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These August Names, Once Dropped, Shall Not Bounce upon This Earth:


David Sedaris, generous friend, I Pinch Your Claws.


Douglas Coupland, who noticed.


David Bowie, who bought me that cheeseburger upon which I have been dining out since 1979.
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For the past thirty-five years, I’ve been holding a super fun and popular workshop called “How to Make Mistakes on Purpose.” Everyone who hears that says, “Oh, I’m already quite good at that.” Ah, if this were only true. It’s not. You know what you’re doing! I’ll bet you are highly skilled. When you get good at something, you repeat it. It’s so very satisfying to know it will turn out just right.


“What’s wrong with that?”


Everything.


Because shared tastes, technologies, and similar experiences equal no surprises.


Ladies and Gentlemen, I give you… a Guide to Getting Lost.


How to Make Mistakes on Purpose is not what you think it is. It’s not that adorable psychopath you once dated, your home pickling phase, or baby’s first tattoo… these may be spectacularly regrettable, but not mistakes on purpose. And it’s not about accepting or learning from your mistakes so that you’ll do better next time. The idea is to really make mistakes on purpose.


Mistakes help people create truly original things. Mistakes help you get unstuck when you’re stuck.


That is what HTMMOP is for.


It could be an invention that saves lives or a new dessert. It could be a lucrative investment or a road trip. It could help you with your taxes, find an apartment, pick up a check, or pick up a chick. Can I say that? No? Well, I don’t care.


When you surprise yourself, you surprise others. And that is priceless in a world where everything seems to have been done.


Don’t you want to be more fulfilled, productive, or creative? Don’t you want to generate new ideas?


Also, it’s just plain fun.


When your life’s work is more fun than fun, then you have real success.


For me, what I do for ten hours every day is more enjoyable than playing games, vacations, shopping, food, or sex. I am lucky. I get to draw, paint, write, and create, and sometimes I even get paid for it! Nothing in the world makes me happier. You can take the puppies away. I am my own puppy.


That may be the pivotal take-away here. After all, nobody can sunbathe, eat meringues, and have fantastic sex for eight hours every single day. And if you can, well… why are you reading a book?


But… this is the point where we need to distinguish the this from the that. Be honest. If you can indeed take a risk without causing harm to yourself or others, and assuming this is our precious, one-and-only brief shot at life, living it as a stimulating, entertaining adventure clearly beats enduring it as an obligation. And if you must be a pathetic wage slave, let it be as a last resort.


I take it as a given that most things we humans do are utterly indefensible. This, I relish and will defend until my last breath. My differentness is my outstanding strength. I treasure my outsider status. I brought myself up. Alone. I have never had to conform. If you want to be your even uniquier genuinier self, I’m your girl. Yes, I know those are not words, and I don’t give a fig. I am passionate about the potentiality that comes from human imperfection. I have given my life to helping people surprise themselves.
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Underneath your tattoos you’re still a mainstream… prunt.1


Yes, I saw this—well, something similar—on a coffee mug. It resonated with me. I do hope this timely argument doesn’t offend any misguided millennials, cookie-cutter conformists, or our planet’s hyperillustrated hordes of inky, illiterate imitators. In that case, mea culpa. Or, in our sadly abbreviated lingua franca, “My bad!”


There are so many hipster books with the F word in the title. I’ve decided to eliminate it from my vocabulary and my work. If it had avoirdupois, I’d use it, but it has become about as powerful as the word “amazing.” Or for that matter, the word “the.”


In my view, it takes real courage to go against the prevailing grain—no matter how gritty, disturbing, and angry the grain. I often wonder at the modern fascination with the morbid, sick, cruel, and violent.


Why we are not all crushed to mincemeat every time we cross the street is a sweet mystery to me. With all the threats, both natural and otherwise, to these fragile packets of vulnerable organisms cased in frail epidermides 0.1 millimeters thin, to keep our flimsy lives intact for more than a moment (let alone a lifespan) is a daily miracle to be ecstatically celebrated.


It might be that the most daringly radical, subversive thing one can be these dark days is… cheerful.


What we do in the workshop is top secret. It’s all about surprise, so it must be one.


Surprises are rare in our instantly online era.


Okay, okay. I’ll tell you. I get a bunch of people together in a big room, and we create chaos. And out of that chaos, new and exciting ideas emerge. It’s as simple as that.


Ideally, those who take part should know absolutely nothing about what to expect and just show up. I ask former participants (well over five thousand by this time) not to describe what we do and to swear “omertà,” the Mafia code of silence. It’s kind of fun to be in on a secret pact. Some participants have formed clandestine HTMMOP Facebook groups around the world, just to make interesting friends in new places.


