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THE SCIENCE OF CREATIVITY

A Conversation with Anna Abraham

Christina Reading
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Anna’s research explores the psychological and neural underpinnings of cre-
ativity and other aspects of the human imagination, including the reality/fic-
tion distinction, mental time travel, self-referential thinking and mental state
reasoning. Her educational and professional training has been within the
disciplines of psychology and neuroscience in several academic institutions
across the world. She is the author of numerous publications, including The
Neuroscience of Creativity (2018) and The Cambridge Handbook of the
Imagination (2020).

Anna was meant to have taken up her new post as Professor for Creativity
and Gifted Education and Director of the Torrance Center for Creativity and
Talent Development at the College of Education at the University of Georgia
(UGA) in Athens, USA, but lockdown in the UK and the imposition of world-
wide trave] restrictions has meant that at the time of our conversation, she is
still waiting for the US travel ban to lift — waiting it out in her half-empty home
in York, between continents, between countries, juggling work and single par-
enthood. Amongst all the challenges presented by these uncertainties, | felt
very lucky that she made time to talk to me.

Christina:  Perhaps you could begin by telling me about your interest in cre-
ativity and what you are doing now.

Anna: It’s a strange situation at the moment because I'm officially not
working in the UK but | am stuck here; the travel ban was imposed
a week before | was due to fly out to America to take up my new
post, so it feels odd to say | am working at the University of
Georgia. It is such an exciting opportunity for me, and | am wait-
ing for the ban to lift so | can start working properly, as opposed to
meeting everybody over Skype. With the Covid-19 public health
crisis and the Black Lives Matter movement taking centre-stage
globally — and everybody being affected by it, students and staff
from what | can see — I think UGA is dealing with it all very well
by actively engaging with the concerns in an open and supportive
manner. I'm very happy to go where | am going because it’s so
encouraging to see the way both academic faculty and administra-
tive staff are pulling together. They have managed to avoid knee-
jerk, unwise reactions, by dealing with the situation head-on and
with empathy. On the one hand, this inability to travel has been
kind of advantageous for me. I'm a little relieved to not be in the
position of starting a new job in a new unfamiliar country in per-
son with my son, who has special needs, in the thick of such chal-
lenging times. it's so heartening though to get a sense of what's
been done there, be a part of the conversation, get a clear sense
how it's going to impact us, and to see how important and lucky
we are to have good leadership in such tumultuous times.
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tChristina: - What role will you be taking up there?

Anna: My boss has said that | will have three hats on, so ta speak. | am
the E. Paul Torrance Professor for Creativity and Gifted Education
in the Department of Educational Psychology — so that’s one role.
The Department of Educational Psychology in the College of
Education has a couple of unique focuses, and one is in the field
of Gifted Education and Creativity, so | will be part of that teach-
ing unit there. My second role is to be the new Director of the
Torrance Centre for Creativity and Talent Development, which is
really exciting because the focus is on creativity, not just in rela-
tion to research, but also in relation to community outreach and
service. | am looking forward to steering the Centre to actively
drive community-based action. It already carries out wonderful
training programs for children. Teacher training is also a big focus
in terms of recognising and nurturing creativity in the classroom.
We are going to expand the focus further by targeting the wider
community, oider and younger. And finaily, my third hat is my
role as a researcher, where | will continue to study creativity and
the imagination from a psychological and neuroscientific per-
spective. So those are my three hats.

Christina: My understanding is that your background is in neuroscience and
the boundary between neuroscience and psychology? Is that
right?

Anna: My background is in Psychology and Neuroscience. My degree in
India was in Psychology and then | did an MSc in Psychology in
the UK and then | went on to do a PhD in Neuroscience in
Germany.

Christina: | wanted to approach the interview in two ways: | am interested
in your own creativity and your own experiences because you
must be a very creative person to navigate your way through what
you have done so far, to find your own path through academic
life, but also in your perspective on those questions as an aca-
demic and researcher.

5o, if 1 start off by asking about early memories of being crea-
tive. How important do you think they are to you and how impor-
tant generally do you think they are? That early experience of
being creative?

Anna: My early memories of being creative are incredibly important to
me. But one is not always aware that one is being creative in the
moment; [ certainly wasn't at that age and it was only when
I looked at your questions, | thought Ammmm, what is my earliest
memory of being creative? My earliest conscious memory of
being in the presence of creativity comes from my brother.
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I remember recognising him as a creative being. And it was in the
most classic way that we recognise creativity in that he had great
visual artistic talent. He was great at sketching, and | would just
look on in amazement. He even had beautiful handwriting. And |
would think, where is this coming from? He’s such an idiot [taugh-
ter], playing the foo! all the time, and yet he creates all this beauty.
Not that he’s an idiot, you know, It’s just the way we talk with one
another. Constant light teasing. He was naughty and mischievous
and lazy. Yet just somehow, he stilt had the discipline and skills to
sit for hours and sketch. So, I think when | was much younger, in
the first five or six years of my life, | recognised it first in him. The
act of creativity.
And T think we split our creative talents without realising it.

I could see that his abilities were appreciated and it was uny-
sual - given our decidedly non-artistic family background and
community — for artistic abilities to be encouraged or appreci-
ated, especially amongst boys. | think my brother and | had a
healthy competitive streak between us. We both played musical
instruments. That domain belonged to both of us: he was the
visual artist with the sketching and the painting, whereas | felt as
if my creative side came out on the stage when [ was young, My
early memories are tied to the theatre, It is such an interesting
question though, What is my earliest memory? | do remember
telling a lot of tall tales to get out of trouble if that counts as crea-
tivity [laughter]. I remember making up lyrics to songs and | love
to sing, and | love to imitate characters and make up stuff. As little
kids, we always had family and friends over, and the kids were left
to their own devices. And a cousin of mine and me would always
crawl under the table where the grownups were sitting and pre-
tend their legs were talking.

Your performances sound quite community and family based?
Not publicly. There was a sort of theatricality to make that that
kind of performance, but it was quite private. Between me and
one other person at the most.

Did you pursue that theatricality? You weren’t tempted to go
down that road?

I'did. That is the great thing about going to school, right? If you are
lucky enough to 80 to the kind of school that has good arts and
theatre programmes, or at least something where people can mess
about and have fun, then you can pursue those fancies. And | did
a lot of that, That was the kind of stuff [ cared about mast as a kid.
[ was not interested in academia at a/f [laughter]. it was so boring
to me compared to the ability to sing in a choir or do sports or act
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in school plays or even direct them. So, ' was not at all interested
in academia through most of my education. ! came to it extremely
late.

There was a lot of negativity associated with being an artist.
Also, | just could not find any formal avenues for such interests {o
be pursued at the time; it was guite a blow to me when I was
growing up that | could not do it because there was no opporiu-
nity to do so.

And do you remember that process of having to let go of that
interest and shift your perspective?

Yes, it was over one day. That was it. The end of school marked the
end of many things, including the ability to pursue theatre, You
know, it’s one thing 1 try to emphasise in conversation on educa-
tion and creativity, we focus so much on creativity in school edu-
cational curriculums and how to nurture it and what's necessary,
but there is little focus on what happens once you leave school;
that's where the support net falls. Because if you were going to
continue to pursue your interests as an adult, then you must have
accessible, inclusive avenues where you explore this in ways that
are quite amateurish. You don't have to be the best at something
to want to create. You are probably going to go to an art school if
you're clearly the best or very talented. Whereas the nice thing
about having more accessible programmes in the community is
that you can just dabble to the extent that you want to and dis-
cover for yourself what kind of abilities you are capable of devel-
oping. But such avenues don’t exist a lot of the time. So, 1 think
that's where the net falls. You become an adult and suddenly you
are in another realm. No more child time. No more play.

What age was that? When the net fell?

I ' was 17 when I finished school, going on 18, basically. | went to
college and there was a theatre programme, but I went to coliege
in the north of India and [ didn’t speak the local language very
well. The college did have a great theatre programme, but it was
mostly in Hindi. And my language ability was not up to speed to
be even part of the community, much less the drama club. |
remember feeling a complete blow then, and a really good friend
of mine was in Madras, in the south of India, and her college had
drama clubs in multiple languages, and she was telling me about
all this stuff that she was doing, and I remember thinking, | should
have gone there instead; if | could just do it (theatre) on the side it
would make life worthwhile. I tried to pursue theatre outside of
university but [ think | saw the professional side too soon. Or
maybe | was too naive, Either way, it was corrupt and soulless and
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awful. And i decided that it was not for me because the part of the
industry that | saw wasn't about the Arts really. It was more about
egos and money.

