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Introduction







Another book on creativity – really?


Think about where you come from. Who you are. Your interests. What drives you, and the people or things that make you come alive. Consider your previous creative experience (or lack of). Your personality. Your ego. You the introvert. You the extrovert. Your visual, auditory and kinaesthetic learning preferences, or the profound existential questions that resonate with you. All of these things (and many, many more) position you as a one-of-a-kind, creative powerhouse that needs winding up and setting in motion.


The majority of us spend more time consuming than creating, yet creative expression is essential for us all – to the point that our happiness depends on it. To view creativity as innate talent or as a superpower only present in certain ‘artistic’ individuals is a mistake. Those of us in the creative industries – the so-called professionals – may be more practised at applying our creative intuition, but everyone has the capacity for creativity, and nurturing your creative abilities constitutes a core component of your overall growth as a person.


Backstory


Our shared interest in creativity and creative processes evolved from our own education and the environment that was the traditional British art school. We both benefitted from tutors who revelled in provocation, who would push, challenge and encourage us way beyond what felt comfortable. The result was a growing fascination with the question of why (rather than what), and the creative journey itself became more important than the destination. This became evident both in the development of our own work and in what we observed of the underlying processes of the artists and designers we admired. Over time, outcomes became a by-product of a process of exploration that was far more interesting, so it was no real surprise that we both ended up working in education – where questions are often more prevalent than answers. Getting inside the head of a student to help them untangle their thinking was far more satisfying than any final solution to a given problem. The outcome would grow old; the learning would last forever. The making, the journey, the wrestling and tension is, for us, where the real action is – design as a verb, rather than a noun.


Over the past decade, this interest has developed into a more overt pursuit of understanding the place of creativity and process in our teaching, which has led to workshops seeking to frame each student’s working methodology as the main event, rather than considering their process as a means to an end. What if the way you worked as a designer, or writer, or architect became the object of self-study – exploring something more profound than the pursuit of developing a logo, or story, or building? What would you notice? What would surprise or shock you? What would you want to change or protect?


Creativity Begins with You started as a series of informal learning experiments with design students. We pooled our collective observations to that point, and invited individuals to reflect on their existing practice and to propose alternative versions of their future selves. Over time, the experiments grew and developed into a body of work that seemed to have an emerging centre of gravity. There was a constellation of creative possibilities surrounding every student’s practice, and the sessions sought to empower and equip them with an ever-expanding pool of materials and methods to refer to whenever they felt stuck, uninspired or hindered by self-doubt.


The material in this book is, therefore, part practical workshop, part provocative guide, part theoretical conversation, and is based on our experiences and observations from those early experiments onwards. Just as there can never be enough songs (or novels, or typefaces, or paintings) in the world, this book seeks to add to the conversation around creativity in a way that places you in the middle of the picture, working outwards from there.


Growth


We started writing this book with an underlying belief that creativity is not primarily something we learn; it is something we are. We are often taught (albeit indirectly) that creativity is something you either have or don’t have, and this forms a belief that has a significant bearing on our ability to function creatively in the long term; many people will write themselves off simply because they were told they couldn’t draw at school. If you can take the step of trusting that you are inherently creative, regardless of how you feel, you can then learn practices and principles that will encourage and grow your ability for creativity. You may have further to travel than the seasoned professional, but know that you’re already on the road, with an innate capacity to move.


Creativity is a generative behaviour that springs from a unique combination of factors directly hardwired to our identity. It looks different from person to person, and it evolves as we grow. Our emphasis, therefore, is not so much on your capacity to learn something – it’s on the conditions and environments that shape what’s already there. If you fundamentally believe that you’re not creative, you have established an immovable mountain that you will have no ambition even to begin to climb. Similarly, if you do believe you are (to a greater or lesser degree) creative but spend huge amounts of energy trying to be more so, you’re probably asking the wrong questions and needlessly exhausting yourself.




‘ You must not trample on other people’s secret gardens. You must remember: to suggest is to create; to describe is to destroy.’


Robert Doisneau 1





For many of us, however (and despite our combined efforts over the last century to capture what ‘it’ is), creativity still sits more comfortably in the unknowable realm – a mystery. It’s something we live out day by day, as an extension of life seen from a unique perspective, which goes some way to explaining why we have such a hard time tying it down.


