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Inspiration
exists, but
it has to find
you working.


— Pablo Picasso
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Introduction


A 50-cup-a-day coffee habit; obsessive journaling; walking obscene distances; organizing objects pilfered from desert wildernesses; the corporeal as canvas: as the title suggests, this book presents the creative process as being something wildly diverse; methodical yet peppered with glimmers of madness.


It’s a strange thing to write about other people’s methods as it inherently makes you question your own: You wonder, am I doing this right? Would I work better if I, say, developed a strict exercise regime like Leonardo da Vinci? Would immersing myself in nature like Björk help me to unlock my creativity? Should I just give up now since, unlike David Lynch, I can’t meditate properly, let alone Transcendentally?


What made this such a joy to put together, however, was the confirmation that there really is no right or wrong in the creative process. Just as each of these 56 geniuses and their work is utterly individual, so too are the ways in which they go about making it. Hopefully as you read this, as writing it did for me, you’ll be encouraged to ponder your own methodical quirks and peccadilloes. That sort of reflection can shed new light on your work and workings, helping you to make the most of the things that work for you. At the same time, the sheer variety of approaches described may inspire you to tackle creativity in new ways you previously hadn’t dreamed possible.


Yet while no two methods are identical, it soon became apparent that there were patterns in the way some of these artists approached their process. The ability to harness your unconscious is one, as in the case of Patti Smith and Bob Dylan. Sometimes it involves taking inspiration from those around you, like Lou Reed and Nan Goldin. And sometimes it’s just about sheer hard work and dedication, as the examples of Martin Scorsese and Stephen King make clear. There are myriad routes to creativity, and no clear delineation between them. Creativity is both fluid and completely individual.


These pages are intended not only as an exploration of some of the greatest creative minds of today and from history, but also as chisels with which to chip away at creative block. Maybe you could make like Bowie and embrace randomness and chance: flick through the pages and take note from whichever you land on—give it a go; even if you have little interest in the person it describes, maybe you’ll be inspired.


Some using this book might already have a good sense of how they work—are you a fanatical organizer, or more in tune with the mystical side of creativity? If you know you have little patience with muses, transcendence, and the like, seek out those who favor regiment and control—maybe you’re a Manolo Blahnik or Alfred Hitchcock, in complete command of every aspect of their craft. Find creative catalysts in chaos? Then you’re a little like Francis Bacon, so be inspired and encouraged by his anarchic example. If you prefer to work with the twinkle of esoteric, cabalistic mysteries on the horizon, or keep one eye following sacred and ancient patterns of the universe, know that Ana Mendieta and Yayoi Kusama share your sensibilities. As Toni Morrison implores: take the time to understand the minutiae of your own process, and in doing so, you’ll “open doors” to your own imagination.


For all of my own adventures into the minds of these creative heroes and heroines, it took weeks of panic, procrastination, and blank page-staring for me to even write this simple introduction, before it suddenly poured out, scribbled in good old-fashioned ballpoint in a notebook in bed at a humdrum English holiday camp. As countless thinkers throughout history have revealed, inspiration can strike at any time, anywhere, and for strange and deliciously unfathomable reasons. Like Agatha Christie and Bill Viola, for me it’s notebooks that are the most fruitful tools with which to capture these elusive flashes: I wrote the first scrappy draft of this in one of three dog-eared books I carry everywhere—that might sound like a lot, but Christie was known to have anywhere up to half a dozen on her at any given moment.


While this all seems to point to the legitimacy of that good old cliché of the eureka moment arriving while you’re brushing your teeth, on the bus, or in the bath, another thing that so many artists and thinkers agree on is that sure, the concept of the metaphysical “muse” is rather lovely, but we cannot simply sit, palms outstretched, waiting for her to alight. “To know what you’re going to draw, you have to begin drawing,” as Picasso puts it. Nick Cave, too, acknowledges that the oft-mythologized artistic process is “just hard labor.”


That groundwork and practice is likely to be sometimes rather boring. We’ll suffer the ugliness of a wastepaper basket overflowing with furiously crumpled sheets of abandoned drafts; canvases will be ruefully painted over and started again; guitar strings will be broken, and fingers might bleed. But along the way, it’s okay to make mistakes: Christoph Niemann’s whole ethos is based around it. Sometimes, the best things arrive from the detours and the blunders. And it’s okay to progress slowly—let Joseph Heller reassure you of that.


Hopefully this book will prove that while great works of art carry mysteries, the creative process itself should not be such an unfathomable and rarefied thing. It is multifarious and certainly fascinating, but it is also often rather banal. These great minds are in many ways just like yours and mine—it’s a combination of graft, talent, and dogged individuality that makes these artists stand out as the visionaries they are. Learning more about these people and their often weird and wonderful ideas about how to approach creativity will, I hope, not only bring new methods to your figurative (or literal) table, but also inspire you to embrace the magic of your own process.
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