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The Creative Process: Or Some Thoughts On What It Means to Think 
 

In 1926, Graham Wallas wrote a book titled The Art of Thought. This book is regarded as 
the first of its kind, giving clear descriptions on how to think and how to reason, especially in a 
creative fashion. Additionally, The Art of Thought is rated a unanimous five-stars by the two 
people who have reviewed it on Amazon. Prestige. Despite its lack of popularity and despite you 
probably having never heard of Graham Wallas until 15 seconds ago, the book outlines what 
Wallas calls “The Creative Process.” He breaks the concept down into four steps that provide the 
simple framework for how to garner and foster ideas. Though dealing with ageless principles, I 
have taken the liberty of readdressing and explaining Wallas’ 1926 process to a modern 
audience. 

Before I begin detailing the steps of The Creative Process, I believe it is important to 
mention that few things are purely universal. The list of things that apply the same to everyone is 
a very short list, and The Creative Process is not on it. But on the contrary, I do believe there are 
a lot of similarities between what I experience and what you may experience and what the writer 
next to you may experience and what the filmmaker down the street may experience and what 
the mother at the park that you watched earlier try to persuade her children to eat leafy 
vegetables she had prepared for their picnic may experience. All different forms of creativity, all 
forms of creativity nonetheless. Enjoy. 
 
Step 1: Preparation 

As with most things, there are some things you have to do before you get to the actual 
thing. Creative things are no different. This initial stage is where your work begins. To make 
something, to create, you need an idea. James Webb Young said, “An idea is nothing more or 
less than a new combination of old elements.” Preparation is your gathering of old elements. It is 
the act of building your foundation out of whatever resources you have. It can be as strong, as 
weak, as broad, as thin, as congruent or conglomerate as you want, all dependent on what you 
gather. The more time you put into the preparation, the better foundation you will have. A better 
combination because of more old elements.  

In my field of study and particular interest, which is advertising, we call this “creative 
composting.” Think of a food compost: you put a bunch of components into a bin and let them 
fester together. They decay and mix and melt in a certain environment to produce energy and 
eventually become something worthwhile. The contents can be the most random, obscure, 
seemingly irrelevant or unrelatable items, but still work together to make something beneficial. It 
takes time, cannot be rushed, and the more you put in, the more you get out. More old elements.  

For a lot of people, this is a fun step in The Creative Process. This is when you learn 
about the world. You expose yourself to others creativity, to other products. Take time to study 
and observe and understand and contemplate. The best part is, you are not limited to your 
medium or media of choice. If you’re a writer, study painters. If you’re a filmmaker, look at 
sculptors. The compost bin is wide open. Go out and consume—but do so consciously. While 
quantity is good, quality is better. Keep that in mind. 
 
Step 2: Incubation  

Honestly, I would consider this part of the preparation stage. It means letting your food 
actually compost. I think Graham Wallas just wanted to use the word “incubate.” I will note, 
however, that most of this step occurs subconsciously. What you have prepared now sits in your 
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mind or your heart or wherever you decided to store your information and simmers, preparing to 
boil. You are rarely aware of it, and actively focusing on it seems to slow the process. Let the 
compost do its thing. 

 
Step 3: Illumination 

The eureka moment. The breakthrough. What you’ve been waiting for. And believing 
this step comes that easily after preparing and incubating is probably the biggest lie anyone could 
ever tell you. At least, the biggest lie Graham Wallas will ever tell you. Nothing in life is handed 
to you, and creativity is part of that nothing. You’ve done your homework, you’ve let it sit for a 
few [insert measurement of time of your choosing], and now you’re ready to work. I will retitle 
this step “Perspiration,” because it still rhymes with the other steps. This is where you sweat. 
And probably cry. This is when you punch your compost bin and dig through it, looking for 
anything that could possibly fuel an idea. You work. You work. You work some more. You take 
a bathroom break. Then you work again. It is not something that can merely be mulled over. 

