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Introduction



Another book on creativity – really?

Think about where you come from. Who you are. Your interests. What drives you, and the people or things that make you come alive. Consider your previous creative experience (or lack of). Your personality. Your ego. You the introvert. You the extrovert. Your visual, auditory and kinaesthetic learning preferences, or the profound existential questions that resonate with you. All of these things (and many, many more) position you as a one-of-a-kind, creative powerhouse that needs winding up and setting in motion.

The majority of us spend more time consuming than creating, yet creative expression is essential for us all – to the point that our happiness depends on it. To view creativity as innate talent or as a superpower only present in certain ‘artistic’ individuals is a mistake. Those of us in the creative industries – the so-called professionals – may be more practised at applying our creative intuition, but everyone has the capacity for creativity, and nurturing your creative abilities constitutes a core component of your overall growth as a person.

Backstory

Our shared interest in creativity and creative processes evolved from our own education and the environment that was the traditional British art school. We both benefitted from tutors who revelled in provocation, who would push, challenge and encourage us way beyond what felt comfortable. The result was a growing fascination with the question of why (rather than what), and the creative journey itself became more important than the destination. This became evident both in the development of our own work and in what we observed of the underlying processes of the artists and designers we admired. Over time, outcomes became a by-product of a process of exploration that was far more interesting, so it was no real surprise that we both ended up working in education – where questions are often more prevalent than answers. Getting inside the head of a student to help them untangle their thinking was far more satisfying than any final solution to a given problem. The outcome would grow old; the learning would last forever. The making, the journey, the wrestling and tension is, for us, where the real action is – design as a verb, rather than a noun.

Over the past decade, this interest has developed into a more overt pursuit of understanding the place of creativity and process in our teaching, which has led to workshops seeking to frame each student’s working methodology as the main event, rather than considering their process as a means to an end. What if the way you worked as a designer, or writer, or architect became the object of self-study – exploring something more profound than the pursuit of developing a logo, or story, or building? What would you notice? What would surprise or shock you? What would you want to change or protect?

Creativity Begins with You started as a series of informal learning experiments with design students. We pooled our collective observations to that point, and invited individuals to reflect on their existing practice and to propose alternative versions of their future selves. Over time, the experiments grew and developed into a body of work that seemed to have an emerging centre of gravity. There was a constellation of creative possibilities surrounding every student’s practice, and the sessions sought to empower and equip them with an ever-expanding pool of materials and methods to refer to whenever they felt stuck, uninspired or hindered by self-doubt.

The material in this book is, therefore, part practical workshop, part provocative guide, part theoretical conversation, and is based on our experiences and observations from those early experiments onwards. Just as there can never be enough songs (or novels, or typefaces, or paintings) in the world, this book seeks to add to the conversation around creativity in a way that places you in the middle of the picture, working outwards from there.

Growth

We started writing this book with an underlying belief that creativity is not primarily something we learn; it is something we are. We are often taught (albeit indirectly) that creativity is something you either have or don’t have, and this forms a belief that has a significant bearing on our ability to function creatively in the long term; many people will write themselves off simply because they were told they couldn’t draw at school. If you can take the step of trusting that you are inherently creative, regardless of how you feel, you can then learn practices and principles that will encourage and grow your ability for creativity. You may have further to travel than the seasoned professional, but know that you’re already on the road, with an innate capacity to move.

Creativity is a generative behaviour that springs from a unique combination of factors directly hardwired to our identity. It looks different from person to person, and it evolves as we grow. Our emphasis, therefore, is not so much on your capacity to learn something – it’s on the conditions and environments that shape what’s already there. If you fundamentally believe that you’re not creative, you have established an immovable mountain that you will have no ambition even to begin to climb. Similarly, if you do believe you are (to a greater or lesser degree) creative but spend huge amounts of energy trying to be more so, you’re probably asking the wrong questions and needlessly exhausting yourself.


‘ You must not trample on other people’s secret gardens. You must remember: to suggest is to create; to describe is to destroy.’

Robert Doisneau 1



For many of us, however (and despite our combined efforts over the last century to capture what ‘it’ is), creativity still sits more comfortably in the unknowable realm – a mystery. It’s something we live out day by day, as an extension of life seen from a unique perspective, which goes some way to explaining why we have such a hard time tying it down.

There is a mystery to creativity that needs to remain, to a certain degree, undefined. By looking too closely or explaining too thoroughly, there’s a danger of dismantling the very thing we’re trying to observe. Catch a butterfly and pin it to a board to marvel at its beauty, and you kill the essence of what you were drawn to. That said, if we never attempt to comprehend what we don’t understand, we’ll endlessly repeat ourselves and never grow. Finding the balance between the mystery and the understanding is where the magic lies and – we hope – forms the heart of this book.


‘ People have always referred to the arts to express that which could not be explained. And therein lies the real power of art and design. Artists and designers have the ability and the sensory vocabulary to express rather than explain. We, therefore, are in a position to engage with an audience on a very deep, essentially human level.’

Stefan Boufler 2



You at the centre

Encouraging creativity in others has, over the past decade, become our primary concern, and shaping our teaching activity around the needs of the individual has allowed us to nurture that creativity more effectively. In order for us to do this, it’s vital to identify the unique characteristics, needs and behaviours of that individual (the context of their creativity), and to recognize how and why certain conditions or environments can support, nourish or even challenge their creative growth.

Creativity Begins with You explores these themes in three dedicated chapters – Identity, Habit and Play – which go some way in helping to define those internal and external characteristics more clearly. We then conclude with the definitive fourth and final chapter, Practice, which feeds your intellectual growth by way of more than 30 hands-on workshops for you to explore at your leisure.

Why does this all matter?

We believe exploring our creativity is essential for several reasons – not least that the world would be far more utilitarian if it weren’t for our collective endeavours.





There is an ease with which our creativity can become blunted through use, and there is a constant need for us to re-question and re-evaluate our assumptions and practice.





In his book On Directing Film, David Mamet says that ‘the conscious mind always wants to be liked and wants to be interesting ... the conscious mind is going to suggest the obvious, the cliché, because these things offer the security of having succeeded in the past.’3 The pressures of continual measurement and assessment in the educational world, and the weight of commercial deadlines, economic bias or self-doubt can cause us to fall back on tried-and-tested routes or creative patterns. We play to our historic strengths and end up producing safe yet mostly uninteresting work (or no work at all). In doing so, we can end up like a cover band of old projects, continually replaying our favourite hits, and slowly sucking the soul from the work we once loved. There is an ease with which our creativity can become blunted through use, and there is a constant need for us to re-question and re-evaluate our assumptions and practice.

Creativity within the education sector is experiencing broader change. With fewer arts subjects being available to the under 18s, there is a concerning shift in the traditional art-student demographic. The ongoing commercialization of education (university courses as products, and students as customers) and aggressive adoption of data-driven business models has changed the atmosphere of the art school. While much of this change is inevitable and shaped by broader global issues, the impact on our long-term creative development (and our ability to learn) is compromised. When we become numbers in a system, our individuality can be lost and, as we will explore, that uniqueness plays a significant role in our creative development.

Whether you are someone who’s never considered themselves creative or interesting enough, a student entering art school or university, or even a seasoned practitioner with decades of experience, there is always more to learn. Never has there been such a time to re-focus on the individual nature of the creative journey and take ownership of your own learning.

So yes, another book on creativity, but this one is specifically about yours.
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