
PROOF

v

CONTENTS

List of Figures viii

Acknowledgments ix

Introduction 1

Chapter 1 Creativity – Myths and Legends 5

Chapter 2 The Illusion of Leadership 9
  Directing creativity 9
  Poets, fakes and sleeping lions 10
  The gaze 11
  Creative constraints and how to use them 12
  The leadership illusion 15
  Directing vs. managing – the Russian  
  experiment 16
  Why setting targets is a waste of time 19
  The uncarved block 21

Chapter 3 Project-Managing a Work of Art  22
  The (misty) vision thing 25
  The perfect audience of one 26
  Summary 28

Chapter 4 Great Directing: A Case Study 30
  Rehearsing King Lear 31

Chapter 5 Hierarchy and Status Games 35
  Visiting India 35
  Playing status 37
  The giant’s robe on the dwarfi sh thief 39
  Hierarchy and status: the tree-house game 43
  Briefi ng the general 44
  Sex and status games: invisible women 47
  Is dissembling a sin? 49

Chapter 6 Masks and the Sense of Self  51
  The immutable self 51
  Clowns and ringmasters: training the masked actor 54
  Being Badger 58

9780230_201996_01_prex.indd   v9780230_201996_01_prex.indd   v 8/21/2008   2:14:11 PM8/21/2008   2:14:11 PM



PROOF

Chapter 7 Creativity in Groups 63
  Weird produces wonderful: casting for creativity 63
  Hair-washing and the puppy game 64
  My grandmother’s hat 67
  The Three Fears 69
  Suspending status games: the creative ensemble 70

Chapter 8 Creativity, Innovation and Leadership 74
  Men in tights and old music: the paradox of  
  innovation in the arts 74
  The solitary plagiarist 75
  Casting and diversity: the concentric organization 77
  What play are we in? 79
  Stars and bit-players 81
  Too many Hamlets 82
  Fake creativity 83

Chapter 9 Live Communication: The Business  
  of Theater 85
  Being self-conscious 86
  Words and actions 87
  The usefulness of Chinese whispers 90
  Communication styles 92

Chapter 10 Giving Presentations: The Theater  
  of Business 94
  Bridging the gap 95
  Acting on – acting out: live communication as action 96
  Summary 97
  Pity the poor punters: the passive audience 97

Chapter 11 The Script 101
  Euro-blather, business-speak and other languages 101
  The telling detail: rediscovering the power of words 105
  Truth, lies and presentations 108

Chapter 12 Rehearsing for Business and for Life 110
  Image theater as a tool for organizations 111
  The trap of ambiguity 113
  Case study: the shooting party 116

Chapter 13 Training for Creative Leadership 119
  Apprenticeship, mastery and transcendence 119

Chapter 14 Art in the World 125
  Audacity and risk-taking 125
  Being bold 126

vi Contents

9780230_201996_01_prex.indd   vi9780230_201996_01_prex.indd   vi 8/21/2008   2:14:12 PM8/21/2008   2:14:12 PM



PROOF

Chapter 15 Why Artists Should Rule the World 129

  The problem of giraffeness 130
  Leading with a misty vision 131
  Keeping God out of the picture 133
  The selfi shness myth 135
  The infl uence of sleeping lions 136
  “Author, Author!!” 137
  Donald Rumsfeld – a cautionary tale 139
  Ruskin’s question 143

Bibliography 147

Index 149

 Contents vii

9780230_201996_01_prex.indd   vii9780230_201996_01_prex.indd   vii 8/21/2008   2:14:12 PM8/21/2008   2:14:12 PM



PROOF

1

INTRODUCTION

Most leaders emerge by accident rather than intent, even the powerful and 
important ones, because most people don’t want the job. Standing up in 
front of others and persuading them to do something can be diffi cult and 
even frightening. People will do it because there is something they want: 
not “power” in the abstract, but to make their fragmentary vision of a pos-
sible future happen in the world. They need people to help them co-create 
it, and they will gather as followers those who share their response to the 
fragment they have communicated. It needs only a few – twelve to twenty-
fi ve – and they begin to co-create like a theater ensemble, cascading their 
infl uence through a whole organization or society.