There is a mystery to creativity that needs to remain, to a certain degree, undefined. By looking too closely or explaining too thoroughly, there’s a danger of dismantling the very thing we’re trying to observe. Catch a butterfly and pin it to a board to marvel at its beauty, and you kill the essence of what you were drawn to. That said, if we never attempt to comprehend what we don’t understand, we’ll endlessly repeat ourselves and never grow. Finding the balance between the mystery and the understanding is where the magic lies and – we hope – forms the heart of this book.




‘ People have always referred to the arts to express that which could not be explained. And therein lies the real power of art and design. Artists and designers have the ability and the sensory vocabulary to express rather than explain. We, therefore, are in a position to engage with an audience on a very deep, essentially human level.’


Stefan Boufler 2





You at the centre


Encouraging creativity in others has, over the past decade, become our primary concern, and shaping our teaching activity around the needs of the individual has allowed us to nurture that creativity more effectively. In order for us to do this, it’s vital to identify the unique characteristics, needs and behaviours of that individual (the context of their creativity), and to recognize how and why certain conditions or environments can support, nourish or even challenge their creative growth.


Creativity Begins with You explores these themes in three dedicated chapters – Identity, Habit and Play – which go some way in helping to define those internal and external characteristics more clearly. We then conclude with the definitive fourth and final chapter, Practice, which feeds your intellectual growth by way of more than 30 hands-on workshops for you to explore at your leisure.


Why does this all matter?


We believe exploring our creativity is essential for several reasons – not least that the world would be far more utilitarian if it weren’t for our collective endeavours.









There is an ease with which our creativity can become blunted through use, and there is a constant need for us to re-question and re-evaluate our assumptions and practice.








In his book On Directing Film, David Mamet says that ‘the conscious mind always wants to be liked and wants to be interesting ... the conscious mind is going to suggest the obvious, the cliché, because these things offer the security of having succeeded in the past.’3 The pressures of continual measurement and assessment in the educational world, and the weight of commercial deadlines, economic bias or self-doubt can cause us to fall back on tried-and-tested routes or creative patterns. We play to our historic strengths and end up producing safe yet mostly uninteresting work (or no work at all). In doing so, we can end up like a cover band of old projects, continually replaying our favourite hits, and slowly sucking the soul from the work we once loved. There is an ease with which our creativity can become blunted through use, and there is a constant need for us to re-question and re-evaluate our assumptions and practice.


Creativity within the education sector is experiencing broader change. With fewer arts subjects being available to the under 18s, there is a concerning shift in the traditional art-student demographic. The ongoing commercialization of education (university courses as products, and students as customers) and aggressive adoption of data-driven business models has changed the atmosphere of the art school. While much of this change is inevitable and shaped by broader global issues, the impact on our long-term creative development (and our ability to learn) is compromised. When we become numbers in a system, our individuality can be lost and, as we will explore, that uniqueness plays a significant role in our creative development.


Whether you are someone who’s never considered themselves creative or interesting enough, a student entering art school or university, or even a seasoned practitioner with decades of experience, there is always more to learn. Never has there been such a time to re-focus on the individual nature of the creative journey and take ownership of your own learning.


So yes, another book on creativity, but this one is specifically about yours.
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Chapter 1:


Identity


Introduction


Our formative years in education shape many of us in a particular way, essentially rooting us in a worldview that generally assumes there’s a right and a wrong way of doing things. Choices are often presented as black or white, as nature or nurture, left wing or right wing, true or false, and these dualistic views can create a conceptual division in the way we think about everything – including creativity. This is important because most of us would agree that a central quality of creativity is its capacity to embrace possibility (the grey) and, as such, any dualistic bias can limit our potential to grow creatively. There is a real chance that we naturally polarize creative choices into an either/or scenario (reducing the expansive possibility into a reductive yes or no), without ever being aware of it. If you’ve ever reflected on your work, thinking ‘Is this right?’ out of a fear of getting it ‘wrong’, you’re probably thinking dualistically. We all tend to question our work, and that’s OK – questions are good. It’s what we do with them, however, that’s significant in the long term.




‘There are at least two major tasks to human life. The first task is to build a strong “container” or identity; the second is to find the contents that the container was meant to hold.’