We wistfully refer to this step in the process as waiting for the lightbulb moment. But if 
you want your lightbulb to turn on, you better learn some principles of electricity and wiring and 
not be afraid to whip out the screwdriver and risk some slight electrocution. You climb in the 
electrical service panel, and you flip switches. You want illumination? You turn those lightbulbs 
on. It is up to you. 

 
The Next Step (that isn’t really a step) 

Remember all that food you’ve been composting? I hope so, because I’ve referenced it 
quite a bit. Well, it’s still composting. Or “incubating,” if you’re one of those kinds of people. 
And the whole time you’re perspiring, it’s still going in the background. Perhaps when you least 
expect it, boom. There it is—the idea you’ve been waiting for, or the proper grip to propel your 
idea forward. It could come while you’re in the shower. Could be while you’re on the toilet. 
Could be at 3am when you can’t sleep and you think you’ll remember it in the morning like last 
time but you forgot that last time and hopefully you’ve learned your lesson and will write it 
down this time. Could be while talking on the phone with a friend you are finally reconnecting 
with after four years. Could be at dawn when you’ve committed yourself to waking up early to 
work on it and heaven decides to bless you for your efforts. Or it could be some other time. But 
while you are working and perspiring, it will come. Trust it will come. It will. 
 
Step 5 or The Step We Wish Wasn’t a Step and Actually Isn’t Included in the Official 
Creative Process Steps Because It Would Turn a Lot of People Off From Even Trying To 
Be Creative Despite Having a Clearly Outlined Process: 
Otherwise known as The Valley of Despair 

I don’t have a solution for this step. From my experience, there is no way around it. My 
explanation is only empathy, because I have been there. I have been there too many times. Too 
many times to the point that I feel like I never fully leave. There is always part of me playing in 
the mire, not because mud is fun, but because mud seems like the only thing I am worthy of in 
the moment. 

If this sounds sad, it’s because it is. The Valley of Despair is not a pity party, but genuine 
belief that your ideas are worthless. That you have nothing to offer that could benefit anyone or 
solve any problem. That what you are committing so much time and personal passion to will 
have no lasting impact. Moments of questioning everything you are doing, your pursuits, your 
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purposes, yourself. It is a terrible time in the process. Yet possibly the most human. A time 
reflective of what it means to be flawed and to be mortal. To have creative muscles, but yet still 
muscles that will wither and falter and give out on you. A time that reminds you that everything 
is not so simple. A time that upholds another saying about fairness and life. This does not make it 
any easier or remove any ounce of doubt; it only rationalizes it.  

Thankfully, not everyone has to go through this step so deeply. But for those of you who 
do, know that you are never alone. And know that there is an end. It is called a valley because 
there is an uphill, a way out. While it is a terrible process, it is a necessary one. It is what fosters 
an avid appreciation for what you are creating. Despair provides perspective on hope and beauty 
in a way that constant joy can never see. An admiration, if you will, for the process. When 
trudging through the sludge in the looming shadows of creativity, trust the valley ends and you 
will come out stronger. The biggest problem, however, and the most debilitating in my opinion, 
is you never know how long the valley is.  
 
Step 6: Enlightenment 

This one doesn’t rhyme because it’s different than all the rest. This is the actual 
breakthrough moment. The cresting of the hill, the mountain. The end of despair. The bricks you 
have been punching finally give way to your battered knuckles and crumble. You now find 
yourself on the other side, perhaps with the idea you have been fighting for. Or perhaps it is a 
new idea, something you could have never anticipated. Who is to say? Only you will be able to 
discover what is there after your journey. That came out a lot more mystical than I intended, but 
I’m going to leave it in there. In a subtler understanding, this is the point of relief. A certain type 
of satisfaction where you can look at your creation and tilt your head and say huh, this actually 
isn’t half bad. Like breathing in the fresh air on a new horizon, it provides a little high. A fueling 
high. 

