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Finding the rhythms of 

your different story





1. Rhythm and balance

Writing is the perfect metaphor for life in so many ways and when it comes to 

finding our flow, especially so. Writing relies on rhythm rather much more than 

balance and that’s a good guideline for life too.

How often have you heard that your life needs balance? Particularly a ‘work-life 

balance’ (as though work is not part of life). A quick internet search will reveal 

hundreds of blogs devoted to the quest for balance, promising employees tricks 

for setting healthy boundaries, while encouraging employers to ensure that their 

employees have a ‘satisfactory’ work-life balance. The message is that balancing 

is an essential skill that you neglect at your peril. Is this the case? Is life a tightrope 

walk?

It doesn’t have to be. The idea of balance assumes that there are equal calls on us 

and we should be treating each call to the same time and attention. The 

etymology of ‘balance’ is in scales, weighing one thing against another but life is 

much messier and more interesting than this. And it can be much less stressful. 

Life is too short to be lived according to endless ‘to do’ lists. When we find quests, 

then work life and personal life begin to integrate as part of a whole, rather than 

being warring factions. If you have work that energises you rather than drains you, 

the idea of striving for balance is unlikely to occur.
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If you are a writer and have the luxury of writing for weeks or months as your main 

activity, you’ll be ecstatic, but you won’t have balance. Great artists and musicians 

are rarely balanced — they put as much time as possible into their art. Rather than 

constantly trying to balance, we need to attend to where we are. If you are peeling 

vegetables, be in that moment. If you are painting, lose yourself, be utterly 

absorbed in the action. When we do anything wholeheartedly, the energy flows, 

but if we rush through one thing after the next simply to get items ticked off a list, 

we soon feel drained and overwhelmed. When we live in the moment and pay 

attention to the project we’re working on, the food we’re eating, the book we’re 

reading, the person we are with… we’re more fulfilled and less stressed. 

The psychologist Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi talks about flow as that mindspace 

where we lose ourselves in an activity. We’re so immersed that time and space 

seem different. We’re so ‘in the zone’ that the world falls away. This is anything but 

balanced but who would want balance compared to flow? This is savouring one 

thing at a time and it allows for multiple strands of life without constant weighing 

and measuring. This is closer to harmony than balance, though constantly being 

recalibrated and adjusted; this is rhythm.

The Latin etymology of rhythm is from rhythmus, which is ‘movement in time’.  

Finding ways to live well an deeply with the time we have is so much more 

satisfying than living from one list of tasks to the next. As I discussed in the free 

course, Giving yourself time to become a different story, time is much more than 

chronos. The quest is to live, as much as possible in kairos, the sense of the ‘right 
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time’ which relates to the quality and depth of each fully lived, truly awake and 

connected moment. We may not be able to add a single hour to life by worrying, 

to paraphrase Matthew’s gospel, but the depth is in our gift. Creative people, in 

this sense, have much more time. When we both curate our time differently and 

give it intentionally, things change. Rhythm is about moving well in time, constantly 

varying the deep experiences with the everyday, but giving each the attention 

needed. The Greek roots of rhythm are rhuthmós, which relates to movement and 

flow, and the verb, rhéō, ‘I flow, run, stream, gush...’ There is form and shape, but 

it constantly adjusts, as flexible as water.

Being in the flow is a deep experience that exposes the myth of balance but it 

does require commitment and focus. Yet for most of us there isn’t only one project 

in life. You might want to write and write and write but you might also want to 

keep your relationships with family and friends intact. And even writers have to eat 

and do some life-maintenance and, hopefully, care for themselves so that they 

embody their creativity. And you may be someone who thrives on having lots of 

interests alongside key passions so that there is a constant cross-fertilisation of 

ideas. Trying to balance all of this can be nightmarish. When you write all of it out 

as lists and try to cram it into the available time it’s likely to simply not fit, but when 

we live more intuitively by rhythm, it does. We realise that we don’t have to give 

equal weight to every distraction or demand that comes along. Instead, we check 

in with ourselves to keep a perspective on the things that matter and to adjust to a 

rhythm that nurtures. We dive deeply into whatever a particular moment has been 
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given to, whilst reviewing and adjusting the rhythm along the way, which brings me 

back to writing as a metaphor for life. Virginia Woolf puts it like this:

As for the mot juste, you are quite wrong. Style is a very simple 

matter: It is all rhythm. Once you get that, you can’t use the 

wrong words.

All writing has rhythm. (Poetry also has metre but rhythm is common to all writing.)

Think about the effect of short sentences. They set up a beat. They feel urgent. Or 

they halt. If they go on. And on. They drum in the head. They start to annoy. Short 

sentences can be effective but they soon get monotonous and choppy, so we 

tend to vary the rhythm.

Long sentences, even complex ones with sub-clauses, provided the sub-clauses 

don’t start to run away from you, can give a great deal of connectedness. Whilst 

too many long sentences can start to sound stuffy, nonetheless sentences that are 

both long and well-articulated give a measured pace, and short sub-clauses within 

the sentence can set up the rhythm of a piece.

In writing, we vary the rhythm. The form we use has an impact on the content and 

how it’s received by the reader. In writing, sometimes we go for equilibrium. 

Consider the device of parataxis which takes phrases that are all of equal weight 

and sets them side by side. This can involve linking phrases with co-ordinating 

conjunctions (for, and, nor, but, or, yet, so). The simplest definition of parataxis is 
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‘just one thing after another’. Like this quote from A Farewell to Arms, by Ernest 

Hemingway:

In the bed of the river there were pebbles and boulders, dry and 

white in the sun, and the water was clear and swiftly moving and 

blue in the channels.

Or this poignant passage from Cormac McCarthy’s The Road:

Out on the roads the pilgrims sank down and fell over and died 

and the bleak and shrouded earth went trundling past the sun 

and returned again as trackless and as unremarked as the path of 

any nameless sisterworld in the ancient dark beyond.

