain and rationalize and, it seems, to cover.




  We don’t come into the world that way. “Are you a writer?” I heard John ask our youngest daughter Tess before dinner tonight, having read the draft of this essay. Unlike her more measured college-bound sister, Emma, Tess responded in her first-grade voice: “YES! I’M A WRITER! I WROTE TWO BIG BOOKS!” she screamed, handing him two folded pieces of paper with drawings and letters on them.




  Picasso once said, “Every child is an artist. The problem is how to remain an artist once we grow up.” We’re good at reducing. What are our strategies for enlarging, expanding, growing into, being big in the world? I wonder.




  This book is about fully owning our innate creative spirit again. Not necessarily to call ourselves artists or writers, but to see our lives as creative. Not necessarily to make a living as an artist or writer, but to free ourselves up to say what we most long to say, to paint what we alone see in this vast incredible world, to build artful and joyous relationships, to leave a legacy of color and form and laughter in our wake.




  We have that art spark when we are children; we lose it as we grow into the world of comparisons, perfectionism, categories like “best seller,” realities of making a living, pressing tofu for dinner, changing diapers, figuring out how to put together a chest of drawers from IKEA, paying taxes, doing the same underwear in the laundry repeatedly.




  

    THE ARTIST IS NOT A SPECIAL KIND OF PERSON; RATHER EACH PERSON IS A SPECIAL KIND OF ARTIST.




    —Ananda Coomaraswamy


  




  What would happen if we fully owned that we are creative beings, whether or not we will ever call ourselves writers or artists? Whether or not we ever pick up a quill pen or brush or camera? Whether or not we ever show anyone our art, sell any of it, or create something fantastically unique? What if we owned that making dinner was a fully creative act?




  Open up.




  See more.




  Live deeper.




  That’s what art is. That’s what creativity is. That’s what life is.




  Diderot has said, “There is no such thing as creativity.” I balked when I first read that. Now I believe it’s true. There’s only living. And living fully, openly, deeply is a creative act. It is the original creative act.
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  PART ONE Art Fear





  

    Don’t apologize for who you are


  




  

    or the art you create.


  




  —C. J. Rider




  don’t forget to write




  while you are piecing together the map of your life, stepping as nimbly as you can out of the mulch of your thoughts, the busy traffic of your heart, while you attempt grace and magic and the blessing of your soft, surrendered kiss, while you are fathoming the stretch you will need for the wide and rocky jungle of your own happiness, while you are hunkering down to a piece of dark bread and the odd, welcome relief of hunger, don’t forget to write.




  write this day, its too-early morning and the birdsong you cursed into your pillow. write the way the dog looked at you as forlornly as your own shadow. write this blanket, this cup of coffee, the irreverent clatter of the neighbor’s lawnmower. write the bees that bend forever to their task. write the July heat and the laps in the town pool that cleave you from this earth, the over-solid grip you have on everything. write this hour, tired and awake all at once, the distractions you can make of breakfast or a calculator or the remote control lying flaccid on the living room couch.
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  write the dead mosquito on the bathroom floor, the small clot of blood on your forearm. write the careful arrangement of the bed linens, the yellow of the walls, the way the garden hose snakes around the back porch where old boxes are bending under their own weight and where spiders have begun to take control of the tomato plants. write your white legs and your short pants and the constellations imprinted on your skin. write the dusty sex toys in the bedside bureau, the silvery condom packages nearing their expiration dates. write the wet sound of love in the middle of the night.




  write the blackberry bush and its sour fruit, the mailman in his cheerful hat, the neighbor who confuses you with someone else, calls you a name that’s not yours, write the feeling of lost identity and disappointment and some letter you’re perennially hoping for.




  write the words for failure. write the words for hope. write the tightrope dangling above the canyon, and down below, the electric water furious and free.




  write green. write violet. write blazing orange. write the smell of grapefruit skin, the eyelash on a cheekbone, the hand you hold in the dark. write the first, honest paragraphs of sunrise. write everything, or nothing, but don’t forget to write.




  —Maya Stein
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    CHAPTER ONE Reclaim the Spark: Who This Book Is For



  




  Life is pure adventure, and the sooner we realize that, the sooner we will be able to treat life as art. —Maya Angelou




  One bright spring day when I was forty-four years old, over a sturdy cup of hot black coffee and a bowl of McCann’s slow-cooking, steel-cut Irish oatmeal topped with raspberries, I realized that I couldn’t tackle fear until I first got over my fear of being fearful.




