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To Wendy


—Heraclitus


So deep is the creative spirit that you will never discover its limits even if you search every trail.
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Preface









HERACLITUS has long had an impact on my thinking. Indeed, trying to figure out his puzzling epigrams led me to many of the concepts that were the basis of my first book, A Whack on the Side of the Head.


It was 1971 and I was studying in Germany when I was first (happily) “infected” with the Heraclitean bug of symbol, paradox, and ambiguity. I had picked up a small book entitled Heraklit, a Greek/German compilation of Heraclitus’ writings; in it I stumbled upon this epigram: “The way up and the way down are one and the same.” For some reason, this particular saying reached out and took hold of my mind, and I spent the next several weeks attempting to figure out its meaning. Ever since then, I’ve wanted to put together a creativity tool based on the ideas of this ancient Greek philosopher. That’s the genesis of the work you’re holding in your hands.


The title epigram, “Expect the unexpected, or you won’t find it,” is one of my favorites for several reasons. First, it is as relevant to our times as it was to those of Heraclitus. It describes a constantly changing world that amazes us with its novelty and unpredictability. It also suggests the appropriate behavior for living in such a perplexing world: be creative. If we open our minds, Heraclitus advises us, we’ll discover a wondrous array of ideas to help us solve the problems that inevitably fall in our path and recognize the opportunities that occasionally flow our way. If we cultivate this attitude as we contemplate the other insights in this book, our biggest surprise will be the degree to which Heraclitus’ 2,500-year-old ideas ignite our creativity!


There are at least three ways to use this book. One is to read it from start to finish as a straightforward creativity workbook. If you do this, I think you will find some worthwhile innovation strategies you can apply to your life. A second is to employ it as a daily meditation (see pages 9-13); this will allow you to dip into Heraclitus’ mind for a few minutes each day to help focus your thoughts. A third possibility is to consult this work as an oracle whenever you need a jolt of ambiguity to move your thinking in a new direction (see pages 14-20). I hope you try all three!


I’d like to say a few words about my translation. The source for the ancient Greek text is T. M. Robinson’s Heraclitus (University of Toronto Press, 1987). For most of the epigrams, I’ve followed standard translations, e.g., “The sun is new each day,” and “Everything flows.” For a few of my renderings, however, I’ve been a bit more liberal. Heraclitus wrote in an oracular fashion, and in order to capture his voice, I’ve taken poetic license to ensure that what I believe to be the real sense of the epigram is apparent.


Let me offer an example. The most difficult insight to translate is the first one because it contains the concept logos (λóγΟϛ). The ancient Greek is: γιυΟμϵυωυ γàp πάντων κατά τòν λòγον. Literally, this epigram translates as “All things happen according to the logos.” What is the logos? Its most basic meaning is “word.” In the centuries before Heraclitus lived, logos also meant “account,” “language,” and “story.” During Heraclitus’ times, logos could also mean “reason,” “principle,” and “explanation.” Six centuries later, in the Gospel according to St. John, it became Logos with a capital L and took on a theological meaning: “In the beginning was the Word.” So what did logos mean to Heraclitus? Some have defined it as “logic” or “formula.” I believe that what Heraclitus meant was “the organizing principle by which the cosmos orders itself.” This principle manifests itself in the many different patterns we recognize. One final thought: Heraclitus, ever capable of being literal and metaphorical at the same time, knew that the “word” is “spoken.” And what does the cosmos speak? I believe that “patterns” are how the logos is spoken to us. Thus, my translation, “The cosmos speaks in patterns.”


I’d like to extend special thanks to my editor Rachel Klayman—her creative and disciplined guidance made a big difference. Thanks also to my friend George Willett for his illustrations. I appreciate the encouragement of Bill Shinker, Brian Selfon, Martha Levin, Suzanne Donahue, Camilla Hewitt, Stuart Kaplan, Marsh McCall, Athena von Oech, Mark Gonnerman, Alex von Oech, Tim Hurson, Franca Leeson, Michael Walker, Tim Connor, and Andrew Maisel. Finally, I wish to share my gratitude for the insights of my wife, Wendy, into this enigmatic philosopher.


Roger von Oech
July 2001
Atherton, California


*Throughout this work, I use the word “epigram” in its modern sense: a terse, witty, and often paradoxical saying. The epigram is Heraclitus’ vehicle of expression.








Stir Your Mind with Heraclitus









THE FIRST CREATIVITY TEACHER


Looking for inspiration? Interested in stimulating your creative juices? If so, try consulting Heraclitus, the most provocative and intriguing of the ancient Greek philosophers. His ideas about life, nature, and the cosmos were known throughout the ancient world. And even today, 2,500 years later, they retain their freshness, relevance, and—yes!—the power to stir our minds.


I’ve been consulting Heraclitus for many years, and he rarely lets me down. Indeed, if creative thinking involves imagining familiar things in a new light, digging below the surface to find previously undetected patterns, and finding connections among unrelated phenomena, then I believe that Heraclitus is the world’s first creativity teacher. His ideas not only inspire us to think in these ways, they also provide us with strategies to understand our problems in a fresh manner. For these reasons, Heraclitus is the guide I turn to whenever I need a new perspective.