That sounds quite difficult. One of the things I picked up from the
paper that you wrote on creativity whilst at leeds (Abraham,
2015) was women finding it challenging converting that early
interest in creativity into a professional avenue. And that there are
differences in the way that men seem to be able to do that. Would
you like to say a little more about that in terms of the work that
you have done?

Specific cultural differences cbviously make a huge difference
here too but there are clear gender differences universally in terms
of opportunities and expectations that are given and afforded to
girls and boys and men and women. We occupy different spaces
in many ways. Having said that, a lot is changing now, and | think
the pressure on girls is ever-changing. First, girls needed to be edu-
cated. Let us give them a place in the classroom. Then girls need
to stop being pushed into these gender-delimited interest spaces
and subject spaces. Let us make all spaces open for everyone, |
think we have reached that stage now where lots of girls clearly
show a lot of interest and promise in STEM (Science, Technology,
Engineering and Maths) studies and so on. So, there is a iot of
progress in that regard. The counterpoint is understanding what is
happening with boys. Fewer boys are going to university, and there
is increasingly more leaming disability in early childhood amongst
boys. Something has gone amiss there, and we need to be able to
cater to the needs and strengths of all children, girls and boys alike.

In terms of the Arts, I think girls and boys are equally affected.
I don't think either boys or girls are really encouraged to go into
the Arts, but if one side is being discouraged more, this reflects
chiefly cultural practices. In some cultures, the Arts are seen as a
more female discipline and girls are quite happily encouraged to
go down that path, but they are now also encouraged to go down
the Science route. Boys tend to stilf be discouraged from going
down the artistic route. Nonetheless, if they do it, they do stili
have more support out there down the line.

The studies that have looked at creative productivity and the
factors that affect it indicate that women are making a lot of deci-
sions in their early 20s, not only about where to study and what
to do, but also if and when they want families. There are all these
conflicting expectations on them. Whereas men don’t have the
same pressure, not to the same extent. Men can decide to have a
chiid at 20 or 30 or 40 or even later, so the pressures on women
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are just so different. Pt of it is socictal, part of itis the way our
biology works, which plays a role in when certain instincts kick
in. And part of it too is that there is no support structure in place
for women who decide to have a family. We decide to have chil-
dren and we decide to come back to work as well. So, it's a very
mixed and complex picture. But | wouldn’t make the blanket
statement that only girls are disadvantaged. But [ do think the
elements of pressure that are creeping in for women are just more
onerous, Because on one hand, you have people’s expectations
- You've been given this big boost! Oh go be an engineer! ~ but
afso, be all the other things. So, they are getting a lot of encour-
agement but with that they are getting a lot of pressure to reach
ever greater heights. On the male side, practices and structures
are often instituted in their favour, but [ don’t think people are
looking out for the men and the boys. There is a neglect happen-
ing there too. Combine that with this emphatic pressure on the
other side and the fact that we all must grapple with so much
together; | think it's hard.

I was also interested in the fact that in your new role you are going
to be extending creativity into the community, and | wonder if
that’s about trying to ensure that there is a scaffold, a bridge for
creativity from education into community and into the profes-
sional life. Is there something in that?

I feel very strongly that adults are being let down, and this is not
only from my own personal experience, We have this seismic shift
from the time you turn 18; as adults we must make decisions for
ourselves. But just consider a sea of change that comes our way
on which to make decisions in a short space of time. A lot of
people leave home, a lot of people start to have serious and
meaningful relationships or are planning to enter that space and
many are in a process of self-dliscovery. They have to think about
studying further or getting a job. There are so many things on
one’s plate. There is little time to factor in anything but the
necessary.

One of the great things about having avenues for exploration in
childhood, that are programmed into the school calendar, is that
you have to effectively switch off and you have to do something
different, develop another skillset. Whereas everything else post-
school is a weighted decision to make — is this activity necessary,
is it good for my CV? And so on. It's all so transactional. I think this
is where the ludic element, the active fun stuff central to creativ-
ity, starts to dwindle. We don't have the time and space for it. We
don’t make the time and space for it.
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And it's not just a feature of early adulthood bul o patiern that
continves throughout adulthood as life gets more hectic and
active, and people become part of the larger workforce and com-
munity. And then things change again towards late adulthood,
v.mov_m are increasingly having longer lifespans and you have the
situation where people leave the workforce, their lives change
and their interactions with the world change and their priorities
change. We start to have a much larger older group that are so
neglected in terms of their creative and well-being needs.

There is a lot of focus on ageing and physical health as well as
ageing in the context of the depletion of cognitive resources. But
there is little done on ageing in relation to the arts. We have this
sort of fetishisation of age when it comes to creativity. There is a
drive in our world to value the first, the youngest. We place so
much premium on something quite arbitrary in only focusing on
ﬂrm. youngest point in which you do something. That is simply one
pointin 70, 80, 90 years of somebody’s life.

| remember being asked this question once about mathemati-
cal creativity and this age curve of originality. | remember hearing
from an acquaintance of mine, a mathematician; he said some-
thing along the lines of: Ok my gosh I'm going to reach 30 soon.
If 1 haven’t had my original insights by then, I'm screwed. That is
such a weird thing to believe - that the point at which you reach
your maximum creativity must be by 30 and after that there is
nothing but decline. To put so much premium on one point in
your life is misguided. Even if it is in fact completely true that your
best ideas will be at 30, there is stil! a lot of value in your second
best and your third best and your fourth best idea.

.gmﬂw fascinating because I am 60 now, and I know my crealivity
is more important to me than ever.

I'd like to ask about your inner critic, this voice that goes on in
the head, because | think thai’s interesting in relation to psychol-
ogy, the old imposter syndrome and what is happening in the
brain. Do you get that voice and what does it look like? But also,
what do you think is happening for people when that voice comes

along? How best to deal with it?
When we hear about the inner critic, we typically only hear about
the super negative, awful voices. I have to say | am quite lucky in
that I think | have a couple of inner critics. There are all sorts of
things being shot at me at some point. And they are kind of mer-
ciless but it's very much a tough love situation. | don't have the
kind of voices that will make me feel like I'm worthless or erode
my self-esteem. My inner critics are very much the kind of person
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that | would want ta sit and Tave i conversation wilh and who
would lell me 1o my face when i wiong or being obtuse. | have
qguite supportive voices. My inner crilics are more about ground-
ing me where possible,

It sounds like there is more than one?

| think of it sometimes as good cop, bad cop, where if one voice
is being particularly harsh, you're such a dummy for thinking that
way or whatever, the other one is like, well, let’s see. | don’t know
if that's healthy at all but | tend to think that the voices do their job

_in that if [ am feeling very down and extremely fragile, they don’t

kick a horse that has fatlen. Whereas, when | hear about inner
critics that other people have, | find they are harsh, they are lousy.
The voice in my head is not just focused on adding fuel to the fire.
I tend not to have that purely negative voice, which is why | think
| have more than one.

The guestion though is why it happens. 1 think self-doubt is
always a healthy thing to have. If you don’t doubt yourself, this is
a real problem because to be so completely assured of one’s self
as to not think there is any room for growth means that you are
entering a very stagnant space and you are going to be an obnox-
ious human being. Even if some tiny part of you might be right, ail
the Doubting Toms that exist in your head, whatever form they
take for you, serve a purpose, making you understand that there is
no way you can understand everything because we are all con-
structing the world around us as we go through it. We are making
meaning out of what we see, and we know that those meanings
are not objective in the true sense of the word; they are ever
changing. The way | saw something ten days ago is not the same
as now.

Look at what's happening now, this important debate about
whether statues should be taken down or not. I've walked through
such spaces and looked at similar statues and never put much
meaning on them, but now [ know so much more about the wider
context and this is a more interesting predicament to be in. To be
able to doubt and reflect on one’s assumptions. The ability to
doubt is essential for your mind to grow, to be able to consider
options beyond the tiny few points of view that you may have
access to. It's all about the balance, though. Too much doubt is
crippling and too much certainty makes you a closed person. If
you are not open, you cannot grow. Certainly not creatively.

