
Exhale Book Club Reading Guide 

January: Big Magic - Part II 

We’re tackling the next three parts of Big Magic (pages 137-273) in a thread on Thursday, January 24th:  

IV. Persistance 
V. Trust 
VI. Divinity 

***  

IV. Persistance  

It’s a simple and generous rule of life that whatever you practice, you will improve at. (page 143) 

Elizabeth Gilbert opens this fourth section of the book discussion actual vows she took to become a 
writer, but also discusses how we all start out imitating others and their art before we go on to truly create 
our own. “…everybody imitates before they can innovate,” she says (p. 142).  

Q: What writers or artists have you — consciously or unconsciously — imitated in the past?  

Gilbert pushes the reader to keep creating, even when that early stuff is wonky. “It’s a simple and generous 
rule of life that whatever you practice, you will improve at” (page 143). 

Q: What do you do everyday that you get better at the longer you do it?  

Q: What do you do each week (or several times each week) that you get better at?  
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Q: What do you wish was the answer to either of those previous two questions?  

On pages 146-7, Gilbert points out that she goes through specific, recognizable cycles or patterns in her 
creative process, and that naming them has helped her to push past them when they reappear with each 
new project.  

Q: Do you have a predictable pattern to your creativity? Try and notice it the next time you are writing an 
essay, painting a picture, getting ready for a photoshoot, etc. so that you get familiar with the emotions you 
go through as you make art. 

 

“…learning how to endure your disappointment and frustration is part of the job of a creative person,” 
Gilbert writes on page 149, “Frustration is not an interruption of the process; frustration is the process.”  

Q: Does disappointment or frustration often derail you in your creativity? If so, write a short, 1-sentence 
mantra that you can repeat to yourself when that happens to help you kick into gear for the next step.  

“Don’t quit your day job” is what we usually hear when our creativity is no good. But Gilbert thinks no one 
should quit their day job in order for their creativity to support them full-time unless they have no choice 
but to quit. It puts too much pressure on creativity to be the bread-and-butter and emotional fulfillment, 
too. On pages 152-156, she discusses this at length and writes, “There’s no dishonor in having a job. What 
is dishonorable is scaring away your creativity be demanding that it pay for your entire existence” (p. 155).  

If we pair this thought with the idea that creativity itself if valuable and that you do not need to be 
making money from your art in order to be called an artist, it takes a bit of the pressure off, doesn’t it?  

Q: How do you put pressure on your creativity to be more than what it needs to be?  
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“The most important benefit of my years of disciplined, solitary work was that I began to recognize the 
emotional patterns of creativity — or, rather, I began to recognize my patterns. I could see that there were 
psychological cycles to my own creative process, and that those cycles were always pretty much the same.”



Page 158 is an important one for those of us who always find ourselves creating in the margins. Gilbert 
talks about the ideal conditions for creativity, and how most of humanity has never had enough time, 
money, space, etc. to create the things they wanted to — and that they did it anyway. She goes on:  

Q: Do you agree with those ingredients? What would you add or subtract from the list?  

Gilbert tells us to go and have an affair with our creativity. I find this hilarious, but also… perfect. She 
turns the idea of creativity as something we have to do into something that we want to do so badly that 
we sneak away for even just 15 minutes at a time to make it happen.  

Q: How can you steal 15 minutes today to do something creative? 

“We don’t have time for perfection,” Gilbert writes on page 166. In fact, author Rebecca Solnit declares 
that perfection is the enemy of “the realistic, the possible, and the fun.”  

Q: How does perfectionism hold you back from creating?  

Q: Do you think perfectionism is just a really “haute couture version of fear” as Gilbert declares it to be on 
p. 167?  

On pages 168-169, Gilbert describes the difference between men and women and their approaches to life 
in terms of perfectionism. That men will apply for a job when they are only vaguely qualified, and that 
women will only if they are absolutely qualified. The same goes for creativity.  
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“The essential ingredients for creativity remain exactly the same for everybody: courage, enchantment, 
permission, persistence, trust — and those elements are universally accessible. Which does not mean that creative 

living is always easy; it merely means that creative living is always possible.”

“We must understand that the drive for perfectionism is a corrosive waste of time,  
because nothing is ever beyond criticism.”



On page 171, Gilbert describes how creativity is really just giving her brain a job so she doesn’t destroy 
something in her life.  

Q: If you are not actively creating something, are you actively destroying something? 

“…hard work guarantees nothing in the realms of creativity… But I cannot help but think that devotional 
discipline is the best approach” (p. 184).  

Q: If your creativity never garners you “success” in the world’s terms — money, fame, reputation, etc. — 
will it have still be worth it? Take some time to write a list of the things your creativity has already given 
to you.  