Leaders make their work in the world from what their followers make. 
We can be a passive audience to this process, or we can be actors; we can 
direct others or we can improvise alongside them. We can participate in the 
play of life however we choose – but we cannot not be in it. Leadership is 
co-created. It does not lie in one party or the other. It is an illusion in which 
we all participate. I have my own experience of being a leader, and that was 
mostly in the theater where the “leader of the creative process” is called a 
director. I like that word better. It makes it clear that in a group creative 
enterprise, where the outcome requires innovation, you need someone to 
give a direction to the creative work of the group. Directors in the theater 
do exactly that. They point out the direction that things need to go in.

I talk to many business leaders in the course of my work and I have 
noticed that when they are more relaxed – after a few drinks, perhaps – 
their success stories change and they begin to admit that rather than having 
made a successful company solely by dint of careful planning and con-
sistent execution, they have benefi ted from an enormous amount of luck. 
Things happened that were unexpected or disastrous. Bad decisions led to 
failure which then revealed an opportunity that they hadn’t been able to see 
before. The idea that they had a map with a location marked on it to which 
they led the company along a clearly marked route is an illusion. They 
were lucky, they bluffed, they had good people around them, they took a 
chance and it worked out. This process of guessing and reframing, of fol-
lowing a hunch and then scrabbling to consolidate when the hunch works 
out, is a process I recognize. It is the creative process – directing a group 
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of people through a complex and uncertain place, following a fragmentary 
vision, and trying to make it solid as you go.

I have called this book The Illusion of Leadership because I made a 
surprising discovery when I became a theater director. Prior to my fi rst 
attempts to direct, I had been an actor. I had been led by others. In the 
process of being directed I had always assumed that I was, at some level, 
being manipulated or coerced into doing what the director wanted. Only 
late in my career did I discover an interesting secret: the best directors did 
not know in detail what was going to happen in the play until they saw me 
do it. They didn’t tell me what I should do because they didn’t know. This 
ability to carry on being in charge and maintaining the trust of the company, 
when you do not and cannot know in detail how things will turn out, seems 
to me to be at the heart of creative leadership in business and the arts.

I believe that many people outside the arts misunderstand the creative 
process and the behaviors necessary to encourage creative teamwork. If the 
right culture were in place, innovation would not be an issue; the function 
of managers would be like the function of a director of a good ensemble: 
merely to select from the stream of invention and suggestion pouring from 
the group as they engage with the tasks they have in hand. That is not to say 
that these conditions never arise, rather that business does not seem to know 
how to get them or where in the organization they need to be encouraged.

The behaviors that are in place in many of the business environments 
I have experienced are the opposite of those required for group creativ-
ity. They come from an internalized belief in competitive individualism. 
A generation has grown up who believe that “There is no such thing as 
society;” “It’s a dog-eat-dog world;” “Only the fi t survive.” But of course 
there is such as thing as society; dogs never eat dogs: they cooperate in 
packs; and “fi t” means “most appropriate to the circumstances” not “fast-
est and most ruthless.” These simplistic misapprehensions, borne to us on 
a tide of largely American fi lms and business culture, supported by some 
dubious reinterpretations of Darwin, have been readily adopted by a gen-
eration who see their organizations as largely soulless and themselves as 
striving for material benefi ts and the adrenaline rush of successful compe-
tition (Sennett 1998, 2006).

People see their work as a place where they manifest their lifestyle and 
cultural values and have less and less interest in the actual products or 
effects of the organization. Many people go to work precisely for the bat-
tles and the triumphs and the money. Increasingly, they don’t care about 
either the long-term survival of the organization or the utility or quality 
of its products. This is  partly, I suspect, because there is a perception that 
some of those who own and run these organizations don’t care either. They 
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are engaged in another game altogether. A game of corporate gin rummy 
where there is the possibility of untold wealth from the manipulation of 
market sentiment and the cutting of deals. The net result is that there is no 
one directing the fl ows of energy and invention that are manifesting in the 
business world. There seems to be no end in view apart from a generalized 
faith in “freedom” and an internalized belief that people’s core motives, 
indeed their very DNA, are selfi sh. This is capitalist freedom it means 
“freedom from,” not “freedom to.” It is the state of being without boundar-
ies or constraints. It is a kind of directionless swamp of self-indulgence.