Oh that makes me feel better because [ am always full of doubt.
The other side of that is when you do something that is creative in
your work; what does it feel like for you when it comes together?
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Have you had moments fike that where you have thought: wow,
that was great?

It's interesting because | experience those things, those creative
moments of insight in two ways scientifically because my work
not only deals with the topic of Creativity, { also have to come up
with creative ideas, to try to figure out how to study this phenom-
enon,to figure aut the pieces that join the puzzle together. And
that requires creative insight. Those creative moments are there,
and they are immense when the flashes of genuine insight occur.
I also experience moments of creativity on the other side as well,
whenever | engage with creative pursuits myself, What's coramon
is the feeling that when you reach that space or when you are in
that zone, it just feels like everything fits and jumps into play and
in the right place. There is an elegance to it and there is an aware-
ness of the moment, A heightened awareness of the moment. The
actual emotional and cognitive spaces merge and in some way,
you are looking in from outside yourself on this moment of ele-
gance when it all comes together. There is a beauty to it,

It's something else beholding the process while concurrently
being part of it. There is this great quote from Arthur Koestler, who
says something along the lines of “the creative moment is where
the learner and the teacher are the same persan”. You become
aware of that leap, that semantic and conceptual leap you have
made, of the thing that you are beholding. That it’s just right.
Have you had experience of that in your own work? Can you
think of an example where that’s actually happened for you?

It's interesting because it can happen in small ways and in big
ways. | can give you two recent examples. One was while | was
editing this volume on the Cambridge Handbook of the
Imagination (Abraham, 2020). It's an interdisciplinary volume
where | have experts from across several disciplines, anthropol-
ogy, archaeology, neuroscience, philosophy, theology, art and so
on, reflect on what the imagination is and how we understand it.
I'wrote an introductory chapter where the framework for the
imagination is discussed and | thought to myself: | must write a
conclusion chapter as well. It is not customary to write a conclud-
ing chapter in an edited volume, but I felt I needed to do so. | got
this diverse set of people together and we produced 47 chapters,
and | felt this pressure to bring it all together in the final chapter
48. I needed to have a way of imparting how best to understand
the imagination for anyone that has picked up this volume. This is
the thing that | want from any book: you've tried to tackle a sub-
ject here, what is the take-home message, what do we understand
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about this¢ And you can say that we dont understand anything
about it. That's fine too, But when | knew that | did understand
something more aboul il, even if | can't quite put my figure on il.
And | realised that what | needed was a metaphor, because we
had spent thousands of words talking about what imagination is
but we were now lost in the details. And metaphors are very pow-
erful ways to communicate the essence of an idea. So, what is the
imagination? It's an absclutely a basic element of our everyday
experience. It plays a part in everything we do. It has force, It has
flow. And then suddenly | was reminded of the poem mvocﬁ. water
by Ted Hughes. And | thought to myself — that's it. That's it! The
imagination is best conceived of as a force of nature (Saul m.m__ﬁ.ué
characterised it in that way in a novel too). Imagination is like
water. And when that insight hit me, it was a key moment where
t knew it to be true. That's it. That's exactly it. It is ubiquitous. It
flows smoothly. It can be calming and soothing. It can cause
storms and destruction. That was a good moment. | think | felt it
was a perfect way to end this book. And | use it in the very last
paragraph of the book. How the metaphor of water describes the
waorkings of the imagination. .
That’s definitely one of those moments, and its a powerful
metaphor. .
And as for the second moment ~ | was at a conference in
November, this was pre-lockdown, probably the last no&m_..msnm
| attended in person. It was a conference on literature m:o_.:n:o: -
one of my key research interests is to ::n_m:mng.ﬁrm. difference
between reality and fiction - I'd given a talk for this kind of con-
ference a few years previously in Chicago. And vmm.mm__s there
were a lot of literary people in the audience, a few philosophers,
and the like. Neuroscientists don’t usually get to go anywhere
near these types of conferences. But it was because of the work
that [ had done from a neuroscientific perspective that they were
interested in the way | was looking at this question. So, | was
invited to this second conference in Paris and when | was propos-
ing the idea of what | was going to write about, | wrote something
on the fly without thinking too deeply about it. it was one of those
moments where | just did it as a challenge to set myself m.oﬂ future
cogitation. | sent the abstract off and six months later, | find that |
must do this talk. When the time to prepare finally arrived, | real-
ised | didn’t even know how | thought | was going to deliver this
lecture. And the pressure mounted because it turned out that my
talk was chosen for a keynote lecture. So, | was racking my head
thinking, | have to follow my premises and come to my
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conclusion, but | was lacking the key 1o it ail. And 1 think about
three days before the talk was due, [ was still trying to figure it out.
How do we implicitly know that fiction js different from reality?
.>:n_ I'was sitting in front of my laptop with growing panic, think-
Ing I'm going to make a fool of myself because I don‘t _Swé the
answer. | mean | kind of know, but{ can‘t put it in words. And then

I'started to think ajoud. And then it suddenly came to me. The

conceptualise it

. ft was a strange moment. | was racking my head. At one point
literally shaking it from side to side. And suddenly, the insight
came to me. I'm writing a paper based on that ideg now, and

ent going on?? :

jdm.qm\m a great book called The Storm of Creativity (Leski, 2016)
which explores the idea that creativity is like a storm in how each
of the elements comes together. [ would be lyj ng if | said we know
exactly how it all works, | ke you said - the brain is al synapses
and networks. And what we do know is that the same neiworks
are co-opted for a range of different functions and they work in
different ways so you have — it's almost banai 1o say it - but you
have a network that js focused towards internal Mmentation, and a

neural pathways taken to arrive at the final insight, nobody can
really tell you how that happens now. There are people wha study
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processes like the moment of insight, and they find specific neu-
rological signals. It is worth noting though that il you could only
see somebody’s brain activity and not what they were doing, you
would not be able to determine whether the person was undertak-
ing a creativity task or simply mind wandering or carrying out an
aesthetic appreciation task. Not without speaking to the person.

Creativity is strongly associated with the moment of having an
idea, with this moment of insight that you have, that moment we
were talking about earlier when everything comes together.
Though there are processes before and after that moment which
are also part of the creative process. They involve getting to that
insight and working out whether this is a workable idea.

What I hope to do in some of my future work is the focus on
not just one but a more detailed and specific neural signature of
the creative process. Neuroscience offers interesting insights, not
only because it can tell ys how something works. it's actually
more interesting and more relevant for me to think about how this
could be applied. How do the findings from the neuroscientific
approach help me understand what a ten-year-old can do to
improve her creativity? Is there a certain way of instructing that
will lead to a person to have more creativity when grappling with
a problem that they need to salve? Can you put yourself in a men-
tal space that will lead to, or is more likely to lead to an insight?
And so on. The neuroscientific work is fascinating insofar as it can
inform how things work and with that, we know how to do things
better.

This is necessary because people are so unaware of their own
Creativity. [ think that is kind of criminal. We need to make people
more aware of what it is to be creative. So even that first question
that you asked me — what is your earliest memory of being crea-
tive? — it would so nice just to get kids to answer that question.
What do they understand about their creativity and how does this
change as they get older and older and older? t've come across far
too many adults who say /'m not creative — which to me is such a
bizarre thing to say. Because how can you not be? It's a funda-
mental human capacity.

