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Chapter 1 -
Introduction






I first became interested in creativity when
I was preparing for a career in the theatre. I majored in theatre
at Antioch College and had the opportunity to spend a year abroad
studying at the Bristol Old Vic Theatre School in England, which
offers training in classical acting.

The pivotal event that got me targeted on
creativity was a confrontation with one teacher in college who
thought I was a terrible actor -- and told me so. As you might
expect, I disagreed with him. But what really annoyed me was his
passionate assertion that one had to be born with artistic and
creative talent. Actors, or so he argued, were born not made.
According to this teacher it was impossible to teach acting. Aside
from the irony of his choice of profession (teaching acting) I
found this a preposterous statement.

My experience in England as well as with
other professors at Antioch had clearly demonstrated that acting
was a craft that required a range of skill sets. Each of these
crafts could be learned and improved through practice and informed
guidance. Not every acting student will become a brilliant actor,
but surely everyone was capable of learning and improving. Perhaps
my teacher’s argument was that brilliance and genius cannot be
taught. Perhaps.

Throughout the years I consumed whatever I
could find in the popular press about the topic of creativity and
began to feel that I knew something about the subject. At least, I
knew more than the average man on the street about how we could
enhance our creative performance.

Then, a number of years ago I had the
opportunity to do some consulting work for a cognitive
neuroscientists who shared my fascination with creativity. I was
able to do a deep dive into the scientific research on creativity
and a range of topics that I thought shed light on the creative
process. With this background in hard science, my understanding of
the topic was greatly enhanced and my confidence in my theories
about the process of creativity increased.

The research reinforced my sense that
creativity is a complex and difficult area of study. This was no
surprise. But what did surprise me is how much research missed the
mark and, to my mind, contributed little to the understanding of
the topic. While there has been a lot of scholarly research on the
topic and a new interest from neuroscientists on how the brain
supports creative thinking, there is still little consensus about
what creativity is, or more important, how we can improve brain
function in support of enhanced creative performance.

Harvard psychologist
Howard Gardner, who is most well known for his idea of multiple
intelligences, is also a student of creativity. In his book
Creative Minds, i
he calls attention to a point about creativity
made by a fellow psychologist, Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, who first
described the euphoric feeling of “flow” that frequently
accompanies deep engagement with a creative challenge.
ii Garner
commenting on the difficulty of studying creativity says, It was
therefore a significant moment when Csikszentmihalyi suggested that
the conventional question, ‘What is creativity?’ be replaced by the
provocative inquiry, ‘Where is creativity?’”

Csikszentmihalyi argues
that creativity cannot be understood unless it is seen as more than
just a mental process. Creativity is, he says, as much a
cultural and
social event as it is a
psychological event. In this formulation, creativity occurs when an
individual, the creator, interacts with two important aspects of
the creative environment.

“The environment,” says
Csikszentmihalyi, “has two salient aspects: a cultural, or symbolic
aspect which here is called the domain; and a social aspect called
the field. Creativity is a process that can be observed only at the
intersection where individuals, domains, and fields
interact.” iii It is in
this sense that Csikszentmihalyi is interested in the “where” of
creativity. Can creativity be found in the individual, in the
domain, or in the field?

Another way of looking at
this is that creativity can be studied from the perspective of
the individual, or
the artistic product, or the process itself. If we focus on the individual we ask, “Why one person
is more creative than another?” If we focus on the product we ask
“Why is this product considered creative, and why is it creative
now when it wasn’t considered so in the past?” When we focus on the
creative process we ask “What is it that people do when they create products that we
consider to be creative?”

I study creativity
primarily because I want to understand how we can improve our
creative performance. I have come to the conclusion that we can
best improve our creative performance if we focus attention on
learning about the process
of creativity, on the specific behaviors that
lead to specific actions and activities.

Why have I come to this conclusion?

Improvement requires the
ability to control change and when we consider the creative
personality, the
creative product and the creative process, it is the process over which
we can exert the most direct control. It is easier to change what
we do than to change who we are. It is easier to make decisions
about our own choices than it is to influence the decisions and
choices of others. The creative process is concerned with what we
do, the choices we make, the skills we learn, the knowledge we
gather and the strategies we use to solve creative challenges. We
can control and change all of these conditions much more
effectively than we can alter our basic personality or the feelings
and biases of others.

