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introduction


When I first stepped into an art college as a student, I instantly felt at home – for the first time ever.


At school, creativity was suppressed and crushed. It was something that teachers and authorities actually feared. They regarded it as dangerous, something they couldn’t control. They steered students away from it in the same way they steered them away from drugs, burglary or gambling.


At art college I found the opposite. The spirit was one in which mistakes were good. Where you could try and fail. There was no emphasis on getting it ‘right’. All around me were people experimenting for the sheer hell of it, doing things that made no sense – or rather doing things because they made no sense. There was an air of freedom and release. While all around in the world outside people were being thoughtlessly reasonable, doing something because it was what everyone else was doing. Paradoxically, the creative thinking of art college led to more worthwhile accomplishments than the logical, sensible approach. Many years later when I returned to art education as a university lecturer I found the environment to be the same.


Since emerging from art college all those years ago I’ve balanced various roles – as an educator, artist, writer, adviser and speaker – and have also become a hunter-gatherer of creative techniques. After leaving the Royal College of Art I had numerous solo exhibitions of my paintings. I have exhibited in many countries, and also at Tate Britain, the Royal Academy and National Portrait Gallery. I’ve taught at Central Saint Martins College of Art since 1999 and am also a creative consultant, working with companies and businesses around the world, delivering workshops that solve professional problems using creativity as the key. The workshops reveal useful techniques that access original ideas and help people and businesses develop a more direct relationship to their own creativity.


I care passionately about taking the spirit of creativity that exists in the art world out into the wider world. I didn’t write The Art of Creative Thinking because I wanted to. I wrote it because it was needed. In my many years helping students, businesses and companies across various industries and people in all fields, from scientists to office workers, I have seen first-hand how thinking creatively can transform everyday life. I’ve shown how the principles of jazz improvisation could make an admin office run more smoothly, how to help an entrepreneur whose scuba-diving company was facing bankruptcy because sharks had infested the area (long story short: we made this his unique selling point) and helped a company to sell their designer furniture by promoting it as uncomfortable.


This book is intended to be an overview of many useful creative-thinking techniques, and an examination of the thought processes and methods creative people use and which can be used to help everyone. But I also want to share stories of some of the inevitable obstacles that aspiring creative thinkers encounter and the methods they use to overcome them. These are challenges that all of us face in day-to-day life, whatever our career or field of expertise: anxiety that we have no special talents; the absence of any burning, driving passion; craving success in an area we’re not actually any good at; being unable to make a living from our true passion; having too many other responsibilities and commitments; feeling either too young or too old, too naïve or too jaded.


This book is not meant to be read in a linear way. When your creativity is running low or you feel the need for inspiration, open it at any page at random.


The Art of Creative Thinking began as a tribute to what all of us can learn from art school, but what I hope to show more than anything is that thinking creatively is not a professional activity – it’s a way of relating to your life. Creativity is not about creating a painting, novel or house but creating yourself, creating a better future and taking the opportunities that you are currently missing.


 










see what happens when you make something happen


The surrealist artist Salvador Dalí was featured on an American game show called What’s My Line?, in which blindfolded celebrity panellists interrogated a ‘mystery guest’ in order to guess their occupation. The panel posed their questions but became confused almost immediately, as Dalí answered ‘Yes’ to almost every question. They asked him if he was a writer and he answered ‘Yes’. It was true; as well as three non-fiction books Dalí had written a novel, Hidden Faces. Asked if he was a performer: ‘Yes.’ He had produced many pieces of performance art. At one point an exasperated panellist exclaimed, ‘There’s nothing this man doesn’t do!’


