Koln to Cologne: 5 Tips to Overcoming a Mental Block
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Do you ever need to come up with a great idea and hit a mental block? You think the idea will never come. Or have you ever suddenly had an inspirational idea only to lose focus when you start to put in on paper? You think the idea may be lost forever. You’re not alone and I think most of you know it. I also think that knowing there is an army of people out there having the same trouble doesn’t help you solve your problem. Here’s some helpful hints for overcoming that mental block, or blurred focused. 



Let’s start with a story:
While performing on stage in Köln, Germany, Ben Folds was called upon to spontaneously create a song for his audience. Battling a cold, and probably being a little run down from medicine and touring, he initially struggled with the composition (Warning – there is some inappropriate language in these videos, so if you’re easily offended please don’t watch). With some work after the concert, Folds was able to transform that first performance of Cologne into a successful song.

What can we learn from Ben Folds?

News can inspire us. The initial idea for this song was based on a story in a newspaper. Keeping yourself well informed will give you a wide knowledge base to reference when concepting.

Taking a comical approach to a serious matter can result in a legitimate creation. The initial intention of this song was to mock a real new story, but resulted in a non-parody popular song. Using humor allows us to take a look at hard news or other important matters in a different way, and looking at information from a new perspective is always helpful when brainstorming.

Sometimes you need to change keys or tempo. In the first video Ben tries two or three different keys and tempos before he finds one that works. You might not be able to change keys if you’re not composing, but you should try more than one solution before giving up on problem or idea. You might find something that works on the third try or the thirtieth try, but the point is keep trying something new.

4-3-2-1, I’m letting you go. What do these lyrics from the completed song have to do with creating? Count to four in your head. Or out loud. Count higher than 4 if you need to. Just relax for a minute. If you’re stressed, you’ll focus on the stress and not the problem. Sometimes you need to set the project aside for a while. Either way you’ll come back to it with a fresh approach and may be able to overcome that mental block or problem more quickly.

Stick-to-it! As these two videos clearly demonstrate, not even a successful composer writes a hit on the first attempt. I wasn’t there when this song transitioned from improvisation to final work, but I’m betting it wasn’t an easy step to make. Don’t get discouraged! Revisit tips 1 through 5 as often as needed for help or encouragement.

