The creative process is much
like communication between
people, according to a
psychologist-painter. Try too
hard to control it—and ignore
what “the other” is saying—and
you're likely to fail.

T

BY DESY SAFAN-GERARD
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1 SOMETIMES CONDUCT group-therapy
sessions for artists who are having trou-
ble with their work, or in their personal
lives. Among other treatment tech-
niques, I ask them to paint to music,
and to let it guide their thoughts and
hands. One woman was particularly
bothered by the idea, feeling that the
music interfered with her control over
the painting. '

She demonstrated the same need for
control in joint therapy sessions with
her husband. The woman seemed un-
able tolisten closely to what he was say-
ing. When she finally realized the
problem, she told me, “I think I know
what Tom means when he complains
that I don't listen. I thoughtI did, but 1
notice that sometimes when he’s talk-
ing to me, I feel as uncomfortableasdo

when [ draw with the music. I want to

know what am drawing, just as] want
to hold on to what I am thinking when
heis talking to me. I don'tlike to let the
music in; 1 don’t like to let his words
in.ll \ .

This artist’s insight intoher work and
marital problems illustrates the sim-
ilarities between the creative process
and communication with other people.
Creativity—like communication—is a
process of discovery, and the end prod-
uct is usually quite different from what
the person or persons had in mind
originally. _

Experienced artists know that they
can’t impose their will on the creative

process; they must let it lead them.
Picasso talked about the absence of .

planning, an attitude of exploring with-
out trying to reach a specific goal:
“When I paint, my objective is to show
what I found, not what 1 was looking
for:’ Julia Child identifies the creative
cook as one whois able torecognize and
capitalize on an accidental combination
of ingredients. ' "'
According to psychoanalyst Otto
Rank, the neurotic and the artist are
similarly dissatisfied with themselves.

Both try to create a new self-image, but’

while the artist’s creation transcends
the self, the neurotic is stuck striving

only to maintain his self-image. The

latter’s energy is diverted from the im-
mediate sensory experience, thus elim-
inating potential raw material for

creative work. This difference underlies

Rank’s claim that the neuroticis an art-

ist who cannot create.

I think it is more instructive to look

at the creative process from the middle, .

while the work is going on, particularly
if one wants to understand the nature of
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creative blocks. From this viewpoint,
creativity Is annterplay between the
“person and the matter at hand, a special
quality of connection and communica-
tton. I am a painter myself, and I've
worked as a therapist with many paint-
¢rs and writers. But creativity 1s not re-
stricted to artists. Businessmen,
teachers, scientists, engincers every-
one looking for answers to problems is
engaged in creative work.

Whetherthe endresult isa painting, a
report, or a reorganization plan,
creativity occurs when there is success-
ful communication between a person
and his work. It is an information-pro-
cessing sequence much like the one
psychologists use to describe com-
munication between persons: ac-
cording to their model, something is
perceived, elaborated, expressed, and
evaluated.

In the perception stage, we listen to
the other person and gather information
abouthim andhis ideas. {For the sake of
simplicity, I will use “he” throughout
the article, with the understanding that
it refers to both sexes.) In the elabora-
tion stage, we start to understand his
message and interpret its meaning. In
the expression stage, we give our inter-
pretation of his message in what we say
to him. Finally, in the evaluation stage,
we assess what we have expressed by
listening to the other person’s response.

Writers on creativity usually describe
a similar process: incubation of an idea,
tllumination, elaboration, expression,
and verification. One goes through all
these stages—with the possible excep-
ton of incubation—many times during
the execution of a single piece of work.

Perception

Of the four stages of creativity, percep-
tion may be the most critical in both
generating and blocking the flow of
communication. Perception is of both
external and internal events. Allowing
time for an idea to incubate is a vital
part of this stage, since it is then that
internal perception occurs. The high
value we place on conscious effort can
block creativity by trying to force work
betore we are ready to do it. Most of us
teel tense and uneasy during this in-
cubation stage. We feel that what we do
betore “’getting down to business”’—
thinking, sharpening pencils, or just
looking out the window—is a waste of
time. Too much of it can be, of course,
but'we must allow our ideas and feel-
Ings to sort themselves out before they
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can become completely available to us.