As in writing, so in life. Sometimes we are holding areas in equilibrium. Sometimes 

life comes at us in a rush. The device of asyndeton is a sub-set of parataxis. All 

the phrases are of equal weight but there are no conjunctions of any kind. Like 

Caesar’s:

veni, vidi, vici

It can be staccato in rhythm or reflect stream of consciousness as in this from 

Samuel Beckett’s ‘Not I’:
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out… into this world… this world… tiny little thing… before its 

time… in a god for — … what?… girl?…. yes… tiny little girl… into 

this… out into this… before her time… godforsaken hole called… 

called… no matter… parents unknown… unheard of… he having 

vanished… thin air… no sooner buttoned up his breeches… she 

similarly… eight months later… almost to the tick… so no love… 

spared that… no love such as normally vented on the… 

speechless infant… in the home… no… nor indeed for that 

matter any of any kind… no love of any kind… at any subsequent 

stage

The thing about rhythm is that it changes. Rhythm, unlike balance, goes with the 

flow. Do you need short sentences or long? Do you need the equilibrium of 

phrases of equal weight slowed by conjunctions or the wild rush of stream of 

consciousness?

Do you need to hold two areas of your life side by side or is it time to dive deep 

into one immersive project?

The answer will change constantly and, while chasing balance is irreconcilable 

with that, finding rhythm isn’t.

Everything that lives, breathes. The same is true of writing. If we walk in beautiful 

places we’ll find that not only do we breathe in, breathe out, but our attention will 
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follow the same rhythm. We’ll move between looking outward and inward musing. 

We’ll get caught up in the sights and smells and they in turn will evoke memories 

and emotions.

Good writing has the same kind of pulse, moving inwards to thoughts and 

emotions, outwards to dialogue and description. When writing has this rhythm, 

moving focus, inward and outward, it’s much more compelling. In this fragment of 

Michael Ondaatje’s In the Skin of a Lion, the protagonist moves from a visual 

observation to the emotional impact it has on him:

After midnight Clara strolls behind her friend Alice, removes the 

shawl from her shoulders and ties it on as a headband. Patrick 

watches Clara intently — the bones, the planes of lamplight on her 

face, hair no longer in the way. Follow me, she could say, in her 

shawl headband, and he would be one of the Gadarene swine.

Endless descriptions of what a character is thinking or feeling soon alienate a 

reader. But page after page of description with no insight into the character’s inner 

world does the same. When there is a rhythm between the two, the story comes 

to life. When we get into this rhythmic flow, the writing falls into place. As William 

Stafford says in Crossing Unmarked Snow:

…the language that comes to you when you are truly available to 

immediate experience, can bring you surprises, can enrich 
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experience, can reveal profound connections between the self 

and the exiting wilderness of emerging time.

The rhythm in writing varies. A long out-breathe of description or dialogue, a short 

gasp of emotion — or vice versa. At other times a steadier rhythm. Sometimes 

equilibrium. At other times an imbalance, an intense focus on the interior or 

exterior that is appropriate for the passage.

As in writing, so in life. Chasing the illusion of balance drives us in circles trying to 

do everything at once. Forget balance, instead:

• Whatever your quest is, it’s going to require more of your attention than anything 

else, not balance.

• Savour one thing at a time. If you’re working, be present. If you’re with family, 

don’t just physically show up, attend: be in the moment.

• As Thoreau puts it: ‘Let your affairs be two or three’: there are so many 

distractions — make choices and prioritise those threads of life that are essential 

to you.

• Find your rhythm and keep finding it.

• Breathe in, breathe out — go for flow, not balance.
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Writing in what became, after her death, First and Last Notebooks, Simone Weil 

considered that 

Attention is the rarest and purest form of generosity.

And in Gravity and Grace adds:

Absolutely unmixed attention is prayer.

If you could only do three things today, what would you give this attention to?

This is a rephrasing of Virginia Woolf, applied to life rather than writing:

As for balance, you are quite wrong. Life is a very simple matter: It 

is all rhythm. Once you get that, you can’t live the wrong life.

What are the elements of your rhythm (it may change frequently, but think of this 

week, the next month...) and what do you need to eliminate or minimise to make 

this rhythm flow harmoniously?
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2. Rhythm and space

Life and writing have rhythms. Along the way, some of those rhythms will lift you to 

the heavens or enable you to dive so deeply into yourself and your process that 

you eventually emerge breathless and ecstatic. But rhythm implies flux. There will 

be days when you are overwhelmed and the energy eludes you, days when even 

writing rubbish feels too much or your routines fall apart. There are days when all 

we want to do is curl up in bed and pretend the world doesn’t exist. 

Writing in Art as Experience, John Dewey notes:

Where everything is already complete, there is no fulfillment… The 

live being recurrently loses and reestablishes equilibrium with his [/

her] surroundings. The moment of passage from disturbance into 

harmony is that of intensest life. In a finished world, sleep and 

waking could not be distinguished. In one wholly perturbed, 

conditions could not even be struggled with. In a world made after 

the pattern of ours, moments of fulfillment punctuate experience 

with rhythmically enjoyed intervals.

It can’t all be dizzy peaks and intense, ecstatic deeps. If it were, even these would 

become mundane as we grew increasingly desensitised. Life has ebbs and flows, 

the wonders and lows, equilibrium and disturbances, fertile outpourings and slow 

(or even invisible) germinations and the rhythms are affected by so many things in 
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our environments, from our bodies to major life events, from the food we eat to the 

seasons. We need to be alive to the times when we are waning as well as waxing 

and not be unkind to ourselves. In a world insanely focussed on ‘productivity’ and 

‘outcomes’, it can be so tempting to berate ourselves for not being endlessly in 

flow. But we are not machines calibrated to produce endless content. Any rhythm 

that will deliver extraordinary moments of epiphany will inevitably, and thankfully, 

be one that is humane, that sometimes has dips. In the biography of Edith 

Wharton by Hermione Lee, a letter to Mary Berenson puts it like this:

I believe I know the only cure, which is to make one’s center of life 

inside of one’s self, not selfishly or excludingly, but with a kind of 

unassailable serenity — to decorate one’s inner house so richly 

that one is content there, glad to welcome anyone who wants to 

come and stay, but happy all the same when one is inevitably 

alone.