Is it partly related to that moment of letting go of our creativity?
It’s something that we learn to let 8o of in the way that you have
described and therefore we don‘t identify with it anymore, as
something that’s part of us, and we forget to keep it with us, and
if it’s not present in our lives, in our everyday activity, if it’s not for
us, then it becomes something djfficult. So, | was interested what
you are doing in the community to bring that back in for adults,




Anna:

for older people, because as you say, that’s crucial and one of the
things that we have done with students is to go back to our early
memories not necessarily of even being creative but Jjust their own
autobiographical stories reafising that triggering that memory pro-
CESs seems to give them confidence in their Creativity. Perhaps jt's
Just giving ther more confidence in their own harrative, their own
histories put certainly there secems to be something in Nymﬁ.

i zi:.r that the telling of a narrative is a constructive process,
U_,m.é_zm back on your memory requires construction as you are
seeing and telling a narrative in your own unique way, | can't help
but think that has got to feel like a creative moment in some way.
Justthe telling of it, in and of itself. So that makes lots of sense. >m“
We open up universities post-lockdown, § would start by doing
things like focus groups really, because we have little information
on swrmﬂ older people feel in terms of their awareness of thejr
creativity. Do they even use the word ‘creativity’ in the same way
as younger people? | would first like to know what our connota-
.:o_,_m of these terms are. Some of the work that one of my students
in Leeds is doing focuses on a comparison of creativity in older
and younger adults. In the measures we are hoormzm at, older
adults are much more creative than younger adults both in terms
.2 the number of ideas they generate, and the originality of those
ideas, :

._.m3 fascinated by this because Creativity is one of the few
w_u___zmm that is preserved with age. When studying older peopie
its clear that cognitive decline starts in middle age. nom::?m
slowness with age is well documented, for instance. But if you
moo_m at anything on the side of creativity and imagination, this
decline is not very evident at all. There are some aspects o\m our
psychological function then that are quite impervious to decline.
<<r.m: you examine neurological patients with different types of
brain damage, for instance, it’s not that they are simply worse on
Every aspect of complex human function. A far more nuanced
picture surfaces. In some cases, such patients exhibit better per-
formance than their neurotypically matched controls because, in
some specific ways, the altered brain bestows advantages woﬁ
aspects of creativity. Some creative operations benefit from greater
distractibility, for instance, as they prevent one from sauntering
down the same well-trodden path all the time. it allows one to try
something different,

S0, my experience with older people has really made me real-
ise how we know really very little about their creative process, |
asked my doctoral student what it's like to test them. And she sajd
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they are the most joyous group of people 1o test. When we exam-
ined the types of ideas they generated, we noticed that when you
looked at the strategies the older people were drawing on, there
is a real difference in the degree of detail, the practicality and so
on. We used the alternate uses task where we ask people to gen-
erate as many new uses as they can for common objects. What
are the unusual uses one can use a brick for and so on? Older
samples lean on their abundant practical knowledge, much of
which is autobiographical. So, they would say: Well, f remember
when [ was younger this object was there. Something about the
task revived their early memories. They probably hadn’t thought
about that use for that object for a while but this fun creativity task
jogs specific memories and stimulates the mind still further. |
would like to gain a clearer understanding of what kind of crea-
tive pursuits they do. We don‘t really have a sense of what's
important to sustain the creative impulse of older people. Is socia-
bitity an important component? Are there other factors involved?
There is some work, for instance, that shows that wisdom increases
with age. Perhaps that ties to creativity as well. I need to find out
more and | need to with more age-based charities.

With the endowment that comes with my new job is the oppor-
tunity to direct the funds to do community outreach-based work.
I've never been in a position as an academic where you don't
have to write a funding bid to do this sort of work. 1 am lucky to
have found a position in the institution where a giant in the world
of creativity, E Paul Torrance, worked for several decades. He left
a sizeable amount of money as an endowment to UGA to be used
towards ends that promote creativity. it can be community-based
and need not be tied to an academic publication or another pure
research-based outcome. I've never been in that position before.
50, 1 aim to take a life-span approach to community outreach in
service of creativity, and part of that approach is connecting with
all the communities involved. Another PhD student of mine is
studying creativity in younger people, and her work involves esti-
mating the influence of individual versus environmental predic-
tors of creative potential. It is a longitudinal study where young
people between 14 and 18 years are studied and then followed
up two years later. One of the most stable findings we have found
is that, over and above every other factor, the trait of openness to
experience is the most robust predictor of creative potential. The
question that arises then is whether this personality trait can be
encouraged and enhanced. Will openness to experience be an
important predictor of creativity in older samples as well?




Cheistina.

Anha;

And whon you say ‘openness to experience; do you mean being
open to experiences that are different to the ones that you s&:&.
normally engage with in your daily life, that are outside your com-
fort zone? |
Openness reflects many things. The ability to go beyond your
comfort zone and try something new. Fantasy proneness
Intellectual or artistic engagement with aesthetic experience >:L
s0 on. Such findings on apenness make me consider what s;.w can
do to encourage openness. Can we set up stimulating cultural
festivals to enable that, for instance? | would be looking to work
together with artists and like-minded individuals to really brin
something of that sort together. A festival of imaginative ideas mw
to speak. Even if we could set up spaces where people can Qm\mﬂm
work together, that would be a big achievement. And now that
everyone can speak to one another with video calling despite
_om_s.m miles apart, such avenues may provide a great opportunity
to give people who are fess mobhile the opportunity to connect
together. People who are far away from one another connect to
M“mmmmmw with a collective aim in mind that can be community
We will always need creative solutions to overcome our bi
problems in the world. And we need people to fee! mEtos\Qmm
mso_. aware of their own creativity and capabilities to be in the
position to be solution makers. We need to connect people and
get people to communicate well to build supportive communi-
ties. We did a bunch of community-based activities when | was a
young teen as part of our school activities. Even at the time | knew
5.; was a special way of doing things. If there is a way to make
things more harmonious and make people more understanding of
each other, the best way to do it is to get them to come face to face
and work towards a common aim.
| remember when | was 13, part of one of the initiatives in
mn_:.uo_ was helping kids who came from poorer communities
Their parents were the service staff — cleaners and cooks in ﬁ:m
mnrom_. Their kids were attending the local school, which was free
but did have proper instruction. So, we tutored these kids for a
couple of months in maths and English ~ 13-year-olds teachin
these 10-year-olds. It was such fun. First of all because we s@.w
all at this silly age and you are just having so much giggly fun. All
odﬂ. us could see that these younger students were so bright ._“rm
might have been poor at reading or maths but were nm:mi_v\ EM
_mm.wm. creative than us in any sense of the word. it was a simple
initiative to break down class barriers, even if only ﬁmB_oqu_mK
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And really made me understand later how {ortunate | was by mere
accident of birth. Andl | also felt so useful then as a 13-year-old
kid. | was of use to others.

So, | want to foster community-based initiatives where people
from different backgrounds within communities meet and work
on something together. Such interactions are particularly fun,
valuable and memorable when the common aim involves

creativity,

Postscript

the imagination ... it’s like water ... it's ubiquitous, it flows smoothly, it can
be calming and it can be the cause of storms, it can cause destruction. ...

It’s about how the metaphor of water describes the imagination.
(Anna Abraham)

Al the time of writing, 1 was reading Maggie O'Farrell’s novel Hamnet (2020)
shout the life of Shakespeare’s son in the sixteenth century in which she
wriles: “every life has its kernel, its hub, its epicentre from which everything
vhse flows out, to which everything else returns” (p. 8). These words make me
pause and reflect on the source of Anna’s creative flow and consider whether
the values of inclusivity and community mindedness which seem to drive
smuch of Anna’s work are related to Anna’s wish to honour both her family and
the community in India that was supportive of her creative and academic
lulents when she was growing up. But also, to the frustration she felt when she
Jruggled to find suitable outlets where she could pursue her love of theatre
and performance in parallel with academic studies at University. It seems to
e that as a result of these conflicting experiences, Anna now wants to create
1 world full of creative opportunity, accessible to all.

And so, Anna’s description of water as a way of conceiving the imagination
wcems to be exactly right, because the imagination is always with us, coursing
through the hinterlands of our mind like an unseen river ebbing and flowing,
« constant companion that helps us to interpret our everyday lives. And of
vourse, it would be simple if this creative current continued unimpeded but
a5 Anna’s story reminds us, setbacks, doubts and feelings of uncertainty are
part of the human experience from which we change and grow. Like boulders
found littering the riverbed, it is these obstacles that have the potential to
(reate unexpected new tributaries, moments of gushing, bubbling up, and
ripples in our lives and our creativity. From this perspective, these setbacks
and diversions are, Anna seems to be saying, as much a part of our creativity
as its unimpeded flow.

Since those early days, Anna has artfully steered her way around any boul-
ders she has encountered to redirect her energies into an inspiring and
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Mr_nchmﬁc_ academic life, where she has been able to extend our understand
ing of what creativity means in terms of its neuroscientific and wwV\n:o__w,an
concepts and principles, and also offered practical solutions to the _.o_w_

of improving access to creativity for all. , PR
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WHAT IS CREATIVITY?

