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How do we rate work?


‘It’s bad,’


‘It’s good,’


Or ‘It’s brilliant.’


What response does your work usually get? Be honest.


This book will show you how to ensure your work is brilliant.









Introduction


You don’t have to be brilliant to produce brilliant work. Many of the characters you will meet in this book failed at school, lacked natural talent, were not especially gifted or were repeatedly sacked. But their methods produced brilliant work – and they will work for you, too.


For the last twenty years, I have taught the techniques in this book to students at Central Saint Martins in London, one of the world’s leading art and design universities, helping them tap into a reservoir of unused potential. And when I give talks and workshops at some of the world’s most successful companies, such as Apple, Samsung and Porsche, I draw on these stories to inspire creativity. Now I want to share them with you.


Whether you are a business or an individual, you might find it hard to produce something significant and important. The real-life heroes in this book will show you how to make the transformation from ordinary to extraordinary. The longer you carry on working in the same way, the deeper into the rut of mediocrity you might get. Don’t expect help – it’s down to you. So if your work is good but not brilliant, or if you feel like you’re dying inside as you sit through another meeting or a dreary PowerPoint presentation, now is the time to act.









Adopt a gladiator mindset


Anyone wanting to produce brilliant work needs to adopt a gladiator mindset. A gladiator in ancient Rome needed intelligence, skill and a strong will – qualities that underpin any significant project. You have to shield your work against attacks while simultaneously fighting back.


In the 1990s, a painful professional blow struck the architect Zaha Hadid. Her design for the Cardiff Bay Opera House had won the competition. It was her big breakthrough moment – architects and design experts agreed it would be the most original and compelling building in Britain, looking like jewels around the neck of an opera singer. Yet the narrow-minded politicians and bureaucrats in control of the funding cancelled the project.


Hadid was devastated, yet she fought back with even more proposals for projects across the globe. A pattern emerged. Architects and designers considered her designs the best, and she won the commissions. But committees in charge of decision-making lost their nerve and backed down.


Still, she didn’t become discouraged, despite the many years when her ideas were considered impossible to transform into bricks and mortar. Only when a Hadid design was eventually built, the Vitra Fire Station in Weil am Rhein, Germany, did the floodgates open. Suddenly everyone wanted her to design a landmark building.


I had the privilege of meeting Hadid at Central Saint Martins when she came in to talk to my students. She was a lively and commanding presence. Before her talk, she had a strong coffee and a bag of potato crisps, and before eating a crisp she held it up and rotated it slowly to scrutinize its curved geometry from different angles.


I had set my art students an architecture project. Rather than design a building on paper, I asked them to dive straight in and make models with whatever materials they found in the studio; not only traditional mediums like cardboard and clay, but things like coffee cups or bubble wrap. I limited them to twenty minutes to make the model. Their rough, raw models fascinated Hadid, and she loved the idea of working quickly and instinctively, an attribute she felt in danger of losing given her role as CEO of a multimillion-dollar company. Despite her fame and success, her interest in the work was intense. She also knew that I was a painter, and bombarded me with questions about glazes, washes and the techniques of various artists. She saw an opportunity to learn, absorbing anything that could make her work stronger and more brilliant.
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Weapons of mass creation


Hadid had the steely determination of a fighter. She wasn’t born with this ability – she developed it. As an Iranian woman in the competitive and male-dominated world of architecture, she had to overcome obstacle after obstacle. She intentionally developed her gladiator mindset so that her personality shone through in her work – a determination to be true to herself and her vision, no matter what. Look around you: most objects are symmetrical. Hadid used asymmetry to make her designs dramatic and eye-catching. Although committees had been afraid of the asymmetry in her work, Hadid stuck to her guns. She didn’t strive for balance but aimed for unbalanced.


Dare to create instability. Unbalance your audience by keeping them on edge. Punctuate long, quiet periods in a song with short, loud sections, or leave a large blank area of a painting next to a finely wrought area. Every element in your work – its colour, size or texture – has a weight. Symmetry divides these elements equally either side of a centreline, making it predictable and humdrum. An asymmetrical design has different loads. It will make your work more dynamic and surprising. In Hadid’s brilliant design for a 128-metre yacht, in association with the German shipbuilder Blohm+Voss, each side was different, but the weight was distributed equally. Instead of the usual horizontal lines, Hadid connected the decks with diagonals, to create a dynamic object that suited its dynamic environment.