A creative mind wants to shape the world around it. On What’s My Line? Dalí could have said he was a furniture maker; he designed many chairs and his sofa of Mae West’s lips became a design classic. As a film-maker he created the groundbreaking Un Chien Andalou and L’Âge d’Or. He also masterminded the ethereal dream sequence in Hitchcock’s Spellbound and the unique short animated film Destino with Walt Disney. As a jewellery maker he created intricate jewellery designs that often contained moving parts, such as the Royal Heart. Made of gold and encrusted with rubies and diamonds, its centre beat like a real heart. As an architect he designed buildings, the most famous being his house in Port Lligat and his extraordinary Teatro Museo in Figueres. He wanted a house, so he made one – why get someone else to do it? He also designed theatre sets, clothes, textiles and perfume bottles. The manufacturer of Chupa Chups lollipops (still in stores today) asked Dalí to design a new logo. He created a daisy insignia and lettering (still in use today). He even suggested the logo be on top of the wrapper so that it was always fully displayed – advice the manufacturer followed. Dalí could have thought, ‘I’m a famous, wealthy surrealist artist who has a place in the history of art’, but he didn’t; it sounded like fun so he gave it a go. He didn’t have any rules in his head about what was important or unimportant. Dalí even created a person – often referred to as Dalí’s Frankenstein – Amanda Lear. He met her in a nightclub in 1965 when she was called Peki d’Oslo. Dalí renamed her, remade her and spread mysterious stories about her, successfully launching her into the disco/art scene, which she then took by storm.


School and society make us feel our abilities are limited and rob us of our creative confidence. Although we are born with incredible imagination, intuition and intelligence, many people are trained not to use these powers, and as a result they wither. Our schools, families and friends project a limited view of our abilities onto us. If the creative want something, they go ahead and try. Not all of Dalí’s designs, films and experiments in different mediums were a success, but enough worked for him to become respected.


Modern designers like Philippe Starck and Zaha Hadid also have a unique vision. They are famous for designing iconic opera houses, stadiums and hotels. They also design cars, bicycles, lamps, jewellery, chairs and boats. They developed a way of thinking that could be applied to any project. Sometimes you succeed and sometimes you fail but it’s important to try everything and see what happens.
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A creative mindset can be applied to everything you do and enrich every aspect of your life. Creativity isn’t a switch that’s flicked on or off; it’s a way of seeing, engaging with and responding to the world around you. The creative are creative when filing documents, cooking, arranging timetables or doing housework. Try to develop an alternative way of thinking that can be applied to any challenge or project, no matter how far out of your comfort zone.


‘I think any actor worth their salt wants to show as much versatility as they possibly can.’


Daniel Radcliffe


 


Agree?  Venture beyond your comfort zone in the next chapter.


Disagree?  Discover why creativity and tidiness just don’t go here.










be a beginner, for ever


I had to create a new TV soap. I’d never done anything like that before. I was an artist, a painter, yet here I found myself, standing in front of thirty TV professionals. They were looking at me impatiently and expectantly.


I didn’t know what I was in for when I accepted the job. The Dubai TV station had asked me to deliver creative workshops that I had developed for my students at Central Saint Martins. CSM made them available to a wider audience. The TV station flew me to Dubai and showered me with luxury: a room in the Dubai Hilton, a driver and limo, expenses, the works. I felt obligated to them and had prepared thoroughly. I didn’t want to go all that way and discover I’d left out something important.


They had rented a conference room in a five-star hotel for me to deliver my workshop. As I was led in to meet the production team, the manager turned to me and said, ‘Oh, by the way, instead of the workshops, we’d like you to help us create a new soap based in Dubai.’ It was a bombshell. My preparation was wasted.


I stood in front of the eager production team. The room oozed wealth and opulence; embroidered tablecloths, ornate chairs and hi-tech screens everywhere. I felt ill at ease. I was used to art studios with paint spatters on the walls, bare floors and a place where you could make mistakes with freedom. I gave a short talk about myself; in reality I was stalling for time, trying to work out what to do. I knew I couldn’t produce anything creative in the room, yet they’d spent a fortune on it. I’d have to disrupt it. To the dismay of the hotel staff, I made them move all the tables and chairs out. I didn’t want everyone sitting down feeling relaxed. With the room empty, I felt better. It was like a blank canvas to an artist or blank sheet of paper to a writer. They all looked irritated, though.


The TV station were struggling to create a new soap opera because their ideas were predictable and dull. They wanted me to resurrect them. I said it would be easier to scrap their ideas and start fresh. Better to think new ideas than waste time trying to salvage old ones. They were annoyed by this.


The team of scriptwriters, cameramen, production staff, soundmen, set designers, costume designers and more had attitudes that stifled creative thinking: ‘I have been doing this for years. I’m an expert. I have been trained to do this properly, I know exactly what I’m doing.’ They wanted to do things the way they had always done them. I knew I couldn’t work with them until they opened their minds to new methods.


