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Praise for Creativity Machine

“In the age of AI, Scott Dikkers shows how the only ‘machine’ you need to supercharge your creativity is your own mind.”

—James Breakwell, Author, Only Dead on the Inside

“Creativity Machine is a marvelous blend of the pragmatic and the charming. Built to help anyone who wants to propel their imaginative brain, from novice to seasoned professional, it’s a mix of how-to advice and sharp (and amusing) anecdotes from Coca-Cola to This Is Spinal Tap. Dikkers, the force behind the iconic The Onion, has a voice so conversational it feels like a good friend offering their hard-earned wisdom. It’s especially powerful when he offers his expertise in managing groups of creative minds for the most productive results. This is a guide to sparking (and harnessing) creativity that belongs on a shelf right by your computer—or better, in your hands as a practical field guide.”

—John A. McDermott, Author, The Last Spirits of Manhattan

“Scott Dikkers replaces the myth of the genius-at-work with a practical system for producing good ideas on command. Using his own experiences and a range of real-world analogies, Dikkers lays out how creativity actually works and how you might put it to work yourself. So you can read this book, or keep waiting for inspiration to strike. Or, as Dikkers is known to suggest, pick up an IdeaTron-9000. But this is probably cheaper, and fits in a syllabus.”

—Jane Harrington, Visiting Assistant Professor of English, Washington and Lee University, and Author, Women of the Fairy Tale Resistance

“If you have been searching for a book that is ostensibly a Play-Doh Fun Factory that consistently produces quality ideas and gives you a tool kit full of field tests to apply your own innovative idea generating, then your search is over. Scott Dikkers has written a practical user’s manual on how to build and operate your very own Creativity Machine. All you have to do is plug yourself into it.”

—Pat Hazell, Host, Creativity in Captivity podcast
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PARTI

Priming the Machine
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Chapter 1

The Question

Early one morning in 2002, I employed the Chicago city police to cordon off four blocks of industrial roadway on the dilapidated East Side. I needed to film a car chase. It featured a meat truck and two other vehicles. The movie I was shooting, Bad Meat, is about a pair of Rust Belt losers (Lance Barber and Billie Worlie) who kidnap a US congressman (Chevy Chase).

In the scene, actors and stunt drivers hurled boxes filled with packets of bologna at each other. They splattered vehicles with the cold cuts in take after take. Soon, loose bologna was strewn across  the street and sidewalks. The area looked like the aftermath of a deli-meat apocalypse.

Someone driving to work—a woman who wasn’t involved in the making of Bad Meat—somehow got onto the street and found herself driving along with the stunt vehicles. She was a local resident in a pickup truck. She slowed down while passing the crew, the meat truck, and a particularly rancid stretch of sun-rottened bologna.

Bug-eyed at the quantity of food on the street, she yelled out to us, “Is that good meat?”

The Curious

There’s a word filmmakers use for an unauthorized person who wanders onto a set. This curious onlooker usually shows up when the company is shooting on location, like a city street. Despite police efforts to clear the area of stray pedestrians, save for appointed extras, occasionally someone breaches the defenses. (The police officers who do the cordoning take an easy paycheck to work security for a film production. They’re not exactly guarding the perimeter with their lives.) These surprise visitors are so common, moviemakers had to come up with a word for them.

The word is bogie.

A bogie gawks at the crew, equipment, and actors with great fascination. Sometimes a bogie ruins a shot by walking into  frame and looking directly at the camera. This didn’t happen on Bad Meat, thankfully, but such disruptions happen often when shooting in public. They’re particularly vexing when filming a nineteenth-century period piece, and the bogie is taking a video with their impossibly futuristic phone, wearing bright green Crocs and a Pikachu T-shirt.

A production assistant is usually the first to notice the bogie and alerts the crew via walkie-talkie: “Bogie, five o’clock.”

Until someone nudges the police officer awake and orders the bogie escorted off the set, higher-ranking crew members might be forced to interact with the bogie. No one wants to be rude, but we’re on a tight schedule. On a movie set, time is money—a lot of money. We’re trying to get the shots we need before the sun goes down. No one on a film crew has the patience for more than a few seconds of casual conversation with a bogie.

Most bogies, by contrast, want to settle in and take their time conversing with these fantastical moviemaking elves they’ve discovered. It’s their luckiest day ever. They’ve stumbled into a magical portal to Tinseltown. A bogie loves nothing more than to engage in leisurely conversation with actors, low-level crew—even a director—for hours, expressing bewonderment and brimming with questions, starry-eyed as a history nerd in Colonial Williamsburg. The first question is always the same. The woman on the Bad Meat set asked it, too, after she realized she was on a movie set. The question: “What are you shooting?”