Iearned this shortly after I began
studying painting. Before settling down
topaint, I would often sit and watch the
others in the class. Or I might simply
relax foran hour, although the class
lasted only three hours. Whenever |
would virtuously decide not to “waste
time,”” however, my work suffered. My
inner command to get down to work
seemed to override the experience, and
the sense of urgency translated itself
into work of inferior quality.

Trying toforce work before we are
ready is a common cause of creative
blocks. When a person expects instant
creativity and then fails to measure up,
he blames himself, becomes dis-
couraged, and decides, “This just isn’t

This classic picture contains two distinct
images: an old woman turned slightly to-
ward the viewer or a young woman look-
ing away. The old woman's mouth is the
voung woman's choker: her nose is the
voung woman's chin.

my day.” Or, still worse, he may con-
clude, “I'm just not creative.” Incuba-
tion can also take place while we are
working. There is no full involvement,
but we go through the motions, exercis-
ing skills until we make a deeper con-
necrion with the work.

I am often asked whether creative
people see things in an unusual way.
They do seem more fluidin their ability
toreverse figure and ground in what
they perceive or think about. Many of
us are familiar with figure-ground illu-
sions that demonstrate how we struc-
ture what we see {sce figure). Each
illusion contains mutually exclusive
perceptions: when oneis seen, the other
does not exist. Switching perception re-

quires relaxed concentration, effortless
attentron. The viewer becomes im-
mersed in the figure, and his eyes seem
to wander in and out of it. Reversing
cannot be accomplished by an act of
will; we must wait forit to happen. The
artist achicves perceptual freedom by
giving himself access to both figure and
ground, which helps him integrate fig-
ure and background as a painting
achieves unity.

When I show slides of figure-ground
tllusions to students, I find that some of
them see the second figure quickly.
Others scem fixated on the first figure,
andtindit hard tospot the second figure
in the ground, even when other stu-
dents point it out to them. This rigidity
in perceptionis another major contribu-
tor to creative blocks.

Perception is more than the identi-
tication of objects. It offers the perceiver
the possibility of cither a stable, safe
world or a dynamic, unstable one. Be-
cause we prefer to perceive ideas and el-
ements that do not threaten our view of
the world and, more importantly, our
view of ourselves, our preconceptions
play alarge role in the perceptual stage.
The more willing we are to accept am-
bivalence and inconsistency, the wider
the range of stimuli available to us.

Students who have the most diffi-
culty with life-drawing seem to rely
heavily on their knowledge of the body
rather than on what they see with their
owneyes. I know of one art teacher who
has her students draw their own shad-
ows as they stand in front of a big sheet
of paper on the floor. Many insist on
drawing a neck on the figure, although
in that position the neck can’t be seen.
The teacher has a hard time convincing
the students todraw only what they see,
not what they know.

Another teacher works with individ-
uals who don’t know how to draw. He
asks half of them to draw a human fig-
ure from an existing drawing, the rest to
copy the same figure upside down in
such a way thatit can’t be recognized as
a figure. The second group is generally
able to draw the figure with little diffi-
culty, while the first group has trouble
with it. The concept they have inside
their heads interferes with what is in
front of them.

We sometimes make the mistake of
foreshortening the perceptual stage and
entering the claboration stage pre’.
maturely. If we are talking to somcone,
we reach a quick conclusion about what
he means and then react to this conclu-
sion. If we are writing, painting, or




working on a problem, we come up with
the “‘right answer’’ too soon, and act on
i1t. This usually leads to work that
misses the mark.

As an artist works, he receives a mes-
sage from what he has done to that
point. He perceives and reacts to his last
paragraph or to his last brush strokes.
But if he has a definite goal in mind, he
will be unable torespond to whathe has
just done. The work at hand should ac-
quire a life of its own. No matter how
accomplished the painter, unexpected
things are bound tohappen. Artists who
are overly concerned with technique are
not open to these “accidents”; they are
likely to consider them mistakes.

The choice of a medium in painting
reflects this tolerance of accidents. An
artist can exercise far more control in
oil painting than he can in watercolor,
where the demands for guick reaction
and solution are greater. But even
among watercolorists, I have noticed a
definite difference between those who
can tolerate, and even marvel at, some
accident and those who are so worried
about having something go wrong that

- they wage an ongoing battle with their
work. One artist told me recently that
vou must be especially strong to come
back and paint again after the bad days
when everything goes wrong. “A paint-
ing is not going to control me,” he said
proudly. “1 have to control it.” This is
one way to look at a relationship with
your work or with another person, but I
don’t see how anyone can derive lasting
fulfillment from a relationship he
thinks of as a constant struggle for
control.