  [image: Everyone is creative. Everyone. Creativity isn’ t learned, it is released. Stop measuring how creative you are. What are you afraid of? People who say they’re not creative, dabblers, and artists�all creative.]




  Yes, that’s it—I needed to let go of the fear of fearfulness before I could tackle the bigger problem of fear itself. Fear itself, it turns out, is a gift and not a burden, since it tells us important things—things we actually need to know, not like the square root of pi or the conjugation of verbs, which we can always count on our friend Rosemary to tell us, but things about ourselves—those deep real selves, the ones that don’t show up on business cards, that one, there, the little one, the one we are left with when we are lying in bed looking at the ceiling. The still one. The one whose shadow looms large.




  “I’m afraid of bees,” my then-thirteen-year-old daughter answered when I asked about her fears. “And you—well, you’re afraid of birds, bats, being buried alive,” she informed me, reminding me of her concept of erasable fears—she confused “irrational fears” and called them “erasable fears” once as a child. Perfect.
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  Yes, I thought to myself, and not only being buried alive, but also being buried dead or in any shape or form, being found out, being forgotten, being laughed at. “Isn’t fear all mental?” she continued. “Yes, I’d have to say it is,” I replied.




  “And by knowing what we fear, don’t we know what we care about, how we are measuring our worth, what success looks like?” I asked. So isn’t fear helpful, then?




  I was in an ethics seminar once, a session bringing together adults and high school students for a dialogue. Our facilitator asked us to read “Buddhist Economics” by E. F. Schumacher from his book Small Is Beautiful. A high school junior woke me up with her assessment of a complex situation, with that succinct honesty only the young are good at: “When my parents divorced, my father had more money than my mother, and they were always scared and angry. He was scared he would lose his money and she was angry that he had more than her.”




  Not knowing is what makes us scared; being scared is what makes us angry. As Melville wrote, ignorance is the parent of fear. What if I fail as a writer, a poet, a mother, a painter? Who will love me then? How is this going to affect the rest of my life? What if they don’t like what I write? I don’t know them, they’re different from me, I’m afraid.




  I’m angry that they can’t understand me; I’m scared that they might.




  

    WE INVENT WHAT WE LOVE AND WHAT WE FEAR.




    —John Irving


  




  

    DON’T FEAR FAILURE SO MUCH THAT YOU REFUSE TO TRY NEW THINGS. THE SADDEST SUMMARY OF A LIFE CONTAINS THREE DESCRIPTIONS: COULD HAVE, MIGHT HAVE, AND SHOULD HAVE.




    —Louis E. Boone


  




  The brilliant book Art and Fear is my go-to book on the fear of creation.




  Go.




  Read it.




  Now.




  I’ll wait right here.




  In it David Bayles and Ted Orland write: “Fears about artmaking fall into two families: fears about yourself, and fears about your reception by others. In a general way, fears about yourself prevent you from doing your best work, while fears about your reception by others prevent you from doing your own work.” As Claude Bristol has written, “To live a creative life, we must lose our fear of being wrong.”




  We fear we can’t measure up to the work of others.




  We fear we can’t measure up to our Selves.




  We fear we can’t measure up to the expectations of an audience.




  And, I might add, we fear being fearful.




  T. S. Eliot wrote in “The Waste Land”:




  And I will show you something different from either




  Your shadow at morning striding behind you




  Or your shadow at evening rising to meet you;




  I will show you fear in a handful of dust.




  Dust, just dust, our shadow dust. Is no one following us but ourselves? Indeed. Embrace fear and listen to its messages—it is a part of you like your shadow is. When we know what we most fear, we know what we care most about, don’t we? So love fear, don’t fear it.




  

    The death of fear is in doing what you fear to do.




    —Sequichie Comingdeer


  




  Who this book is for




  Children don’t need this book. Not like you and I do.




  The question of how to be creative—or how to be more creative—would never occur to a child, would it? No.




  The very idea that there are actually words for their way of being in the world—flat-out and fantastic and curious about everything—would likely puzzle them. They’re not being creative, they’re just being fully human. Like we all are until we start getting messages about coloring inside the lines, that the sun is always yellow, that trees aren’t purple, that we need to sit and be quiet, and that we can’t wear white shoes before Easter or after Labor Day.




  

    NOW THAT YOU HAVE BROKEN THROUGH THE WALL WITH YOUR HEAD, WHAT WILL YOU DO IN THE NEIGHBORING CELL?