I swapped their roles. I asked the cameramen to write some script ideas, the costume designers to write up characters, the soundmen to think of locations and so on. They were furious.


I had to convince them to give it a try. Eventually they opened up and had a go. Fear of failure vanished because the weight of expectation had been lifted. They no longer had a reputation to protect because they were not doing what they’d been trained to do. They improvised. They played around. New, original ideas poured out. They had fun. They were liberated. We created some new scripts with exciting characters, unusual settings and innovative plot lines. They wanted to get actors to rehearse the roles and start filming ‘properly’. I pointed out that that was what they usually did. Instead we filmed a rough episode with them acting the roles. They ad-libbed unusual and interesting ideas as we filmed.


They developed the rough ideas further after I’d returned to England. The soap went on air. It was unique and completely different for Dubai. The process determined the end result.


Make the most of inexperience. A beginner has a fresh perspective. The amateurish and unprofessional are open to new ideas: they’ll try anything. They don’t know how things ‘should’ be done, and haven’t yet become entrenched in a particular method. Nothing is ‘wrong’ for them because they don’t know what is ‘right’.


It’s important to avoid becoming an expert, specialist or authority. An expert constantly refers to past experience. Whatever has worked in the past, they repeat. They turn knowledge into a repetitive ritual. Their expertise becomes a straitjacket. Furthermore, experts claim to have many years’ experience. What they actually have is one year’s experience repeated many times. They see new methods as a threat to their expertise, and seek to stamp them out.


To breathe fresh air into yourself or your company, spend a day working on something that’s valuable, but not what you’re ‘supposed’ to be working on. Switching jobs creates an environment that encourages innovation. Constantly search for new ways of doing the same things and do not repeat what you already know. Don’t do things in the usual way; do them in the unusual way.


‘Whatever I know how to do, I’ve already done. Therefore I must always do what I do not know how to do.’


Eduardo Chillida


 


Inspired?  Discover the self-taught architect here.


Uninspired?  Imitate your idols here.










blame Michelangelo


The cult of the creative genius appeared with art’s first superstar, Michelangelo. In 1550 his biographer and PR guru, Vasari, promoted the idea of the ‘Divine Michelangelo’. His talent was a gift from God, Vasari said, and claimed that God bestowed such ability only on the privileged few, the chosen ones. It fostered an elite and disempowering attitude to creativity.


What Vasari failed to mention was Michelangelo’s reliance on an army of assistants. Archives contain hundreds of bills for his highly skilled helpers – a dozen worked continuously on the Sistine Chapel ceiling, for example, which explains the sheer scale of his achievement and the fact that this physical task might seem impossible. For me, this does not belittle his achievement. His role was similar to a film director, like Francis Ford Coppola in today’s world, someone who realises an enormous project by guiding the technical crew to the fulfilment of that vision – an awesome achievement, but not a superhuman one. While the Godfather trilogy was Coppola’s vision, and he got incredible performances out of Marlon Brando and the rest of the cast, it would be wrong to attribute the design of costumes, the writing of the script, arranging the lighting, the editing and everything else involved in the making of a film to the director.


Undoubtedly one of the world’s great geniuses, Michelangelo had not so much a divine gift as an intensely nurtured talent. Brought up by quarrymen, he could chisel and cut blocks of stone from the age of six. By the age of twelve he had been carving stone for thousands of hours. At fourteen he was apprenticed to an artist’s studio. That level of skilled training is not possible today. In fact, it’s illegal.
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The old masters are a great source of inspiration, but we cannot ever emulate their level of skill. We have to discover our own strengths. When I deliver creativity workshops to companies I try to get everyone to take part: the accountants, admin staff, technicians, whoever is around, not just the ‘creatives’. By the end of the sessions the ‘non-creatives’ are surprised at how creative they are. They had been led to believe they didn’t have the ability and therefore lacked the confidence. Creative thinking is like a muscle that needs to be strengthened through exercise. I often set exercises that each last five or ten minutes, rather as an athlete might do a series of short workouts to get fit.


How often have you heard, ‘I can’t draw to save my life’ or ‘I’m tone-deaf’? The concept of innate talent erodes confidence. Many people do not develop their talents because they are made to feel they weren’t born with the amount required to be professional.


