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-I'm Lia Purpura, and I am an essayist and poet, and I'll be talking with you today about keeping a 

writer's journal. So a writer's journal is a completely different animal than a diary or a daybook. And 

those are really vital and interesting forms. But a journal is a writer's companion. And writers have 

wildly different relationships to their journals. Some people are really disciplined and write everyday 

in their journal. Some people are kind of scattershot about it. Some people use their journals as a 

place to draft poems. Others use journals to really collect the stuff of their days. 

 

The most important thing for me about having an active journal going at all times is that I'll never 

feel that I have nothing to write about. There's nothing worse than having a blank piece of paper in 

front of you, an empty screen, and thinking, Now what should I write about? So if you have an 

ongoing relationship to the images and thoughts and sayings and overheard conversations and 

characters that you meet during the day, you'll really never be at a loss. 

 

So I'll talk to you first about some procedures and then I'll talk to you about contents and methods 

and how you can sort of find what to put in your journals and how to work with the stuff that 

you've got once it's in there. So first you need a notebook of course. You can get any kind of 

notebook that feels comfortable for you. You can get small notebooks. You can get cheap, five for a 

dollar, office supply notebooks with a spiral binding. That's my favorite. You can get a beautiful 

leather-tooled journal. You can get a journal that's sort of jeweled and has fancy silk cords to tie it 

up. I'm really intimidated by beautiful journals. I feel I have to write something worthy that goes in  

there and that ought to go in there and that ought to be somehow good. So it kind of defeats the 

purpose for me. So I go really humble in my journal. 

 

You can use something other than journals to support the journal work as well. I like to use little 

pads. I carry them in my pockets when I'm walking the dog, and in fact my dog is so well trained 

that when the little pad comes out, she sits down and waits. The little pad is easier to negotiate if 

you're sitting at lunch with friends and someone says something interesting, or you'd like to 



 

remember immediately a particular gesture that you noticed the waiter using. You don't have to draw 

out your enormous journal and start writing obviously. 

 

So carrying a little pad can sort of supplement the journal. And you can transfer everything at the 

end of the day if you have a little pad. Or you might be the sort of person who likes to carry many 

little pads. That works too. 

 

You can use the scrap method. And the scrap method is something I also use. I have lots of little 

pieces of paper with stuff jotted down in all my pockets at the end of the day, so I like to collect 

those. Sometimes I put them in a little bowl on my desk and I go through them at the end of the 

week. 

 

You can try recording yourself. If you're walking and something comes to you, you can simply try 

pulling out your phone. We used to have little recorders with cassettes that were about that big. And 

I tried it once, but it didn't work at all for me. I was always out of breath, and when I replayed it, I 

sounded crazy, and that was not helpful. 

 

What I'm getting at here is you don't want to be sort of oppressed by your journal. You want to use 

methods that will help you continue the practice. So use what you need to use and then transfer 

everything you've got at the end of the day. And you'll have it all in one place. 

 

There are ways to think about journals that have little to do with the actual recording of events or 

ideas or images. And these I call found journals. There are ways to sort of use the written artifacts of 

your life as a journal, and that's also really helpful to kind of get a sense of or to help you get a sense 

of what a week was like, what a time period was like. So some sort of found journals. Objects that 

help you think about the shape of your life and your past might be checkbooks, if you actually have 

a checkbook. It's really fascinating to sort of flip back and see what are sort of sturdy daily or rather 

monthly things you kind of write checks for -- the gas, the water. And then those weird impulse 

things where you can sort of remember, Oh, that clean water guy who came to my door. I 



 

remember, he was so interesting and I wrote him a $20 check. And we talked about X Y and Z. So 

you can kind of trace your life back in that way. 

 

Similarly, little calendars... if you keep paper calendars or, I do, I'm very old fashioned, so if you keep 

paper calendars you can also really retrace your steps in very interesting ways that way. 

My mother in law is a great cook, and she keeps these great annotated, or had kept these great 

annotated recipe books until some of them were lost. I love looking back at those and seeing 

adjustments she made. 

 

If you're a list keeper, a paper list keeper, and can stand to file your lists once your items have been 

checked off, that's an amazing way to kind of re-create your life and your days. Lists can be fantastic.  

 

You will probably feel pretty good looking back on them and realizing, Look, you actually did 

accomplish stuff in life. But more than that, you can see the sequence of what got done when, and 

how heavily, you know, what kind of strike-throughs you've made often indicates the excitement 

that a task has been finished. 

 

Letters. I don't know if anybody writes letters anymore. I really don't. I do, and to keep letters or 

even print out e-mail, OK? How 'bout that? You can print out e-mail and keep them. If you keep 

things in paper form, they translate very differently. They're really more intimate, often more 

powerful when you've got the actual item in hand. That also kind of feeds the journal keeping spirit. 

If you can be in touch with the written word on the page. 

 

Report cards, photo albums, any of the other sort of written artifacts of your life can partake in this 

sort of journal spirit, journal keeping spirit. 

 

I guess I should back up for a minute and confirm that I do mean keeping an actual journal in a 

notebook with a pen or a pencil. That's my bias. I like to carry the thing around. I like the feel of it 

and the weight of it. But if you're inclined to write on a little machine, I wouldn't restrict that. But I 



 

do think that there is a sense of privacy and necessary secrecy gained if you can hold the thoughts 

between pages. It also somehow imparts the sense that you're making something, that you're making 

a book. And that's really important. It builds a kind of ethos and a kind of atmosphere that you're 

probably not even aware of while you're doing it. But to have actual books, even if they're 

notebooks, pile up, reflects to you that you're engaged in the act of writing and that you're a writer. 

 

A note about discipline: You have to be really disciplined if you want to build a working writer's 

journal. By disciplined I mean you want to jot immediately on the spot as close to the event or 

action or overheard conversation as possible. You will not remember it. You think you will. I think I 

will. I think, God, he said a great thing! that kid, that student, that grandfather. I'll remember it. I 

don't. That's just what happens. So if you can use a little scrap of paper. If it's an inconvenient 

moment to whip out an entire journal, then do that. If you need to excuse yourself in a restaurant 

and quickly jot in a restroom, then do that! If you need to sort of get up and look like you're writing 

the grocery list when in fact you're writing something else, you should do that. 

 

Here's how to make use of your journal, OK? Now you've got all this stuff, right? What do you do 

with all of this stuff if you're, you know, collecting and collecting and collecting? You can gather 

journals from the past few months or even years and read for patterns of thought, patterns of image. 

You can think about what kinds of recurrences emerge in that journal. What scenes or memories or 

phrases do you gravitate toward? You can teach yourself a lot by writing in a journal. And this is 

stuff that you might not necessarily have recognized: Oh, I have an affinity for descriptions of 

beetles -- might not ever have known had you not gone back and noticed patterns. So you know so 

much of what it is to write is figuring out how to teach yourself about yourself. 

 

You can set yourself some interesting tasks in a journal too. Whatever the task is, you can make it 

up. I will look out this window every morning for three months and write what I see. And don't 

worry about what you will make of it or what you will do with it or whether or not it's useful. Just 

set yourself a task and do it consistently and then you will look back, you'll have the chance to look 

back and think about what you want to make of all of that. 



 

 

So let me say again that the most important part of keeping a journal, however you decide to do it, is 

to build a kind of fidelity with that system. So if you're happier on a machine, then stay happy as 

long as you're consistent. You will have the chance then to see what it is that interests you, rather 

than having to conjure up what interests you. And that is a great relief. Thanks very much. 


