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introduction
Asked to describe the creative process, the painter Jasper Johns replied, “It's simple: You just take something and do something to it, and then do something else to it. Keep doing this, and pretty soon you've got something.”
Johns' comment succinctly summarizes everything I have learned about creativity in 60+ years of drawing. Having said that, we will use the rest of this book to explore what it means to “take something and do something to it.” In the process, I hope to deepen your experience of imagining and creating.
Keys to Drawing With Imagination takes a broad look at what it means to draw from your imagination. This might mean drawing the fantasy images in your head. It could also mean distorting, abstracting or simply doodling. Imaginative drawing may include making strange combinations, making connections between seemingly unrelated things or simply drawing from memory. It certainly involves making creative choices about the things you choose to draw.
We tend to think of imagination and creativity as qualities that people have. But in reality these qualities show up only in action — as something you do. Simply put, imagining is what you do in your head; creating is what you do on paper. Are there rules for creating? Probably not, if a rule is something that you must do. But let's distinguish between rules and principles. I believe that there are useful principles that can help you create. Jasper Johns has already given us a first principle: Creativity occurs in action.
You don't need to be exceptionally clever to draw creatively. Certainly theories about creativity don't help much. You don't even need to have particularly good ideas. Often, ideas don't occur to you until after you've started drawing. So you should not wait around for great ideas. Just begin with simple ideas. Bigger things will emerge out of them. We can make this our second principle: Creativity begins with simple ideas.
The one indispensable quality essential for creating is engagement with the work. When you are engaged — lost in the work — you shift out of the future and into the present. This is where creativity thrives. Out of this comes our third principle: Creativity lives in the present.
A common experience for both artists and students is to be disappointed in the gap between what we imagine and how it actually appears on paper. Our skills rarely seem up to the products of our minds. This is simply the way it is — and it is true for almost everyone. There are two things you can do about it. First, draw a lot — a whole lot. All mastery comes through practice. (My previous book, Keys to Drawing, may also be helpful. It focuses on developing basic drawing skills.) This gives us our fourth principle: Creativity increases with practice.
The other thing that you can do is confine your judgments to the practical and specific: to such things as shading, proportions, pattern and so on. General self-criticism isn't helpful. Avoid subtly self-disparaging statements such as:
“You're either creative or you're not.”
“Some people just have it. Others don't.”
“I don't have any ideas.”
“I have lots of ideas, but I don't draw well enough to express them.”
This leads us to yet another principle: Creativity increases as judgment and criticism decrease.
Even as I encourage you to exercise freedom in drawing, I will also emphasize that the imagination needs a certain amount of specificity. If I say to you, “Imagine something,” you might have to struggle. But if I tell you about a land where dogs are in charge — the police force, the Supreme Court, the astronauts, all dogs — you will immediately get a more specific picture.
I actually never liked those grade-school art assignments in which I was told, “Draw anything you want.” I was overwhelmed by the possibilities. My mind came up blank. There was nothing to push against — no problem to solve. The experience left me with an early and intuitive appreciation for the value of constraints. In fact, it is both beautiful and ironic that constraints can actually give you more freedom. They activate your imagination. Mature artists have learned to set their own constraints. You will as well, but understand that this stage usually comes later in an artist's development. Principle: Creativity likes constraints and specifics.
Creativity is a lot like happiness. It shows up when you're thinking of something else. Here is what I mean. Imagine that you are sitting in a room with your sketchbook in hand. You have an urgent desire to create. Your pencil is poised. Your energy is focused. You are determined. But nothing happens. Why? Because wanting to be creative is all about you. It is a goal, not an action. Goals are about the future. Actions are about the present. Try picturing yourself differently. You have a definite project in mind. For instance, you might try combining two of your previous sketches into a single drawing. Now you have a specific task. While the rules may be simple, the possibilities are vast. The project is no longer about you, but about solving a problem. Your creativity comes alive in the present instead of being stalled in the future. Principle: Creativity emerges in experimentation, manipulation and exploration.
So the projects in this book are set up as problems. They have built-in constraints of one sort or another. They are also intended to be open-ended enough to allow you to work them out in your own way. If, while working on one of these projects, your drawing spins off in a new direction — one entirely your own — then so much the better. Principle: Creativity is about having a plan and a willingness to depart from it.
Most of this book is about strategies, with names like adding on, spinning off, reversing, progressively changing, and repeating — with variation. These strategies are based on the use of your own work as source material for further, more imaginative drawings. In other words, making a drawing is often only the first stage of an extended creative process. (This involves some “setting up” instructions provided on pages 8 and 9.)
After I was well into the writing of this book, I realized that several of the transforming operations which I promote (such as mirror imaging, distorting and multiplying) can be done mechanically by computers. Even though this is the case, I urge you to take the more laborious — and more creative — path of drawing by hand. This not only develops skill, it produces warmer and more personal results. I'm a strong believer in a quality that I call “wobble,” the less-than-perfect execution of things crafted by hand.
A subject as vast as this one demands a little humility from the author. The ideas in Keys to Drawing With Imagination are not necessarily new in the world, but some are new to me. Like any teacher, I propose to share what I've learned from others and from my own experience with drawing. I believe that the principles and projects in this book will help you take your own work in new and original creative directions. The examples by me and my colleagues are meant solely to enliven the text. They are not intended to show you “the way to do it.” In the end, the way to do it is your own unique way.
Keys to Drawing With Imagination is designed to be progressive, meaning it starts simply and gets more complex as it goes along. The earlier projects are mostly specific and controlled. The later ones leave more room for you to make your own choices. The chapters and projects are designed to be taken in sequence, but I believe in chance and serendipity, so I invite you to follow any sequence that best suits you.