To decorate one’s inner house demands space and time and some of that time 

has to be spent simply dreaming, pondering, doing not very much or apparently 

nothing at all. We only have rhythm if there are spaces, and they have to be real 

spaces. There’s an increasing amount of writing on how important recovery, 

pausing and rest are, but all too often most books and articles see pausing and 

the empty space as ways of refuelling so that we can get back on the treadmill 

and run twice as fast. The god of our times is ‘productivity’, with quantity and 

‘measurement’ most often trumping quality and depth. I often read about how 
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taking time to play, walk or rest is essential so that I can 10x or 100x my 

productivity as a result of being refreshed. This is not rhythm. This is a blunt 

utilitarian view of humanity as a machine of production and is to be resisted.

I wrote most of this section on Easter Saturday. In theological terms it is the day of 

space sine qua non. In retrospect, we know the story of Easter, whether taken as 

fact or metaphor, ends with new life and joy, but the first disciples were brought to 

a grinding halt by grief and loss. They needed to stop and regroup, not knowing 

what might come next. Space is always liminal, it is where there is both possibility 

and terror, opportunity and not knowing. Space is extraordinarily creative and it is 

creative in its own right, not as a servant of productivity or pre-defined outcomes. 

This is how the Tao Te Ching puts it in Chapter 11:

Thirty spokes unite at the single hub;

it is the empty space that makes the wheel function.

Fashion clay to form a bowl;

It is the empty space that makes the bowl useful.

Cut out a window and doors;

it is the empty space that makes the room practical.

So gain comes from what is there;

benefit from what is not there.

Resting is not a foil to work, at the service of productivity. It is not a mechanism 

ensuring that we resume work harder and faster. Rather it is integral to rhythm. It is 
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as integral to being human as work and creativity. When rest, work and creativity 

are each ingredients of our rhythm, then each impacts on the others, as will other 

areas of our life like relationships, but none of these areas is there as a subordinate 

to the others, each has its own vitality and importance, with sometimes one and 

sometimes another being foregrounded and all areas of our life constantly 

interacting, sending out ripples of influence on other areas. 

There will be times when taking space needs to be our total focus and 

occupation. We take spaces after giving birth, after an illness, after major life 

events , especially loss that requires space for grief. These spaces are not so that 

we can return to work as improved machines now able to work better, harder and 

faster. Rather these spaces are essential parts of being human that exist for 

themselves, and for the whole person in that moment, just as at other times the 

whole person will be in creative flow or fully immersed in cooking or gardening or... 

Towards the end of writing this course I asked my regular newsletter readers about 

their particular struggles with writing. One person movingly wrote about a major 

life event that had been so traumatic that she needed to stop doing so much 

thinking, and writing, which had been an integral part of her life was bound up with 

the thinking she needed to put on hold. Her creative energy had been 

rechannelled into craftwork, something physical and beautiful, but not word-laden.

Adding space and pauses into our rhythm, as writers and in how we live, is much 

more than utilitarian; it is about how we give meaning to our lives. How we craft 
17



the space is vital to the story we want to live. Taking space, whether it’s being in 

silence, redirecting our creative flow to another art form or doing nothing, are 

crucial to a deeply humane and conscious life. How long that space might be is 

for each of us to decide but writing is not a race. The life a writer needs is hand-

hewn and considered. How will you use your bowl? What will be the view from 

your window?

In Negotiations Gilles Deleuze puts it like this: 

…we’re riddled with pointless talk, insane quantities of words and 

images. Stupidity’s never blind or mute. So it’s not a problem of 

getting people to express themselves but of providing little gaps 

of solitude and silence in which they might eventually find 

something to say. Repressive forces don’t stop people expressing 

themselves but rather force them to express themselves; what a 

relief to have nothing to say, the right to say nothing, because only 

then is there a chance of framing the rare, and ever rarer, thing 

that might be worth saying.

In a world of selfies, grandstanding our lives on Facebook, tweeting and trending, 

we sometimes need to quiet, take time out and simply listen, observe, think and 

breathe. The musician Pauline Oliveros developed the practise of Deep Listening 

as an alternative to the chaos and violence of our political contexts. Listening in 

this way is much more than merely hearing:
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To listen is to give attention to what is perceived both acoustically 

and psychologically.

You don’t need anything special or particular to listen to, routine sounds of nature, 

your kitchen, your street, your inner voice, suffice.

Writing in the essay, ‘The Aesthetics of Silence’ in Styles of Radical Will, Susan 

Sontag notes:

Silence is the artist’s ultimate other-worldly gesture: by silence, he 

frees himself from servile bondage to the world, which appears as 

patron, client, consumer, antagonist, arbiter, and distorter of his 

work.

Sometimes we have to pause and these pauses are essential to a healthy rhythm. 

The musician, John Cage, takes this even further, building on the power of silence 

not as an absence or nihilistic abnegation of connection, but as a way of deep 

attention, contemplation and connection in which self and ego are forgotten. In 

Kay Larson’s biography of Cage, Where the Heart Beats, he puts it like this:

Our intention is to affirm this life, not to bring order out of chaos, 

nor to suggest improvements in creation, but simply to wake up 

to the very life we’re living, which is so excellent once one gets 
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one’s mind and desires out of its way and lets it act of its own 

accord.

