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Introduction

Creativity is a hot topic. It is a subject that’s exciting politicians, academics and wise men and women the world over. They say it is very important. That it will be central to our future prosperity. Which is all well and good. But what exactly is creativity and how does it work?

And why do some people appear to find it easy to come up with brilliant, fresh ideas while others don’t? Is it simply a case of ‘creative types’ being programmed differently, or is it more to do with behaviour and attitude?
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We are a uniquely imaginative species. Our ability to conceive complex ideas and realize them requires a series of cognitive processes that are beyond the capability of any other life form or any machine. For us, it’s no big deal. We do it all the time, from preparing a meal to texting a witty message to a friend. We might consider them mundane tasks but they still require us to imagine, to be creative. It’s a fantastic natural gift which when cultivated properly can enable us to achieve the most extraordinary things.

Using our imagination enlivens and enriches our minds and our life experience. We come into our own when we exercise our brains, when we think. I have never met an artist of any type who is indifferent or incurious. The same goes for successful chefs, gardeners and sports coaches; anybody in fact who has a zest for their subject and a willingness to innovate. They have a brightness in their eyes that radiates a palpable life force. Being creative has that effect.


The act of making and creating is deeply satisfying, life-affirming and rewarding.



So how do we go about harnessing this innate talent? How can we take our creativity off autopilot to generate those bold original concepts that could add value to our lives and maybe even to the wider world? And, more specifically, how do we trigger our imagination to conjure up the innovative thoughts that could be turned into something material and worthwhile?

I’ve been thinking about these questions for the best part of three decades. At first it was because new ideas and talented people fascinated me. And then it became part of my job as a publisher, producer, writer, broadcaster and journalist working in the arts.

I’ve had the privilege of being able to observe and meet some of the greatest exponents of creative thinking today, from the audacious British artist Damien Hirst to the multi-Oscar-winning American actress Meryl Streep. Obviously, they are all different, but in one regard, at least, not quite as different as you might imagine.

Over the years it has become pretty evident to me that there are a handful of clearly identifiable traits that are common to all successful creative people, from novelists and film directors, to scientists and philosophers. I’m not talking about fanciful other-worldly qualities, but the basic practices and processes that allow their talents to flourish. Practices and processes which, if adopted, could help the rest of us unleash our own latent creativity.

And creative talent is something we all have, of that there is no doubt. True, some people may be more adept at composing music than others, but that doesn’t immediately render the non-composers ‘uncreative’. The fact is we are all perfectly capable of being artists of one type or another. Each and every one of us has the capacity to conceptualize, to step out of time and space and consider instead a range of abstract ideas and associations that are unrelated to each other or the present moment. We do it when we are daydreaming, or speculating, or even when we are telling lies.


Confidence is crucial. Artists don’t seek permission to paint or write or act or sing; they just do it.



The problem is, some of us have either convinced ourselves that we are not creative, or are yet to find our way. Confidence in our own creativity can wane. Which is bad. Confidence is crucial. In my experience artists, like a lot of us, fear being ‘found out’. But somehow they manage to summon up enough self-belief to overcome the self-doubt, which enables them to back their creativity. The Beatles were just a bunch of young lads with time on their hands who found the confidence to persuade themselves and then the world that they were musicians.

They didn’t wait to be asked. Artists don’t seek permission to paint or write or act or sing; they just do it. What tends to set them apart, and gives them their power and purpose, is not their creativity per se – we all have that. Rather, it’s the fact that they have found a focus for it, an area of interest that has fired their imagination and provided a vehicle for their talents.

It’s a phenomenon I first witnessed back in the 1980s when I was in my early twenties and working as a stage-hand at Sadler’s Wells Theatre in London. This was at a time before I had discovered art or, indeed, much else. But I did find myself drawn to the theatre’s mix of practical crafts and acts of illusion.

It was always hard work before and during the show, but once the final curtain had come down and the audience had departed we would leave en masse for a relaxing drink in the pub. In due course the show’s cast and ‘creatives’ would join us there. This was the time when the strict hierarchies that exist in the theatre were removed. Rank and regiment were now irrelevant, and I would occasionally find myself sitting next to a revered legend, typically from the world of ballet (the theatre’s forte).
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One night it might be the grand Dame Ninette de Valois – once of Diaghilev’s legendary Ballets Russes and subsequently the founder of the Royal Ballet. On another, it could be Sir Frederick Ashton, the master choreographer, who would share the latest gossip while tapping the rim of his chilled glass of Chablis. For a naïve young lad, brought up in rural England, such nights were wonderfully intoxicating and exotic.

This was when I first encountered what you might call bona-fide ‘artists’, those independent spirits who earn a good living and a big reputation by making things up. Even in the down-to-earth surroundings of a rough London pub they stood out. De Valois and Ashton attracted attention without seeking it, and rarely had to face the indignity of being interrupted. They had this inner strength that was so resolute and forceful it transmitted an outer confidence that overwhelmed and beguiled.


It is by being creative that we are likely to find contentment in our digitized age.



They weren’t superhuman. They were as full of foibles and insecurities as the rest of us. But they had found the thing – dance in their case – that turned their imagination on and enabled them to exploit the superhuman gift of creativity we all share. But how did they find it? How did they nurture it? And what can they teach us?