I’m not alone. So seminal are Heraclitus’ ideas that over the past two and half millennia, some of the Western world’s most profound thinkers have seen in them the seeds of their own beliefs. These include Plato, Aristotle, the Stoics, Marcus Aurelius, and Plotinus in antiquity; and Goethe, Hegel, Nietzsche, Carl Jung, Martin Buber, Ernst Cassirer, and T S. Eliot in recent centuries.


Heraclitus believed that our cosmos is a wonderfully dynamic place. He also believed that most people never realize this because they live as though they are half asleep. They focus on trivial matters. They get locked into narrow ways of thinking and miss obvious solutions. As he put it, “Many fail to grasp what’s right in the palm of their hand.” His message: wake up and pay attention to what’s happening within you and around you and then act on it.


Hoping to stir our minds, Heraclitus crafted his ideas as puzzling epigrams. These enigmatic sayings such as “The most beautiful order is a heap of sweepings piled up at random,” and “A thing rests by changing” have the same bracing effect on our thinking as a splash of cold water on the face.


Heraclitus’ efforts to rouse the intellect and imagination have been successful. Through the ages he’s earned nicknames such as “the Riddler” and “the Enigmatic One.” Indeed, his use of metaphor and paradox makes him sound more like a poet or religious prophet than a philosopher. Thus, when you consult Heraclitus, you enter a vividly surreal world. His vision is filled with images of garbage-eating donkeys, avenging Furies, and pain-inflicting doctors. But against this graphic backdrop emerges a philosophy of the creative spirit. By exploring it, we can stimulate and enrich our own creativity. We’ll examine Heraclitus’ ideas in just a moment, but first let’s take a look at his life, times, and philosophical method.


HERACLITUS’ LIFE AND METHOD


According to ancient sources, Heraclitus “flourished,” that is, was in his forties, around 500 B.C.E. This means that he was an almost exact contemporary of the Chinese thinkers Lao-tzu and Confucius, the Indian contemplative Siddhartha Gautama (the historical Buddha), and was only a little younger than the Persian prophet Zarathustra.


Heraclitus lived in turbulent times. During his lifetime, long-standing empires suddenly fell while new ones arose and aggressively pressed for advantage. Most noteworthy was the rapid Persian conquest and subjugation of the Babylonian, Egyptian, Median, and Lydian empires in the sixth century B.C.E. This reversal of fortune was not lost on him. He wrote, “War is father of all and king of all. He renders some gods, others men; he makes some slaves, others free.”


What little is known about his life is anecdotal. Heraclitus lived in the prosperous Ionian Greek coastal city-state of Ephesus in what is now western Turkey. Supposedly, he was a member of the Ephesian royal family and in line for the kingship there, but he ceded his title to his brother. It’s said that he was contemptuous of other people. The second-century C.E. Greek biographer Diogenes Laertius wrote that one day a group of Ephesian citizens found Heraclitus playing dice with some children, and asked him the reason. He replied, “Why are you surprised, you good-for-nothings? Isn’t this better than playing politics with you?”


Heraclitus was sure of his own vision, disdainful of mediocrity, and scornful of intellectual, physical and moral laziness. This is reflected in his statement: “If happiness consisted in the pleasures of the body, we should call oxen happy whenever they encounter fodder to eat.”


Heraclitus was present at the dawn of philosophy. He and the other early Greek philosophers—Thales, Pythagoras, Parmenides, and Democritus (later known as the “pre-Socratics” because they laid the conceptual foundations for Socrates and Plato)—were curious people who asked big questions. Philosophy means “love of wisdom” and wisdom is what they were after: What is the truth of the cosmos? How do we know? How should we live?


Heraclitus believed that reality is an enigma. As he put it, “Things love to conceal their true nature.” But he also believed that this enigma can be understood, and that the key to solving it is finding new and different ways of thinking about it. In this quest, Heraclitus knew that it was especially important to go beyond reality’s surface appearances and look at its underlying structure. In his words: “It is wise to understand the purpose which steers all things through all things.”


To find his answers, Heraclitus devised his own means for understanding reality. He paid close attention to what was happening around him, and then thought about it until it made sense to him. He felt that consulting one’s own intuition was the appropriate method for philosophical investigation. As he put it, “I searched into myself.” Diogenes Laertius writes, “He was no man’s disciple, but said that he searched himself and learned everything from himself.” Heraclitus is perhaps the first Western philosopher who starts from a point of view of stated self-awareness.


No one knows whether Heraclitus wrote a book. Perhaps he just put together a collection of his sayings. All that remains of his thought are approximately 125 epigrams, called “fragments” by the nineteenth-century German compiler of his works, Hermann Diels. All of these epigrams, interestingly enough, have been handed down to us as quotations in other ancient authors’ works. It’s anyone’s guess whether these are exact quotations or paraphrases. Whatever the case, Heraclitus’ ideas are one of the world’s great treasures. How tragic to think they might have been lost for all time!