Busy crews have developed an excellent stock answer (and brazen lie) for this question. The answer is so effective, it not only satisfies the bogie’s curiosity, it prevents further questions. Like a zoo gorilla shot with a blow dart, the bogie is transfixed, rendered harmless until an officer leads them away. The answer: “Mayonnaise commercial.”

You can see why this answer works. You probably feel stunned now too.

Same Bogies, Different Place

When I was owner-editor of The Onion, I used the word bogie to describe the occasional pedestrian who wandered into the Onion office. The bogie phenomenon dogged me and the rest of the Onion staff in our first office (in a basement on Gilman Street in Madison, Wisconsin), our second office (on the sixth floor of a nondescript building on State Street, also in Madison), and our eventual New York office (on Broadway in SoHo).

Madison presented a unique bogie problem. The town maintained (and still maintains) a robust drinking culture. A packed bar graced just about every corner. On Friday and Saturday nights, after the bars closed, bogies reeking of booze sometimes showed up unannounced in The Onion’s inner sanctum, drooling over us while we worked diligently on deadline. (The Onion paste-up boards had to be delivered to the printer every Sunday  night, and we worked as intensely as a movie crew chasing day-light, sometimes pulling all-nighters both Friday and Saturday.)

Our first encounter with a drunken bogie happened the night we moved into our first office. Relocating from an off-campus flat, we were thrilled to be upgrading to a professional-ish space zoned for business. It had a low drop ceiling, imitation-wood paneling on the walls, and a dank basementy odor, but it was an honest-to-goodness, legitimate business location. Our excitement evaporated when a drunk bully joined us. He had presided over an ill-defined and presumably defunct enterprise that required him to rent the same dingy basement office prior to us. Somehow he still had his key, which he held aloft proudly after letting himself in, grinning, repeating the phrase “unlimited access,” and teetering menacingly around the office. The next day, we demanded the landlord change the locks.

In our second office, editor Robert Siegel sat at his desk, editing stories one weekend, when a besotted bogie staggered in and looked over Rob’s shoulder, asking him what he was writing. Exhausted by the indignity, Rob turned around and pleaded, as if to the gods, “I’m working here!”

By the time we settled into our New York office, we’d honed our creative production schedule into a better-oiled system that rarely demanded we work twenty-four hours a day. Our normal, nine-to-five schedule, as well as our capable receptionist at the entrance, kept instances of bogies to a barely noticeable minimum.

The long and varied history of bogies interacting with creative people has compelled some of us to expand the term to apply to fans and other non-creatives we encounter outside of a movie set, office, or other work environment. We deem ourselves so different from those who aren’t in our particular imagination-fueled fields that we think of them as Muggles, as intruders into our private worlds.

A Broader Response

In these broader domains, bogies come with a new, more general question as predictable and expected as the “What are you shooting?” movie-set question. The new question: “Where do you get your ideas?” If they’re neither masters of diction nor bothered by a dangling preposition, the question is, “Where do you get your ideas from?”

As creative people, we roll our eyes at the question. The answer is so obvious that we can scarcely comprehend how people don’t know the answer. Do they really not know where ideas come from?

For most of my career, I’ve enjoyed responding to this question with a series of jokey answers. At first, I was cagey and defensive: “That’s like asking a cook what’s in the sausage.” For a while after that, I mocked the bogie with the riddle-like answer: “From you.” In recent years, my answer has been a joke that never gets a  laugh, except from me. I think it’s funny every time. That answer is: “Ideas magazine. Have you heard of it? It’s great. I have a subscription. It comes in the mail every week filled with great ideas. They do all the work, so I don’t have to think up anything.”

I’m usually met with blank stares after this response. The best reaction I ever got was from a college student who took out a notepad and asked me to repeat the name of the magazine so he could order a subscription.

Norm

On Norm MacDonald Live, a low-budget show that featured Norm’s conversations with comedians and other celebrities, hapless sidekick Adam Eget ruined every interview by asking the question of each guest in an earnest and drawn-out way: “I’ve been watching your career for a long time, and I’ve been wanting to ask you this question forever: Where do you get your ideas from?” Norm, who relished awkward silences, uncomfortable laughs, and confusion over whether someone was making a joke or just being stupid, carefully orchestrated Eget’s relentless asking of the question. It left guests dumbfounded, Eget looking like a fool, and Norm endlessly entertained. Bob Einstein had the best answer: “That’s the dumbest goddamned question I’ve ever heard,” he said, angrily explaining that he got his ideas at the Beverly Hills Ralphs, in the meat section.

Taking the Question Seriously

As creative professionals, most of our interactions with non-creatives involve either deflecting this question or amusing ourselves with funny responses to it. It’s been such a common and low-grade-annoying part of my life, I never bothered to pause and examine it until recently. I never took the question seriously.

