how to make a(ny)thing

foreword
I may not be the best at making any one thing, but I’ve gotten pretty good at making anything, if that
makes sense. Writing papers, designing electric motorcycles, making fine art, building computational
models, forming communities – we might see these as very different endeavours, but I think they all can
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be approached in exactly the same way. In fact, I’d go so far as to say I think they should be approached
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in the same way. The solution to future problems won’t come from increasingly niche study, but from a

Creative Direction - Andrew Catcheside

broad, pan-disciplinary approach. As things continue to change more and more quickly, developing a
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set of widely applicable skills and methods is invaluable in adapting to new challenges.
With that in mind, here’s a flexible step-by-step guide on how to make a(ny)thing.

before taking my (or any) guide too
literally, a few recommendations one
should keep in mind:

Don’t expect perfection.
Read Ted Orland’s Art and Fear1: the pursuit of perfection can be paralysing. Sometimes it’s imperfections

Don’t write or accept rules.

or limitations that bring things to life; that make results better; evoke something new. But of course, don’t

They narrow and confine our creativity and ideas about what we might do. Sometimes however, as in the

try too hard to embed imperfection as a means of achieving perfection because then we’re right back

previous rule, obstructions and limitations can actually spark new thoughts

where we started.

[Re: the Five Obstructions2].

Break the routine.

Because everyone’s different, each of us will just have to find where on these spectra is best for us. Prescribing

I’m sure you can identify with initially missing something that’s annoyingly obvious as soon as you spot it.
Well, for me, maintaining some level of chaos helps me notice those things faster – in work, in relationships,
and in general. Chaos, although counterintuitive, can be extremely valuable in making new connections and
coming up with new ideas. So while I present a step-by-step guide for clarity’s sake, all the steps can, and
often should, all happen at the same time // in any order that works for you.

or defining even one person’s practice is difficult at best and detrimental at worst. Creative practice can be
extremely personal, and as we’re all complicated and often contradictory beings, our practices are likely to
be, too. All that said, however, I’ve attempted to transcribe the approach I generally use – fully aware of the
paradoxes, contradictions, and shortcomings involved in doing so. So let’s get on with it –>

taken with a grain of salt,
this is how to make a(ny)thing:

think of a thing you want to make:
This can be the hardest step, and it works differently for everyone.
1.

I never know when inspiration will come, so I’ll keep a journal of ideas for times when inspiration runs low.

2.

Other ways to maybe find inspiration: think of a problem, or a skill you want to learn, or a different way
to do or interpret something, or a translation, or an obstruction. Think of the wildest thing you can. For a
bigger list of prompts, I like Paul Thek’s questions3. Try doing these kinds of exercises alone and // or socially.

3.

If all else fails, just go to a museum or surf the internet, copy something you like, and you might come
up with a way to do it better or weirder or with your own twist.

prototype:
Once you have an idea (even if it’s hazy), make a lot. Iterate horizontally and vertically. Sketch
like 100 totally different versions, and then evolve the ones that show most promise.
1.

Compartmentalise coming up with and killing ideas: when brainstorming, every idea is a good idea.
When cutting ideas down, be critical. In Shaping Things4, Bruce Sterling writes, “designer Henry Dreyfus
said a brainstorming session will produce three good ideas at the cost of 97 bad ones.”

2.

Accept that as a necessary cost, not just when brainstorming, but throughout the prototyping process.
For that reason, try to prototype as cheaply as you can so you can afford to do it a lot. Begin with
sketches and/or computer models, since those are practically free. Then work in cardboard or scrap –
something relevant to the final product, but faster and cheaper. You get the idea.

3.

Remember that the first thing you make will be shit. So just make it. If you think it’ll come out well, you’ll
be disappointed when it comes out poorly. So accept that the first version will be lousy – and just make
the thing so you can move on. In fact, try to fail early before you commit to doing things a particular way.
Failing early and often (before you commit to doing things a certain way) will save you later.

learn:
If the prototype is so bad you don’t think it could ever be good, don’t just trash it.
Learn something from it.

1.

Normalise failure– but fail upward: You might make something worse than the previous version– just
don’t let it be worse in the same way. It’s a huge cliche because it’s good advice, but be mindful and
learn from mistakes.

2.

And once you do learn your lesson, make another draft! Maybe that means continuing to evolve the
design you have, beginning a new design, or addressing something altogether different. Don’t worry
about throwing out an idea just because you’ve already invested time in it [like this Freakonomics
Episode5]. As you iterate, you might benefit from developing a scientific method: planning your iterations
like experiments with learning goals in mind (while of course balancing the need for a little chaos).

3.

If you feel like you can make your sketch or iteration without learning any new skills, that’s fine. But
if using an unfamiliar skill or tool would be useful and time permits, dive in! It’s Maslow’s Law of the
Instrument6: when the only tool you have is a hammer, everything begins to look like a nail. To improve
your ability to solve problems appropriately and creatively, gathering new tools and skills is crucial. And
luckily, the best way to learn something new is often with a hands-on project. But support experiential
learning with other research, too. Peep the internet, swing by BloQs, or visit your neighbourhood
makerspace // hackspace // fab lab // library.

share:
You probably took inspiration from somewhere, or looked up a tutorial on the internet or something, so
pay it forward. Put your stuff somewhere so other people can learn from or be inspired by your work.
1.

If you weren’t inspired by anything and didn’t learn anything from anywhere else, you’re either lying
to yourself, or it’s because those resources didn’t exist. So now that you’ve made something, share
it so that others can have access to the resources you didn’t. That could be an exhibition, posting
online, just talking about or showing it to your friends, or literally whatever.

2.

People often design the same thing over and over again because they’re all starting from the
same place. Sharing knowledge will help us more efficiently direct our efforts in the long term.
Consolidating your stuff in one place and documenting it well makes that process easier, and you
may find that it comes in handy for you, too. Documenting what you’re doing is important, and if it’s
all documented, you might as well make it public.

3.

Sharing can also have more immediate benefits, too – letting people know what you’re doing might
attract resources or collaborators so you can keep improving your practice. This varies greatly from
person to person, but I think it a truism that we can get more done together than alone. Sharing’s
tendency to make collaborators is a boon.

repeat:
Just keep doing it until you don’t want to or you can’t anymore.

1.

Don’t imagine a final version, imagine an MVP (minimum viable product): the minimum you need to
achieve your goal, considering your resources and deadline. Iterate until you achieve MVP. Then keep
iterating until you get bored or you think it’s perfect or your deadline arrives.

2.

That said, try not to narrow your vision to just the next iteration. Each version is an opportunity to
zoom out and find context in the larger picture of your process.

3.

Make connections between different steps in your process. For example, try to consider materials
and production processes even in the early stages of prototyping. Likewise you might make a new
preliminary sketch while also prototyping. Most importantly, and hopefully obviously, you don’t have
to complete a full iteration before learning something from it, sharing it, or quitting it.

This document is already vague enough in
most places so as to be meaningless, but there
probably remain places where your process
should deviate to suit you better. So just stay
flexible and consider this a starting point: your
first iteration in designing your own creative
process, and your quest to make a(ny)thing.

a(ny)thing
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