    —S. J. Lec


  




  On my forty-city grassroots book tour for Life Is a Verb, I was invited to Madison, Wisconsin, by an amazing woman named Jodi Cohen. As part of my stay there, I went with Jodi on a Friday afternoon to a Jewish senior citizens’ center where she played guitar and led the seniors in song. The urge toward deep ritual moved me.




  “We are in the ten days of awe in the Jewish high holidays,” the speaker said. “And in the ten days of awe, we remember that the first time we see something extraordinary, we call it a miracle, but when we see it over and over and over again, we just call it ordinary.”




  We just call it ordinary.




  We have to reclaim the extraordinary in the everyday. That’s where the art is.




  Easier said than done, my friend.




  [image: There’s nothing I’m afraid of like scared people. �Robert Frost.]




  Because the extraordinary bits fall by the wayside as we pursue the logical, practical, adult.
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  This book is about reclaiming a creative spirit in your fantastic, unique life. It is about living your whole entire life as art, not just the bits you draw on a canvas or embroider or sing. It is about opening space for random acts of creation. It is about approaching every interaction as a grand blank canvas for art to break out. If you’re alive, you’re creative. If you’re alive, you’re an artist.




  Does the world need another book about creativity? Maybe not. Probably not. No. But I had one I needed to write—one from a different perspective than many “creativity” books. And that’s the point. Putting our voice out into the world isn’t for others, not really—it is only for ourselves, ultimately. If it touches someone else, if it changes their life or angers or buoys them, that’s not yours to own. Yours is to write, to paint, and to keep on doing that, saying what you long to say.




  There are three primary audiences for this book




  Each of these three groups has an aspiration—a yearning—and is peeking in the covers of this book to see if it might help them:




  

    ART TEACHES NOTHING EXCEPT THE SIGNIFICANCE OF LIFE.




    —Henry Miller


  




  I don’t have a creative bone in my body and I really wish I were more creative.




  I’m just a dabbler but I’d love to be a real artist or craftsperson.




  I’m an artist and I would love to be known and respected and be able to support myself with my art.




  Quick question: Which one are you?




  Not creative; a dabbler; or an artist?_____________________________________




  Which do you long to be?_____________________________________________




  What keeps you from being that?_______________________________________




  

    The whole of life lies in the verb seeing.




    —Teilhard de Chardin


  




  Now, let’s reframe these statements. What if your art could provide everything you ever needed or wanted in life? How, then, would you finish the following sentences? I’ve included my own answers to spark your thoughts:




  I am creative because __________________________________________________________




  I am creative because I am alive and want to fully explore my deeply artistic spirit. I want to leave a portion of myself behind.




  I make art because ____________________________________________________________




  I make art because it gives me fantastic amazing joy and I can’t imagine not creating. I want to leave a portion of myself behind.




  I must express my unique vision and find ways to share that vision with others because______________________________________________________________________




  I must express my unique vision because others might need it in their lives. Even if they don’t know they need it. I want to leave a portion of myself behind.




  

    TO LIVE A CREATIVE LIFE, WE MUST LOSE OUR FEAR OF BEING WRONG.




    —Joseph Chilton Pearce


  




  [image: Today, I am an artist. � Jean Miller]




  

    CHAPTER TWO Get Messy: How to Use This Book



  




  Creativity requires the courage to let go of certainties.




  —Erich Fromm




  There is no right way to read this (or any other) book. I’ll make a few suggestions, but offer you this freedom: There are no rules. What few rules appear to be in place are all made up. Make up your own. Then break those, too.




  [image: Use words and images to capture your journey to fuller awareness. Break the rules. What rules? Create a safe playpen. Limitations allow creativity to flourish. Creativity isn’t a technique�it’s a mind-set.]




  Write in the broad margins with a silver Sharpie. Keep it pristine without making a mark. Fold pages down. Or don’t. Invade it with an army of Post-it notes and paper clips. Rip pages out if you feel so inclined. Read the whole thing at once or just read two pages a day. Do the exercises. Don’t do them. Rebel against them. Rant about them. Tell me they’re stupid, but only after you come up with an exercise that makes more sense for you.




  Here’s how I read: I thrash through books, pen in hand, talking back to the pages. I make tiny drawings in the margins, I connect the dots, I make it mine in a way that suits me. That’s your charge, too: Read this book and use it in a way that fits your life.




  

    YOU WERE BORN AN ORIGINAL. DON’T DIE A COPY.




