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of this ancient art. Long before our 
time-crazed era, there was a distinc-
tion afforded to those whose virtues 
included symmetry and a steady hand. 
Whether in the picturelike forms of 
Japanese calligraphers or the Gothic 
texts i l luminated by Renaissance 
scribes, there was a status in master-
ing the art of beautiful writing.

Back then the careful crafting of let-
ters and words refl ected a dedication 
to slowness and process. It also com-
manded a respect for permanence and, 
ultimately, transcendence. Calligraphy 
was an important thread connecting 
devotees to the great Eastern spiritual 
traditions. From Zen koans to sacred 
texts like the Koran, writing embodied 
a mystical signifi cance. In the West, 
monks worked long hours in scriptoria 
(writing rooms) preparing richly deco-
rated biblical writings. As time wore 
on, calligraphy extended to business 
and legal writings, gradually fading 
out with the mass production of books.

Today the few remaining scribes 
are being displaced by our ever-
burgeoning technology. The elegance 
of ancient forms like Roman Uncial 
and Carolingian Script, or more con-
temporary ones like Modern Gothic, 
can all be achieved by tapping one’s 
fi nger on a piece of plastic. The phrase 
“I do calligraphy on the computer” has 
become a metaphor for our just-add-
water existence.

In his novel Slowness (Harper-
Collins, 1996), Milan Kundera writes, 
“Speed is the form of ecstasy the tech-
nological revolution has bestowed on 

“A man’s life is nothing but an ex-
tended trek through the detours 
of art to recapture those one or 
two moments when his heart fi rst 
opened.” —Albert Camus

I used to do calligraphy. For hours I’d 
labor over every line and curve, from 
thick to thin and everything in be-
tween. As a thirteen-year-old I had no 
doubt chosen a unique way to spend 
my time. While my contemporaries 
were dribbling their basketballs, I was 
striving to recreate the perfect Round-
hand E. My whole world was reduced 
to a page of parchment that I hungrily 
fi lled with random lines of text. Some-
times I’d copy a news article or write 
out imaginary addresses. Other times 
I’d “calligraphize” my misguided at-
tempts at lyrical prose. Above all I 
focused on those all-important pen 
strokes: fl ourishes, serifs, and loops.

All that really mattered was how the 
letters looked. Did the serifs of my ital-
ics connect at the right places? Was the 
transition from thick to thin in the O 
balanced? Did I achieve that perfect 
45-degree angle? These were just some 
of the questions I wrestled with. They 
seem so trivial now.

Not that I should downplay the value 
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need or desire to extract meaning from 
these symbols.

I suppose all those years focusing on 
the forms and shapes of letters helped 
prepare me to be a writer. I was, after 
all, putting pen to paper. It was just not 
the typical apprenticeship.

So, after fifteen years grazing the 
side of my hand against my notebook, 
I fi nally decided that the letterforms in 
front of me, though beautiful, were hol-
low and devoid of meaning—my mean-
ing. Thus my calligraphy stopped.

This was unfortunate, because 
apart from readying me for the writ-
ing world, calligraphy had helped me 
to live in the moment. Even with ink 
bleeding down my fi ngers, I remained 
in the now as I focused on the process 
of perfecting those letters, however 
imperfect the result. Just striving for 
those impeccable swirls of a Flourished 
Italic A was a meditation in itself. Of 

handed down by my grandfather, it was 
not easy letting go. 

But the more time I spent on the 
computer, the more I started ques-
tioning my passion for fonts. After all, 
now that I could achieve calligraphic 
perfection with a few points and clicks, 
the notion of hand-cut quills and bot-
tled inks seemed pointless. Without 
fully realizing it, I was moving from 
designing words to designing with 
words. No doubt I’d always wanted 
to write, as they say. Ever since I can 
remember, I loved words. Perhaps too 
much: I was content relating to them 
on their basest level—that is, their ex-
ternal structures. Early on I had little 

man.” Indeed, how joyfully we chant 
the mantra “What had once consumed 
days or months now takes minutes.” 
But our ecstasy is not without its price. 
Not only does our addiction to speed 
sever our connection from the earth 
beneath our feet, but it also discon-
nects us from our true selves.

In fact, ever since the day I down-
loaded my fi rst calligraphic font and 
saw those perfect fl ourishes drift magi-
cally across my screen, I understood 
the world had changed. I just had no 
idea that this evolution would coincide 
with my own transformation. Having 
spent my entire adolescence clutching 
the Pelikan Graphos calligraphy pen 
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chronicling past or future events, writ-
ers, it seems, are giving up the sanctity 
of aliveness in the present—or worse, 
falling victim to a contradiction. On 
one hand we are dwelling on what has 
already happened; on the other we are 
fully in the present, lost in our art. 
The question remains: Can we be truly 
mindful while our psyches are so art-
fully re-creating the past?