HERACLITUS’ ENIGMATIC IDEAS



Heraclitus felt that the truth is precious, and that we appreciate it fully only if we have to actively participate in finding it. His style—similar to a Zen teacher’s paradoxical koan or a Delphic Oracle’s ambiguous prophecy—is designed to “whack” us out of our habitual thought patterns so that we can look at what we’re doing in a fresh way.


Making sense of his enigmatic ideas is a big challenge! Reading them can make us shake our heads and ask, “What does he mean by that?” Indeed, I can picture one of his students complaining to him, “You give us your ideas but don’t reveal their meaning.” To which I can imagine Heraclitus’ reply: “How would you like it if someone offered you a juicy apple and chewed it up before giving it to you? No one can find your meaning for you but you.”


It’s best to think of each epigram as a creativity exercise that has to be solved in order to unlock its meaning. To solve each exercise, we need to be imaginative, tolerate ambiguity, reverse our expectations, view things metaphorically, and probe for hidden meanings. In short, we need to adopt the mindset we might use when we’re creating something.


I’ve selected thirty epigrams which I believe best express Heraclitus’ philosophy of the creative spirit. I call these his Creative Insights. They are listed on pages 12 and 13. Viewed as a whole, these thirty jewels of thought provide us with a set of tools on how to be more creative. Take time to get to know them. How do they strike you? Which ones make immediate sense? Which are puzzling? Which ones contradict others?


There’s no need to rush! These Insights have been around for 2,500 years and they aren’t going anywhere. Indeed, you may wish to meditate on just one Insight a day, perhaps focusing on Creative Insight #1 on the first day of the month, #2 on the second, and so on to #30 on the thirtieth. The meditation can be as simple as a few moments dwelling on the significance of the idea and its application to your life. Or you may wish to use the Insight as a lens through which to view your experience during the day. It’s fascinating to see how each Insight comes alive when you do this.


For example, I can remember one time when I was stumped by a design problem and “That which opposes produces a benefit” was my Insight for the day. I thought about the message and realized that I needed to discard my objective and seek out a different one. I was delighted with the result. On another occasion, I was at loggerheads with an old friend and opened to, “When there is no sun, we can see the evening stars.” I decided to spend the day listening and attempting to keep my ego in check. As a result, I discovered some qualities in my friend that I had been overlooking. Still another time, the Insight du jour was “Dogs bark at what they don’t understand.” That day I made a special effort to see the value of the weird ideas that came my way.


If you wish to develop a creative outlook, I heartily recommend working through the Creative Insights on a regular basis. When you’re done with each cycle, start anew. Not only will they provoke different and original thoughts each month, they will also become wise companions whose guidance you will welcome!


THE CREATIVE INSIGHTS OF HERACLITUS


1. The cosmos speaks in patterns.


2. Expect the unexpected, or you won’t find it.


3. Everything flows.


4. You can’t step into the same river twice.


5. That which opposes produces a benefit.


6. A wonderful harmony is created when we join together the seemingly unconnected.


7. If all things turned to smoke, the nose would become the discerning organ.


8. The Sun will not exceed its limits, because the avenging Furies, ministers of Justice, would find out.


9. Lovers of wisdom must open their minds to very many things.


10. I searched into myself.


11. Knowing many things doesn’t teach insight.


12. Many fail to grasp what’s right in the palm of their hand.


13. When there is no sun, we can see the evening stars.


14. The most beautiful order is a heap of sweepings piled up at random.


15. Things love to conceal their true nature.


16. Those who approach life like a child playing a game, moving and pushing pieces, possess the power of kings.


17. Sea water is both pure and polluted: for fish it is drinkable and life-giving; for humans undrinkable and destructive.


18. On a circle, an end point can also be a beginning point.


19. It is disease that makes health pleasant, hunger that makes fullness good, and weariness that makes rest sweet.


20. The doctor inflicts pain to cure suffering.


21. The way up and the way down are one and the same.


22. A thing rests by changing.


23. The barley-wine drink falls apart unless it is stirred.


24. While we’re awake, we share one universe, but in sleep we each turn away to a world of our own.


25. Dogs bark at what they don’t understand.


26. Donkeys prefer garbage to gold.


27. Every walking animal is driven to its purpose with a whack.


28. There is a greater need to extinguish arrogance than a blazing fire.


29. Your character is your destiny.


30. The sun is new each day.



USE HERACLITUS AS AN ORACLE



Let’s suppose that you’re currently dealing with a challenging issue. It could be a perplexing problem that resists your best efforts. Or, maybe it’s a difficult decision you need to make. Perhaps this issue is even keeping you up at night. You’ve tried various approaches to resolve it but you keep coming up empty. You know you’ve got some good ideas inside you, but you’re baffled on how to get to them. You think to yourself, “What can I do to find inspiration?” Here’s an answer: consult Heraclitus as an oracle.
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