The serious answer, of course, is that we think up the ideas in our heads. We draw on our smarts and our life experiences, and then we concoct the ideas. A more accurate answer might be that we think up the ideas through a process that involves making a bunch of neural connections that we can’t explain or comprehend. It’s just an instinct.

But even these real, serious answers are woefully incomplete. None of them get to the heart of the real question bogies are trying to ask, which I believe is: “How do you come up with good ideas—possibly even great ideas—repeatedly?”

Bogies might believe they’re incapable of coming up with great ideas, and they marvel at those who do it for a living. Maybe they’re called upon occasionally to come up with creative solutions in their life or work, and they’d like some tips on how to improve their skill at generating great ideas on their own, as readily, easily, and bankably as a professional creative person. Maybe they just want to understand the creative process.

In the past year, I formed a new answer to the question “How do you come up with great ideas.” It’s an answer that satisfies both me and anyone who might ask the question or a question like it. I find this new answer not only amusing but genuine and accurate. The answer is also flexible. I can give it in two ways: One, short and flippant, which will pacify a bogie in a pinch and might even get a laugh. Or two, long and comprehensive, which will impart a lifetime of hard-earned wisdom about the art and science of coming up with great ideas on command.

This book is the long answer.
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Chapter 2

The Answer

In Indiana Jones and the Last Crusade, our hero faces three religious-themed “tests,” deadly traps he has to pass before entering the secret inner chamber in the Canyon of the Crescent Moon where the Holy Grail awaits. The tests are 1. the Breath of God, 2. the Word of God, and 3. the Path of God.

Indy has to figure out the solution to each of the three challenges, using his and his father’s decades of academic research into the meaning of the cryptic test names and accompanying clues. No one else in their Nazi captors’ party has been able to pass even the first test. Each one is beheaded by an unseen  auto-triggering blade. They’ll never get to the other two tests without passing the first.

As Indy finally approaches the first test, he repeats to himself the ancient clue: “Only the penitent man will pass.” As he approaches the chamber, a breeze hits him. Enormous cobwebs billow. Indy suddenly realizes that the penitent man kneels before God, so he quickly kneels, saving himself from the terrible circular saw that cuts across at neck level.

When he’s through, he calls out to the others to let them know he’s successfully passed the test, and several of the evil conspirators follow behind him without having to meet the conditions. They ride the coattails of Indy’s bravery and wisdom.

Bad-Guy Privilege

How is it fair that Nazis can cheat, follow in Indy’s footsteps, and gain access to the Grail chamber? I think it’s high time good guys got a shortcut like that. You deserve the privilege. So, in this book, I’m going to give you that chance. While professional creative people brave creative challenges confidently with their decades of experience as a guide, I want you to skip the painstaking research and practice. I want you to waltz right into top creator status without having to log years of experience or risk getting your head chopped off.

I’ll lay out for you the steps required to build what I call a “Creativity Machine.” That is, a reliable mechanism you can use to churn out great ideas, one after the other. It’s a process that’s used by top performers in industries as diverse as science, design, advertising, technology, fashion, and comedy (the industry I come from)—any industry that faces the bogie question: “Where do you get your ideas from?”

The Creativity Machine is where we get our ideas from.

The device, or process, can be used by anyone who’s forced to innovate within a highly competitive environment where consistently great ideas are the commodity. Without this process, without constant, top-level creativity, they die a quick death at the hands of those who work harder and smarter.

Standing on Shoulders

Like most human endeavors, the creative process is always evolving. Systems for idea generation have been laid out by creativity experts and thinkers for hundreds of years.

The Creative Process in the Individual, by Thomas Troward, written in



	Preparation: Gathering information and defining the problem.

	Incubation: A period of unconscious processing of the information.

	Illumination: The “aha!” moment when a potential solution arises.

	Verification: Testing and refining the idea.








Standing Taller
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CHAPTER 1 FIELD TEST

“Sink or swim” is the best way to learn just about
any new skill (as long as drowning isn’t a real pos-
sibility). Try coming up with five ideas without using
any idea-generation system. Just write five of your
own original ideas on a piece of paper or computer
(or record a voice memo)—ideas about anything you
want. Don’t use Al. Pull these ideas from your own
brain. Set a timer and don’t spend more than ten
minutes. Number your ideas 1-5.

These don’t have to be “great” ideas or even
“good.” That'’s not the goal here. The goal is to com-
plete a list of five, no matter the quality. In fact, the
less effort you put into this initial list, the better.

If you're disappointed with the results (if you
“sink”) and get down about yourself, don’t despair. A
lifeguard is coming. And soon after that, advanced

swimming lessons.
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