The committee of Welsh politicians and bureaucrats played it safe and refused to fund the Cardiff Bay Opera House. When their Chinese counterparts later commissioned the Guangzhou Opera House from Hadid, they helped transform their city into a cultural capital that declares Guangzhou to be a modern, forward-looking city, unafraid of new ideas. In 2004 Hadid became the first woman to win the prestigious Pritzker Architecture Prize since it was first awarded in 1979, and more prizes followed. When she won the Royal Gold Medal for Architecture in 2016, she said, ‘As a woman in architecture, you’re always an outsider. It’s OK, I like being on the edge.’ Once, Hadid had a reputation for designing unbuildable buildings; now, she has earned a reputation for building the unbuildable.


1It’s not enough to produce work, sit back and hope it will be appreciated. You have to build a gladiator mindset so that you can fight for it. Hadid’s gladiator attitude is essential for anyone in any field – she didn’t complain about her situation, she picked up her sword and fought and proved how good she was through her work.


2We must know when to fight for our work. We all suffer blows and injuries to our ego in the fight for what we believe in. No one else is going to risk everything for your work. It’s down to you to pick up the sword. ‘People don’t understand the kind of fight it takes to record what you want to record the way you want to record it,’ said Billie Holiday.









Think like a guerrilla – lessons in counterinsurgency


Don’t assume brilliant work will get attention because it’s brilliant. Great achievements can go unnoticed in a busy, chaotic world. If you produce something you’re proud of, make sure the spotlight shines on it. Sometimes we’re concentrating so hard on doing brilliant work that we forget to look up and make sure it’s getting recognition.


In 1939, the artist Salvador Dalí was arrested in New York and charged with malicious mischief. He smashed a huge plate-glass window of the department store Bonwit Teller. The store had hired Dalí to produce some art for their windows. He created surreal scenes with naked mannequins, a bathtub with buffalo legs, and other strange combinations. They were so outrageous that when he left to set up an exhibition in a gallery, the store changed his work.


When Dalí returned to Bonwit Teller and saw the alterations, he was furious. He jumped into the display and tried to rearrange it, crashing the bathtub through the window. No one was injured, but the police arrested Dalí. The judge handed him a suspended sentence because he believed that ‘every artist has the right to defend their work’.


An angry mob gathered outside Dalí’s New York gallery exhibition before it opened, frustrated because they wanted to get inside and buy his work. The connection between negative publicity and positive sales impressed Dalí.


When Dalí was promoting an exhibition in London, he delivered a talk dressed in a deep-sea diving costume. There was a point to the stunt: the theme of his speech was diving deep into the unconscious. The crowd was thrilled as he staggered about, arms flailing. To their delight, he eventually collapsed. It took a while before everyone realized he was suffocating from lack of oxygen, because he didn’t understand how diving suits worked. The other artists struggled to get the helmet off. On the opening day of the exhibition, the crowds were so huge outside that they stopped the traffic in Piccadilly. More publicity!


In person Dalí was shy, quiet, and disliked self-promotion. But his exhibitions took him months to put together, so he’d do anything to make sure they received attention. He accepted publicity as a necessary evil. There’s nothing more frustrating than producing brilliant work, only for no one to notice.


When Dalí’s friend and barber threw a party to celebrate the opening of his new barbershop, his press releases and ads didn’t make an impact, so he asked Dalí to attend, knowing he’d attract the press. Dalí posed with the barber for a crowd of photographers. ‘How much publicity do you want?’ asked Dalí. ‘As much as I can get,’ replied the barber. Dalí thought for a moment. Then he picked up a hammer and walked towards the shop’s front window.


Dalí abandoned traditional publicity techniques and instead created guerrilla tactics, paving the way for artists like Warhol, Jeff Koons and Damien Hirst to become media icons. Dalí spent 99 per cent of his time on his artworks and 1 per cent on publicity. But he made sure that 1 per cent had a significant impact. People from all walks of life soon realized they could use the same tactics.