This book is my attempt to answer those questions, informed by observations made while inhabiting a world of writers, musicians, directors and actors. The aim is to shed a little light on how the creative élite fires its imagination and uses it as a productive tool.

There is much to learn from them all, but perhaps it is fine artists – by which I mean painters and sculptors, video-makers and performance practitioners – who can teach us most about the creative process. There is a singularity to the way they work that makes it easier to pin down how a creative mind thinks when operating at maximum capacity.

Hence the title of the book. Each of the main chapters takes one particular approach, or attitude, that strikes me as being essential to the creative process, and explores it through an artist’s experience. Not the technical specifics, like how to prime a canvas or paint light, but the ways of working and thinking that enable them to excel creatively. Ways that can be universally applied to anyone wanting to get creative.

Personally, I think that will be more and more of us in future, as we react to the disrupting effects of the digital revolution. In many respects recent technological advances have been exciting and liberating: the internet has made it much easier to source materials and information, to meet like-minded individuals and create networks. And it has provided a cheap and easy global platform for us to market our wares. All of which can help support our creative endeavours.

But there’s a downside too: it’s a little overwhelming. For all the benefits the internet age has brought, buying us more time hasn’t been one of them. Life has become ridiculously busy. Our day-to-day existence is more frenetic than ever. Not only are there still the same old chores to do, but now when we sit down to relax there is an avalanche of text messages, emails, status updates and Twitter feeds to deal with. We are living in a mad 24/7 wired world, which is demanding and relentless.

And this is before computers programmed with Artificial Intelligence have started to flex their bits and bytes. Slowly but surely, unseen digits and cyber-networks are inveigling their way into our daily lives and, to an extent, taking them over. As they will, in due course, our working lives too. It seems inevitable that computers running complex algorithms and nifty nano software will be undertaking some of the tasks we once thought only a person with a good education could do. Doctors, lawyers and accountants are all likely to notice the gentle hum of a digital device encroaching on their patch.

Already, we are feeling threatened by this erosion of our liberties and intrusion into our lives. Our best response will be to do the one thing that no computer in the world can manage, which is to bring our imagination to bear. It is by being creative that we are likely to find contentment, purpose, and a place in our digitized age.

In the workplace, creativity will be increasingly highly prized and well remunerated. Which is good. But there’s more to it than that. The very act of making and creating is deeply satisfying, life-affirming and rewarding. Yes, it can be infuriating and at times disheartening, but nothing else can make you feel as truly alive and connected to the physical world as bringing your ideas to life. It is, I suppose, the ultimate affirmation of our humanness.

It is an also an important and powerful form of self-expression. Why else would despotic dictators lock up poets, and extremists destroy artefacts? They are frightened by ideas that oppose theirs, and threatened by those who can express them. Creativity matters. Now, perhaps, more than ever.

We live in a world full of urgent problems: climate change, terrorism and poverty, to name but three. We won’t resolve them with brawn; they are obstacles we can only overcome by using our brains – when we are thinking like artists and not behaving like animals.

And we are all artists. We just have to believe it. That’s what artists do.
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1. Artists Are Enterprising

There are many myths we like to believe about artists. Ours is a romantic view of the painter and the sculptor. To us they represent an ideal. While we toil away at life doing stuff we don’t really want to do, in order to put food on the table or because it seems expedient, artists appear to make no such compromises. They follow their own star; do their own thing, regardless of the circumstances, or the consequences. Artists are true and heroic – and necessarily selfish.

They will withdraw into their garret (Seurat), tie themselves to a ship’s mast in the middle of a storm (J. M. W. Turner), or walk thousands of miles (Brancusi) in the name of art. Concessions are not made, the motivation is singular: to create a work of worth and meaning. Courage and nobility abound.

Up to a point …

[image: image]

In reality, artists are no more courageous or noble or single-minded than the farmers who go to extreme lengths, in extreme weathers, to protect their herd. Or a restaurateur who – having waved goodbye to her last customer at midnight – hauls herself out of bed at 4 a.m. the following morning to make sure she’s at the market in time to buy the best produce. Or, for that matter, a master bricklayer who has calloused fingers and an aching back from days spent building a house.

In terms of dedication to the cause and seriousness of intent, there is little to differentiate between them beyond the way we choose to value their activities. The aim is the same. Which in all cases is neither particularly romantic nor especially high-minded. It is to survive and, with luck, thrive by making enough money to continue doing their thing.


Artists are entrepreneurs. They are willing to stake everything for the chance to go it alone.



But while farmers and restaurateurs will talk for hours about the practicalities of cash-flows and operating margins, artists tend to remain tight-lipped on the subject of money. It’s a bit vulgar, demeaning even. Added to which it risks ruining the illusion we have created that they are deities untouched by the grubby realities of everyday life.

There is the occasional exception, though. Andy Warhol was so fascinated by money and materialism he made them the subject of his work. He called his studio a factory, and once famously said, ‘Making money is art and working is art and good business is the best art.’ He made screen-prints of consumer products, celebrities and dollar signs. Warhol actually manufactured images of money that he would then exchange for the real thing. Now, that was good business.

[image: image]

He was extremely enterprising. But then, so are all successful artists. They have to be. Just like the farmer, restaurateur and builder, artists are the CEOs of their own businesses. They need to have an acute sensitivity for marketing and an implicit understanding of brand; ugly corporate concepts they would never mention in polite company but which are
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