Of course, not all resting and pause or taking time to do nothing is about silence, 

but silence certainly has an important role in pausing, in giving life, which is so 

often noisy, respite and rhythm. In Speaking and Language, Paul Goodman nores: 

Not speaking and speaking are both human ways of being in the 

world, and there are kinds and grades of each. There is the dumb 

silence of slumber or apathy; the sober silence that goes with a 

solemn animal face; the fertile silence of awareness, pasturing the 

soul, whence emerge new thoughts; the alive silence of alert 

perception, ready to say, “This… this…”; the musical silence that 

accompanies absorbed activity; the silence of listening to another 

speak, catching the drift and helping him be clear; the noisy 

silence of resentment and self-recrimination, loud and subvocal 

speech but sullen to say it; baffled silence; the silence of peaceful 

accord with other persons or communion with the cosmos.

Rhythm is fluid and flexible, it allows for constant changes of direction, but it 

requires attention. When life is nothing but frenetic rush and to do lists, rhythm 

collapses into overwhelm. Silence, stillness, simply being, is at the heart of 

disrupting this frenetic dash, as so many writers agree. This, for example is 

Wendell Berry in How to Be a Poet:
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Make a place to sit down. Sit down. Be quiet…

And this is Adrienne Rich:

The impulse to create begins… in a tunnel of silence.

And this is Pablo Neruda’s ‘Keeping Quiet’:

Now we will count to twelve

and we will all keep still.

For once on the face of the earth,

let’s not speak in any language;

let’s stop for one second,

and not move our arms so much.

It would be an exotic moment

without rush, without engines;

we would all be together

in a sudden strangeness.

Fisherman in the cold sea

would not harm whales
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and the man gathering salt

would look at his hurt hands.

Those who prepare green wars,

wars with gas, wars with fire,

victories with no survivors,

would put on clean clothes

and walk about with their brothers

in the shade, doing nothing.

What I want should not be confused

with total inactivity.

Life is what it is about;

I want no truck with death.

If we were not so single-minded

about keeping our lives moving,

and for once could do nothing,

perhaps a huge silence

might interrupt this sadness

of never understanding ourselves

and of threatening ourselves with death.

Perhaps the earth can teach us
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as when everything seems dead

and later proves to be alive.

Now I’ll count up to twelve

and you keep quiet and I will go.

We need to pause because it is humane and integral to life and rhythm. We need 

to pause because the insane cult of always being busy is a way of living in bad 

faith. The philosopher Jean-Paul Sartre pointed out that the urge to over-identify 

with roles, from mother to priest, from teacher to waiter, is a way of hiding, of 

pretending that we have no control over life because we ‘have to’ complete the 

next and the next and the next task of our ‘assigned’ role. But we are never co-

terminus with the roles we play, they are processes, not fixed identities. I play, and 

value, roles such as mother, editor, writer, mentor, but they are better viewed as 

verbs than nouns; they are things I do, that I love to do, but they are neither 

definitions nor excuses. Remembering this prevents me from falsely seeing myself 

as a victim of the roles. This is bad faith: ‘Poor me, I’m a mother so I have to cook 

and clean and sacrifice myself ... it’s beyond my control.’

When we pause to contemplate, listen and connect, when we see the roles in our 

lives as choices we’ve made, our perspective shifts: ‘Mothering is something I do 

and sometimes I need to get some help with that or take time for other things so 

that mothering remains a positive choice.’ Once again, it’s rhythm rather than a 

precarious balancing act in which something is likely to fall.
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When we write there is white space that makes the words flow and feel 

accessible, there is punctuation to introduce breath and enable the reader to 

phrase and understand the marks on the page. As in writing, so in life. The 

pauses, the silences, the spaces are not add-ons or optional, they are not there to 

make us more efficient, productive machines, they are part of who we are; 

humans connecting to life and the world through rhythm. 

When we allow for spaces our unconscious is often able to solve problems that 

anxiety and worrying away digging up answers simply fails at. The things that 

matter to us: love, beauty, joy, connection, creativity... are not susceptible to being 

harassed into being nor to being weighed and measured; they are qualities of life, 

not bankable quantities. 

To live in kairos time, not linear chronos, but the right moment; to live by qualities 

and values, not to-do lists and measurements, you have to stop sometimes — 

pause, take time in silence, do nothing, go for a walk, rest, listen, let the 

unconscious breath, have a really slow meal with people you love. Sometimes, or 

even often, we have to forget the ego and the onslaught of productivity and 

outcomes in favour of being in the moment and relishing the process. And then, 

with your rhythm harmonious and humane, you will find deep flow.
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’...moments of fulfillment punctuate experience with rhythmically enjoyed intervals.’

John Dewey 

What are the most fulfilling moments for you? How can you adapt your rhythm, 

today, this week, this month, to facilitate such moments?

‘To listen is to give attention to what is perceived both acoustically and 

psychologically.’

Pauline Oliveros

Take some time today to listen. It might be outside where you can hear birdsong 

or cars, it might be inside where you can hear your breath, noises through the 

window. 

Oliveros stresses the difference between the involuntary nature of hearing and the 

voluntary, selective nature of listening. Listen to the sounds of daily life, nature, 

your own thoughts, imagination and dreams. Don’t write (though you may want to 

afterwards), just listen. Don’t worry about straying thoughts, simply gently bring 

yourself back and listen.
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Try repeating deep listening on other days, gradually increasing the time to longer 

episodes of listening.

Not all days flow well, on those days, be kind to yourself. Take some time to pause 

and allow your perspective to shift. If you are always seeing the world from a 

viewpoint of overwhelm and stress, the world will seem demanding and life will feel 

like burden. Give yourself permission to slow down, even stop completely, when 

ever life becomes a series of outputs to be achieved or the world seems to want 

five miracles from you before breakfast.

What are some of the ways you can take space? (It might be as simple as 

counting to five before replying to an email that seems challenging; as simple as 

going to the door and standing outside and breathing deeply for a minute or it 

might be a long, candlelit bubble-bath or a walk...)