It’s an unpleasant truth that creating great work isn’t enough. I’ve seen many of my most talented students go unnoticed because they didn’t promote their work. It’s frustrating for me because I want them to succeed and I know they could – if only they’d understand that getting attention is part of their job.


1Don’t let your work go unnoticed. It’s your responsibility to ensure your work connects with the right audience. Please don’t assume a brilliant idea will be adopted when shown to your organization or audience. You must frame your concept so it’s understood, accepted and put into action. Dalí had an introverted personality, but he appreciated the necessity of overcoming his shyness and promoting his work. He would do whatever it took to get maximum exposure. Would you? Be eye-catching, but focus on communicating your message, and not attracting attention for its own sake.


2Get support. Find an agent or manager to help you. Gala was Dalí’s life partner and manager. She helped him to promote himself and to be more and more outrageous. Early in his career, Gala organized a ‘Zodiac’ club. There were twelve members, and each month one agreed to buy a Dalí painting for 2,500 francs (a lot of money at the time), which ensured him a stable income.


3Explain yourself. Make your ideas public – write a blog or post on social media. Dalí wrote and published three diaries, one titled Diary of a Genius (1963), in which he wrote revealing facts and promoted his work and philosophy.


4Make sure your work has substance. Attention is not a goal in itself; the purpose is to guide people to your work. Remember that you are trying to achieve something of worth. Sometimes when I’m trying to promote a book (like this one), I find myself absorbed in social media and lose sight of the real purpose, which is to explain how these ideas are useful. Dalí’s stunts were shocking, but focused on revealing his surrealist ideas. Make sure your self-promotion fits with your message.


5Make your promotion memorable and relevant. Dalí’s deep-sea diver stunt is still written about in art history books because it was connected to his work.


6Don’t set out to upset or annoy. You might want to shock, but ultimately you want people to enjoy and share your work with friends. Dalí was witty and charming, not annoying. Don’t act out of character just for attention – Dalí was true to himself.









Enjoy the lows as much as the highs


It’s essential to develop a strategy for dealing with your life’s highs and lows. Research shows our mind has evolved to cope with difficulties by avoiding them. We avoid the pain caused by low points, but it stops us from taking action that would enable us to fulfil our potential.


In the future, you’ll feel the pain of missed opportunities. The exhibitions, tech start-ups, films, businesses, social media platforms, and albums you didn’t attempt will haunt you. It’s not about being a great success; it’s about knowing you tried and did your best.


Launching any important creative project takes courage. Many things can go wrong, and some usually do. If you care deeply, your emotions will soar up and down. You cannot achieve something worthwhile without experiencing emotional highs and lows. Whether you are creating a business start-up, an art installation, a climate change project, a science project, writing a novel or recording an album, you’ll have to deal with setbacks if you care about a project.


In the 1970s, a film director had problems with a temperamental star who was always late, wouldn’t follow the most straightforward directions, and had frequent breakdowns. An entire team was devoted to getting the star on set, pampering them and tending to their every need. The star ate up the film’s budget. Each day, the director scoured the rushes, but the lead actor’s volatile antics ruined most scenes. The actors, film crew and producers regretted committing to a movie dominated by a mechanical shark.


The film’s director, Steven Spielberg, wanted Hollywood to take him seriously and was desperate for Jaws to make an impact. For any creative person, it’s important to control your emotions and focus on what you need to do. And to achieve that, it’s essential to figure out a strategy to deal with the lows and the highs.


High: Universal Studios had asked Spielberg to direct Jaws. It was a big-budget movie and an opportunity to show he could handle the big time.


Low: Spielberg felt there were problems with the script. He believed an audience only became genuinely involved in a film if there were people to root for, but the audience rooted for the shark in this film. Many rewrites were done by many different writers, and they had to start shooting without a finished script.


Low: Richard Dreyfuss, although a little-known actor at the time, turned down his role three times. He didn’t like the script or his character because he had to dispense an endless stream of shark facts.


High: Dreyfuss eventually accepted the role. His previous film had been a flop, so, worried he’d never get another role, he took the part with huge reservations. He said later, ‘We started the film without a script, without a cast, and without a shark.’


