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Letting Go: Free-Flow Writing 
ALLOW YOUR HAND TO KEEP MOVING ACROSS THE PAGE, LETTING THE IDEAS FLOW 

by Ian Demack 

 

The phrase ‘I cut the daisy from my throat’ shot through my 
mind.  

Natalie Goldberg, Writing Down the Bones, pg 8 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

When you write, don’t say ‘I’m going to write a poem.’ 
That attitude will freeze you right away. Sit down with the 
least expectation of yourself; say ‘I am free to write the 
worst junk in the world.’ You have to give yourself the 
space to write a lot without a destination. 

Natalie Goldberg, Writing Down the Bones, pg 14 
 
 
 
 
 

INTRODUCTION 
Free-flow writing means letting go. It means setting aside our rational, controlling 
thoughts. It also means setting aside all the rules we have been taught about grammar, 
composition and sentence structure. While we might find it difficult to let go of these 
rules, even for half-an-hour, the results are truly liberating. Free-flow writing allows us to 
bring deeply buried emotions and ideas to the surface. It’s derived from the work of 
Natalie Goldberg and Julia Cameron, who developed separate strategies to open the 
writer’s mind, open the writer’s heart. While these strategies differ in some details, they do 
complement each other. Draw from each the elements that work for you. 

NATALIE GOLDBERG 
In Writing Down the Bones (Shambala Publications, 1986), Natalie Goldberg suggests 
the following rules for free-flow writing: 

• Set a timer for  ten minutes , twenty minutes , a hour—whatever you have 
available . Consider using a timer like the Enso Pearl, which ends your session with 
the sound of Tibetan singing bowls. Or choose the ‘Harp’ setting on your iPhone. 
Knowing that you timer is about to start beeping loudly at you may inhibit your 
writing, rather than helping! 

• Write  by hand, not computer . The act of moving a pen or pencil across a sheet of 
paper seems to engage the unconscious mind more effectively than a hand moving 
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The morning pages are the primary tool of creative 
recovery. 
Julia Cameron, The Artist’s Way, pg 11 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

across a keyboard. If you’re sceptical, try it for a change. 
• Keep your hand moving. You cannot look back at what you have written without 

engaging your conscious mind. The same goes for crossing things out, or worrying 
about spelling or grammar. No one is going to mark your work, so you need not worry! 

• Let go. This is not a logical process. If wild or crazy ideas come up, let them flow out 
onto the page. It doesn’t mean you’re going mad! 

• Go for  the throat. If something does emerge which seems wrong or frightening or 
awful, pursue it. For a writer, that’s where the energy is. Remember, you are only 
writing it down; you are not acting it out. 

If you find this process useful, you might like to track down a copy of Writing Down the 
Bones , or its sequel, Wild Mind  (Bantam New Age, 1990). There are plenty of copies of 
both available from Amazon. 

JULIA CAMERON 
In The Artis t ’s  Way  (Jeremy P. Tarcher, 1992), Julia Cameron proposes her morning 
pages as a cornerstone of any creative practice. The morning pages are, quite simply, three 
pages of stream-of-consciousness, written longhand, every morning. 

The morning pages are neither art nor literature. They are not intended for publication. If 
you worry about the quality of your writing you will defeat the purpose of your morning 
pages. Used wisely, they can help you: 

• Express all the emotions that lie buried in your unconscious mind. These are often the 
emotions which inhibit your creative work. 

• Establish a regular discipline. Cameron is very strict about this. She says, ‘never skip a 
day.’ In the end, however, this is up to you. 

Because the morning pages should be written first thing in the morning, you may find that 
fragments of your dreams spill out on the pages. Indeed, the morning pages may prove to 
be an effective tool if you wish to capture your dreams. 
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Morning pages map our own interior. Without them, our 
dreams may remain terra incognita. 

Julia Cameron, The Artist’s Way, pg 15 

Julia Cameron’s books are freely available in most good bookshops. The Artis t ’s  Way 
sets out a twelve-week plan for recovering your creative powers. You can work through this 
program yourself, or with a group of like-minded friends. Working with a group assures 
you of mutual support during the difficult times. 

DRAWING IT ALL TOGETHER 
Both Natalie Goldberg and Julia Cameron regard this kind of writing as a spiritual 
practice. If you allow the act of writing to lead you into a meditative state, you might gain 
some unexpected benefits from this process. 

Here are the key elements of free-flow writing: 

• Find the r ight t ime of day to write . 
• Write  with pen (or  pencil) and paper . 
• Set yourse lf a time or  a page limit. 
• Put as ide  any doubts  or  quibbles  while  writing.  If your inner critic insists on 

interrupting you as you write, you can engage him or her in a dialogue on paper. 
Alternatively, invite your critic to join you when you review the work later. 

• These  pages  are pr ivate ; they are  not intended for  public v iewing. So you can 
write whatever you like, without worrying what people might think. 

• Once you have finished your pages , fi le  them away. Review them some time in 
the future; allow several days to pass at the very least. Six months may be even better! 

• Commit to a regular practice . You will gain more benefit from writing each day, 
rather than sporadically. 

If you apply these principles, you will find a new energy in your writing. Ideas will start to 
flow, and you will express yourself more fluently. Good luck—and keep your hand moving 
across the page. 

© Ian Demack 2012 
I welcome your suggestions, comments and questions. 
Feel free to email me: ian@iandemack.com 