Richard Rohr.1





In his book A Year with Swollen Appendices, artist/producer/writer Brian Eno lists some of the qualities used to identify him: mammal, father, musician, writer, grumbler, drifting clarifier, and so on.2 There is a sense in his writings that, by not being limited to a singular dualistic boundary (‘I am this, I am not that’), he is somehow free to be more fully who he is (‘I am greater than the sum of my parts’... Aristotle.3). Eno is an artist and a producer and a writer (and many other things). Rob Bell, author, speaker, pastor (and many other things), takes this idea further and talks about the integration of all our disparate qualities: ‘Holism is the reality that emerges only when all the parts are put together but can’t be individually located, labeled, or identified at a smaller, component, parts level.’4 Education itself, particularly at undergraduate level, is guilty – at least in part – to a narrowing of our focus. Subjects are presented (often for the benefit of potential students) in neatly packaged bundles that define a curated pattern of study – increasingly focused towards a specific career, and inevitably to the exclusion of other practices and processes. Even if your creativity is located around a particular discipline (graphic design, for example), limiting yourself to that label means some things are in and others are out.


However, we are far more than the labels we place upon each other. And, even more than the unifying qualities of holism, where we begin to see the relationship between constituent parts of the whole us, if we seek to remove the idea of labels altogether, a refreshing process of creative rediscovery can begin. If you choose to see your creative practice (your process) as part of a unique, one-of-a-kind perspective – holistically linked to who you are – you’ll value and invest in that process at a far deeper and more primal level. We normally place a high value on any species surviving in small numbers (protecting rare orchids, sea turtles or indigenous languages), and we generally celebrate diversity in the natural world. Yet so often, our understanding, and teaching, of creativity can be a top-down transference of externally imposed and homogenized principles, rather than a journey that seeks to discover, protect and nurture something fragile and unique (one in nearly eight billion, when you come to think about it!). True creativity consists of unearthing and embracing all the factors that make you who you are, and then framing and nurturing those qualities, rather than dictating and forcing others. Aiming for tonal variation, rather than black or white.
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Balance—Distinctive, collage by Tom Jenkins (see Combine)





So, we want to begin this creative journey by dropping any expectation that there’s a right way to make or define things when it comes to your creativity – to encourage you to let go of the black or white, to embrace possibility, and start exploring what you bring to the table. This chapter begins to unpack five key themes that we believe are essential when considering your wider creative identity, thereby setting the scene for everything that follows.



There are processes



In writing this book, we are very aware that our backgrounds are within the world of design, which naturally shapes our bias. However, many of the principles of design are, in essence, universal and apply across a broad range of creative disciplines. Common to any established design/creative practice is a process – the defined or intuitive model upon which a given individual or organization will base any creative activity. This is often put in place for the benefit of the student (to teach), the client (to market) or finance department (to cost). Indeed, design process and design thinking are terms regularly used to describe definitive things in the current discourse surrounding creativity. The latter is often a misleading term – in most instances, when people refer to design thinking, what they usually mean is one of four things: thinking, creativity, a process or a strategy. Most academic courses in design will have their own unique articulation, which can act as the skeleton around which a richer curriculum is built. This is also true for many well-respected industry bodies internationally.


The danger of frameworks


Design doesn’t claim ownership of creativity, but it’s perhaps the discipline that has focused the most attention on identifying what creativity is, and on finding ways of communicating it to others. (Do an online image search for design process diagram and you will see something of the scale of our combined attempts to capture the essence of a creative process.) The danger is, however, that although any given formula can establish a clear path to work from initially, over time it can create a limiting furrow that ultimately reduces spontaneity, risk and play – key qualities of creativity (which we cover in Chapter 3). We end up following the same routines, using the same examples or words; even our love of a particular discipline can wane if left unchecked. We can also fall foul of the duality trap – assuming that there is, somewhere out there, a perfect way of working.



No single process



We believe that there is no one optimum creative process (and we refer to this in more detail in Chapter 2). There is no single way to be creative because we are creative by nature. Being creative can be tied to a specific expression of that creativity (artist, designer, musician) and this, like dualism, ultimately limits us. Instead, there are processes – in and through and around which we need to operate, and from which we can always continue to learn.