High: Spielberg’s friend George Lucas visited the 20-foot-long shark in a hangar in Hollywood. Lucas looked at the script and shark and said, ‘If you can get half of this on film, you’re gonna have the biggest hit of all time.’


Low: Spielberg insisted on filming in the ocean rather than in a tank, which was more realistic but less manageable. Seawater caused mechanical problems with the shark; and the crew nicknamed the film Flaws because it kept sinking and needed constant repairs.


High: The shark needed so many repairs, Spielberg and the actors had hours to spend improving their lines and scenes.


Low: The mechanical shark looked ridiculous. Its skin became sodden and was as terrifying as a waterlogged sofa. As a result, the shark’s first appearance isn’t until eighty minutes into the movie. Spielberg had to cut it out of scenes and show short glimpses rather than lengthy shots.


High: Not showing the shark created more suspense and made it more frightening.


Low: Spielberg ran 300 per cent over budget, and the 55-day filming schedule turned into 159 days.


High: Jaws was so successful it made motion picture history.


Low: Spielberg assumed he’d be nominated for an Academy Award for Best Director and invited a television camera crew to his office to capture his reaction to the nominations’ announcement. However, the Academy slighted him, and he wasn’t nominated. He couldn’t hide his disappointment and was filmed instead with his head in his hands.


High: This motivated Spielberg to produce films the Academy would rate and begin pre-production on Close Encounters of the Third Kind.


[image: Start of image description, An illustrated side view of a rollercoaster with passengers in carriages at its highest and lowest points., end of image description]


1Learn to enjoy the emotional lows as much as the highs. If your aim is a consistent, happy state, creativity is not for you. Any creative project is an exhilarating rollercoaster ride. ‘Passion is needed for any great work, and for the revolution, passion and audacity are required in big doses,’ said Che Guevara. If you’re not passionate about what you’re doing, stop and move on to something you care about.


2The psychiatrist Leon Sloman and the psychologist Paul Gilbert researched ‘involuntary defeat strategy’. They discovered feelings of helplessness have evolutionary underpinnings. Our ancestors’ difficult situations were usually life or death – those who gave up survived to reproduce. Your genes don’t care if you’re happy so long as you survive. They shout, ‘Take the easy option and give up.’


3Setbacks strengthen you if you overcome them. Developing a resolute willpower is as essential as creating the work.









Transform ordinary into extraordinary


It’s easy to fall into the trap of fire-fighting – dealing with small, urgent problems and doing just enough to get by. That’s why most of our work is ordinary. We get bogged down in satisfying short-term needs and lose the ambition to produce extraordinary work.


If your work is ordinary, there’s a solution – add ‘extra’ to ordinary. Maybe you feel you’re an ordinary person doing an ordinary job in an ordinary way. Decide to do something ‘extra’, and you’re on your way to becoming ‘extra’ ordinary. ‘Extra’ is from the Latin, meaning ‘beyond, better than the ordinary’. It’s not enough to fulfil the brief. Be generous. Go above and beyond what’s expected of you.


A firm of Italian architects responded to a competition to design a bridge. They created a power station – with a bridge attached. Architects Francesco Colarossi, Giovanna Saracino and Luisa Saracino designed the ‘Solar Wind’ bridge, which had twenty-six wind turbines added to the structure and solar cells embedded in the roadway and could generate enough renewable energy to power thousands of homes. They went the extra mile and solved more than the problem of crossing from one side to the other. Don’t see your goal as fulfilling the client’s brief; see your goal as producing something extraordinary.


Artist Tom Phillips started his project A Humument in 1966. The task he set himself was to find a second-hand book and paint or collage onto every page to create an entirely new version. The book he used was an obscure Victorian oddity, and he added a page to it every week for years. Phillips’ first version was printed in 1973, and he has continuously developed it into an extraordinary, fascinating work. It is his masterpiece and what he is most known for. It was an epic undertaking, but that was the point: to set himself a huge challenge. By constantly adding a little bit to it every week, over the weeks and years it has grown into an awesome work of breathtaking scale.