‘Talent’ is often confused with ‘innate ability’, then, but many people also confuse ‘talent’ with ‘skill’. A modern creative mind does not aim to display technical proficiency or mastery; it is more concerned with communicating ideas and concepts in whatever medium is suitable. It’s more interesting if an engineer builds a rocket from rocks, a painter paints with blood or a harpist plays a washing line. Our task is to develop our creative potential whatever forms it may take, whether we think we were ‘born’ with it or not.


‘Not every person has the same kinds of talents, so you discover what yours are and work with them.’


Frank Gehry


 


Convinced?  Discover what the Fab Four can tell you about talent versus effort here.


Not convinced?  See if Picasso can persuade you here.










be the medium of your medium


Did Space Shuttle Columbia break apart while re-entering the Earth’s atmosphere, instantly killing all seven crew members, because of a poorly designed PowerPoint slide? During the launch, a few days earlier, a piece of insulation foam had struck the shuttle’s wing. While Columbia was still orbiting the Earth, NASA engineers showed the results of their investigation to their superiors. The piece of foam was hundreds of times bigger than anything they had ever tested and could have caused a severe fracture. Unfortunately their warning was conveyed on PowerPoint. Their superiors walked away from the presentation thinking everything was fine.


Visually stunning presentations tell a story, engage their audience and make information meaningful, entertaining and beautiful. The sheer magnitude of the problem NASA was facing was lost. It was buried in a slide crowded with bullet points. Edward Tufte, a Yale University professor and researcher into the presentation of visual information, investigated the incident and demonstrated that PowerPoint encouraged poor thinking by its very design. He criticised the format: complex ideas squashed into bulleted lists distort the information. If it had been presented in another medium, the disaster could almost certainly have been prevented. An independent board reached the same conclusion after reading Tufte’s analysis, admitting that: ‘It is easy to understand how a senior manager might read this PowerPoint slide and not realise that it addresses a life-threatening situation.’ ?


Your working environment, whether it’s a supermarket, office, studio or building site, persuades you to work and think in certain ways. The more aware you are of that, and the more you understand your medium, the more you can use it to your advantage. A meeting about finance is not about finance, it’s about meetings: their format, internal politics, hierarchies and the way things are managed and governed. The most common decision at a meeting is to have another meeting. That’s not really a decision.


Artists were the first to investigate this idea, in particular the surrealists. René Magritte’s paintings were paintings about paintings. His surrealist ideas have had a profound influence on our understanding of how the medium transforms the message. Instead of producing art about something he had observed, his work reflected on what a painting was and the actual effect that it has on the viewer. He asked his audience to doubt the illusion they were presented with.


Magritte’s painting The Treachery of Images showed a pipe with the words ‘This is not a pipe’ underneath. This seems at first glance to be a contradiction, but is actually true: it is not a pipe, it is an image of a pipe. Magritte was pointing out that a painting is an illusion. He was trying to understand the language of painting, how it worked and how it conveyed ideas, and to challenge observers’ preconditioned perceptions of the art form. A painting of flowers is not about flowers, it is about the medium of painting: the traditions, history, the frame, the gallery and the expectations the viewer has.


Artists like Magritte understood their medium and conveyed information that was visual poetry. That made it more memorable and easily understood, unlike the information from posters, television, newspapers and the Internet that we’re bombarded with now. We’re drowning in it. We are dazed by PowerPoint presentations in which multiple bullet points are fired at us. Bullet points that can kill.


Most people are passive consumers who never analyse the medium. In a cinema, the public go along with the illusion and enjoy the spectacle. For a creative thinker the entertainment is in deconstructing the spectacle and analysing how they could have structured the film differently. What if the last scene and the first scene were swapped round? What if the lead and supporting actor changed roles? What if it was a silent movie? Imagining how the elements could be altered sharpens creative thinking. To flourish in any field of activity you need to gain a deep understanding of it.


‘The new media are not bridges between man and nature: they are nature.’