Elaboration

In the perception stage, we allow some-
thing to affect us. In the elaboration
stage, we begin to reach conclusions
about what we have perceived. If we are
talking to another person, we reach de-
cisions about his meaning and inten-
tions. These decisions often change or
completely suppress our original per-
ceptions. We make our decisions
rapidly, so rapidly that we get the im-
pression that our conclusions—our way
of structuring reality—are reality. In
dealing with others, we impute inten-
tions to them, unaware of the part our
preconceptions have played in defining
those intentions.

Similar steps occur in the creative
process. When someone paints, for ex-
ample, much of what looks like trial
and erroris actually the result of follow-

e LA ¥

,.:;:::.tv'-r'.,«:‘.;-—-:m{i’b '.::-...""(‘ ﬁ 7
NS ELEERIN & / *
Y . :
(. X

ing leads. Suddenly the artistis into
something quite different from what he
had in mind originally, until the paint-
ing begins to make sense as a whole. I
had a recent example of this myself.

[ wanted to try out a new kind of wa-
tercolor paper, but I had noidea what to
do with it. Glancing through a maga-
zine, I came upon an article that con-
tained a color picture of surgeons at
work. I saw the subtle color grada-
tions—from the bluish room and uni-
forms to the soft pink of the patient’s
flesh—and decided to work on a wash
drawing that would capture these col-

ors.l let my hand draw on the paper

whileI looked at the picture. The grain
of the paper felt exquisite. I still had no
clear idea of where I wanted to go with
it, but | was enjoying how the paper re-
acted to the water and ink.

A few days later, back in my studio, !
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noticed the bloom of an epiphyllum I
had picked that morning. ““Lifeis in
there, likein the flesh,” I thought. I took
my ‘‘surgeon’” painting and began to
draw the flower where flesh was in the
original picture. I liked the flower and
began todraw another one where the de-
sign needed it, not necessarily where
the flesh was. The painting was now
making sense and I was doing to it what
it needed. The original subject matter
was no longer relevant; the painting
was turning into something else.

A good painter must have the ego
strength to tolerate ambiguity and not
force a story or painting into a precon-
ceived mold. Researchers working with
architects and writers have found that
both score high in tests of tolerance of
ambiguity. The creative person appar-
ently has less need to make his self and
the world around him stable.
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Expression

Each -:me a person creates something,
he pro-cets part of humselr into it 1 he
has heen open to experience during the
pereepuon stage and has allowed the
nme necessary for claboration, he may
project parts of himself he doesn't
know, and may not like. At this point,
he otten produces an “‘accident.”’ T have
<een students in art classes angrily try-
ing to cover up such accidents. Then,
slowly, they begin toappreciate the con-
nection between the mistake and the
rest of the work.

CarlJung, working with hisown crea- |

tions and those of his patients, claimed
thatitis the reconciliation of opposites
that promotes growth and personality
integration. We integrate these op-
posites in our work, and later absorb
them as part of our self-concept-—mak-
ing 1t wider, richer, more encompassing.
By taking this larger view of ourselves,
we learn to tolerate inconsistencies and
ambiguities in ourselves as well as in
our work.

An artist who wants to be truthful to
himself must be just as concerned with
authentic communication as is the per-
son who wants to communicate effec-
tively with others. This is difficult in
both cases. In communicating with oth-
ers, we may respond to one message
when another is intended or we may
ourselves transmit two messages out of
our own ambivalence about exactly
what it is we want to say. Many of us
achieve only the semblance of commu-
nication with others; what we say is
often not contingent on what the other
has just said, and neither of us is aware
that we are not communicating.

A young artist worries about not find-
ing a truly self-expressive style until he
Jearns to rely on his own inclinations
and accept his work at this stage as re-
flecting his own limited experience.
There are no words or colors or gestures
that can convey an emotion that is not
really there. The poet Goethe expressed
the idea this way: I have never tried to
pretend in my poetry. I have never put
into verse or expressed otherwise things
I do not live, things that did not make
me feel hot under the collar or that did
not keep me awake nights. I wrote love
poems only when I was in love.”