Reread Neruda’s poem above, begin a piece of writing (unless you are taking a 

pause from writing) — poetry or prose that starts, ‘Now we will count to twelve...’
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3. Rhythm and seasons 

In a world in which sections of our memory are farmed out to technology, where 

apps measure our daily steps or heart-rate or tell us when to sleep, where more 

and more time is spent on sedentary occupations, often ‘plugged in’, it’s possible 

to forget that we are creatures, human animals, part of the large cycles of nature 

and the universe.

Henry Beston, writing, over ninety years ago, in The Outermost House puts it like 

this:

The world today is sick to its thin blood for the lack of elemental 

things, for fire before the hands, for water, for air, for the dear 

earth itself underfoot.

We have an enormous range of cycles that play into our rhythms of life and 

writing. 

We all have circadian rhythms that follow a daily 24-hour cycle (give or take four 

hours) and enable us to adjust to regular environmental changes like light or food  

and to regulate metabolic processes. For humans, the influence of light on the 

circadian rhythm is sufficient to impact on health with current research examining 

links between artificial to metabolic disorders, sleep disorders and perhaps even 
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some cancers. While circadian rhythms can be trained, many of us have strong 

views on whether we are night owls or morning larks.

The contemporary obsession with morning routines and rising at ever earlier and 

earlier times can make us believe that if we haven’t done three or four hours of 

intensely creative work before 8 a.m. then the whole day is a write-off. Whilst there 

is anecdotal evidence of larks as high achievers, there is little or no research on all 

the mediocre larks, or vice versa. Left to my own devices, I come to life in the late 

evening and find my brain sharp and my creativity buzzing. I’m fortunate that I run 

my own business, so much of the time I can work around a body that hates 

mornings. We all need habits that support our best selves. My ‘morning routine’ 

includes journalling, coffee, yoga and a slow breakfast with family, but it’s not an 

early routine. My evening routine includes reading, sometimes more yoga, a bath 

and journalling, often leaving a question for my subconscious and it tends to be a 

late evening, even into the early hours. This pattern would be a disaster for others 

and I’m constantly tweaking the details, but the vital thing is to develop a rhythm 

that works, that supports you to feel alive and creative and allows for enough 

sleep.

Sleep too is a rhythm and some of us, myself included, need more. The space for 

sleep is crucial to health. Sleep deprivation doesn’t just make us grumpier versions 

of ourselves, it harms us in every conceivable way. Obesity, diabetes, stress and 

decreased life expectancy are some of the ways that not sleeping enough impacts 

on us. Lack of sleep lowers libido and can adversely effect fertility. If we want all 
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the rhythms of our life to work together for harmony then getting enough sleep has 

to be non-negotiable. An article I recently read recommended 6 hours of ‘quality’ 

sleep, achieved with a number of ‘hacks’ in order to increase working hours. 

Another biohacker advocated a ‘system’ for sleeping less so that we can do more. 

I’m not convinced and this is not my idea of rhythm, which is much more about 

living deeply in the moment, than about squeezing every second of productivity 

out of a twenty-four period. I’m with Kierkegaard on this. For him every moment 

was an ‘atom of eternity’ and he adds:

Of all ridiculous things the most ridiculous seems to me, to be 

busy — to be a [wo]man who is brisk about his[/her] food and his 

[/her] work.

Ironically, there are an increasing number of life hack blogs that don’t recommend 

skimping on sleep and instead recommend increased sleep as a way to hack your 

productivity. At least these articles aren’t posing health risks, but they still miss the 

point that sleep is a good thing in and for itself. Yes, being well rested will make us 

less stressed, more clear-headed and healthier but it is also simply a pause in the 

busyness of life, a time when the subconscious can play and imagine, when 

dreams can do their work, when we are simply being. 

Sleep is deeply restorative and for many of us, the pattern of sleep and of all our 

activities varies with seasonal shifts. My energy is much more focussed and fertile 

once Spring comes and there is more blue light. I’m much more drawn to 
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hibernating in the winter, but also find it has its own kind of creativity; short, 

intense bursts of writing or big ideas gestating. In addition to our daily bodily 

rhythm many of us are deeply tied to the seasons in a range of ways. I developed 

the series of short courses, Diving deeply into your story, in response to this; 

courses of three to four days that punctuate the quarter and cross-quarter days of 

the year and culminate in a five week course through December to New Year. 

Many of us want to discover how our writing and life respond to the seasons and 

value time to connect more deeply to the rhythms of the seasons and how the 

flow of our writing varies across them. 

Too often the world goes at one pace: fast. It’s both monotonous and exhausting 

and the occasional one or two week break can often disappear in a blur of over-

stuffing our precious leisure time with all the things we don’t normally get to ‘do’. 

The shift of the seasons is a chance to vary that pace, to refuse to walk (or run!) at 

the same speed all year. In designing Diving deeply into your story, I wanted to 

give a space to writers to explore how the seasons impact on all of us, even in our 

technological world. The light changes, the temperature shifts and, whatever your 

personal beliefs and whatever you write or aspire to write, whether it’s blogs or 

memoir, poetry or fiction, the pull towards deep reflection and recharging our 

creativity often has a seasonal rhythm to it. 

The world doesn’t always honour spaces for deep thinking, taking slow time for 

creativity or recalibrating your writing quests as the seasons turn. On top of that 

we all have so much in life to keep us busy — whether it’s work or young children 
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or elders that need care or commitments we’ve made (and sometimes wonder 

why) or a  mad combination of things, we can all feel fragmented and uncentred at 

times.

So the question for writers becomes how to participate in the stories that resonate 

with us whilst not colluding with whatever leaves us frazzled, exhausted, and 

staring at the blank page or screen wondering if we are frauds to call ourselves 

writers. How do we go deep within when there are so many calls on our time, 

many of them legitimate? Reconnecting with the seasons can nourish your 

creative centre and anchor you in your writing so that you stay clear about and 

committed to your writing practice, constantly diving deeper.

