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Writing Down The Bones

UNLOCKING CREATIVE FLOW: THE ENDURING
WISDOM OF WRITING DOWN THE BONES

For decades, aspiring writers and seasoned authors alike have
sought the secret to unlocking authentic, effortless prose. They
search for workshops, seminars, and formulas, hoping to find a
magic key. Yet, for many, the most profound answer has come
not from a complex theory of narrative structure, but from a
simple, almost meditative practice. That answer is found in
Natalie Goldberg’s transformative classic, Writing Down The
Bones: Freeing the Writer Within. This book is far more than a
writing guide; it is a philosophy, a spiritual practice, and a
permission slip to embrace the messy, beautiful act of creation.
In this article, we will explore the core principles of Writing Down
The Bones, examining why its message remains powerfully
relevant in our distracted, digital age, and how you can apply its
wisdom to deepen your own creative wellspring.

More Than a How-To: A
Philosophy of Practice

What sets Writing Down The Bones apart from countless other
books on writing is its focus on the process over the product.
While many manuals teach you how to plot a novel or craft a
perfect sentence, Goldberg’s work encourages you to simply
show up and write. She draws heavily from Zen Buddhism,
infusing the act of writing with mindfulness and a deep
acceptance of the present moment. The underlying premise is
that every single one of us has something valuable to say, but we
are often blocked by our internal editor—that critical, judging
voice that tells us we are not good enough.

Goldberg argues that the primary goal is not to become a
published author, but to become a writer in the truest sense:
someone who commits to the practice. She famously instructs
her students to “keep your hand moving,” a simple directive that
bypasses the brain’s tendency to censor and analyze. This is the
heart of the practice—a radical act of self-trust. The book itself is
a collection of short, digestible essays, each focusing on a
specific aspect of this writing life, from finding your voice to
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dealing with rejection to the nuts and bolts of a writing routine.

THE CORE TECHNIQUES: UNLEARNING HOW TO WRITE

To truly embrace the teachings of Writing Down The Bones, you
must be willing to unlearn many of the rules you were taught in
school. Grammar, structure, and logic take a back seat to
freedom, honesty, and energy. Here are the foundational
techniques that Goldberg champions.

Timed Writing Exercises:
The Power of the Sprint

The most well-known technique from the book is the timed
writing exercise, often called a “writing practice.” The rules are
deceptively simple:

e Keep your hand moving. Do not stop writing for any
reason. If you get stuck, write “I don’t know what to write”
over and over until a new thought emerges.

e Don’t cross out. There are no mistakes. Deleting or
editing as you go feeds the internal critic. Just keep going
forward.

e Don’t worry about spelling, punctuation, or
grammar. These are concerns for later drafts. The first
draft is for raw material only.

e Lose control. Say what you want to say, not what you
think you should say. Be specific, be vulgar, be boring—just
be honest.

¢ Go for the jugular. If something scary or uncomfortable
comes up, lean into it. The best writing often comes from
our deepest vulnerabilities.

By practicing this discipline for ten or twenty minutes a day, you
begin to clear the mental clutter. You access a deeper, more
authentic voice that has been waiting to be heard. This is not
about producing a masterpiece; it is about building a habit of
creative expression that bypasses fear.

First Thoughts: The Fuel for
Authenticity

A core concept in Writing Down The Bones is the distinction
between “first thoughts” and “second thoughts.” First thoughts
are our immediate, unfiltered responses to the world. They are
fresh, energetic, and often surprising. They are the raw clay of
our consciousness. Second thoughts are the edited, sanitized
versions. They are safe, polite, and often boring. They come from
the part of our mind that worries about what others will think.

Goldberg insists that the goal of writing practice is to capture
these first thoughts. When you “keep your hand moving,” you are
essentially racing past the internal editor to grab hold of these
fleeting, honest impressions. This is how you develop a unique
voice. You are not trying to sound like a famous author; you are
trying to sound exactly like yourself. The specificity of first
thoughts—the exact shade of yellow of a school bus, the
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particular smell of rain on hot pavement—is what makes your
writing feel alive and connected.

APPLYING THE BONES TO THE MODERN WRITER’S
LIFE

While Writing Down The Bones was first published in 1986, its
lessons have become even more critical in our modern world. We
live in an age of constant distraction, social media comparison,
and hyper-productivity. The pressures to be perfect, to have a
“brand,” and to produce viral content can be paralyzing.

Combatting Digital
Distraction

The practice of timed writing is a perfect antidote to the
fragmented attention spans fostered by our devices. Sitting down
with a pen and paper (Goldberg is a strong proponent of the
physical act of handwriting) for a set period creates a sacred,
focused space. It is a form of meditation that trains your mind to
stay present. In a world that constantly pulls you in ten different
directions, writing practice pulls you back to center. It reminds
you that you are a creator, not just a consumer.

Silencing the Inner Critic in

a World of Feedback

Today, writers are bombarded with feedback before they even
finish a first draft. From critique partners to social media
comments, the outside world is always watching. Writing Down
The Bones offers a powerful refuge from this noise. The practice
is private. No one else needs to see it. This creates a safe
container where you can fail, stumble, and be wildly imperfect
without consequence. By regularly exercising this muscle of non-
judgmental expression, you build resilience against the fear of
criticism. You learn to trust your own instincts above the
cacophony of external voices.