Most artists are aware of an internal
dialogue between the self and ever-pres-
ent authority figures within them-
sclves—critics who sound like angry
and abusive parents rather than helpful
advisers. The most disruptive quality of

CREATIVE EXERCISES STARTING THE FLOW

It’s casy to say, “‘Ignore your inner crit-
ics. Respond to what isin front of you,
not to your preconceptions.’”’ But this
is hard to do. In a creativity class at
UCLA and in group-therapy sessions
with clients, I've found two exercises
especially uscful in helping pcople see
how their inner critics inhibit
creativity.

One is a three-part exercise. In the
first part, group members doodle on a
piece of paper for 20 seconds. Then
they get up and move to the chair on
their right, to doodle on their neigh-
bor’s drawing. After 20 seconds, they
shift again,.and work on the next per-
son’s doodle. No one tells them what
to strive for. They are justasked to
look at the doodle and add to it.

The second part of the exercise is
the same, except that they are told to
deliberately spoil the designs of their
neighbors. When asked to compare the
spoiled drawings with the designs
from the first exercise, most people are
surprised to find them equally inter-
esting. The spoiled drawings often
have darker lines, use more of the
space, and seern stronger; the collec-
tive drawings from the first exercise
are whiter, lighter, and more delicate.
Overall, group members usually like
both sets of drawings equally, al-
though they findit hard to believe that
someone can do something appealing
even when he sets out to spoil an-
other’s work.

In the exercise’s third part, everyone
is asked to do ““what the drawing re-
quires,’” to catch and continue the
spirit of the original design. The word
“requires’” seems to awaken the art-
ists’ inner critics. Their spontaneity
and freedom are gone; they worry
about disappointing the person who
began the drawing.

When I ask the group members
about these drawings, they have diffi-
culty responding to them. When they
are doing what is required, the draw-
ings seem dull and reflect the parrici-
pants’ feelings of discomfort.

The second exercise is verbal rather
than graphic, and shows the creative
advantages of responding freely to
what is in front of you rather than
making it fit some preconceived idea.
Each person in the group receives a

sheet of paper with a short sentence
written at the top. Thave used excerpts
from poetry written by clients as well
as phrases overheard in everyday con-
versation. For instance: “I'd better
stop at the bank.” "It will need a little
gray.”’ ""We form a tragic pair.”

Fach person reads the line and adds
the first line of his own that comes to
mind. He then folds the paper so that
only the bottom line is visible, and
passes it along to the next person. The
idea is to approach each new sentence
without preconceived notions and let
the sentence determine your response.
People who are able to do this easily
say they feel exhilarated. They realize
they have an enormous reservoir of ex-
perience todraw frominresponding to
the sentence and enjoy letting it out
appropriately and effortlessly. Those
whofind the exercise difficult are torn
between expressing their own ideas
and the demands of the sentence.

In a recent seminar at the American
Film Institute, I heard an actor say that
his best performances occur when he
loses his sense of himself. The sen-
tence exercise calls for this same loss
of identity, it asks individuals to for-
get who they are and what they want
to say, and respond to what is in front
of them.

The exercise produces a flow of
communication, which I let continue
for about 20 minutes. People report
thatitusually takes a while to turn the
sitruation from a struggle to an easy,
pleasurable interchange with the sen-
tences. One woman told me that she
felt as if she were plugged in to an en-
ergy source that clarified her percep-
tions and made her feel powerful.
Others likened the experience to the
effect of an hallucinogenic drug. Their
comments parallel what creative peo-
ple in any field say when their work is
going well.

When most members of a group
manage to reach this open state, the
results are striking. When read later
on, the sentences do not appear to
have been produced by different indi-
viduals, each responding only to the
last sentence. The tone set by the first
line—dramatic, playful, hopeless,
banal—is carried through the entire
sequence of sentences. —D. S.-G.
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these internal critics is that they come
into play before we need them. Evalua-
tion should take place afterexpression.

Our internal critics are powerful be-
cause most of us believe we can create
something worthwhile only while try-
ing todo the “right thing.” Doing some-
thing simply because it feels good
seems inherently wrong.

Creative people develop ways to quiet
the nagging voices within and free
themselves to pursue the perception,
elaboration, and expression necessary
to the creative process. Timothy Gall-
wey, for example, has become famous
by pointing out that we cannotreally do
wellin tennis without winning the “in-
ner game’’ first. Winning, in this case,
means enlisting the critics in the expe-
riencing “I’’ or quieting them down so
things can happen naturally.