Scholars and researchers who study
creativity often focus on the moment of insight, the “Aha! Moment,”
the Eureka moment when a new and wonderful idea springs into mind
as though from the ether or as a gift from an unseen muse. But, as
we will explore in these pages, insight is only one small stage of
a much larger and more extensive process.

This book focuses, therefore, on the
creative process and how we can go about managing it. I have
developed a schema for the creative process that posits three core
objectives of any creative process: 1) being motivated to create
change, 2) generating ideas about how to achieve that change, and
3) putting the idea into practice so that it can be tested. If
further divide these three objectives into seven identifiable
stages of the creative process, many of which have been identified
and discussed by others. The seven stages are Initiations,
Saturation, Manipulation, Incubation, Illumination, Implementation
and Verification.

The essays in this book explore various
aspects of what we call The MINDRAMP Creative Cycle.
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Chapter 2 - Eureka:
Exploring the Creative Cycle






A familiar anecdote about creativity
involved Archimedes, one of the leading scientists and engineers of
classical antiquity who lived around 287 to 212 BC. Archimedes did
his science in the self-governed Greek colony of Magna Graecia,
modern day Sicily, in the seaport city of Syracuse.

As the story has been retold through the
ages, King Heiro II had supplied a goldsmith with a certain amount
of pure gold to be used in the crafting of a votive crown. When the
crown was returned, King Heiro wanted to verify that the goldsmith
had been honest. Had the goldsmith used all of the gold, or had he
mixed in some less valuable silver and kept the remaining gold for
himself? King Heiro reasoned that he could determine the honesty of
the goldsmith by determining that the volume of the crown was equal
to the volume of the gold that was initially supplied. But how
could the volume of the gold in the crown be calculated? King Heiro
turned, quite naturally, to Archimedes, the most brilliant
scientist of the day, to solve this problem.

Archimedes pondered the problem and
struggled to create a solution, but to no avail. How could he weigh
the volume of the crown without melting it down and destroying it?
But then, in the middle of taking a bath the solution came to him.
Archimedes realized that when he got into the bath his body
displaced an amount of bath water equal to his body weight. By the
same logic immersing the golden crown in a tub of water would
displace water equal in volume to the crown itself. Archimedes
realized in a flash that we would be able to use this information
to calculate whether the crown was pure gold, or contained other
materials that were lighter in weight.

Archimedes was so excited by his revelation
that he jumped out of the bath and ran naked through the streets of
Syracuse shouting the now famous “Eureka!” “I have found it.” One
wonders what stunned observers thought it was he had found.

The anecdote points to two
important events that consistently occur in the creative process.
The first is known as incubation
and involves taking a break from concerted
conscious work on the creative challenge by doing something else.
In Archimedes case, he decided to take a relaxing bath.

As often happens, this
"brain break" -- a bath, a walk, a run, a nap, a night's sleep, a
vacation -- facilitates a sudden insight; the solution appears as
though by magic. Incubation
leads to insight.
In another famous example, the German chemist
Frederick August Kekule came up with the ring-like molecular
structure of benzene while in a reverie, daydreaming about a snake
seizing its own tail. After years of studying the nature of carbon
bonds, the solution suddenly appeared to him during a period of
incubation.

The linked and sequential occurrence of
incubation and insight seem so magical that they have come to
embody, in many people’s minds, the entirety of the creative
process. But this is a profound misunderstanding. Archimedes
devoted many hours of thought to the task before easing into that
bath. Without the prior work and thinking the insight would never
have occurred. One once he had the insight – and put on some
clothes – there was still a lot of work to be done to actually
determine whether that goldsmith had been honest.

If we accept the definition of creativity as
including not only the generation of new ideas but, just as
important, the effort to make those ideas actionable and useful, it
becomes clear that creativity is more than just the magical flash
of insight that occurs in one of those "Aha" or “Eureka!"
moments.

Serious students of creativity recognize
that creativity is a complex process comprised of multiple,
interlocked phases; some precede incubation/insight, others follow.
To learn the craft of creativity we need to identify the discrete
phases of the process, recognize that each phase requires the use
of different cognitive skills, and then learn how to effectively
employ the right skill at the right time.