Mystery



The ‘perfect process’ problem, we think, stems from a deeply rooted desire to articulate a magic formula that will guarantee creative success. However, this desire is ultimately undermined by the limitations of language. We’ve all seen pictures of the Northern Lights, or footage of killer whales breaching the surface of a mirror-flat Pacific Ocean. You may know of friends who, with only a large elastic band strapped to their ankles, have jumped from bridges in remote parts of New Zealand, or busy professionals who choose to spend their vacations nursing orphaned babies in some of the poorest parts of the world. We can imagine what it must be like, and their verbal or written descriptions will often come pretty close, but the experience itself will almost certainly leave the individual lost for words. And it’s not just the high-octane, extreme activities that cause us to run out of adjectives or allegories. Simple observations, like watching the morning light dance through the trees, or sitting down to a well-earned cup of tea, or seeing a friend come out of their shell after a period of personal difficulty, all carry something of the sublime and ultimately have to be experienced rather than described.


Some things (auroras, orcas, adrenaline, compassion, light, tea, hope...) can go beyond our capacity to understand; we’re only able to share that experience in real time. The essence of these encounters needs to be celebrated as mystery – beyond our capacity to know or make sense of, only to be explained through experience. By extension, we’d argue that the very act of nurturing and shaping a creative idea – in whatever form this may take – carries something of this mystery with it. In our pursuit of the perfect process, there’s a danger that we forget the place of creative mystery and become driven by our need to understand and define, rather than to experience.









By focusing on your unique creativity as the thing of greatest value – rather than the outcomes you create – you can begin to redefine how you engage with new ideas, and develop a deep-rooted need to bring them to life.









Processes



We have all utilized creative methods, diagrams or models in some way; formal education is essentially built upon them. They are helpful and form a good foundation from which to develop. However, moving beyond a formula – or indeed, beyond the notion that any of these diagrams or descriptions are correct – is fundamental to a deeper level of creative growth. In the same way that moving from a single title (father, or husband, or designer, or teacher) and embracing them all holistically (father and husband and...) can bring a degree of personal freedom, moving from process (singular) to processes (plural) seems to unlock something at the core of how you function creatively. Arguably a modest shift in the use of our (limited) language, but our observations have been that this particular adjustment in thinking opens up a significant number of new creative possibilities. What if I worked like this? What if I changed that? What if I stopped this? What if I started that? What if...? Utilizing processes seems to fuel any existing dualistic thinking far less – perhaps because there is far less room for comparison. Journey and destination are held on an equal footing.


You are distinctive


We each have a unique story to tell. Where we come from, who and what shaped our development, our wiring and interests, and how we continue to evolve in an ever-changing world is, for want of a better description, extraordinary. Culturally, however, conventions exist that categorize some stories as better than others, or propose that some actions, opinions or creations matter more than others.


Thoughts on value


Our experiences working with students suggest that this value perspective is driven by a broader worldview that fundamentally works against your creative self – essentially proposing that what you achieve is more important than who you are. Celebrity. Status. Notoriety. Fame. Money. Power. Scale. Volume... These are all external rewards that prompt our creative gaze to focus outwards. Somewhere else. Something else. Someone else. Short-term, instant gratification. The problem with this worldview is that it causes our wider sense of creative worth to be judged in the same way. The novel that was never published. The design that lost the pitch. The song that didn’t get recorded. All failed attempts to succeed in whatever industry you deem relevant and now, by implication, all redundant creative works that reduce your sense of individual worth because they don’t endorse celebrity, status, notoriety or whatever. Our default emphasis is often on the perceived success of the outcome, which can, over time, become a paralyzing force if we have a run of ‘unsuccessful’ ventures – affecting how we subsequently engage with, develop or complete any creative task.


However, if we knew that the unpublished novel was written by a single parent, working three jobs just to break even, and that it took over five years to complete, our view of its unpublished state may be a little less dismissive. We might even be curious to learn what it was about, and we would certainly value it more highly as a creative work – despite its non-published status.


Something interesting begins to happen when we enlarge our field of vision. The context, ambition and arduous creative process (with its inevitable mistakes) significantly increase the value of the whole. The outcome is made stronger by including both the process and the person. By considering a broader set of factors, the lack of a publishing deal is somehow overshadowed by grit, determination, resolve, belief and an undeniable sense of possibility.