An exponent of the ‘extra’ mindset is technology entrepreneur Elon Musk, who has said, ‘I think it’s possible for ordinary people to choose to be extraordinary.’ Musk’s achievements are exceptional because he believed he could make himself do extraordinary things. When designing the Tesla electric car, he dreamed up extras, and used computer technology to ensure a Tesla could be years old and still have all the latest features. The Tesla’s first innovation was to be self-driving, and Musk regularly added extra features. These include enabling the Tesla to talk to pedestrians; ‘Sentry Mode’, which takes videos of anyone who goes near the vehicle; ‘Enhanced Summon’, which can park it in tight spaces; and ‘Stop Light Warning’, which alerts you if it looks like you might accidentally shoot through a red light. ‘Chill Mode’ is for a smooth, gentle ride.


I’ve worked with CEOs of major organizations in my work for The Future Group (a bespoke executive education programme designed for future business leaders wanting to develop their leadership skills), as well as some of the world’s most significant and innovative companies such as Apple and Samsung. In everyday life, the leaders are surprisingly ordinary, but at work, they desperately want to produce something extraordinary. When I work with them, I try to instil a simple principle: relentlessly think of features you can add to your product or service. I once worked as a creative consultant for a business that produced and sold cars. We added a financing arm to help customers finance their purchases, which grew to the point where it was more lucrative than car sales. As a result, the company dropped the car sales because the enterprise was so complicated and required so much space. Instead, they focused on the finance – but kept adding extra attributes.


The ‘extra’ mindset was a huge attribute of the sculptor Eduardo Paolozzi. He was a tutor at the Royal College of Art when I was a student there, and he used to be very generous to collectors. If they bought one of his sculptures, he’d often give them some drawings and maquettes that had been used in the development of the work. They’d hang them in their homes to show the history of the sculpture. It was instinctive generosity by Paolozzi, but I noticed it was also a good marketing ploy – though he would never have thought of it like that. ‘Business strategy’ would have been an anathema to him – but it was good business. The collectors were drawn to buy more sculptures because they got so many extras.


Adopting the ‘extra’ mindset can transform your life and work. In 1891, a young man started a business selling scouring soap. He offered customers an extra as an enticement to buy his soap – a can of free baking powder. But the baking powder was more popular than his soap, so he decided to sell only baking powder, instead giving his customers free chewing gum with each can. Once again, the free item proved more popular than the one being sold, and William Wrigley decided to sell only chewing gum from then on. The lesson being, if your project is ordinary, add extras. The point is transformation – to make the sublime out of something commonplace.


1Train yourself to reject the ordinary and accept only the extraordinary. Don’t be afraid of producing something strange, different, or exceptional – be scared of creating something ordinary. Think unusual thoughts, and it will lead to extraordinary creations. Make the most of your abilities and talents by discarding your everyday ideas and keep thinking until the extraordinary arrives. The goal is not to amass an Elon Musk-scale fortune, but to get the most out of your talents.


2Do your ideas frighten you? If not, they’re too predictable. Reasonable people have achievable dreams because they fear failure, looking foolish and hard work. Successful people have goals that scare them. People around you will find a way to justify taking the regular route; you’ll have to force yourself to keep going beyond what you promised.


3What can you add to your project? Add to your skills and knowledge every day, and you’ll be able to add extras to your work. What can you learn that will make a new field accessible to you? Thinking extraordinary thoughts can become an everyday experience. If it’s not remarkable, it’s not worth doing.









Become an addict


Nature has installed an internal safety valve in us. We work within our limits, stop when we feel tired, take a coffee break when we can, and find ways to unwind. With this attitude, we only achieve the achievable.


The obsessive override their internal safety valve. Scratch the surface of a successful person, and you’ll find compulsion. It doesn’t matter if you have a low level of talent because a ridiculous, insane obsessiveness for your work will elevate you to the top level in your profession. You can produce brilliant work without ability as long as you apply obsession to the project. But no matter how talented you are, you can’t create excellent work without obsession.


‘Obsessed’ has become a derogatory word. ‘Obsessed’ is how the idle label the devoted – the obsessive throw themselves entirely into work with positivity and fascination. The compulsive work long after others have stopped. Work on what you’re most interested in, or you’re working on the wrong thing.


