
Exhale Book Club Reading Guide 

January: Big Magic - Part I 

We’ll discuss the first three parts (pages 2-136) of Big Magic on Thursday, January 10th on Facebook:  

I. Courage 
II. Enchantment  
III. Permission  

And then we’ll tackle the next three parts (pages 137-273; conveniently, 136 pages!), in a thread on 
Thursday, January 24th:  

IV. Persistance 
V. Trust 
VI. Divinity 

A second Reading Guide will arrive for the second half soon!  

***  

I. Courage  

Do you have the courage to bring forth the treasures that are hidden within you? (page 8) 

In the opening of Big Magic, Elizabeth Gilbert describes creative living as “living a life that is driven 
more by curiosity than by fear” (p. 9).  That’s… convicting. But it’s also freeing. There’s no success markers 
tied to that definition: no monetary goals, no word counts, no prizes to be won. Nothing that describes 
that we someday “make it” as creators.  

Q: What are you curious about?  
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Later in the same chapter, Gilbert describes the creative life as “an amplified life” (page 12).  

Q: In what ways are you a consumer?  

Q: In what ways are you a creator?   

Q: Do you feel balance between the two? If not, why?  

Gilbert discusses at length her fearful childhood and how she finally overcame her fear to live a more 
interesting life (pages 14-21).  

Q: What are you afraid of in real life? 

Q: What are you afraid of in your creative life?  

Q: Do the two overlap?  

On page 23, Gilbert writes: “Your fear will always be triggered by your creativity, because creativity asks 
you to enter into realms of uncertain outcome, and fear hates uncertain outcome.” Gilbert’s solution to fear 
is to invite it along, but not let it make any decisions on her creative journey (page 25).  

Q: When was the last time you let fear make the decision on a creative project?  

Q: Given the chance, would you let fear make that same decision today?  

Carrying fear around with you like this is not easy, but Gilbert says it’s always worth it (page 26-7). She 
says to not carry fear is to not go anywhere or doing interesting:  
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“And that would be a pity, because your life is short and rare and amazing and miraculous, and you 
want to do really interesting things and make really interesting things while you’re still here.” 



II. Enchantment  

Your defenses might slacken and your anxieties might ease, and then magic can slip through. (p. 36) 

Gilbert discusses at length how ideas work. We won’t dive into that, or if we do or don’t agree with her. I 
don’t think it adds anything to our own creative energy to do so.  

Q: But I do want to pause and ask: when do your ideas come to you? Take note of the next few ideas that 
come your way, and see if there’s a pattern. Gilbert hypothesizes that creativity is magic + work. Maybe 
you can help the magic work in the future.  

One of my favorite parts of the book is when Gilbert rips apart the spectacle of the Tormented Artist on 
pages 38-40. She ends this section with the words: “it’s all about the work, isn’t it?”  

Q: In what ways have you bought into the myth of the tormented artist?  

Q: What might you need to change in your perspective to make creativity about the work and not about 
the image of you doing the work?  

One page 40, Gilbert states that “whatever is bad for you is probably also bad for your work.” We might 
not be the stereotype of the tormented artist that Gilbert draws here, but there is plenty that we hold onto 
that is probably bad for us and bad for our work. For me, personally, I definitely hold dear the idea that “if 
only X, I could Y.” If only my son napped longer, I could write more. If only I were independently wealthy, 
I could work on only what I wanted to.  If only…  

These mental gymnastics are pretty exhausting, and they never once have helped me move my work 
forward. You?  

Q: What do you hold on to that is bad for your work?  

Big Magic Reading Guide: Part 1   of  3 8



As I reread this book, one of the pieces that stuck out to me most in this section was on page 45: 
“Therefore, I put Evelyn away, with sincere promises that I would return to her later, as soon as stability 
was restored to my life.”  

Ahem. Not talking about me. Not me at all.  

More seriously: I want to pause on this thought for two reasons:  

1. It echoes that “if only” sentiment I repeat above: “If only life were stable, I could write this novel.”  

2.  Did you notice how Gilbert uses the passive voice here? “…as soon as stability was restored…”  In this 
instance, she’s waiting on a circumstance outside of her own control in order to make art again.  

I do this all the time. I bet you might, too.  

Q: What is the last project you put off for when you have more time? less change?  

Q: Should you pull that project out now instead?  

On page 49, Gilbert says of an idea that has gone its own way, to “Grieve if you must, but grieve 
efficiently.”  

Q: Have you ever had to grieve the loss of an idea? If so, how did you do it?  

Q: Do you need to grieve the loss of a creative idea right now?  

“Don’t play small.” Gilbert doesn’t say it directly, but that’s the gist of page 57, where she shares how she 
moved on from the “loss” of her novel to Ann Patchett. Shortly after, Gilbert 
talks about the idea of multiple discovery, where people in different places 
arrive at the same idea or discovery at roughly the same time:  

“There is no time or space where inspiration comes from—and also no 
competition, no ego, no limitations.” - p. 63  

Sarah Hauser wrote about this just a few weeks ago on her Instagram:  

"Is the most important thing that the message gets out,  
or that I get to be the one to say it?”  
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“Work with all your heart, because—I 
promise—if you show up for your work  

day after day after day after day, 
you just might get lucky enough some 
random morning to burst right into 

bloom.” - p. 63 

https://www.instagram.com/p/BrVlCb_g9tT/


Q: When you see someone release something into the world that you’ve been thinking about doing 
yourself, what’s your immediate reaction? Does the work you’ve already done feel wasted? 