Perhaps the answer l ies in our 
thoughts, or maybe our lack thereof. 
Writers may disagree on many things, 
but one thing is certain: There is 
thinking and there is writing. As any 
blocked writer will avow, sitting in 
front of one’s journal in an attempt 
to think oneself out of the situation 
only makes things worse. But grasp-
ing a pen and simply going through 
the motions (physical movements such 
as those used for calligraphy) will help 
release the magic spirit that lets those 
leaves tumble onto the ground.

This is an idea that presented itself 
all too clearly while I wrote this essay. 
At the beginning of this very paragraph 
I was blocked. And before heeding my 
own advice, just words earlier, I sat star-
ing at a blinking cursor. True, I had long 
since weaned myself from the need to 
use a pen, but there are times when only 
the subtle movements of my hand allow 
the words to appear. Knowing this was 
one of them, I untethered myself from 
my computer to for go the hum of the 
hard drive for the hum of nature.

Lying in a meadow, staring into the 
infi nity of so many blades of grass, my 
soul slows down. My breathing deep-
ens and, as my wrist once again grazes 
the paper, I rediscover my calligraphic 
roots. This transports me back to the 
moment, if only for this paragraph. 
Thinking surrenders to writing until 
finally I encounter the spirituality 
of art. After all, what could be more 
fulfilling than knowing that what is 
tinting these words with their unique 
shades of meaning is the essence of 
who I am in this precise moment? 

memories to transfer onto the page. As 
I kicked up the dust from earlier mo-
ments, I was starting to sense a confl ict 
between this process and my attempts 
to live in the present. But how could 
I reconcile this? Was I to forget the 
sultry air that weighed down upon my 
childhood summers? Or abandon my 
spirited attempts to reinvent a future 
version of the world or myself? Indeed, 
so much of writing involves reseeing 
past events, or venturing into the fu-
ture. One can use description to create 
a sense of the present, but it is a false 
present, a mere literary device.

On a very simple level, it appears that 
through the very act of documenting—
be it the present, past, or future—one is 
no longer present in the moment. But 
is this correct? As so many artists will 
attest, the act of writing engenders a 
feeling of timelessness. Indeed, as one’s 
words begin dropping onto the page like 
leaves in an autumn windstorm, there’s 
no longer the urgency to check the 
time—or compulsion to think about yes-
terday’s lunch or dream about tonight’s 
encounter with the one you love.

All of which leads me to ponder what 
living in the moment really means. We 
are told that to be fully alive we must 
be fully engaged with the now. But from 
our twenty-fi rst-century vantage points, 
from our multitasking maelstroms, what 
makes up the quality of now is becoming 
increasingly smaller, pushed further and 
further into a corner.

Stephan Rechtschaffen, author of 
Timeshifting: Creating More Time to 
Enjoy Your Life (Doubleday, 1996), 
writes: “We are all imprisoned by the 
perception that time is a scarce and 
limited resource.” Clearly, we are so 
addicted to living in overdrive that 
time has become like a murderous 
demon from whom we must escape 
but know we cannot.

All too often writing becomes a race 
against the clock. Meeting deadlines 
and making revisions all work against 
living in the moment. What’s more, in 

course I had no idea what meditation 
was, but this made it all the more pow-
erful and real.

T WASN’T until my late 
twenties that I connected 
“living in the moment” 
to the fi rst step in Bud-
dhism’s Eightfold Path. 

Subconsciously, calligraphy helped 
awaken those fi rst stirrings of spiritual 
understanding, which in turn inspired 
the blossoming of my writer’s self. No 
longer that young child imitating the 
intricate curls of the Declaration of In-
dependence, I was by age thirty-fi ve fi -
nally committed to pursuing this other 
art. Sure, I’d been a dabbler, majoring 
in broadcast journalism in college, 
then composing the obligatory poem 
as I sat on an Italian hillside. But it took 
some time before I was ready to devote 
myself fully to this new craft.

Whether my new aesthetic was actu-
ally more profound is hard to gauge. 
But it was certainly not without great 
challenges. Ironically, these included 
staying in the moment. Having given 
up the timelessness of pen strokes and 
f lowing ink, my mind started jour-
neying and racing, hoping to salvage 

The Time Is Now
Compose a poem collaboratively 
with a friend. Write one line and 
send it to your friend via e-mail, or by 
passing a notebook back and forth, 
inviting your friend to write another 
line that builds on the fi rst. Continue 
composing the poem together, line 
by line, until you have at least twenty 
lines. Then, each on your own, con-
sider the draft and revise it indepen-
dently. Compare the fi nal versions.

To read more from The Time Is Now, 
our weekly offering of poetry and 
prose prompts, visit www.pw.org
/writing-prompts-exercises.
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