    —John Mason


  




  What you’ll need




  The only equipment you need to work through this book in the way I’ve envisioned it is two black pens (my choices are the happy Pilot Fineliner and the even happier black Sharpie so you have two different line widths, but maybe that’s just my long-standing pen line fetish coming out), a rather large wad of unlined 3x5-inch index cards (I use white, but, hey, go wild!), a pair of scissors, a glue stick, a timer, some magazines you can cut up, and a rubber band to hold your index cards together. At about the halfway point, you might want to branch out and add a pen in a different color. Or maybe a shoe box to hold all those index cards. Oh, and a crayon or two. No more than an eight-pack. Think you’re too sophisticated for crayons? Think again. You will learn to love them. They are some kind of magic.




  [image: image]




  That’s it. Think that’s too simple? Too elementary? That’s the point. We think creativity needs freedom and lots and lots of crayon colors and the perfect, pristine Moleskine notebook. It doesn’t. Restriction is our friend. Restrict yourself to just those supplies to work through this whole book and see what emerges. I have a feeling you will surprise yourself. As G. K. Chesterton wrote, “Art is limitation. The essence of every picture is the frame.” Your frame is the index card. Enjoy the limitation and see how it frees you.




  

    I play better tennis because the court is there.




    —Robert Frost


  




  Magic can happen with just some index cards and a black pen and a crayon. We lose sight of that, I think, in our mania for supplies. Artfulness emerges from simplicity, not from a fully stocked studio. Creativity is internal, not public. At least not at first.




  What this book isn’t




  This isn’t a book about writing the great American novel.




  It isn’t a book about painting the next Mona Lisa.




  

    FOR A LONG TIME I LIMITED MYSELF TO ONE COLOR—AS A FORM OF DISCIPLINE.




    —Pablo Picasso


  




  It’s not a book about tools or supplies or the Ten Top Tips for Greater Creativity or the latest way to transfer images onto fabric. And it’s not a book about ditching your job as an insurance salesman to be a poet. Wallace Stevens never did that and just look at the poetry the man wrote.




  It isn’t a book about impressing people with your ability to do a spot-on life-drawing of Johnny Depp,* or about apologizing for your lack of skill.




  It isn’t a typical book about creativity.




  It isn’t a book about any technique at all, because creativity isn’t a technique.




  It’s none of those things, because there’s an important conversation we need to have with ourselves long before we get to technique or tools or supplies or shows.




  It is a book about nurturing your creative spirit, the one that gets bogged down by paying bills and folding laundry and working for a living. Go too fast into technique and you miss that important uncovering, diving into.




  It is a book about turning every day into a joy and color and sound expedition. It is a book about being fully creative simply by being more deeply human and more fully present. Go too fast into technique and you start fixing your vision too soon. Let it expand first. Find rhythms of sound and color everywhere first. Live your fullest, most expansive life first, the one with your eyes (and heart) wide, wide open. Ferociously so.




  This is a book about the deeper questions of the ways in which we divide ourselves from our innate creative spirit . . . and how to walk back toward that space in which every instant is a miracle and an inspiration for artfulness, an opportunity for graceful expression of who we are as humans. We long to say something with our lives—what is it? How can we know if we don’t open up the window and hear the birds sing?
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  It is a book about seeing the artfulness in everyday life, wherever you find yourself on that continuum between “I don’t have a creative bone” and “I’m an artist.” It’s about seeing life itself as a dramatically, exuberantly creative act.




  That’s harder than it sounds. And it’s easier than we make it.




  This is a book about waking up to the beauty around you—the beauty of seeing more and living more deeply. What emerges from that equation is art. Not Art with a capital A. That kind of Art scares me because it takes us out of the doing (writing to write, painting to paint) and right into performance, comparison, sales. I’m talking about art with no capital. The art that is your life. Artfulness that only you can create, that is uniquely, incredibly yours.




  

    ART IS NOT THINKING SOMETHING UP; IT IS THE OPPOSITE—GETTING SOMETHING DOWN.




    —Julia Cameron


  




  You’ll note brief “Twitter-friendly” summaries of key points on index cards at the start of each chapter. For those who don’t “tweet,” to use the verb associated with it, Twitter is a popular social media site that limits messages to 140 characters or less—providing the exchange of information in micro-bursts like those you’ll find at the start of each chapter.




  These key points might mirror your learning, and they may not. Cross them out and add your own if need be.