generating and transforming your ideas
To create effectively, I have found it useful to separate the original impulse — what I call generating — from later manipulations that I call transforming. Here is how it works. First, I make an original sketch or doodle. Then I experiment with different ideas which transform the original — often copied or otherwise redrawn — into something novel or surprising. I believe that to separate the process of generating and transforming into two distinct steps has great value, and I have structured many of the exercises in this book that way. Simply put, generating is like sketching, while transforming is just as it sounds — you take the sketch to the next level, moving to a more defined and specific place.
Moving from generation to transformation often requires redrawing all or part of your original sketch. There are several practical ways to do this. You can simply copy the original by hand. You can tape the original to a sunlit window with a blank sheet on top of it, and then trace. You can photocopy the original, and then work on the copy. Finally, you can buy or construct a light box for tracing originals.
To get the most out of your work in this book I recommend the last of these options. A light box can become an indispensable tool. It is for many artists. Or it may just become a useful learning device, like training wheels for the fledgling bicyclist. Either way, the things you will discover by using it are well worth the effort it takes to build one.
A light box is simply a sheet of glass or thick plastic, supported by a frame, with a light underneath the glass. They are available in art stores, but making one yourself is much cheaper. Here is a homemade design that works perfectly well. Even I, a carpentry-challenged person, found this easy to put together.
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1 Build a wood frame with room for a portable light.
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2 Cover with Plexiglas. Add a sheet of tracing paper, taped around the edges, to make the work surface translucent.
Here are just a few of the ways in which a light box can be helpful.
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RETRACING YOUR WORK TO MAKE ALTERNATE VERSIONS
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COMBINING IMAGES FROM MORE THAN ONE DRAWING
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FLOPPING AND MIRR OR IMAGING
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REDESIGNING A DRAWING BY MOVING AND ADJUSTING THE ELEMENTS
[image: illustration]
EXPERIMENTING WHILE PRESERVING THE ORIGINAL
Generating and transforming — the point where drawing and imagination first come face-to-face — are at the heart of this book. This conjunction encourages the use of your own drawings as source material for new and more imaginative drawings. The sketches you make in your sketchbooks become something more than ends in themselves. They become springboards for new possibilities. You may not see this right away. Often this happens months later, when you browse through your sketchbook. The most insignificant little doodle suddenly becomes the template for a series of imaginative transformations. It happens.

1
Doodling and Noodling
Generating and Transforming / Doodling / Noodling / Drawing With Letterforms / Inventing Icons / Mixing and Matching
Most of us doodle. While on the phone or in a meeting, we make squiggles or geometric shapes or sketchy images. The fact that we can do this while carrying on a conversation shows that doodles don't require much thinking. We move our pencils naturally and spontaneously, and we also don't worry a whole lot how our doodles look. This frame of mind — spontaneous, nonjudgmental, relaxed — is what runners and tennis players call “being in the zone.” This is the ground state for creativity. It is home for the creator.
In this chapter I introduce a two-step process that will help you unpack your natural creativity. I call it doodling and noodling or, more accurately, “doodling and then noodling.”
Think of the doodle as the first stage — the generating stage. To doodle is to get something on paper, no matter how rough, incomplete or simple.
The second stage, which I call “noodling,” is the transforming stage in which you tinker with your doodle. “Noodling” is an old illustrator's expression. If an illustrator was particularly good at precise and detailed work, he or she would be called a “noodler,” as in “He can noodle like a madman,” or “Don't noodle it to death.” Noodling includes such operations as shading, silhouetting, reversing, repeating and many others. These operations refine, develop or radically change your original doodle.
By separating these two functions you discover that each involves different attitudes and different mechanics. You can actually feel a shift as you move from doodling to noodling. Doodling is pure play — often aimless and free. Noodling operations are more often rule-based, involving a set of discreet steps. The steps may be simple, but the results are often complex and surprising.
Principles of Doodling
1. Suspend judgment. Doodling isn't art. It's just doodling.
2. Vary your doodles. If you're like most people, you tend to doodle the same thing over and over. Now it's time to expand your repertoire.
3. Practice. Every new skill is first learned consciously. Then, over time, the operations are passed to the subconscious as they become automatic. That's when you're actually doodling.
4. Doodle on old envelopes and scrap paper rather than “nice” paper. You'll feel freer and more willing to experiment.
5. Save your doodles in a large envelope. Now and then, go through them and pick out the most interesting or unusual ones. Put these in a second envelope. These may be source material for later work.

the two-step “doodling and noodling” process
Swiss artist Paul Klee sometimes began a drawing by moving his pencil in a free, semi-random manner that he called “taking a line on a walk.” Let's start with a simple example based on that idea.
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1 DOODLING
You begin by letting your pencil go in any direction it wants — but taking care to end up where you started, so that the line encloses a shape. A doodle produced in this spontaneous way might look something like this.
2 NOODLING
Next, you “decorate” your original doodling in a deliberate
exercise 1

noodling to transform a doodle
CREATING THREE DIMENSIONS

OVERLAPPING FOR DEPTH

doodling ideas: geometrics and waves
doodling ideas: tangles and shape clustersdoodling ideas: tangles and shape clusters
exercise 2

doodling ideas: building blocks
exercise 3

noodling ideas: silhouetting
exercise 4

noodling ideas: shading
exercise 5

noodling ideas: multiplying
reversing, inverting and mirror imaging
exercise 6

inventing iconic characters
A CREATIVE SEQUENCE FOR CHARACTERS

letterforms
noodling ideas: mixing and matching
exercise 7

add-on doodles
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