There are two basic ways of coping
with this internal dialogue. Fritz Perls,
the father of Gestalt therapy, assumed
that the critics and the experiencing 1"
represent two sides of an ongoing con-
flict in the personality, and that we
must listen carefully to both to bring
about integration. We should acknowl-
edge the fears and objections of the crit-
ics with the expectation that they will

then side with us and let us doour work.

An alternative approach assumes that
since we cannot directly free ourselves
of the critics, we must divert them or
satisfy their needs by assigning them
jobs. By busying them with tasks like
attending to what is happening within
our bodies, following the seams of the
ball as it approaches us, counting our
breaths, or repeating a mantra, we are
free to be spontaneous.

Evaluation

The thrust of the humanistic move-
ment in psychology has been to help
people overcome the crushing self-criti-
cism that we internalize from criticism
by others as we grow up. I would argue
strongly, however, against the assump-
tion that all we need to be creativein art
and successfulin our relationships with
others is to express ourselves without
restriction. Perls’s dictum “‘I do my
thing and you do your thing...” has been
taken to mean that only self-expression
is important; connection with our work
or with someone else, if it occurs at all,
is a happy accident. In fact, however,
creativity requires both freedom and
contzinment.

When the work is done, the creative
person must be able to disrupt his one-
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ness with the work; to stand back and
assess coolly what has happened. Few
people associate the joys ot creativity
with these self-confrontations, but they
are a vital part of creation. If we are too
involved in the product, editing be-

- comes excessively painful. By washing

over part of our painting, deleting sev-
eral nice-sounding paragraphs, or elim-
inating a pet idea from a report, we feel
that we are eliminiting a part of our-
selves. But while involvement in what
we do 1s essential to creativity, we must
also be detached enough to assess
whether what we have done is fitting.

“Trying to make work
fit a preconceived
idea often produces
what artists call a
creative block.”

The 1nability to let go of irrelevancies
and excesses marks the amateur in any
field. In watching student painters
work, I have seen the same pattern
many times. The student becomes
aware that something is wrong, that a
section of the painting is too busy. He
asks the teacherforhelp andis told, “Do
what the painting requires.”” After a
good deal of painful scrutiny, he gathers
up the courage to wash over the trouble-
some area. As he does so, heis overcome
both with a sense of loss and an intense
anger at the teacher.

Butashe continues to work, the anger
dissipates. The student lets himself be
affected by what is happeningin front of
him. It is a different painting now, and
he adjusts to its impact. The teacher
does notseem like such an ogre after all.

Much of what strikes us as bad art,
bad filmmaking, or bad writing is also
self-indulgent. Such unwillingness to
editor change has its counterpartin
communication between people. “Let-
ting it all hang out”” does not really im-
prove communication. There is only so
much a listener can take in at any given
time. Although free expression may be
cathartic for the communicator, it does
not necessarily improve a relationship,
a painting, or a novel. The creative per-
son must develop a trust that the sense
of loss he feels in revising his work does
not last forever. ,

Just as we accept the “otherness” of
people with whom we interact, so we

must also accept the otherness-of the
work in front of us. Rigidity of percep-
tion. a need to control others, a need to
maintain a certain concept of them—atll
stand in the way ot the detachment and
separation required tor real commu-
nication. Allowing other people a lite ot
their own requires generosity and hu-
mility. Similarly, we may want a paint-
ing, a poem, Or a report to come out a
certain way, but if it starts turning out
differently, we should not impose our-
selves on it, but listen to it.

Trying to make work fit a precon-
ceived idea often produces what artists
call a creative block. Other mistakes
I've also mentioned carlier can have the
same blocking effect: forcing work be-
fore vou are rcady, without giving your
ideas time to develop; being so con-
cerned with technique or form that Vou
interrupt your tlow of thoughts and im-
pressions; setting your expectations too
high, making you discouraged with
what you produce; and starting to eval-
uate your work too soon, before the ex-
pression stage has run its course.

I've heard people say they create
because they need to express them-
selves. In fact, just the reverse is true.
What they need comes back to them
from their work. One of my students
asked others in the class, “What do you
usually do when you feel blocked in
your work?’" A large percentage of the
students said that they eat. It is the selt-
nourishment of the creative encounter
that we long for, not the need to give
nourishment by communicating some-
thing to others. @]
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