  At the end of reading this book, you might have 20 or 37 or 500 index cards on which you’ve written, scribbled, drawn. Or you might have none. And either way is perfectly fine. Do you get what I’m saying here? THERE IS NO RIGHT ANSWER, no perfect way to work through this book—or through life.




  Every single moment of your life is an opportunity for creativity. Even the darkest moments. Perhaps especially them.




  [image: Orville Wright did not have a pilot’s license. � Gordon MacKenzie]




  Footnote




  *See? It only took me 13 pages to mention Johnny Depp.




  

    CHAPTER THREE Embrace the Six Creativity Killers



  




  I plan to write more books whenever I can find the appropriate writing attire and color-coordinated pen. —Miss Piggy




  My husband, John, sent me this e-mail:




  Some of America’s most iconic writers have produced their greatest works in a short period of time. Herman Melville wrote all of his fiction between 1846 and 1856—eleven books in all, including the magnificent Moby-Dick, a book that would take others of us a whole lifetime (and more). [My note: Makes me dizzy even to think of it.] In just eight years Faulkner publishes the following six books: Pylon (1935), Absalom, Absalom! (1936), The Unvanquished (1938), The Wild Palms (1939), The Hamlet (1940), and Go Down Moses (1942). [My note: Well, you almost have to hate him for that.]




  [image: Stop making excuses and start flinging word s on a page or paint on a canvas. Don’t separate “real” life from “creative” life. Pay attention to your excuses. You are always in choice]




  

    In just ten years Hemingway published In Our Time (1924), The Torrents of Spring and The Sun Also Rises (1926), Men Without Women (1927), A Farewell to Arms (1929), Death in the Afternoon (1932), Winner Take Nothing (1933), and Green Hills of Africa (1935). In the thirteen years leading to 1608, Shakespeare wrote twenty-two of his major plays.




    Einstein had far-and-away his most outstanding and productive period from 1905 to 1915, all sandwiched by the special and general relativity theories. Darwin published five books from 1859 to 1868, including The Origin of Species. Mozart produced almost half of all of his music in the last ten years of his life (Köchel numbers 315–598), 283 compositions in 3,650 days.


  




  John was intrigued, he said, by the compactness of their creativity, those short, significant bursts of powerful writing and thinking, those consecutive years of a bright burning spark flaming up, then sometimes out, but we won’t focus on that part of the story. The examples abound: J. M. W. Turner, Willa Cather, Hermann von Helmholtz (John’s all-time greatest hero), Duke Ellington, Charlie Parker, Carl Friedrich Gauss, Charles Dickens—all of them not just prolific but importantly so. Their work and sounds shaped and changed the world.
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  Call me crazy, but I’m thinking that all this significant output wasn’t because they had finally gotten the 2.4GHz Intel Core 2 Duo MacBook Pro they’d been waiting for and had at last created an office that looked like a Pottery Barn ad. They hadn’t put it off until things were more convenient or they finally were able to purchase that Aeron chair they had always dreamed of or invest in that Bedford Smart Technology furniture collection that would “allow me to enhance my home with the modern ease of technology without sacrificing the tradition of comfort and style.”




  No, their work was driven from some less convenient place inside them, not necessarily by external comfort, acceptance, number of blog readers, awards, or sales, but something else.




  Have I come into my profoundly productive period yet? Have you? Will we know when we’re in it, or will others look back and see it only in retrospect, as we have with Faulkner and Einstein? Or will it not happen at all because we are waiting until we get that new laptop, until we get our filing system set up, until we get the kids all grown up, until we get everything else on our to-do list done, or until we acknowledge what makes us burn from the inside out?




  [image: A hunch is creativity telling you something. �Frank Capra]




  These writers and artists and scientists felt a compelling drive from deep inside to say something. What is it that you and I need to say? And in what form? I wonder, if we started today, what might we be able to write or create or make or achieve in the next . . . oh, I don’t know . . . the next 37 days? How about the next ten years?




  We block ourselves from our creative selves in many ways—by comparing ourselves with others, by setting the bar way too high for ourselves, by investing in a “story” like “all artists are poor,” “I can’t draw a straight line,” or “I can’t find my voice.”




  Six creativity killers




  Here are six of the most common reasons people give me that they can’t be creative, write a book, paint, or make art. Do you recognize yourself in any of these? Which ones? And which ones would you add?




  I can’t be creative because . . .




