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No matter how much a writer loves
writing, there are always plenty of
good reasons not to write. Why sit
at the keyboard when you could be
playing with your kids, or hiking in
the woods, or eating chocolate
fondue? The rewards of writing are
huge, but so are the frustrations,
and sometimes the rewards aren’t
apparent for weeks or years. It takes
willpower to choose writing over
everything else, and for most
writers, willpower alone isn’t
enough. Young or old, famous or
not, most of us need the gentle
force of habit, too.

If you’re trying to form or reform a
writing habit, Daily Rituals: How
Artists Work is an extremely useful
book. Mason Currey describes the
working routines of writers, artists,
and other creative people ranging
from Jane Austen to Carl Jung to
Vladmir Nabokov, often quoting the

subjects’ insights on their own daily schedules. Not all the routines are healthy or
productive — a fitting subtitle for the book would be “Write Like Beckett, Eat Like Proust,
Not the Other Way Round” — but all are entertaining and instructive reads. I mean, who
doesn’t want to know that Beethoven had only coffee for breakfast, made with precisely
sixty beans per cup; that Sartre drank a quart of red wine for lunch, and chased it with
amphetamines and aspirin; or that Carson McCullers sometimes worked in her local library,
taking sips from the Thermos of sherry she smuggled inside? This is fascinating, gossipy
stuff.

Despite — and in some cases because of — such habits, most of the people described in
Daily Rituals are admirably productive. Their routines vary, but their most common pattern is
to rise early and work, take a break in the early afternoon for food and exercise, and then
return to work later in the day. (Interestingly, few exercise early in the day, which made me
feel much better about my own inclinations.) Page by page, canvas by canvas, thought by
thought, their work accumulates, until one day they look up and realize they’ve finished
something. And then the clock strikes, and they start again.
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