Coming out of the long winter, we notice that the impulse of life is irresistibly 

urgent, even if it has taken a long time to germinate. A baby is in the womb for 

nine months, a bulb grows beneath the earth through the winter. The growth is off-

stage and deep. The bursting forth comes only after a secret life of change and 

growth and struggle. And the moment of birth is, of course, one where pain and 

joy collide. The result is something radically tender and sweet, yet with the steely 

purpose of survival, whether we’re looking at an infant only a few hours in the 

world or an exquisite clump of snowdrops. This can also be how writing happens. 

There are times when we think nothing is happening, when the germination is slow 

and hidden. And this secret life can be full of turmoil and doubt and change and 

then we are in flow again and the prose is supple and the poetry dances and life 

floods every word.
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By summer, writing and life can change again. Creativity is powerful. It’s like green 

sap rising, unstoppable. It is restless and when it rises up in us, can feel 

overwhelming, dizzying. Creativity and imagination are seen in abundance in the 

summer world, everywhere there is flowering. And we want this in our writing too, 

we want the summer solstice to be a time of imaginative and fertile flow. At the 

height of summer the light reaches its peak. We have the longest day and the 

shortest night, but from the day after the Solstice, the daylight hours shorten, 

slowly, tiny step by step moving back towards the dark. There is always this to 

and fro. At winter solstice, we are in the cold and dark, yet there is the joy that the 

shortest day is done, each one now will be a little longer... At summer solstice we 

are in the fullness of that joy, yet we also know the reverse process will happen. 

Life is rarely, if ever, all one thing. And in the flow of this both/and life that is dark 

and light, fertile and barren, we need stories, and for those, we need imagination. 

To keep soaring with the sun, even when the darkness comes, we have to 

imagine. And we have to harvest what our imagination brings. Late summer to 

early autumn, the time of harvest, can be a time when we feel the satisfaction of 

work we have done, the story we have lived; the planting and nurturing begin to 

come to fruition, as long as there has been consistency, as long as we have taken 

one small step, then another, then another.

Of course, our writing life or our larger life, is not always simplistically in step with 

the seasons. We might have a vernal outpouring of creativity in November or a 

barren spell at harvest, but it’s often possible to trace resonances between the 
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natural world, our interior lives and our creativity, however subtle. Yet being mindful 

of the seasons, taking note of how our bodies, souls and writing responds to light 

or cold, dark or heat, acts in a similar way to deep listening, Pauline Oliveros’s 

practice of voluntary, selective listening to everyday sounds,  nature, our thoughts, 

imagination and dreams. Taking notice of the seasons is a form of attentiveness 

that slows us down sufficiently that we connect our internal processes to the 

world we live in.

And the arc of our life has seasons too, of youth and age, of the roles we take on 

at different points, of the ways in which we become different versions of ourselves 

in different contexts and groups and of constant ways we become different 

stories. Whatever those stories, let’s not forget that we are creatures, human 

animals, part of the large cycles and story of nature and the universe.

We are creatures, human animals, part of the large cycles of nature and the 

universe.

How does this show in your life and in your writing?
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What are your daily rhythms? What is working about these rhythms? What needs 

adjusting? How can you do this?

When do you sleep best and worst? Is your sleep enough? What does this mean 

for you as a writer?

How does your writing and life respond to the seasons? Is this as you want it or 

do you want to connect more deeply to the rhythms of the seasons and how the 

flow of our writing varies across them? If so, how can you make space for this in 

your life?

What is the season of your life at the moment? Does it relate to age, emotions, 

activities ...? What season do you want to live in and how can you make it so, 

regardless of age?
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4. Your rhythm for writing, rhythm for life

If you are going to give your creativity, your inner life and your sanity slow, deep 

time, then your writing, as well as your life in general, needs rhythm. In writing as in 

any creative endeavour, you have to have a practice that makes the writing 

happen. In busy, often over-stressed lives, this can be hard to achieve, but if you 

commit to being a writer then the call from within won’t leave you in peace until 

you satisfy it. There are so many ways in which we can find rhythm for our writing 

and our lives, but below are a few thoughts that you can select, delete or add to... 

1. Get into flow

Experiment with what gets you into flow; the state identified by psychologist 

Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, in which we are so lost in what we are doing that we 

forget ourselves and create. He put it like this:

The best moments in our lives are not the passive, receptive, 

relaxing times… The best moments usually occur if a person’s 

body or mind is stretched to its limits in a voluntary effort to 

accomplish something difficult and worthwhile.”When this 

happens time and space fall away. It’s a magical experience and 

creative people have many ways of entering it.

There are countless ways to get into this state of flow:
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• It might be through music or silence.

• It might begin with yoga or walking.

• It might emerge from journalling.

• It might follow on from meditation or occur after a stimulating exchange of ideas.

Find your cues and use them.

2. Protect your routines

Routines can become stale so they always need to be under review, but with that 

caveat, the more you execute routines on autopilot, the more you will write. In 

Essentialism Greg McKeown notes:

The Essentialist designs a routine that makes achieving what 

you have identified as essential the default position. …with 

the right routine in place each effort yields exponentially 

greater results

[...] There is another cognitive advantage to routine… Once 

the mental work shifts to the basal ganglia, mental space is 

freed up to concentrate on something new. … the right 

routines can actually enhance innovation and creativity by 

giving us the equivalent of an energy rebate
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A morning routine of journalling, meditation, exercise and healthy eating can set up 

your day to make it creative, for example. But it has to be a routine that nurtures 

you, not the latest fad for getting up at 5 a.m. just because some ‘guru’ decrees 

that early waking and cold showers are the only way to ‘succeed’. Writing, as 

Ursula Le Guin wisely noted, is not a horse race and routines are not goals or 

gods, they are just ways to have less friction in our lives so that we are eased into 

the quests we yearn to pursue. 

Make sure the routines you adopt are yours and sometimes redesign them.

