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Most of us doodle. While on the phone or in a meeting, we make squiggles 

or geometric shapes or sketchy images. The fact that we can do this while 

carrying on a conversation shows that doodles don’t require much thinking. 

We move our pencils naturally and spontaneously, and we also don’t worry a 

whole lot how our doodles look. This frame of mind—spontaneous, non- 

judgmental, relaxed—is what runners and tennis players call “being in the 

zone.” This is the ground state for creativity. It is home for the creator.

In this chapter I introduce a two-step process that will help you unpack your 

natural creativity. I call it doodling and noodling or, more accurately, “doodling 

and then noodling.”

get something on paper, no matter how rough, incomplete or simple.

The second stage, which I call “noodling,” is the transforming stage in which 

you tinker with your doodle. “Noodling” is an old illustrator’s expression. If an 

illustrator was particularly good at precise and detailed work, he or she would 

be called a “noodler,” as in “He can noodle like a madman,” or “Don’t noodle it 

to death.” Noodling includes such operations as shading, silhouetting, revers-

change your original doodle.

from doodling to noodling. Doodling is pure play—often aimless and free. 

Noodling operations are more often rule-based, involving a set of discreet 

steps. The steps may be simple, but the results are often complex and  

surprising.
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Doodling and 
Noodling

PRINCIPLES OF DOODLING

1. Suspend judgment. Doodling 
isn’t art. It’s just doodling.

2. Vary your doodles. If you’re 
like most people, you tend to 
doodle the same thing over and 
over. Now it’s time to expand 
your repertoire.

3.
learned consciously. Then, over 
time, the operations are passed 
to the subconscious as they 
become automatic. That’s when 
you’re actually doodling.

4. Doodle on old envelopes and 
scrap paper rather than “nice” 
paper. You’ll feel freer and more 
willing to experiment.

5. Save your doodles in a large 
envelope. Now and then, go 
through them and pick out the 
most interesting or unusual 
ones. Put these in a second 
envelope. These may be source 
material for later work.
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