Imagine a fashion designer who tirelessly worked night and day, produced several detailed drawings of every garment, wasn’t content with the standard catwalk show, and instead built obsessively elaborate environments for the models to walk through. Instead of the usual runway, they would build an underwater world or a French country house, with real grass, ponds and trees. Someone that obsessive would dominate the fashion world – like Karl Lagerfeld.


When the young Lagerfeld was appointed designer at Fendi, he transformed it from a small luxury brand into a global phenomenon. He became head designer to the ‘near-dead’ brand Chanel when it had been in decline for years. Lagerfeld reinvigorated Chanel, made it relevant again, and boosted revenues to US$4 billion per year. ‘He’s a compulsive and obsessive artist, and it’s contagious,’ said actress Kristen Stewart. People admire the dedicated and driven. We must search for that driving need within us, and be driven not by shallow interests – to impress others, to earn money – but by a deep, worthy need to make the world a better, more beautiful place.


Lagerfeld’s fashion shows reflected contemporary and political topics, such as freedom or the environment. At the age of seventy-nine, he launched eight collections at Chanel and five at Fendi and two for his personal brand – fifteen shows. He also published a book of his photography, one of several he produced during his career. All this within just one year. He was livelier and more engaged than most twenty-year-olds. Although he died aged eighty-five, he had signed a contract with one fashion brand that committed him until he was 105.


Lagerfeld often became obsessed with a particular era, concept or technology and mined it for ideas. Indeed, he became so obsessed with iPods that he amassed over 100. Lagerfeld’s library, which contained over 300,000 books, was a complex construction of rolling ladders and spiral staircases. Instead of shelving books horizontally, he stacked them vertically because it was easier to read the titles. His library and photography were a resource he fed off; he realized that it’s not enough to like something, you have to obsessively consume it. If you build up your work, your work builds you. The good things you make, make you good.


We have a choice: the quiet life of underachievement, or the hard life of pushing ourselves until we fulfil our potential. Bill Gates slept on the floor of his office because going home used up too much time. While you’re unwinding, the obsessive are winding up because they work beyond their limits. Michelangelo worked eighteen hours a day painting The Last Judgement on the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel. He slept in his clothes, and when he finally took his boots off, the skin on his feet came off too. To reach an elevated level requires elevated commitment. We must try every option possible and maintain our enthusiasm. The great designer Philippe Starck explained, ‘from the 15th of June to the 15th of September, I live completely secluded, locked in one of my houses, working from 8 in the morning to 8 at night, or making my own biorhythm: work three hours, sleep 45 minutes, work three hours, sleep 45 minutes, for 24 hours, without eating. It’s a little sick.’ Great creative successes are the result of persisting when others have given in to distractions and discouragement.


A compulsion pushes you to find your strengths and then share them. Decisions are more straightforward if you direct everything towards achieving your goals. You’ll take responsibility for making every aspect of your work brilliant. Most artists have the same compulsive behaviours as drug addicts or alcoholics. The difference is that the artist makes sure they are addicted to something positive. Both are dealing with their inner demons and struggling with themselves, but the addict is avoiding their true calling by pouring all their effort into something worthless. One is easy; the other is hard. Being melodramatic is easy. Writing a play is hard. An addict or an art addict? The artist faces up to their compulsive behaviour and their fears; the addict panders to them.


1Only work on the subject that interests you the most. If you’re not obsessive about what you’re doing, you’re wasting your time on something temporary. Obsession is different from being a workaholic. A workaholic mindlessly slaves away. A passion isn’t about becoming a self-made millionaire but finding what you care about deeply and putting your heart into it. Working to your highest level gives you enormous belief in yourself and your work. Dedication to your own highest standards will make your job more rewarding – work all day and night, speak out when something isn’t good enough, and insist every detail is excellent.


2Don’t waste time on anything unimportant. Without an obsession, you’re not making the most of your time. Your work must be what you most enjoy doing. People who work hard go far. The obsessive go further than far. When I was writing this book, I wrote wherever and whenever possible. I often woke up in the middle of the night, wondered why, and then realized I’d had an idea in my sleep and typed up the idea. It’s the only way – you can’t drift in and out of a project, you must keep it at the forefront of your mind.