Marshall McLuhan


 


 


Not the medium of your medium?  Be your subject instead, from the inside out, here.










don’t be someone else


‘In order to be irreplaceable one must always be different,’ said eccentric, pioneering French designer Coco Chanel. From the beginning of her career Chanel defied convention. She didn’t like the way women were forced to be uncomfortable to look fashionable. She didn’t like corsets, so she replaced them with casual elegance and comfort. She was heavily attacked by the fashion press, but was unrepentant: ‘Luxury must be comfortable, otherwise it is not luxury.’ Her new vision made her one of the most important figures in the history of fashion. In the nineteen-twenties and thirties she popularised sporty, casual chic. Her little black dresses and trademark suits were timeless designs that are still popular today. People laughed at the way she dressed but that was the secret of her success: she didn’t look like anyone else. ‘The most courageous act is still to think for yourself. Aloud,’ she said. Her first success was a dress she fashioned out of an old jersey on a chilly day. Many people asked where she’d bought it. Her response was to offer to make one for them. ‘My fortune is built on that old jersey that I’d put on because it was cold in Deauville,’ she said. Chanel’s work radiates with her defiance to be completely herself.


Like Chanel, you have to make the most of your uniqueness. Nobody else can draw from your childhood and teenage experiences, from your schooldays, or from your parents.


Everyone is searching for originality. Ironically, it is right there within them, but most people are too busy being someone else. Creative people are prepared to be themselves. They make the most of their own experiences, whether good or bad. The advantage of being themselves is that they are original. There is no one like them. This makes whatever they do unique.
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Artist Tracey Emin has pulled down the barrier most people keep between their public self and their real self by using her own experiences as subject matter. Her poetic artworks consist of intimate objects most people would not consider showing in public: her unmade, dirty bed with stained sheets, a packet of cigarettes her uncle was holding when decapitated in a car crash and a tent appliquéd with the names of everyone she had ever slept with. She is uncompromisingly herself.


We spend much of our lives not being who we really are. There are huge pressures on everyone to be someone else; to live up to others’ expectations – to be a perfect parent, obedient employee, selfless partner or high-achieving son or daughter. We lose the ability to be good at being ourselves, and we forget who we are. The world is pushing constantly to submerge you in orthodoxy, to make you indistinguishable from everybody else. To fight against it is to be involved in a lifelong struggle.


To be successfully creative you have to realise it’s OK to be yourself. We all have weaknesses and strengths; the creative accept them and use them both. The biggest benefit you can be to your company, school, business or family is to accentuate what is special and unique about yourself. That’s difficult in a society that puts huge emphasis on conformity.


Everyone needs to analyse and understand what makes them tick, like taking a clock apart to discover how it works. Self-knowledge will help you to understand what you have to offer that’s special. Ask yourself, What is the best idea I’ve ever had? How did it come about? When am I at my most creative? Nurture your individual approach and personality. It is more important to be the best version of yourself than a bad copy of someone else.


‘To be nobody but yourself in a world which is doing its best, night and day, to make you everybody else means to fight the hardest battle which any human being can fight; and never stop fighting.’ 


e.e. cummings


 


More?  See why James Joyce benefitted from being self-indulgent here, but why it had the opposite effect on his own daughter here.










be a generator


Robert De Niro did the rounds of auditions, like all actors. He soon realised it was no good waiting for people to give him a break: he had to create one. He found an interesting book by Peter Savage and Joseph Carter called Raging Bull that he thought could be turned into a film, with him playing the lead role. He carried it around with him and showed it to everyone. It was the life story of a boxer called Jake LaMotta. De Niro persuaded a film producer to finance a film based on the book. The producer had one condition: that director Martin Scorsese came on board. Scorsese wasn’t interested, though – he didn’t like boxing and thought LaMotta wasn’t a significant fighter as his only talent was absorbing punishment. After weeks of persuasion by De Niro, however, Scorsese became intrigued by LaMotta’s fight with his inner demons and agreed. The film went into production. De Niro gained sixty pounds to portray LaMotta in his post-boxing years, an extraordinary commitment at the time. Raging Bull went on to become one of the most critically acclaimed films ever and won De Niro the Academy Award for best actor.


To produce anything worthwhile, you have to be proactive and generate it, not sit around and wait. Most people sleepwalk through life, never asking themselves what they’re doing, why, or if it really matters to them. They absorb the values of their culture, parents and friends, and then accept them unquestioningly.
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