BEYOND THE PAGE: A WAY OF LIFE

One of the most beautiful aspects of Writing Down The Bones is
its insistence that writing is not separate from life. Goldberg
explores how cooking, walking, relationships, and even loneliness
are all part of the writer’s raw material. She encourages writers
to live a rich, observant life.

Paying Attention: The
Writer’'s Primary Job

“Writers live twice,” Goldberg says. They live an ordinary life, and
they also live a life of intense observation. The book teaches you
to become a student of your own existence. What is the texture



of your morning toast? What does the light look like at 4 PM in
your kitchen? Writing practice is not just about putting words
on the page; it is about deepening your experience of the world.
When you commit to writing, you commit to being awake.

This mindfulness extends to difficult emotions. Instead of running
from sadness, anger, or fear, the writer uses the practice to
explore these feelings. The page becomes a safe space to
process grief, confusion, and joy. In this way, Writing Down The
Bones is as much a guide to emotional intelligence as it is a guide
to craft. It teaches you that everything belongs; there is no such
thing as a worthless experience or a wrong feeling.

Using Specific Detail to Tap
the Universal

A profound lesson from the book is that the most personal writing
is often the most universal. Goldberg advises writers to be
excruciatingly specific. Don't write about “fruit,” write about the
“bruised spot on a Honeycrisp apple you found at the back of the
fridge.” Don’t write about “sadness,” write about “the way your
mother’s hands looked when she was washing dishes the day
after your father left.” When you drill down to the concrete,
sensory detail, you allow the reader to enter your world. They
may not have had your exact experience, but they recognize the
texture of that specific moment. Specificity is the gateway to
connection. This principle is a cornerstone of the entire
philosophy of Writing Down The Bones.

OVERCOMING COMMON PITFALLS WITH GOLDBERG'S
WISDOM

Even with the best intentions, writers often hit walls. The
teachings of Writing Down The Bones offer a path through every
common obstacle.

When You Feel You Have
Nothing to Say

This is the most frequent complaint. The solution is to write about
having nothing to say. Write about the blank page. Write about
the fly on the window. Write about the sound of your own
breathing. The act of writing itself generates energy and material.
The trick is to stop waiting for inspiration to strike and to realize
that inspiration is a byproduct of showing up. As Goldberg puts it,
“The impulse to write comes from the act of writing itself.”

When You Hate Everything
You Write

This is a sign that your internal editor has taken the wheel. The
cure is to write something deliberately bad. Write a terrible
poem. Write a cliché-ridden story. Write a paragraph full of
grammatical errors. The goal is to break the spell of
perfectionism. When you give yourself permission to be bad, you

4 Writing Down The Bones

2024-08-10



Writing Down The Bones 5

often stumble into something good. Editing is for later; the
first draft is for wildness. This principle, lifted straight from
the pages of Writing Down The Bones, can free you from the
paralysis of high standards.

THE LONG-TERM IMPACT: BUILDING A WRITING LIFE
THAT LASTS

The real genius of Writing Down The Bones is that it is not a quick
fix. It is a long-term training regimen for the creative soul. The
practice it teaches is sustainable. It does not require enormous
blocks of time, expensive equipment, or a special degree. All it
requires is a notebook, a pen, and the willingness to be present
with yourself.

From Practice to
Manuscript

Many writers worry that if they spend all their time on loose, free-
form writing practice, they will never finish a project. The
opposite is true. The raw material generated in your practice
sessions is the gold mine from which you can later build stories,
essays, and books. The practice is the compost heap that
fertilizes all your other work. When you sit down to write a novel,
you do not start from a cold, empty void. You start with a
reservoir of honest, energetic, specific writing that is uniquely
yours. The discipline of writing practice builds the stamina and
voice necessary to complete larger projects.

Creating a Community of
Practice

The book also inspires a sense of shared purpose. Goldberg’s
workshops are legendary for creating safe, supportive
environments where writers can take risks. You can create your
own version of this. Find a friend and agree to write together for
fifteen minutes at a time, then share what you wrote. The
accountability and the simple presence of another writer can be
immensely powerful. The key is that the focus is on practice,
not critique. The goal is to cultivate a habit, not to judge the
results.

CONCLUSION: THE GIFT OF A WRITING LIFE

Writing Down The Bones is not a book you read once and then
place on a shelf. It is a companion, a mentor, and a trusted friend
that you return to again and again. Its ultimate qift is the
permission to be a writer—not a perfect writer, not a published
writer, but a living, breathing, writing writer. It teaches that the
most important relationship is not between you and your
audience, but between you and your own heart. By committing to
the practice, you commit to a life of greater attention, honesty,
and creativity. You learn that the bones of great writing are
already inside you; they just need to be written down. The
journey begins with a single, simple act: pick up your pen, keep
your hand moving, and trust the process. That is the enduring,



transformative magic of Writing Down The Bones.
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