There’s also a fantastic resource on Flickr, which is shared here, and includes more than fourteen thousand images, each picture being a page of many drawings. These were made over a period of thirty-five years by thousands of HTMMOP afficionados all over the world. https://www.flickr.com/groups/htmmop/pool/


The zillion things that you’ll find there can be your myriad points of departure to make new things, if you so desire. There is no copyright, so feel free to steal them and use them any way you want—a truly astounding resource for all. In my view, another stumbling block to productivity is the yoke of copyright law. As the author of tons of “content,” much of which has been stolen, my modus operandi is to be angry briefly, then flattered, then move on and make better stuff for lesser minds to plunder. Plenty more where that came from. I’ve freely chosen to reap the rewards of a litigation-free life.


And if you can grab a drawing of a pretty flower from that Flickr treasure trove and make a million with it, you’re a better man than I, Gunga Din. More power to you.


HTMMOP has all the mystery, glamour, and secrecy of Alcoholics Anonymous, except you don’t have to be a drunk. There can be no syllabus. It’s been held for three hundred people at the AIGA “Next” Conference in Denver and to two very bourgeois Belgian ladies in my New York loft.


“Memphis Soul Stew” (King Curtis, 1967) is our theme song because it sounds like a collage looks.


Apparently, they sell so much of it, people wonder what they put in it. The ingredients are a closely guarded secret but apparently include one pound of fatback drums, half a teacup of bass, and four tablespoons of boiling Memphis guitar.


Our other theme song is “Marcia Baïla” by Les Rita Mitsouko (1984)—just for fun—a fantastic dance track. Why can’t we have two theme songs if we bloody well want to? The way I look at it, why else live in a democracy?


In Omaha, Denver, Des Moines, Paris, Philadelphia, Providence, Palo Alto, Prenzlauer Berg, and Pittsburgh, our many participants are full of passion, excited by doing things, happy! We sometimes have a dance party after, and there’s an excellent playlist on Spotify:


rosenworld-mistakes on purpose playlist—because some of you are asking for it:


This includes, among 1,172 others:




“Je Suis Snob”


“I Like Bananas Because They Have No Bones”


“Ta-Hu-Wah-Hu-Wai” (Hawaii War Chant)


“Chocolate Salty Balls”


“The Art Teacher”


“Pink Panther”


“Peanuts Theme”


“Prisencolinensinainciusol”


“Schlittenfahrt” (“The Surrey with the Fringe on Top” sung by Marlene Dietrich)


“Að eilífu,” or “Aquarius,” from the Icelandic version of the musical Hair




“How to Make Mistakes on Purpose” has been hosted by all the best art and design schools: RISD, School of Visual Arts, Parsons School of Design, Moore College of Art & Design, Pratt Institute, MICA, University of the Arts, and ArtCenter, as well as Beckmans, HDK and Konstfack in Sweden, Banff Centre for Arts and Creativity in Canada, Camberwell, Kingston, Falmouth University, and Brighton University in the UK, MIMaster in Italy, and Listaháskóli Íslands in Iceland. But HTMMOP is definitely not just for designers.
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A few of the companies and conferences that have hosted “Mistakes on Purpose” include Adobe, Google, Edenspiekermann, Meredith, Collins, IKEA, Artek, Starbucks, Scholastic, Kikkerland, American Greetings, Johnson & Johnson, The Burns Group, Windquest, 72 and Sunny, SEED, TEDx, PSFK, GEL, Art Directors Club, IDSA, AIGA National Conference, Invisible Conference, Cusp Conference, Grafill (Norway), Art Students League, White Arkitekter, and Society of Illustrators, among many others.
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A few years ago, teaching the workshop at the Rhode Island School of Design, I noticed a handsome young man in my class, with long black hair. He said his name was Calle. We chatted a bit in Swedish, a language I speak for no apparent reason. He was quiet, polite, and always the first one in the room. I gave out prizes for best cleaner-upper, and Calle won. The actual prize I gave him was ironic—the infamous Jessica Simpson A Public Affair CD. I did the cover lettering—and had twenty sample CDs in my backpack. I inscribed it to him in Swedish:


“Calle, älskling, jag kommer aldrig att glömma vår passionerade natt tillsammans på Best Western Hotell I Jokkmokk… Puss och Kram! xxxx Jessica.”


“Darling Calle, I’ll never forget our passionate night together at the Best Western Hotell with two L’s in Jokkmokk… Kisses and Hugs! xxxx Jessica.”


The following summer in Stockholm, my friend Tom Hedqvist, then principal of Beckmans College of Design and Sweden’s leading design maven, told me he’d heard that the Crown Prince of Sweden had enrolled at RISD.


“There was a Swedish guy there… Calle!” I told him. The Swedish nickname for Carl.
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