Creativity fl ourishes at the edges of things. It needs boundaries and 
it needs constraints. The world of business has been described to me as 
“amoral,” as if our behavior there need not concern itself too much with 
ethics. There is an affi nity with the idea of self-as-scientist rather than 
self-as-artist; that what is necessary for good business leadership is clar-
ity, precision, measurability and emotional detachment. These qualities 
are not necessarily wrong, but they are not always appropriate to the busi-
ness of getting good ideas out of people and implementing them. And they 
exclude consideration of the deeper values that people express through the 
work they do and the choices they make.

Management is not science, but art. It is art in the sense that it needs to 
be practiced with the full self: with heart, mind and soul aligned. In busi-
ness it seems to me there is both a need for and fear of this mindset. What 
follows is intended to be of direct practical help in understanding, and get-
ting better at, leading and managing people in any organizational context. 
It is about developing the artistic mindset and applying it outside the arts. 
It is about learning to manage the paradoxical tension between creativ-
ity and constraint, between serendipity and intention. How to encourage 
things to evolve in the way they need to.

Because the evidence is mounting that some of the products of the thriv-
ing capitalist economies are beginning to destroy both our health and our 
planet. We need, urgently, to go in another direction.

Running through the book, and intimately tied up with these issues, are 
questions about power and ethics, because as managers, leaders and work-
ers in today’s organizations we must hold on to our humanity at work and 
endeavor to act with principle, with passion and with integrity.

For the last ten years I have been refl ecting on my twenty years’ experi-
ence as a theater performer and director and applying it in other contexts. 
I have worked with a wide range of organizations, both commercial and 
state-run, from engineering to aggregates, from media to medicine. In all 
I have encountered assumptions and practices that to my surprise were 
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radically different from those in the arts. This book is an attempt to 
explore some of these differences and show how ideas from the arts can be 
successfully applied to business and other organizations.

I have set down what I consider to be best practice among the many and 
varied artists I have worked with. But much of my core experience was with 
the Royal Shakespeare Company where I worked as an actor and then as 
an assistant director over a period of about fi fteen years, so my approach is 
infl uenced by an older theater, one where language, dialog and poetry are 
central to the work. I come from working in a theater where the director as 
keeper of the vision and leader of the process is fi rmly established; where the 
ideas and techniques of ensemble theater, brought from Europe by pioneer-
ing fi gures such as Joan Littlewood, are fi rmly embedded in most companies.

In terms of the evolution of the theater crafts, directing is the new 
arrival; particularly where the director is elevated to the status of auteur, 
with both the responsibility and the power to stamp their creative vision on 
the work of a playwright. In the Shakespearean theater, the role of director 
was probably closer to that of stage manager or even producer, the craft 
of the actors and the writer being the central focus of the process. It was 
only in the twentieth century that the director began to ascend, alongside 
the fi lm director, to the status of artist in their own right, with the work of 
the writer and actor sometimes reduced to the role of raw materials for the 
expression of the director’s vision.

This book will look at the ways in which good directors manage the 
whole process of getting a play from script to performance. It will look in 
detail at the relationship between directors and actors, how directors release 
creativity and optimize innovation, how they give space to the creative 
drives of performers but still maintain an outcome that is true to the original 
vision and delivered on time and within budget. It will also look at some of 
the craft skills of acting, as they relate to working within creative groups, 
and to some of the principles of creative working that seem to be universal 
across many artforms and how they may be applied outside the arts. But it 
will also examine the proposition that the arts, particularly the theater arts, 
do more than merely hold up a mirror to life. They refl ect the fact that much 
of what we call “reality” is no more robust than the “illusions” of art. That 
how we are and how we behave in the real world is often a performance too.

The book divides roughly into three sections. The fi rst four chapters 
look at the role of the director as a model for leadership in a creative con-
text. The second section, Chapters 5 to 12, looks at creative teamwork and 
live communication. The fi nal section, Chapters 13 to 15, is a collection 
of essays that explore the wider implications of applying artistic ideas and 
perceptions in the world.
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