3Finish a project. Don’t start a project unless you’re obsessed with it. Finish the project once you’ve started; don’t let it drift on unresolved. Throw yourself into finishing it as if your life depended on it. The ability to see something through to the end is crucial – if you don’t complete a project, it can haunt you. For your work to stand out, you’ll have to work much harder than everyone else.


4Develop compulsive creative disorder. People won’t care about your work until they see how much you care about your work. Resist the pressure to use cheap materials, cut corners, or do things you know you shouldn’t – even if they could bring short-term profit. Be obsessed with the highest quality. Think of people you admire in politics, sport, the arts, business or science. They were high achievers, not because they were obsessed with making money, success or fame, but because they cared about achieving something worthwhile.









Turn insults into results


Rejection stings – we’ve all experienced the pain. Rebuttal makes some people give up, but somehow the successful find a way to bounce back stronger. How you react is essential, and rejection can be your best teacher if you use strong emotions to your benefit. The right attitude can transform the wrong response into the right result.


In 1977, unknown guitarist and producer Nile Rodgers was invited to the ‘hippest place on the planet’, the legendary and ultra-exclusive Studio 54 in New York. A bouncer hadn’t received the updated guest list and slammed the door in his face, telling him to ‘f**k off’. Most people would shuffle away and lick their wounds. Rodgers went back to his flat and immediately wrote a song called ‘F**k off!’ Then he realized radio stations wouldn’t be able to play it, so he changed the refrain to ‘freak off!’ and then, ‘freak out!’ Finally entitled ‘Le Freak’, the song shot straight to number one in the US and stayed there for seven weeks, selling over six million copies. His career took off, and from that moment on, the door to Studio 54 was always open to him. Rodgers’ attitude to rejection sets him apart from most of us. He turned ‘f**k off’ into ‘f**king brilliant’. He didn’t bear a grudge, and the song lyrics even celebrated Studio 54.


Rejection is an alarm bell to wake you up and make you spring to action. Anger at rebuttal is a source of energy, and you can divert it to fuel your work. You learn more from a rebuff than from acceptance. You’re forced to question what you’re doing and whether it’s worthwhile and if it is, you should throw everything at it. Rejection fires you up, so use the fire.


When Jeffrey Katzenberg was appointed head of production at Disney in the mid-80s, the company’s reputation and profits were in freefall. He revitalized Disney’s reputation and profits with The Little Mermaid, Beauty and the Beast, Aladdin, and The Lion King. He struck a deal to bring hugely successful Pixar, creators of Toy Story and Finding Nemo, on board. It was an astonishing turnaround. Everything was going well.


But then Katzenberg was suddenly fired after an argument with his boss, Michael Eisner. When you receive a knock, what counts is getting up the next day full of energy to fight on – intelligently. He won US$280 million in compensation and started a new company, DreamWorks SKG. It was a considerable risk; no one had set up a new Hollywood studio for sixty years. One of their first films, Shrek, ridiculed Disney’s characters. In the film’s opening scene, we see Snow White and the Seven Dwarves, Pinocchio and Tinker Bell sold for rewards. The city of Duloc mirrors Disneyland with the same castle towers – right down to the parking lots. The pompous Lord Farquaad (a joke on Lord F**k Wad) looks like a caricature of Michael Eisner.


[image: Start of image description, A giant hand is inserting batteries labelled ‘rejection’ into a woman’s back., end of image description]


There was no malice in Katzenberg’s reaction; he was poking fun, showing that you can use rejection as a catapult to success. Katzenberg’s rejection spurred him on to more significant achievements. Show the people who rejected you what they’re missing. The history of art and of our own careers pivots on moments of rejection: how do we handle them? Do we act petulantly and tell ourselves we’re right and our critics are wrong? Or do we re-examine our work with an open mind, ask ourselves what aspects we should rework? Criticism can be a launchpad if you use it correctly.


What was astonishing about Katzenberg and Rodgers, what made them special, was their positive attitude to negative events. They accepted that something unfortunate had happened and faced up to it with optimism. They worked out how to use their emotions in the most beneficial way. And their ability to recover made them successful, not dwelling on what had gone wrong but looking forward to how they could put things right.


