Inspiration tools

There are tools to assist the development of every phase in the creative process.  We only have time to look at some phases and some tools.  Here are some for the inspiration phase.

Analogy

This tool is best explained by example.  Suppose a clothing company found its quality control system was passing imperfect garments.  

1.  Ask:  “What kind of problem is this?”  This is a “sort out the good from the bad”problem.  

Ask:  “What other ‘sort the good from the bad’ situations are there? 

We get analogies like:

A sewage filtration plant:  This uses a continuous filtre bed system   --->  Could the clothes be gradually inspected, rather than just at the end of the production line?   For example could each worker check the seam sown by the previous worker?

The body’s immune system:  White cells kill viruses.  Inoculation involves introducing a small sample of dead viruses.  The immune system then learns to detect and kill the viruses.  Could faulty garments be deliberately introduced to check the quality of the inspection taking place?

etc!

Association and Movement.             

To set this idea in context I will take as an example a creative writing session.  But the technique has wider application, you will see it being used time and time again with the other inspiration techniques mentioned below.  

A writer planning a passage concerning the sea could browse through books relevant to the subject, or look at paintings or photographs of the sea, noting down as they do so words phrases or observations which strike them, without any preconceptions about whether or how these ideas might be used.  The best source for these ideas is of course direct experience of the sea itself.

Association can then be used to create “movement” from  these simple ideas.  Words and phrases created in this way can then be worked into prose or poetry.  For example spray has obvious associations with the sea, but in the example below movement from this word has produced less hackneyed ideas and associations.  As usual when trying to generate creative ideas you may see no use for many, most or sometimes all of the ideas generated.    

Association chains

When creating the chain of associations it is best to try to forget the initial word of ‘spray’, or the original subject of the sea, and concentrate on the latest word in the chain.  This is especially true if you want relatively distant, poetic associations.  I have tried to do this with the chain-lists above.  

Many people suggest that you should work quickly and without much thought, so that the associations come unedited from your sub-conscious .  Others counsel a more careful approach, but try both and discover which suits you.

The more distant associations can be used in more poetic writing: 

“an angry sea, spitting its spray into my eyes...”  

Closer associations create a  more prose-like style:

 “They walked the quay, showered with spray .... ”  or 

“He watched the wind blown flecks of spray ... ”
If you want a less poetic style, hunt for closer associations.  After doing this on paper a number of times try the process mentally.  Soon you will automatically generate useful associations as soon as you think of a subject. An alternative paper based method is to draw up a “mind-map” of associations.

Bad writing makes use of obvious or cliché-like associations which present themselves too readily.  To avoid this problem use oblique sources which are considered in more detail later, a magazine article about a tidal barrage, or a coast guard safety leaflet will suggest more original words or approaches to the sea, and more original story lines.  It is oblique or non obvious detail generated by sources like this that is one of the hall-marks of good writing, and this partly explains why many novelists spend so much of their time in research, and why novelists often advise “write about what you know”. 

Association is not the exclusive preserve of writers, if you look for it, you will find the “poetic logic” of association in every field of the creative arts.  This is no coincidence, our mind works by associative connections.  This is why the technique is so powerful and so widely applicable.

RANDOM ASSOCIATION                                        *

More advanced students can try lateral thinking techniques pioneered by Edward De Bono. These techniques seem oddball and most unlikely to produce ideas of merit.  All I ask is that you try them seriously yourself for half an hour,  further recommendation from me will then be unnecessary!  Here are a few of them:

Campbell says that creativity requires "ideational variation" which to be truely effective must be "blind".

This has the advantage of throwing one off well trodden paths.  Words are chosen at random from the dictionary and then word association is used to work towards the desired subject matter.  Here is an example of this technique being used by a  student who is looking for ideas for the subject of a painting to be entered in a competition under the category "Human Group".   The words on the left are those generated at random from the dictionary 

recite: -->  poem or reading ---> group as  an audience at a poetry reading

revelation: ---> religious revelation ---> angel appearing to group of shepherds

glove:  --->  hand --->  handshake  ---->  group of people meeting for the first time.

glow  --->  fire ---> group of people round a camp fire.

Encourage students to generate as many ideas as possible.

This technique can be used in almost any creative work, devising the plot for a short story, problem solving, or solving design problems.  For example here a student uses the technique to consider ideas for a device that will automatically water plants when the owner is on holiday:

spark: --->fire ---> fires are thermostatically controlled, could a plant pot have a humidity detector that automatically turned on a water supply when a certain level of dryness is achieved?

impale:  ---> spike  --->  could a spike or pipe be stuck in the soil which slowly releases water?

purse: ---> money ---> paper ---> soggy paper, could a highly absorbent material be placed under the flowerpot that is prevented from drying out?.....

There is no end to these random and oblique relevance approaches:  

Try  throwing cut out shapes from magazine pictures onto a white background to look for colour combinations for a wall paper pattern.  

Try cutting out lots of words and phrases that appeal to you from a newspaper and then randomly ordering them to produce ideas for a story or poem.  (David Bowie has used this technique when writing lyrics.)

Try looking at photographs of microbes to find interesting shapes for a fabric design.

“I always think of myself not so much as a painter but as a medium for accident and chance ... I don’t think I’m gifted.  I just think I’m receptive ... I think that I have this peculiar kind of sensibility as a painter, where things are handed to me and I just use them.”   The painter Francis Bacon quoted by David Sylvester in “The Brutality of Fact”

This is an extract from “How to be Better at Creativity” Geoffrey Petty (1996) Kogan Page London.  This is now out of print but copies can sometimes be found.  See also my ‘Teaching Today’ Nelson Thornes 2nd edition which has a chapter on teaching creativity.
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