A Response to Anna Abraham

Christina Reading

What is creativity? Answering this question is a challenge, because despite
ihe long history of theorists and writers and artists that can be traced, at least
a5 far back to the writings of Plato over 2,000 years ago, people have tried to
explain and define its characteristics but creativity remains a nebulous, mys-
terious and pondered about process (Vernon, 1970; Sesonske, 1965; Runco
& Garrett, 2012; Gliick, Ernst & Unger, 2002; Ford & Harris, 1992; Harrington
2018; Warner, 2018; Leski, 2020; hooks, 1995).

It is not my intention to rehearse these endeavours to frame and conceptu-
alise creativity here, except perhaps to note that some of the women writers
whose work | have encountered recently have used metaphor to represent the
process. Kyna Leski (2020) for instance, refers to creativity as a storm: “the
creative process is bigger than you. It like a storm that slowly begins to
gather and take form until it overtakes you — if you are willing to let it” (Leski,
2020, p. xxiv). And Marina Warner (2018) evokes a Seamus Heaney phrase
the “trawl net of the mind” from the preface to the magazine The Crane Bag
Book of Irish Studies (1977-1981) as a phrase to describe acts of visual imag-
ination and how to describe how the ‘treasures” in the mind are retrieved
during the creative process (Warner, 2018, p. 252). She writes:

the metaphor of the trawl net does not forget that the mind’s retrievals and
hauls are only ever partial: every fishing community knots specific nets for
certain catches, with meshes at regular intervals, with twine of different
thickness and gauges. All nets have holes and every attempt at capture is
accompanied by loss, just as language proliferates but never suffices to
cover all of experience. Something will always elude capture.

(Warner, 2018, p. 251)
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Jess, my collaborator in this book, conjured up the image of a ‘magic cloud’
to describe her creativity in our last book, whereas for me creativity often
feels like a puzzle to be solved, a pracess in which | use trial and error to
work out which pieces fit together in order to produce a coherent image or
piece of writing (Reading & Moriarty, 2020, p. 48). During my conversation
with Anna about the nature of creativity, she used the metaphor of water to
evoke the imagination, and these metaphors, whilst effective in invoking the
mystery that is creativity, underline the fact that the exact workings and a
fixed definition of creativity remain obscure, opaque, and that it js a pro-
cess, not always adequately described by words alone. And I reflect that for
me, creativity is an embodied experiencing hovering between thinking,
looking, imagining, feeling and doing, guided always by an instinct that
often overrules any rational plan that | might have for a piece of work and
characterised by periods of frustration, boredom and rare moments of satis-
faction when a piece of work | make offers me something back. It starts a
conversation and seems to take on a life of its own. Certainly, I know too
that my creativity flourishes with the encouragement of others. It is sup-
ported and encouraged by other activities central to my life ~ talking to
other artists, walking with friends and family and swimming in the cold
English sea.

And given this history and complexity, 1 wonder how to navigate a
path through this topic in a way that is meaningful to me within the con-
text of my intention to gather stories of women’s experience of creativity
in this book. The traditional academic route would be to start with a liter-
ature review based on weeks of work, trawling the records of the univer-
sity library, but given that | no longer work in academia and no longer
have access to the library system, this option doesn't align with the reality
of where | write from, which is, as a practising artist working alongside
but outside HE. I briefly consider persuading Jess to lend me her library
card, but instinctively feel it's important not to alter or shut out the per-
spective that | bring to the project, nor involve my friend in an act of
subterfuge.

In the end, | wondered what would happen if [ decided to take the same
approach to researching this question as | do to my creative work, where !
have “adopted an approach to making that uses what is nearer at hand, easily
available to me and already part of my life” (Reading, 2015, p. 34). Since
leaving art college 1, like many women artists, faced the challenge of produc-
ing work alongside a busy working and family life. But the artworks { made
do not deny these circumstances, and instead sought to draw inspiration from
them. This decision was (and still is) driven primarily by a desire to make
work, whether that is writing or art, that stems from my personal experience.
tam a daughter, sister, mother, friend and partner, and these relationships are
central to my experience. They matter to me. | am also a person who has had
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cancer twice, feel lucky to be alive and tragile, tentative in .__:.A:::_m_:_.r, ;_s,.ﬁ“
vrirolions | have about the future, but [ don’t _.:ésxm\s\mi to make s\ci_ t #H
tlaws on this aspect of my experiences; although it’s part of my mxﬂm.:n_w_ﬁ.m
i not its entirety. Instinctively, | feel | don't want to omm.: a cm_w.vmizmk__. #“
feipns an objective assessment of what n:._ma have mm.& on M is _m:am _%._ﬁmv
what is creativity? All | hope to do is write about the ammm of other artis
.+l writers as they inform my own search for understanding this topic. e
i lence my review is based on the materials | _‘_m,wm gathered ?oqzmro“dmm M
studdio, friends, Google searches and my own practice. in other wor J ___u en
tr offer a path that is personal, reflecting the «m.m_&\ of S.:m:m [ E%ﬂm z_uaw
Ac ademia, | fear, will shudder, but | decide that _;m.BEE. qmswém o %q oﬁ“ <Qs
wibjective and partial, incomplete review of a topic, written from the s R:mm
point of where you exist in the world, and what power (access to qmmmc_. ,
ronnections and knowledge) you have at your disposal. _.nrowmm to be _m<M
that my power to shed some light on ﬁr.m question _.mo_gﬁmm _J_g_h_:m nrmw%w m:ﬂ
iy ability to effect change, to offer insights into ﬁEm topic s:a come q..ﬂ mzm
Cwativity as well as my situation. My endeavour is gu _ng. by nﬂ:Om_.Km::
nty hope is that | can find clues into some of the nQ.BmeEMm o :w«._m i m
{his terrain using this personal approach. And _.n_o mr_m _.s.zgm o_umo m:n%:
Aping other women to speak of and share their n__<ma;_mm of un mmq.ﬁmz mom.
. experiences of creativity. To write and Bm.xm m_‘.oq_ their persona .ﬁm.ﬁwﬁ )
lives of the world and to value these contributions is important and significan
: lding story of what creativity is. o
I __wmonm:” mﬁmﬂc%w i share with other artists, my nczom_s\ is .m::ma by .Hm
nuglected text tucked away on a musty shelf in the shared r_mnrm:. .\w_ qmﬂ_:wﬂ. “ﬁ
| speculate, from one of my fellow artist’s student days. It's a nw ec _Om o
wrilings edited by Alexander Sesonske: S\.:R Is Art? .}mﬁrmcm ._ﬂ. mc:*\ wEm
Mato to Tolstoy (1965). The book boldly claims to _u8<_.n_m a gathering o m“‘.:r
ol the key classical writing about the arts w:@ mm_.m:mﬁ_nm. The ﬁmﬂﬂ. mww% with
Ihe writings of Plato (428-348 BC) with no:.ﬁ:m.uc:o:m :..03 ._Am< thin _mq” Mw o
the 18th and 19th centuries such as Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Immmo (
1831), Friedrich Nietzsche (1844-1900) and Leo Tolstoy (1 mwmz,_.m.._ 1. N
[ am interested in Sesonske’s claim that he regards Plato’s writings as the
heystone for subsequent discourse about creativity m:m :.:o_m_‘__:wm the mﬂnh
" that creativity is not just a contemporary concern but is an issue and ques

lhat has deep roots.

The importance of Plato in this history stems not merely ?oi the _nm.nﬁ ﬁ:_mn
he is the first western writer to discuss art .oEQO and artists mm:..._w:w W\,
analytically, and in generic terms ~ questioning Uo.ﬁr the meaning o mM )
thetic terms in common use and common-sense beliefs about %m. arts — bu
that in the half dozen or so dialogues in which he Ecnrmm\ briefly o.ﬁq mam
length on aesthetic questions, he explores the whole field. He does not, o
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course, clearly formulate ail, or even mary, of the problems of aesthestics -

but he suggests then all, as well as the answers which are elaborated
through subsequent Western thought.