 
Step 7: Verification 
 Perhaps better known as “Implementation” or “Perspiration 2.0.” According to Graham 
Wallas, this is supposed to be Step 4. It’s also supposed to be the last step. I disagree with both 
of those things. He describes it as checking your work, verifying that your solution actually fits 
the problem. Or that your idea is packaged and presented properly. In other terms, one last time 
to work. Ride the fuel of your enlightenment, sweat once again, and make sure your work is 
exactly what you want it to be.  
 The key in this step is perseverance. It is not the time to take a breather, revisit your 
compost for new manure, or cool your cogs. Keep your legs running. While verification is a 
noun, implementation and perspiration are verbs. Don’t stop doing. Because this isn’t the end. 
 
Step 8: The Epilogue aka the Not-so-final Final Step 

Repetition. Time to do it again. Creativity is a muscle, not a bone. Something that is 
inherently part of all of us and grows as we use it. Work it, tear it, push it, improve it. It is there, 
and you can do this. Say this to yourself, if only to yourself, and if only to remind yourself that 
you can actually do this. Whatever this is, the mess we call creativity. At this point, it is almost 
as much a responsibility as it is a privilege. To roll up our sleeves and put on our boots and 
charge once more. To turn this into a Prologue.  
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There you have it: The Creative Process. A spectrum of possibilities that both 
encompasses and hardly describes what it means to conceive, labor, and birth an idea. Don’t 
even get me started on raising it. I hope this has been helpful or at least allowed for introspection 
into your own creativity. An essence that is indeed in all of us, which I encourage you to admire 
in the mirror every now and then. Because it’s there and it’s beautiful and it’s waiting to grow. In 
the meantime, look for me in the valley. It’s where I spent most of my time writing this. 
 
 
*Other potential steps you may experience in The Creative Process: 
a. Procrastination: The step where you suddenly remember everything and anything you could 
possibly do besides create. This can occur at or during any of the aforementioned steps. Often 
associated with thoughts like: I should eat something first. Is there a new episode of my show? 
Maybe I should clean the kitchen. When was the last time I dusted the baseboards? I should call 
my mom. Did I ever write thank-you notes for my kindergarten graduation? I think exercise will 
get my brain going. Maybe I should eat something before exercising. Or after? Why did we have 
to wait 30 minutes after eating to go swimming? Wait, how are waffle fries made? I should call 
my mom again. 
 
b. Insatiability: Not necessarily a step as much as it is an attribute of several steps. Forever being 
unsatisfied with anything you are doing. While not quite yet despair, it most certainly smells of 
frustration. Your preparation is never deep enough, your compost is never composted enough, 
your work isn’t sweaty enough, your idea isn’t creative enough. To call it normal is an 
understatement. One solution is to take your work, no matter where it’s at in the process, and 
show it to others. Fresh eyes can see amazing things and give you the little boost you need to 
keep going. 
 
c. Variability: Also not necessarily a step, more of a suggestion. Spending too much time on the 
same thing can be exhausting. Don’t be afraid to have multiple projects/ideas/scripts/plays/etc.  
going at the same time. Like rivers running parallel to each other. Give them each their own time 
and space. Juggling various ideas can be refreshing, a chance to breathe and take a break if 
you’ve been pounding away at the same dead horse for too long. Sometimes they can even 
compost together for a synergetic solution. One warning, though: according to Guinness 
Records, the most a human has ever juggled is 11 items. I wouldn’t recommend trying to beat 
that. 
 
d. Humility: This step is a realization. It works closely with “Insatiability,” in suggesting 
teamwork. Very few people have ever done something truly alone. And when they have, it’s 
incredible. But a lot of incredible things come from incredible people working in incredible 
teams. Don’t shy away from asking for help, even if it’s simply for an opinion or a brainstorm 
session. Realizing you don’t know all the answers is a step towards finding the right one. 
  
e. Fallibility: Who is to say these steps are right, anyway? If you experience something different 
and want to prove me wrong, please do. I am no authoritarian on creativity. Besides, I could 
always use a little more humility. 
 