We may not all face the challenges of a single parent fighting for the time, space or energy to write. Some of us may be in a far more comfortable, even privileged, position, with time and money to help us be creative. Being creative may even be our day job. Whatever your situation, though, we believe there’s an alternative – more helpful criteria that can create a more fertile environment from which to start thinking about creativity. Integrity. Care. Honesty. Determination. Consequence. Responsibility. Balance. Truth... Importantly, these are mostly internal rewards that make us accountable for our own choices. Here. This. Me. Long-term, delayed gratification. These are also qualities that tend to encourage our sense of creative worth, helping us see who we are and what we do more holistically – as a journey.



Thoughts on perspective


This sense of how and what we value when it comes to creativity can seem a little detached from the day-to-day practice of making. However, the underlying position or perspective we adopt (consciously, or otherwise) will have a significant bearing on how far we can grow beyond our current abilities. We believe it’s helpful to:


Begin with who you are, where you are from, your interests, strengths, weaknesses, experiences, etc. The things that set you apart from others. Your uniqueness. Your identity.


Value these qualities as equal to, albeit different from, the person next to you – rather than better or worse (dualism again). There is no competition.


Recognize that this distinctiveness can be harnessed as a powerful tool in your capacity to birth new ideas.


No one notices things the way you do. You are the only person who sees the world like you do, and that surely has to be celebrated if creativity is (as we believe), in part, an outward expression of the inner you, and which thrives when offered the chance to create new interpretations of old themes.




‘ Identifying how we go about doing anything is essential to modifying or gaining control over it.’


Neil Fiore 5





Focusing solely on the strength or weakness of the creative outcome ultimately emphasizes what any given novel, design or song can do for us. It reduces the value of creative work to a base product that is solely there for others to consume. It pays little or no respect to the benefits of creativity itself, let alone the person who made it, their uniqueness, and what the act of making did for them, or others. By focusing on your unique creativity as the thing of greatest value – rather than the outcomes you create – you can begin to redefine how you engage with new ideas, and develop a deep-rooted need to bring them to life.



You already have a manifesto



You and your work exist within a context that shapes and defines a creative manifesto – the how-you-do-whatever-it-is-you-already-do. By identifying your practice as a manifesto, you can start to reassess your sense of what constitutes success or failure, and address underlying creative problems along the way.


Reflecting on and defining your existing practice in some detail is highly significant creatively, as experience suggests that these manifestos shape our growth in a variety of ways – some superficially, and (importantly) others far more deeply. Our manifestos – what we believe about ourselves and our craft – can simultaneously inhibit and enhance. Like driving a car with both the brake and accelerator engaged, we can expend significant energy trying to move but repeatedly find ourselves frustrated that we never seem to be getting very far. By identifying and giving language to both our historical and existing processes, we can pinpoint areas of strength and potential growth that are specific to us as individuals.


Our experience working with students has shown that the initial exploration to find the central focus, patterns and edges of your practice (the beginnings of your manifesto) can seem a little daunting, confusing or, occasionally, pointless. We all generally want a quick fix. The results, however, have proved pivotal in helping individuals move beyond their existing working habits, and experience a significant and positive shift in creative possibility. This book – and particularly the practice exercises in Chapter 4 – essentially constitute some of the attempts we’ve made to help with this process.


Know thy enemy


Much of this first chapter has been concerned with knowing yourself, or at least, offering some initial thoughts that begin to frame you and your current creative practice in a new light. In this penultimate part of the chapter we turn our attention to the dark side of creativity.


Sun Tzu was a Chinese military strategist, army general and philosopher from around the 6th century BC. His ideas found form in the seminal text The Art of War and his writings have influenced military strategy in both the East and West ever since. Steven Pressfield is an American writer with over a dozen novels to his name, including several bestsellers and a number that have been turned into films. His seminal text, The War of Art, is a nod to the strategies of Sun Tzu, but turns its gaze towards creativity rather than military might. Both reference the idea of knowing yourself and your enemy as a central component to the advancement of their respective battles.




‘ If you know the enemy and know yourself, you need not fear the result of a hundred battles. If you know yourself but not the enemy, for every victory gained you will also suffer a defeat. If you know neither the enemy nor yourself, you will succumb in every battle.’
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