(Sesonske, 1965, p. xiv)

My eye lands on a definition of creativity offered by Plato:

There is creative activity, which as you know is complex and manifold. All
that causes the passage of non-being into being is a ‘poesy’ or a creation,
and all processes of the arts are creative, and all the masters of the Aris are
poets or creators,
Emﬁo‘ Symposium (9201¢c-212a) in Sesonske, A (1965), p. 40; Socrates
during a conversation about the nature of beauty with Agathan
(written by Plato, 201c-212a)

Here creativity is posited as a multifaceted process that ushers in new ideas
new ways of seeing, new ways of being, new ways of doing that bring _noéé_,ﬁm
and present something to the world that hasn't quite been there before ~ pro-
cesses that reshape what has been. Despite the chasm of historical time, |
acknowledge this explanation as a precedent. But perhaps it makes me éor-
o_mﬂ.mwo:ﬁ what personal definitions of creativity the women | will talk to
during this research might offer — how their accounts might extend, compli-
cate or differ from this ancient characterisation. \ P

Additionally, Plato’s assertion in this definition that it is the arts that have
the most to teach us about the nature of creativity because all its methods are
potentially creative reassures me that my focus and interest in this book on
s\rmﬂ women writers and artists have to say about their creativity is fertile
territory for understanding this topic, indeed, that such conversations are inte-
gral to it. Hence, whilst | acknowledge that it's possible to be creative in all
aspects of life, my interest in the artistic activity of women seems a good place
to start. And | feel excited by the potential insights into this territory that will
be gained by our talking to women artists about their creativity and their
processes.

But it does not escape my attention that of the 29 contributors to the
Sesonske collection, are men, reflecting the historic silence and invisibility of
women in this discourse. Nevertheless, | skim the book’s contents trying to
_u_n_ﬁ up clues about what these classical texts might have to say m_ooh; creativ-
ity. I am looking for a starting point, a route into this discourse.

However, even as [ do this, | can see Jess’s sceptical face and quizzical
eyebrow .EE:@ the question of why resurrect the thinking of these privi-
leged white men, why give a platform here to these ideas? What about all the
contemporary writers, especially the women, who have things to say about
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this stthjectd And what abowt the other traditions? The non-Woeslern points
ol view? And indeed, perhaps (his ancient past will be too distamt for me to
tind any connection to present-day thinking and questions about women's
v reativity, but whilst acknowledging these limilations and this risk, all | can
sy in defence is that it feels important to acknowledge where ideas about
viealivity have occurred in history and find the links to the present day.

I eminism has never been the pure and innocent other of a guilty and evil
patriarchy. [t has always been obliged to use the masters’ tools to destroy
his house and has done so in the full knowledge this this complicity with

ils corruption and contamination is itself an action against metaphysics.
(Colebrook, 2000, p. 3)

Al I reflect that all wormen artists and writers seeking to contribute their voices
tvr this discourse on artistic creativity are faced with the problem of working
with the ideas and symbols faid down by earlier writers and artists, often male,
whilst also asserting their own voices to create spaces to allow distinctly femi-
nisl views of creativity to emerge. My perspective is that a feminist needs to
hoth acknowledge these traditions and histories where they are relevant to her
«uncerns and speak the relevance of the issues raised for women, to also feel
free to make use of and reclaim these ideas and legacies, make them their own.
1o be inspired by this past in its dialogue with the present day. Of course, this
means that feminist perspectives are to some extent sabotaged by the pre-exist-
ing discourses arising from patriarchy, but discussions of women’s creativity
exist in relation to and emerge from these discourses.

[ turn to Sesonske’s editorial summation of these classical texts, and | am
struck by his argument that the question: What /s Art? is not really a question
hut a series of questions that different thinkers from the ancients to modern
times (pre-20th century) have tried to answer different aspects of in different
ways (Sesonske, 1965, xi). Whilst some writers have focused on what an art
object is and questions of form, styles and genre’s purpose and function and
lhe tike, Sesonske reminds us that the classical world, led by Plato (428-348
BC) focused on the ideas of art object as imitation or mimesis {Plato, Republic
X {595-608b) in Sesonske, 1965, pp. 228-238-) and questions of the beauty
of art objects (Plato, Symposium, 9201¢c-212a in Sesonske, 1965, pp. 38-44).
According to Plato, the idea is the most valuable and important kind of crea-
tive act; others may imitate (mimesis) or make use of the original idea by
making copies, but this is regarded as an inferior skill. And crucially only God
is capable of this original creative activity; artists merely mimic or make use
of the ideas that they find in what God has made, in nature.

Whilst other writers dealt with how the viewer engages with the object and
the nature of that encounter, with questions of the imagination and the
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emolions of the viewer at the fore. Sesonske notes that by the 18th century:
“atlention focuses upon the experience and response of the viewer; the art
object is treated as instrumental to this response” (Sesonske, 1965, p. xv) led
by writer Joseph Addison (1672-1719) and his essay on the “pleasures of the
imagination” (Addison in Sesonske 1965, pp. 113-118). Considering the
question from the perspective of the experience of the view rather than the
nature of the art object was also the subject of Edmund Burke’s (1728-1797)
1756 essay, ‘A Philosophical inquiry into the Origin of Our Ideas of the
Sublime and the Beautiful’ (Burke in Sesonske, 1965, pp. 138-154). The third
set of questions places the artists centre stage and have addressed to what
extent art is to do with the artist’s intention and creative process, asking
whether it matters what is produced or what is made. This includes the discus-
sion of the artist’s inspiration and imagination. There is a concern for the
personality and character of the artist. For instance, in his essay ‘What Is Art?’
Leo Tolstoy (1828-1910} (Tolstoy, 1898, in Sesonske 1965, pp. 406-418)
regards Art as “one ol the means of intercourse between man and man”
{Tolstoy, 1898 in Sesonske, 1965, p. 410) and that “by means of words, a man
transits his thoughts to another, by means of art, he transits his feelings”
(Tolstoy, 1898 in Sesonske, 1965, p. 410). In other words, it's how an artist
expresses themself that is central to the artistic and creative process. And as
Sesonske continues, answers to these questions relate to other variable ele-
ments in our society, to education, to culture, economics, politics, science,
and the like (Sesonske, 1965, pp. xi—xvi). It is clearly knotty territory and
raises additional questions for me about who the arbitrator and judge of all
these different facets of the Arts and creativity - the expert, the art institutions,
everybody, women, ourselves? Sesonske concludes: “It is as much a history of
the emergence of new questions as the formulation of new answers. And
here, as elsewhere, the greatest ferment often occurs when somebody discov-
ers a new question rather than answering an old one” (Sesonske, 1965, p.
Xiv).

What | learn from this discussion is that the question of what creativity is
raises a myriad of questions and that writers past and present have been con-
cerned with different aspects and fragments of it, each offering at best a partial
insight, a piece of the puzzle rather than the whole. | understand from this
discussion that [ will not find a single definitive and neat answer to the ques-
tion of what creativity is; instead, | must think more precisely about the ques-
tions that concern me in relation to this topic and frame my definition within
this context.

Sesonske’s discussion and insights about these ancient texts help me frame
my concept of creativity for this book because I realise whilst acknowledging
that there are other aspects of creativity to be investigated and other perspec-
tives on this topic, the task before me is to investigate the question ~ What is
creativity? — from the perspective of women’s experience of creativity. And the
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amtenee of wamen in his text reminds me vnce again of the importance ol
ensuring the research for this book coniributes (o the unfolding story of worn-
s creativity. [ am interested in what women have to say about their creativ-
ity and creative processes. And the specificity of that seems to me (o be a
potentially much trickier but more exciting question. In this m:o_mm,.\o:s [ 8..,__-
i that T am not seeking a definitive answer to this guestion but m._s,;u:\ <<._mr
1o pather glimpses and fragments into the nature of women's Qmﬁzm practice
n the hope that this will provide insights into the nature of women’s experi-
e of creativity. This work will help me to provide a platform for Em. diver-
-aly of those experiences and consider ways in which women’s creativity can
I encouraged and supported. .

But whatever mysteries remain to be unravelled in our ::mwaﬁm:g_:m of
lhe artistic creation process in relation to women, | agree with Sesonske
(1965) in so far as he argues that:

theory follows practice, in that theoretical questions initially arise in ﬁr.m
context of some practical encounter in the world. Some data of experi-
ence. The basic data in this field are the myriad occurrences of song,
dance, painting, sculpture, architecture, poetry, drama _u:u._mcnmg and
responded to with a frequency, regularity and insistence which marks a
universal and fundamental aspect of human culture.