3. Cultivate helpful habits

A time when you always write makes it a muscle memory over time. It might be a 

time of day or a slot at the weekend. It might be after a particular activity like 

taking a walk or a shower or brushing your teeth in the morning. The cue prompts 

the behaviour, in this case writing and the reward is the flow we achieve as the 

writing takes place.

Of course, not all habits are healthy. Constant phone checking may deliver small 

dopamine hits, but the reward is shallow and transitory. Junk food might deliver 

satisfaction, but the ‘reward’ becomes poorer health. To cultivate writing as a habit 

you need to form links between a cue and the desired outcome or create new 

cues e.g. leave your journal where it’s the first thing you see in the morning and 

move the phone to another room.
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Whatever routines and habits you adopt, honour them. If you can’t keep promises 

to yourself, the writing isn’t going to happen. In A Poetry Handbook, Mary Oliver 

puts it like this:

Writing [...] is a kind of possible love affair between something like 

the heart (that courageous but also shy factory of emotion) and 

the learned skills of the conscious mind. They make 

appointments with each other, and keep them, and something 

begins to happen. Or, they make appointments with each other 

but are casual and often fail to keep them: count on it, nothing 

happens.

The part of the psyche that works in concert with consciousness 

and supplies a necessary part of the poem — the heart of the star 

as opposed to the shape of a star, let us say — exists in a 

myster ious, unmapped zone: not unconscious, not 

subconscious, but cautious. It learns quickly what sort of 

courtship it is going to be. Say you promise to be at your desk in 

the evenings, from seven to nine. It waits, it watches. If you are 

reliably there, it begins to show itself — soon it begins to arrive 

when you do. But if you are only there sometimes and are 

frequently late or inattentive, it will appear fleetingly, or it will not 

appear at all.
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4. Remove distractions

A writing practice requires that you eliminate the small stuff; all those distractions 

pulling at your attention and stopping you from doing deep work.

• Do you keep stopping the work to check social media or emails? Then put the 

phone in another room. Switch off wifi on your laptop.

• Do you find yourself focussing on noises around the house or outside? Put on 

earphones, even if you are only listening to silence or white noise.

• Do whatever it takes to focus on the one thing you want to do.

5. Love your space

Whether you have a room of your own or a corner somewhere, make the space 

work for you. Make sure you are comfortable — in your skin and in your clothes; in 

the chair you use or in the posture you adopt as you write standing. If you have 

the luxury of a dedicated space, make it beautiful and personal, whether with 

objects that are meaningful to you or with minimalism that works for your aesthetic 

values. You are going to spend a lot of time in the space: love it.

6. Make your task challenging but attainable

If you set out to write an epic poem the first time you write poetry, you are likely to 

fail. If you set out to write a novel pretty much like the last one and the one before 
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that, chances are you are going to get bored. Flow isn’t about either impossibility 

or staying safely in your comfort zone. We get into flow when the task both 

engages and stretches us.

7. Start with clarity

If you don’t know where you’re going you will probably end up somewhere else, 

perhaps going round in ever decreasing circles. Your project is likely to alter and 

evolve as you work, but start out with at least the big picture and some over-

arching goals for it and you will save yourself a lot of frustration. Writing process is 

endlessly variable and fascinating but rarely random, no matter how quixotic it 

might look from the outside. But there’s a caveat to this: having a big picture 

shouldn’t get in the way of admitting the possibilities of play and/or risking failure, 

both of which contribute to learning.

8. Stay in the moment

Write one scene, draft one poem, complete one blog post with one idea and then 

the next and then the next… Csikszentmihalyi puts it like this:

You must subordinate the outcome to the immediacy of the 

moment, But, as the moment takes over, it needs to be sustained 

by feedback — you have to have a sense of how you’re doing to 
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continue to meet the challenge. Was the shot good? The color on 

the canvas right?

Flow time is always NOW.

9. Recruit your subconscious

There are times in writing when the solutions don’t come, when we sit down 

feeling uneasy and don’t find the rhythm that day or that week… Very often this 

happens when we are over-thinking the writing. There are many rational processes 

needed in writing, especially once we are honing and editing. But at the flow stage 

too much thought can impede the creative rush. At such times chasing an idea 

too hard can make it vanish into the shadows. Conscious wrestling is inimical to 

flow so if it’s not happening, journal about it, ask your subconscious questions, 

give it some ideas and let your dreams take over and meanwhile, go for a walk or 

clean the bathroom. Solutions often come when we look the other way.

10. Try the content spew method

If you are feeling stuck, don’t try to write anything good, just write. There’s an 

anecdote, probably apocryphal, that Leonard Cohen wrote 80 verses for his 

famous song ‘Hallelujah’ before narrowing down to a couple of versions. There’s a 

story that Janet Frame sat typing ‘the quick brown fox jumps over the lazy dog’ 
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over and over so that her generous patron would hear the typewriter and think she 

had something to write when, in fact, she was completely blocked.

Revising rubbish can be easier than writing gold-dust, at least until we hit a new 

rhythm. Don’t force it, but write anyway. When you turn on a tap in an uninhabited 

old house the water might come out brown and full of debris for a while, but 

eventually it will run clear. Flow can be the same. Quality matters, but it can also 

emerge from quantity. Cohen didn’t keep 80 verses for ‘Hallelujah’ and your 

250,000 novel might end up as a novella. I once wrote a 120,000 word novel that 

ended up as a slim 80-page prose-poem narrative sequence. I couldn’t have got 

to the flow without all the over-blown prose en route.

11. Embody your writing, live a bodiful life

Long before there was any scientific backing for his ideas, William James wrote 

about how emotions and our corporeal existence intertwine, emotion reverberating 

through the body as effects such as ‘surprise, curiosity, rapture, fear, anger, lust, 

greed…’

James argued that we generally think a mental perception leads to an emotion 

which in turn is expressed in the body. X happens, it makes us feel Y and so we 

do Z. But he argued that we have feelings because of what we physically do. 