1Adjust your mindset to think of rejection as an opportunity to learn. The successful turn the pain into self-growth; each rebuttal makes them more robust. Attitude, not ability, decides how you overcome failure.


2Face up to your emotions, don’t suppress or deny the hurt. The successful admit to feeling humiliation and frustration but then use them as a driving force.


3See rejection as evidence you’re knocking on the door. The successful know rejection is an inevitable part of the process of getting somewhere. An open mind opens doors.


4Don’t let the fear of rejection stop you from having a go. When I was a student and applied to the Royal College of Art, I was so scared of being rejected that I produced masses of work. I poured everything I had into my portfolio and walked into the interview confident they’d accept me. They offered me a place, and that was my big break in life.









Acting ‘as if’


Filippo Marinetti was desperate to be in the thick of things, but felt like he was stranded in a desert. In the early 1900s, Paris was the fiery centre where revolutionary new art movements like cubism and fauvism crashed into each other like tectonic plates. Artists, novelists and scientists sat together in cafés discussing new theories, and new young artists like Matisse, Picasso and Braque exploded onto the scene like volcanoes. But Marinetti was in Italy and felt overlooked. I know the feeling. I grew up in a small village in Wiltshire, England, with one bus an hour into the nearest small town. I knew I needed to be in London, but it felt like it was on another continent.


Marinetti published the Futurist Manifesto on the front page of the most influential newspaper in France, Le Figaro. It wasn’t like a dry political manifesto; instead, it was full of passion and ideas. He declared futurism the shiny new ‘ism’ and mocked cubism as yesterday’s movement: the subject of cubism was still lifes, landscapes and portraits – old, traditional formulas, but futurism was about the dynamism of the city; cars, trains and crowds rushing through city streets. Established artists like Picasso and Braque were outraged at this new volcano spraying lava over them. Marinetti rocketed from ‘Who’s he?’ to ‘Who does he think he is?’


Marinetti made sure everyone’s telescope swung round to futurism. But he had a problem: futurism didn’t exist. It was a manifesto without a movement. He had created a lot of gas and dust but he needed to pull it all together, and he put himself under tremendous pressure to deliver. He didn’t sit on a good idea; he acted on it. He didn’t go to a bank manager with a business plan or take the long, traditional route to acceptance. He quickly recruited like-minded artists to produce paintings and sculptures to embody futurist ideals. The futurist manifesto created a clear vision of the next step after cubism, and artists embraced his concept and wanted to be part of the following significant movement. The strategy worked, and Marinetti soon got his new ‘ism’ up and running – pick up an art history book and you’ll find futurism, one of the significant art movements of the twentieth century. Marinetti proposed futurism – and then, crucially, created it. He stood up for what he believed in, attracted the eyes of the world, and then delivered the substance of his proposal.


Marinetti intuitively used a technique called ‘acting as if’, now used by psychologists, which is the result of research that proves if you act like the person you want to be then you will, in fact, become that person. Firstly, you have to find the attitude within you that’s holding you back. Secondly, you need to establish the right motives. The goal is to change your inner self rather than change others’ perceptions of you. If you try to look successful by wearing luxury brands, for example, research shows the technique fails and your self-worth decreases. Your aims have to be worthwhile and genuine for ‘acting as if’ to be effective.


A company was about to win a huge, game-changing contract from a client who ran the world’s biggest internet search engine. But the client was worried they didn’t have enough staff or resources and asked to visit their offices. The company called me to act as a creative consultant. The solution? Treble their team by asking friends and family in for the day to make the office look busy. They won the contract – then, with the money the new contract brought in, hired most of the people who had pretended to work there. Never promise what you can’t deliver, but make promises that will stretch you.


1What’s the next step in your field? Marinetti worked out what was coming next in the art world, then produced it.


2Declare your intentions – then fulfil them. ‘Committing to a particular goal publicly puts pressure on oneself. It becomes an enormous action-forcing mechanism and often helps you achieve more than you might have done had you kept your goals to yourself,’ said David Petraeus, former director of the CIA. ‘Acting as if’ means you’ll have to learn the skills and find the ability to deliver. Put yourself in a position where you’ve got to come up with the goods. What would you do if you were confident? Bring your talents out into the open.
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