  I work full-time.
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  My job sucks the life out of me. I’m tired when I come home, so I can’t be creative then. I have kids. My partner expects me to spend my free time with him/her, not painting or weaving baskets. I can either make a living or be creative, not both. I need more hours in the day. Sure, she’s successful because she doesn’t have kids and doesn’t spend her time trying to sew those little badges on a Daisy Scout uniform or attending Little League soccer games. I could make art, too, if I was retired, single, shorter, richer, quieter. I need a trust fund or a nice patron named Medici. I need someone to recognize my brilliance and walk right up to my door with a few million dollars so I can be freed from my cubicle. Nothing short of that will do. I can either have that or just sit here and eat chocolate lava cake. I’ll have to wait until that happens. Then I can be creative.




  I don’t have a good space in which to work.




  I have no studio—or my studio is too cramped—or my studio is too messy. The light’s all wrong. If only I had a writing shed to call my own, I could write that novel. One day I’ll have the right space. I need perfect working conditions. I need a tiny island far from everyone who needs me for something. I’ll wait until the kids leave for college (let’s say they’re two years old now) and then I’ll have the space to work.




  

    YOU CAN’T USE UP CREATIVITY. THE MORE YOU USE, THE MORE YOU HAVE.




    —Maya Angelou


  




  I don’t have the right materials.




  If only I had the right equipment. I don’t have the right color paint and the notebook I have is ruled, but I need a blank one. I need a different pen. If I had a different pen, I could write the Great American Novel. One of those nice ones the astronauts use so I can write upside down. If I had that Space Pen, and if it was engraved with an inspirational saying by a famous poet, then I could get published.




  I have no ideas.




  I can’t think of a thing to create. How does she come up with those ideas? I’m an idiot, a dullard, boring. My work, family, PMS, astrological chart, sunburn, all drain the ideas out of my head. I used to be creative, but no more. I don’t have an original thought. I’ve got nothin’. I majored in accounting or psychology, not art. How can I be expected to compete with people who have an MFA?




  I don’t have any skill.




  I need to take more classes. I don’t know the right techniques. I’m not trained. I need a degree. I need a BA, MFA, PhD, before I can tackle making something worthwhile. I need someone to tell me what to do. I need a teacher, a mentor, a coach, a guru. I need another book or class before I start. I need to find an answer outside myself.




  

    The legs are the wheels of creativity.


    —Albert Einstein


  




  They won’t like it.




  People will laugh. They will tell me their children could do better. They won’t buy it. They will tell me I’m foolish for even trying. I am not really doing this for myself, but for others who will judge it. It would be stupid to think I could sell any of these. No one would want to read these stories/look at these pictures. Why create them if nobody’s going to buy them? I’ll never get a review in the New York Times and if I do, it’ll rip me to shreds.




  Each of these is a story we are busy telling ourselves about ourselves. They are all stories of comparison, perfectionism, or lack. Not good enough, must make better, don’t have what I need (time, money, space, materials, ideas).




  [image: image]




  Which ones are your story?




  Do you want that vast, fabulous canvas called your life to be a story of comparison, perfectionism, or lack? You could, but that would keep you out of happy, fulfilled, creative fun. Instead, do you want your life to be a rambunctious story of uniqueness, imperfect beauty, and abundance?




  Underneath all these deflections is a belief that our lives are divided into two parts:




  The Real Part, and




  The Creative Part




  Maybe those shouldn’t be separated in the way we’ve been taught.




  Maybe the Real Part is the Creative Part. And maybe, just maybe, the Creative Part is the Real Part.




  Maybe there’s no real separation between them.




  Maybe we shouldn’t have to lumber through algebra to get to art class. Maybe algebra class should be more artful.




  Imagine that.




  I recently got a message on Facebook from someone who summed up some of this disconnect between “real life” and “creative” or “intentional” life: “If I had only 37 days,” she wrote, “I wouldn’t be doing my taxes, I wouldn’t be going to work, I wouldn’t be worried about all the bills, I wouldn’t worry about not having time to go and take pictures or write. But I likely do have 37 days. So I must do my taxes. I must go to work. I must worry about the bills. All those things must happen, therefore I don’t have time to write or take pictures. And all this is besides my relationship with my husband and two-year-old. I love your philosophy but I just cannot reconcile it with where I am at right now. I’ve read and quite enjoyed Eckhart Tolle and I know that there is no past, no future, only BE HERE NOW. Fine. That doesn’t mean that practical life gets to be ignored so I can paint a masterpiece. Being present is fine, but tomorrow needs to be anticipated and prepared for. Otherwise when it becomes the present it will be a righteous mess!”
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