(Sesonske, 1965, p. xii)

In other words, all the creative acts that individual women artist and writers
undertake in their practical work matter, and from this work, theoretical ideas
wie developed. [ take from this the idea that ideas trying to account for wom-
wn's creativity come first and foremost from understanding these processes,
hut it's also about the myriad of questions that arise from this effort, including
{hut not limited to):

* What do women artists choose to bring into being through their
creativity?

What personal definitions of creativity do women offer?

What do they choose to create/make/do and why?

What ways of seeing the world does women’s creativity offer?

Why is creativity valued, and why does it matter to s\nz,_m:w

Why do women strive to develop it and wield it despite the challenges of
juggling a personal/professional life and how is this supported m.:m encour-
aged — by themselves and the people around them, their creative

community?

s 5 & & =

Ihese questions clarify for me that in this book we are concerned with gath-
cring stories from women as a starting point for understanding the nature of
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their experiences and addressing the questions their endeavours raise. And
we will follow the lead provided by the women we talk to in this book to see
what new questions emerge from this discourse about how creativity is
viewed and how it can be encouraged and supported. These are the inquiries
that this research will address, and the pursuit of them will lead hopefully to
yet unknown questions coming to light: an end that aims to lay down step-
ping-stones for further research.
These aims in relation to the question of what creativity is having been

defined, ! turn next to talk about the methods we will use in this book, The
time spent reading these ancient ideas has reminded me that | enjoy history
and that my inclination in my writing and in painting is to seek inspiration
from the past, to see what resonates in the present moment. And whilst | am
pottering around the kitchen, Melvyn Bragg’s programme, In Our Tirmes,
comes on to Radio 4. He’s talking about Plato’s Corgias, billed as the most
personal of Plato’s dialogues, in which he examines the values that led to the
execution of his mentor, Socrates. | listen, thinking that | might learn some-
thing to flesh out my minimal understanding of Plato’s life and work. | take
from the conversation between Melvyn Bragg and his radio guests that Plato
devoted his writings to the exploration of philosophical issues, posing ques-
tions about how we ought to live and what kind of people we should strive to
be. To test out his ideas and to get to the truth of these matters, Plato created
a series of speeches or dialogues between characters. And in one of these,

Plato’s Corgias, he argued against the use of rhetoric as a conversational form,

suggesting that although a powerful method of persuasion, it wasn’t a method
suited to seeking the truth. Instead, he argued that dialogue or conversation

was best placed to get to the heart of these issues because it allowed speakers

to come together for the common purpose of exploring a topic, creating the

potential for reciprocity and equality in the discussion. | take from this that
Plato favoured friendly, open, supportive discourse, rather than one based on

the skills of individual orators. And Plato favoured this form because he didn't

want to tell people what to think, but to allow them to come to their own

conclusions on the ideas and topics explored in the dialogues. Even in Plato’s

time, supportive conversation, as Jess and | have advocated in previous

research and will use as a way of gathering stories of women's experience of

creativity for this book, eclipses other forms of dialogue as a way of under-

standing the nature of experience. And | must acknowledge that the method
we will use occurs within the context of this ancient history.

I am pleased to listen to this debate bubbling away in the background
because it shows me that the canversational method that we have chosen for
this book to investigate questions of creativity is a form associated with a
search for truth, a method that fries to tease out knowing whilst allowing for
inconsistencies and differences of opinions to co-exist in the pursuit of some
common ground: a method that doesn’t impose its view of creativity on
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athers but allows readers (he space 1o consciously reflect on their r:._ iels ;._‘_.“._
understanding of their creativity. | find this __._n._rcn.h creates a space in ,,2_:.»_”
ihiough dialogue new ideas can emerge, contributing to a personal a_moccq_w.m
i creativity that each reader can devise *.o_, H:mBm.m_e.mm. Jess and | o C
insigghts into our own thinking and the qmzmnzﬁ.u:m and _nrm.mm.o_ﬂ the women we
wie lalking with but hope that these will inspire new Hr_s_.A:.dm and _,mmmn:o:.
in rrach reader, enabling them to identify a model of crealivity that s.\o._,_a for
thein. And in our conversations with women artists about their creativity, we
encourage a self-conscious act of reflection that echoes .Hr.m. form Plato advo-
cated. In other words, a crucial aspect of our method includes an open,
hiendly, supportive natural discourse between women rather Mr.mn an _:ﬁmﬁcﬁw
mition of women. The dialogue that jess and | seek to encourage in our met o_A
iv siraightforward, meaningful and attempts to m.__o.s, all involved to spea

plainly and honestly about their experiences within the context of a sup-

ported guided conversation.

Conclusion

} reach the end of this chapter clearer about the Qmmsﬁo:m.m:g methods

that will guide this research. Firstly, | conclude ﬁrmﬁ. yes, r_ﬂoa\. - other

writers and artists — offers us definitions and mx_o_m::;_o:m.9ﬂ creativity .:::
contribute to our understanding of that experience, but cx_:_m.ﬁm_x I _um__m,wm
that no one definition can grasp what creativity is wmnmrmm this is rooted 5_

the lived experience of women. In other words, *:_m project values _umao:%

definition of creativity and the aim of this project is simply to allow the
cacophony of the individual voices of women to _wm heard. Hence the ﬂa
of our project is to create a space for feminist voices to emerge — to offer
ideas and thinking about creativity that stem from Hrm.w experience of women
artists and writers, asking questions about what it is like to be m‘n_.mm:.e,m
woman now, to live in these shoes. To reflect on what ﬁ_‘_.m women m stories
we gather have to say to us, to the ancient past, to the history of discourse

tivity. .

o:\mﬂ_m: .%M story of what creativity is, is in fact the history of %m Qcmmﬂ_o:w
posed about creativity as | have discussed, then Anna >_o_‘m_.§3m Emmmqﬂ
points us to the importance of the new questions being wm_AmQ in the Soﬂ_.g 0
neuroscience about how the brain works during creative tasks: questions
facititated by technological advances in imaging technology ﬁ:m._ﬂ lead to %m_
detailed study and collection of 5835:0.: on ”_‘_m” processes in the :Mca
circuits and pathways of the brain; it's certainly _qmmn:,._mr:m stuff. But as _M:m
says, understanding these mechanics is :m_gﬂc._ only _.:modnm_, as they raise fur-
ther questions about how best to apply these discoveries so that creativity n_um:
he supported and encouraged for all. Her concern as mroé: _u.v\ the ear qu
conversation between us is with how creativity can be applied in the world.
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How it can be used to solve the pressing problems that sociely must address
such as climate change and managing artificial intelligence.

Anna’s words also remind us that being creative is a “fundamental human
capacity” and that there is value in supporting people’s creativity from all ages
and communities. But also, how culture and lack of education can hinder
women's opportunities to be creative and dent self-confidence so that conse-
quentially dealing with self-doubt and developing a constructive relationship
to our inner critics is a crucial part of developing women'’s creative capacity.

And | would argue that the strategy we use in this book, of gathering and
sharing women’s individual insights, is a means to empower women, can
help them see their differences as well as crossovers with the experiences of
other women.

Creative Task: You Are Creative

I describe creativity as a ‘puzzle to be solved’; Jess refers to it as ‘a magic
cloud’. Reflect on the following questions with a friend.

What is your personal experience of being creative?
Which image represents your personal view of creativity?
Draw a picture and/or write a few words about this image.
Share your image and description with your friend.
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CREATIVE CONVERSATIONS

Introduction

Jess Moriarty

We both got cancer within a year of each other — fuck you, cancer — and for
the same and also for different reasons, it left us both feeling lost. Lost because
we did not know who these sick women with cancer were and lost because
we didn‘t want to know them. Lost creatively because we felt our creative
practice had been stifled — Chris because the paints she used in her artwork
are known carcinogens, and me because of my acute realisation that | was
addicted to work: to the admin, meetings and committees that all took me
away from writing and teaching and left me feeling empty and purposeless.
And lost because we didn't know the way back.

ltlness brought change, a change that impacted on our understanding of
ourselves and our perspective on the world. We both felt our creativity had
withered, that illness had hampered us and our practices of art and writing,
But in our last book, Walking for Creative Recovery (Reading & Moriarty,
2022), we developed a way of being in our research and art-practice {text and
image) that revitalized our creativity in a way that was exciting, surprising and
profound. We believe that the method of walking/doing, discussion/reflecting
and making can and will inspire, re-engage and potentially reshape notions
of individual creativity. This practice, unsure and tentative at first, moved us
through our experiences with cancer and creative blocks, helping us to pro-
duce new work. Drawing on our personal histories and autobiographical
experiences and exploring these directly and indirectly in our practice brought
us from the hibernation of cancer and the effects of the global pandemic into
a creatively rich and fertile time.