“Most of my writing life consists of nothing more than unglamorous, disciplined labor.” This is what 
Gilbert says on page 66.  She adds: “But sometimes, it is fairy dust.” 

Q: Can you remember a moment when a creative work just came to you? Describe that.  

Another concept Gilbert introduces is the Roman idea that artists had a genius, a guardian deity that 
guides their inspiration into this world, rather than were geniuses themselves. “The idea of an external 
genius helps to keep the artist’s ego in check, distancing him somewhat from the border of taking either 
full credit or full blame of the outcome of his work” (p. 67).  

Q: Gilbert describes the pressure of being a genius as “a bit too much for mere mortals.” What do you 
think this means, and how can it help you distance yourself from you art when you need to?  

Gilbert shares a powerful story of Harper Lee being paralyzed from publishing a second novel on page 69, 
scared that she could not top To Kill A Mockingbird. The idea of creativity being a success or failure leads 
to the idea that we must be “constantly victorious” in our creativity or else we should quit. On page 71, 
Gilbert writes: “What does any of that have to do with the quiet glory of merely making things, and then 
sharing those things with an open heart and no expectations?”  

Q: When is the last time you “merely made” something, just for the joy?  

Q: If you could try anything and know you would not fail, what would you focus your time on? Does your 
answer change if failure is imminent?  
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“All I know for certain is that this is how I want to spend my life—collaborating to the best of my ability 
with forces of inspiration that I can neither see, nor prove, nor command, nor understand.” - p. 78 



II. Permission 

You do not need anybody’s permission to live a creative life. (p. 86) 

At the beginning of this section, Gilbert makes the argument that art is important and has always been 
important to civilization—even more important than farming, at one point in the early lives of humans. 
She also argues that everyone—everyone—is creative:  

“To even call somebody ‘a creative person’ is almost laughably redundant; creativity is the hallmark of our 
species.” - p. 89  

Q: Do you consider yourself a “creative person”? If not, why not? If so, why?  

Q: On page 91, Gilbert uses the phrase “what brings me alive” to describe what she’s going to keep doing. 
What brings you alive? What’s the think you can talk about at length to people who don’t even really care?  

Q: Now: are you doing that thing in your life right now?  

Q: If not, how can you add it into your life in the smallest way in the next two weeks?  

The phrase “you are allowed to take up space” has been bouncing around the internet for a year or two 
now. It’s powerful to read or hear and internalize, and Gilbert reinforces this with saying that every person 
is allowed to be here and have a voice (p. 92). On page 94, she encourages the reader to define his or 
herself using “I” statements. “I am a writer. I am a singer.”, etc. If you’ve never done that for yourself, or 
you need a refresher on who you are, take some space and do that here:  

If you often think your ideas “have been done before”, Gilbert reminds us that “they have not yet been 
done by you” (p. 97).   
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Q: What’s an idea that you have that you’ve never pursued because you think it’s overdone?  

Q: If you were to pursue that idea, what would be the unique angle you would bring?  

So often we feel inadequate for the creative work that is at hand. That we just need more training, another 
degree, someone with the right letters behind their name to affirm our work. Gilbert reminds us that we 
are ready as we are:   

“But if you’re working on your craft every day on your own, with steady discipline and love, then you are 
already for real as a creator, and you don’t need to pay anybody to affirm that for you.” - p. 103  

Callie Feyen shared a perfect example of this in the Exhale Podcast in November titled “Editing Your 
Writing.” At her graduation for her M.F.A. in Creative Writing, she mentions to director of her program 
at her school that she’d love to do a program on writing for young adults. That man’s answer? “Callie, I 
think you just need to write now, and trust yourself.” 

Q: What has been holding you back from starting? Or from using one of those “I am…” statements 
above? Do you think you can let that go and get to work?  

  

Is that going to be difficult? Gilbert says of course: “…of course it’s difficult to create things; if it wasn’t 
difficult, everyone would be doing it, and it wouldn’t be special or interesting” (p. 117).  

Q: What about creating is hard for you right now?  

Q: Is it worth fighting through anyway?  

One of really powerful moments at the end of the section on Permission is the story Gilbert shares of 
Tom Waits and how he learned to take his creative journey less seriously by watching his children:  
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“They never seemed to worry that the flow of ideas would dry up. They never stressed about their 
creativity, and they never competed against themselves; they merely lived within their inspiration, 
comfortable and unquestionably.” - p. 133  

Q: What have you learned from your children about the creative process?  

Gilbert leaves this Permission section with a paradox: that creativity must be the most important thing in 
the world AND it must not matter at all. In order to live artistically AND sanely, we must believe and 
hold space for both of these things (p. 135).  

Q: Do you believe this paradox is necessary? Why or why not?  

Q: What’s the hardest part for you about holding your creativity both tightly and loosely?  

Early on in this section, Gilbert mentioned that her father wanted to be a tree farmer. But he was a 
chemical engineer. That didn’t stop him from buying a farm, clearing some land, and planting some 
Christmas trees. Gilbert says of her dad:  

“He didn’t quit his day job to follow his dream; he just folded his dream into his everyday life.” - p. 82 

Q: What creative thing will you fold into your everyday life today? 
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