What are the essential parts of the creative
process? Building on the work of previous theorists, MINDRAMP
offers a description of the process that identifies three major
phases that are, in turn, divided into seven key stages. We refer
to this schematic analysis of the creative process as the MINDRAMP
CREATIVE CYCLE.

Phases of the MINDRAMP Creative Cycle.

In broad terms, the Creative Cycle moves
through three broad areas, or accomplishes three main tasks. The
task most associated with creativity is Idea Generation. But before
the Idea Generation Phase there is an essential set of steps that I
will call the Vision Phase. We start the creative process with a
vision of the future, a mental image of a desired outcome. That
image motivates us to consider way to achieve the outcome and to
generate possible means for overcoming obstacles that stand in our
way. There is also a final phase in which the idea is put into
action and is evaluated. This is the Action and Assessment
Phase.

Thus, the three
major phases of
the Creative Cycle are:  

Vision & Goal Setting

Idea Generation

Action & Assessment

Consider Sternberg’s
formulation about novelty and routine. He suggests that thinking
can be considered as the thesis
of a dialectic process. Creativity serves as
the antithesis that challenges the tenets of the original thinking. And
finally, the dialectic confrontation between THINKING and
CREATIVITY leads to the synthesis
of WISDOM.

For the discussion of creativity, I would
borrow Sternberg’s formulation, but substitute the terms routine,
novelty and creativity. In this formulation of the dialectic of
creativity, we have ROUTINE as the established thesis that serves
us well by prescribing standards and norms that guide our behavior.
NOVELTY, in this case, serves as the antithesis. Routine is the
current way of doing things and novelty is a new approach, a new
methodology, a new mindset. In most cases novelty alters, but does
not totally obliterate, the original routine. Instead it serves to
modify the behavior or methodology, taking it in a new direction,
making it more robust or leaner and more effective. The
confrontation between routine and novelty leads to the dialectic
synthesis that we call creativity.

Hence, Routine (Thesis) is confronted by
Novelty (Antithesis) leading to Creativity (the Synthesis).

Stages of the Creative Cycle

Previous creativity
theorist has recognized a number of the proposed stages of the
Creative Cycle. In the late nineteenth
century, German philosopher Hermann Helmholtz identified three
specific stages of the creative process that he recognized in his
own scientific work. Like Archimedes, Helmholtz experienced times
when he turned his conscious attention to other tasks, or simply
indulged in daydreaming, only to find that the solution to his
problem presented itself out of the blue. He labeled these two
phases Incubation and Illumination.

But Helmholtz also
recognized an additional stage that he realized needed to precede
incubation. He called this earlier stage, Saturation. This was the research
stage when Helmholtz researched the problem and soaked up
information like a sponge, saturating himself with information and
skills relevant to the topic in question. Without this accumulation
of relevant information and skills, Helmholtz realized, incubation
and insight would not be possible.

In 1908, the French
mathematician Henri Poincare suggested a fourth stage that he
called “Verification.” Poincare recognized the importance of testing and
evaluation. This stage recognized that the Eureka insight, as
seductive and exciting as it may seem in the moment, might prove to
be wrong. The Eureka insight needs to be checked for error and
tested for usefulness. The creator must use the information
gathered in this stage to either build on the success, or learn
from the failure and map out the next action.

At this point the history
of this field of study becomes less clear. There are stories that
ascribe the development of the next phase to two different sources.
One account has it that Graham Wallas (1858-1932) suggested that
there was an important preparation phase that got the processing
rolling. A second account ascribes this suggestion to American
psychologist Jacob Getzels, who in the early 1960’s recognized that
the creative process begins with what he described as “finding or
formulating.” American psychologist, George Kneller, is credited
with dubbed this initial stage “First Insight.” I prefer to call
this phase the “Initiation”
phase.

So, combining these suggested phases, past
students of creativity came up with the following five-stage
process:

Initiation

Saturation

Incubation

Illumination

Verification

Our analysis suggests that a number of
refinements and additional phases are warranted.

During the saturation phase, information is
gathered and skills are practiced. In a sense, the Saturation phase
is equivalent to the learning process itself. We are building up
our storehouse of useful information and skills, shelving the
resulting informational inventory for later retrieval. Coupled with
the Initiation stage, in which the goal of the creative work is
defined, the Saturation phase completes the Vision and Goal Setting
phase of the creative process.
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