Feeling sorry comes after and because of crying. Feeling anger comes after and 

because we have lashed out at someone physically.
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Without the bodily states following on the perception, the latter 

would be purely cognitive in form, pale, colourless, destitute of 

emotional warmth. We might then see the bear, and judge it best 

to run, receive the insult and deem it right to strike, but we could 

not actually feel afraid or angry.

The notion that coginition and emotion are embodied is much more rooted now in 

both science and philosophy, following on from such thinkers as Martin Heidegger, 

Maurice Merleau-Ponty and John Dewey. Thought requires a body, not in the 

obvious sense, but in the sense that the structure of thought-itself arises from the 

body. Nearly all of our metaphors are based on shared bodily experiences. 

And all bodies have rhythms and cycles. We are intimately connected to 

everything and unless we wake up to this, as individual writers and as a species, 

we will run out of a planet on which to live and think and love and write. Our 

writing should take note of embodiment not only because we are bodies but 

because it is how we connect — to others, to animals, to plants, to the universe.

12. Connect to the seasons

This is the quote used earlier from Henry Beston in The Outermost House :
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The world today is sick to its thin blood for the lack of elemental 

things, for fire before the hands, for water, for air, for the dear 

earth itself underfoot.

Try to incorporate even one small seasonal observation in your journal each day. 

Go into the air each day, even if only to stand in a yard or garden for a few 

minutes, but better still, walk every day.

13. Forget the product, go with the process

There’s a time for outcomes, but flow is about process and the joy of that process. 

Not everything you do in flow will survive later tests, but that doesn’t make it 

wasted. When you allow process to take over you are free to play with your 

writing. You begin to take risks. You begin to experiment in ways that may not 

work in the long term, but will certainly teach you a great deal.

14. Turn around

The word that is often translated as ‘repentance’ in the Bible is the Greek word, 

metanioa. It means to turn around, to do an about face and go in another 

direction. Routines, habits and eschewing distractions are essential for writing, but 

so is metanoia. We don’t only need to find our course but, to stay on track, we 

usually need to make changes in direction as we go, sometimes slight and 

sometimes radical. If a navigator sets off in a plane that doesn’t course correct as 
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it travels, the plane will not arrive at its destination. Steering a course isn’t a matter 

of setting out on target and then forgetting about any further navigation. The same 

is true for writing. If we become complacent, then our rhythm will degrade into 

trundling around the same plateau.

You need fresh ideas, fresh inspiration from reading and life. Sometimes you need 

to entirely change direction to establish a new rhythm for the next, more 

challenging leg of the journey.

15. Stop

Sometimes we have to not only slow down but stop for a while. When a major 

illness or huge life event like birth or the loss of a loved one comes along, we do 

this, but at other times we tend to tell ourselves it’s impossible, we’re far too busy. 

The space we make doesn’t always have to be large, sometimes seconds matter, 

helping us to pause before saying the wrong thing or commuting to something we 

will regret. At other times it’s an hour of peace sitting by a lake, a few days for a 

writing retreat or a week or month carved out to make a huge change.

When we are still. When we stop rushing around and go nowhere, do nothing. 

When we are simply being, we make space for a different kind of movement, not 

of busyness but of profound thought. The artist Joan Miró was acutely aware of 

this in his work.
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[Stillness] strikes me. This bottle, this glass, a big stone on a 

deserted beach — these are motionless things, but they set loose 

great movements in my mind…

[Stillness] makes me think of great spaces in which movements 

take place which do not stop at a given moment, movements 

which have no end. It is, as Kant said, the immediate irruption of 

the infinite in the finite. A pebble which is a finite and motionless 

object suggests to me not only movements, but movements 

without end. […]

What I am seeking, in fact, is a motionless movement, something 

equivalent to what is called the eloquence of silence, or what St. 

John of the Cross meant by the words, I believe, of dumb music.

[…]

The same practice makes me seek the [sound] hidden in silence, 

the movement in [stillness], life in the inanimate, the infinite in the 

finite, forms in space and myself in anonymity… By denying 

negation one affirms.

When our minds are full of work, shopping lists, tasks to be done, or when we 

focus on producing more and faster, our thoughts become clogged and we risk 

burning ourselves out, often only to start again and repeat the awful cycle.
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When we de-clutter our thoughts, refuse the distractions and stop for a while, we 

start to see and hear and attend. We may find that there’s a cacophony inside, 

that we have to practice stillness repeatedly. But when we do, our thoughts 

change. They become less frenetic and fragmented. They become less ego-

centred and switched to survival mode. Gradually our thoughts go deeper, and 

find fresh pools of inspiration and imagination.

How are your routines and habits helping or hindering? What needs shifting, 

however slightly? In what ways do you need to change course in order to achieve 

them? What are you going to do about that and how will you start today?

How much time are you giving to your writing, daily/weekly? Can you change this 

for the better? How are you going to do it?

Today, choose a routine activity and use it for fully focussing on the moment. 

Before you begin, become aware of your breath, breathe deeply for a few breaths, 

let the past and future disappear and focus fully on the present as you begin the 

activity. It might be chopping vegetables, cleaning kitchen surfaces, hoovering a 

floor, walking the dog… Focus on your sensations in each moment, on the task, 
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nothing else. Let this routine activity become a meditative practice. Stay alert to 

each moment of the activity, intensely engaged with the present task.

Give yourself permission to write rubbish. Try to sustain it for two or three pages – 

about anything. If you are mid-project, write a boring day in the life of a character 

or a list of similes you would never use in a poem. Write about an ordinary walk 

you took recently or a guide to doing the laundry. Just write.

How do you embody your writing?

How do you make time to stop and how does this impact on your writing?

Before you go to sleep, leave your subconscious with a question. It might be a 

plot point you are a puzzling over, an apposite word for a poem or some obstacle 

in your life. Journal about it, then formulate a question. Relax and sleep.
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