In this book, we are looking to extend this spring-like state by getting out
of our own heads — useful and needed during cancer and perhaps inevitable
during the pandemic — and connect with other creative people to discover

DOI: 10.4324/9781003286042-1
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their experiences of creativity and how they have come to know, approeciate
and use their creative wisdom to develop their careers and to sec i, Tike us,
this process also offers tools they can apply to their personal lives and living
well. Speaking to seven creative professionals at the height of their respective
creative careers and using those conversations to frame and direct chapters
that explore creativity has generated ideas and tasks that we hope will support
readers of this book to enliven and evolve their own creative endeavours,
reflect on what their creativity might now need and plan to further legitimise
and sustain their creative lives.

Chris and 1 identify as arts-based researchers, and our way of working com-
bines the crafts of writing and art to tell stories. Scott-Hoy and Ellis argue that
“If|he art part of the project, which creates moods and images, combines with
writing, which is better at directing emotion. In many cases, published words
are used more to explain the art, rather than enhance the emotional mood”.

in this book, we choose not to make the distinction; instead, image, inter-
view and text work together to develop a transdisciplinary text that weaves
our creative research, autobiographical experiences with creativity and the
transcripts of our conversations together in a single narrative. To educational
researchers, such as Tierney and Lincoln (1997}, memoir, poetry, painting
offer an insight into a multi-layered and complex time (feeling creatively sti-
fled post-cancer) and the process (walking and making) used to move past it.
This book contributes to arts-based inquiry experiments seeking to offer alter-
native ways to transform what is in our consciousness into a public form that
others can engage with (Eisner, 1997). Other arts-based researchers are also
examining the intersections of talking, walking, art, education, qualitative
and/or autoethnographic research (e.g., Clark-Keefe, 2002; Mullen, 2003;
Saarnivaara, 2000, 2003; Saarnivaara and Bochner, 2003), and we — Chris
and | - argue that this approach offers a multi-layered and evocative text that
is personal, academic, creative ~ which reflects how we tive our lives.

The book offers a “meeting place as a mixed stream of fluids, as something
multi-layered, not known, always to be created anew, as the field of many
understandings” (Sava and Nuutinen, 2003, p. 532) that is connected to
notions of intertextuality and the dialogue of texts (Bakhtin, 1981). At the
centre of this mixed stream are our conversations with Griz, Thomasina, Lisa,
Anna, Irene, Katarina and Sonia. Margaret Wheatley identifies conversations
as being the simplest way to restore hope, suggesting that by sharing our sto-
ries, problems will lessen and we will feel more able to cope with an uncer-
tain future (Wheatley, 2002) and for us, speaking to other creative professionals
has invigorated our own sense of our creative practice and how we might
inspire it with what we learned from these amazing women. Covid created an
unknown time, and as we all emerge from the enforced fallow time that the
pandemic brought, political, environmental and personal landscapes are
altered. There is a new terrain that needs to be navigated, mapped and

traversedd, aned this hook suggests ideas and tasks 10 support individual creative
ily to find w way through this time. saulo Treire suggesls that in order to escape
or change bieak situations, humanity requires o politics of hope and the abil-
ity to love and trust fellow humans, no matter how broken the world seems. It
Jems from “an ontological need” (Freire, 1994, p. 10) and we have learnt thal
dialugue and creativity can not only ease us back into life post-Covid and past
cancer; it also offers us a way to process and reconnect after what has come
(v pass. Co-production has always had an important role to play in rethinking
and remaking the world for the better (Daykin et al., 2017), and our way of
working relies on collaboration, on valuing others and on hope.
The book is focused around three key concepts:

I identifying your individual creative needs and ambitions — where is your
creativity at! What does your creativity need? And tasks for addressing
these issues.

2 Learning from other Emnzzo:ma%ﬂommmmﬂo:m_m\amrm_\m and how they have
navigated and led their own creative recovery.

3 Sharing our responses to the conversation and our own experiences of
creativity.

Each chapter has been organised around 2 particular structure: research, a
conversation and a piece of writing where we suggesta task to help the reader
support their own creative development. Developing the book in this way
was a deliberate attempt to extend the feeling of connection and creative
support that the conversations gave us, widening this community to include
you, the reader.

Conversations with Other Creative Practitioners

One strand of the book is a series of conversations with seven women artists
about their own creative recoveries. These women were selected because of
their diverse and innovative creative practices, but we accept that it is not
fully inclusive and that inevitably, we have not — and would not — claim that
this book is representative of women in the creative industries; not even close.
\We are conscious of who has been left out and how that might direct our
future work, to draw in people from marginalized and underrepresented com-
munities and groups to centre their experiences. The women we were lucky
enough to work with were:

e Professor Ann Abraham. E. Paul Torrance Professor for Creativity and Gifted
Education and Director of the Torrance Center for Creativity and Talent
Development at the College of Education at the University of Georgia
(UGA) in Athens, USA.
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frene Marol, actress and artist, _

Grizelda, cartoonist, .

Katarina Rankovi¢, PhD ﬂcn_m:.m in Fine Art at the Goldsmith University.
Sonia Overall, writer and academic at the University of Canterbury.

Lisa Norman, events organiser {The Great Escape, Wilderness and Brighton
Pride) |

® Thomasina Gibson, filmmaker and writer.

These conversations were conducted by Zoom. This had the advantage of
allowing the interviewee to talk from the comfort of their own home, but it
did mean that we did not meet the women in person, and there is perhaps
some regret for us in that because these were women who we admired and
looked up to as creative practitioners and were eager to learn from them. On
the other hand, Zoom made it easier for us to record the interview and this
was sometimes helpful when we were writing up the findings. The exception
was the conversation with irene Marot, which was conducted at her home
face to face. We are enormously grateful for the time that the interviewees
gave us and for their generous and insightful words. All of our interviewees
signed consent forms and were invited to read the transcripts and edit them
before publication. We felt this was an important way of developing trust and
mutual respect and to ensure the women we interviewed felt our process
was ethical and inclusive. We also applied to the University of Brighton's
ethics committee to ensure that our interview process was scrutinized by an
expert panel.
The questions we discussed included but were not restricted to:

What is your earliest memory of being creative?

How did you encourage your creativity or what/who inspired if?

Do you have an inner critic and how do you work with/against that?
When and where are you most creative? What are the tools/space/people
you need?

5 How does it feel when it all comes together and works? Do you have an
example?

6 What are the things that hinder or demotivate your creativity?

7 Can you think of a specific time or event when you hit a wall? (This could
be anything — Covid-19, doing a job that was not right, health, a time
when it just seemed frozen. Completely up to you what you choose to
share and how personal/practical/professional it is.)

8 How did you get through/round/past?

9 What is the best advice you've had?

10 What does your creativity need?
11 Where do you hope you go next with your creativity?

b o =
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Creative Tasks for the Reader

In this lnal strand, we set tasks for the readler at the end of each chapter,
xtending the Creative Conversation to you and opening up space for you o
reflect on, and also nurture, your own creative processes. The emphasis here
is un motivating and moving our creativity, to value new and old ways of
heing creative and see them as an essential part of our lives and who we are.

Working in this way, we have created an accessible model with a series of
creative tasks to support and encourage your creativity and help you come
1o know and celebrate your creative self.

Creative Task: Set Intentions and Share Your Aspirations for Your
Creativity

Sel your intention — what do you want to get out of reading this book? Use a
hotepad, journal or computer to reflect on the following questions:

» What does your creativity need right now?
» What do you discover about yourself and your process?
* What now?

Use the reflection on your experience of this mini-project to set an intention
for your creative practice going forward. What now? Keep moving.
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