Q: On page 185, Gilbert discusses the terms career and vocation. What do you think is the difference 
between them?  

V. Trust  

When did creativity become a suffering contest? (page 210)  

Gilbert says in this section that she does not deny the reality of suffering, but that she simply refuses to 
fetishize it (p. 212). Tagging along with her previous discussion of the tormented artist, the artist who must 
suffer in order for his or her art to appear is not someone to fashion your own brand of creativity after. “I 
have no great love or loyalty for my personal devils, because they have never served me well,” she writes (p. 
214).  

Q: What “personal devils” have you dealt with or do you currently deal with that do nothing to boost your 
creativity?  

Gilbert says on page 219 that she approaches her work with “stubborn gladness.”  

Q: What do you think that means? What might that look like in your own life?  
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I loved the story of Brené Brown “tricking” her way into writing her book through a less painful process 
(pages 255-8).  

Q: Is there a way you’ve “tricked” creativity into working for you? Is there a way you might like to try to 
do so?  

Gilbert hesitates to ever tell anyone to “follow their passion” since passion isn’t always clear or feasible. She 
does say that passion is useful, but not to wait around for it to strike. “I keep working steadily, because I 
believe it is our privilege as humans to keep making things for as long as we live, and because I enjoy 
making things” (p. 276-6).  

Gilbert goes on to say that where passion fails, curiosity steps in. “Curiosity is a milder, quieter, more 
welcoming, and more democratic entity. The stakes of curiosity are also far lower than the stakes of 
passion,” Gilbert writes (p. 237). Curiosity led her from planting a garden to her book, The Signature of 
All Things, a journey that involved three years of research before the novel began to take shape.  

Q: The next time you are feeling as if passion has left your creativity for dead, ask yourself: what are you 
curious about right now?  

 

Gilbert shares some advice from Rob Bell on page 247: “Don’t such though the experiences and 
circumstances that have the most capacity to transform you.”  

Q: What circumstances have you tried to rush through in order to get to the other side? Did you learn 
through them? And could you have learned more?  
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“You might spend your whole life following your curiosity and have absolutely nothing to show for it at 
the end — except one thing. You will have the satisfaction of knowing that you passed your entire 

existence in devotion to the noble, human virtue of inquisitiveness.  
And that should be more than enough for anyone to say that they lived a rich and splendid life.  

- p. 239



There’s a tough balance to strike between having enough ego to be a unique person, but not having so 
much ego that it gets bruised at the slightest of failures. Gilbert discusses this on page 248-9.  

Q: In what way(s) does your ego help you in your creativity?  

Q: In what way(s) does it do you harm?  

The way around this bruising of ego, Gilbert argues, is to “Own your disappointment, acknowledge it for 
what it is, and move on” (p. 252). She also advises you to get moving on something else if a project is being 
extra stubborn. Einstein calls this “combinatory play” — doing something completely different in order to 
solve a problem elsewhere. This can look like taking a walk to figure out the ending to an essay, playing 
music to help you sort out the correct color for that ceramics piece you’ve been working on, etc. It might 
seem like procrastination — and it can turn into that — but it can also be very freeing.  

Q: What have you done in the past to help yourself get unstuck on a creative project?  

Q: What would you like to try in the future?  

Gilbert quotes artist Clive James as saying that “failure has a function. It asks you whether you really want 
to go on making things” (p. 256-7). 

Q: When is the last time you failed at something?  

Q: Did you want to still make things again afterwards?  

Q: If so, then why does the idea of failure keep you from starting new projects in the first place?  
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VI. Divinity  

The treasures that are hidden inside you are hoping you will say yes. (page 273)  

The last section is short, sharing a simple story of holy dances becoming ordinary and vice versa. We talk 
often of finding beauty in the everyday; as mothers, sometimes, the everyday is all we have time to engage 
with. But that doesn’t make it any less magical, any less worthy of pursuit.  

The last page of Big Magic says this:  

Creativity is sacred, and it is not sacred.  
What we make matters enormously, and it doesn’t matter at all. 
We toil alone, and we are accompanied by spirits.  
We are terrified, and we are brave.  
Art is a crushing chore and a wonderful privilege.  
Only when we are at our most playful can divinity finally get serious with us.  
Make space for all these paradoxes to be equally trued inside your soul, and I promise — you can make anything.  
So please calm down now and get back to work, okay?  
The treasures that are hidden inside you are hoping you will say yes.  

Q: What treasures are you holding onto that are hoping to come to light? 
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“What do you love doing so much that the words failure and success essentially become irrelevant? 
- p. 259


