 
The story goes that 2,200 years ago, King Hieron II of Syracuse in Sicily ordered a jeweller to make him a crown from a bar of the king’s gold. However, the king suspected the jeweller of keeping some of the gold and mixing in a cheaper metal like silver to make up the difference. The weight would be the same, and the king wouldn’t know the difference. The king asked Archimedes – a Greek inventor and great thinker – to figure out a way to check the purity of the gold in the crown.

Archimedes already knew that gold was denser than silver, so the same weight of gold would take up less space than silver. But how could he measure the volume of an irregular object?

History tells us that Archimedes was lying in the bath when he had a sudden realization about how to solve the problem: he had noticed that when he himself got into the bath, the level of the water increased. The same would be true of the crown. He knew if it were made of pure gold, it would raise the water level by exactly the same amount as a standard, solid gold bar. But if some of the gold in the crown had been replaced with less dense silver, the crown would have slightly greater volume than solid gold, and would raise the water level a little more. It’s said that at the moment of this realization, Archimedes jumped out of the bath and ran around shouting ‘Eureka!’ – Greek for ‘I’ve found it!’. It’s the classic story of sudden inspiration that gives us the term ‘eureka moment’ – but it probably isn’t true.

In his book Where Good Ideas Come From, author Steven Johnson discusses many cases of so-called eureka moments, but says that the most interesting thing about them is that they’re actually fairly rare. Most big innovations – in science, in technology, in the arts – don’t arise out of nowhere as sudden realizations, but rather, dawn on people slowly. And they come to people who have been thinking about a topic or trying to solve a problem usually for years. In a 2010 TED talk, Johnson explained that people like to make their stories of innovation sound more dramatic. As he says, ‘So they want to tell the story of the eureka moment. They want to say, “There I was, I was standing there and I had it all suddenly clear in my head”. But in fact, if you go back and look at the historical record, it turns out that a lot of important ideas have very long incubation periods’ – something Johnson calls the ‘slow hunch’. So while there may even be the feeling of sudden inspiration, in fact, the ideas have been in the person’s mind for some time and are simply the next logical step, both for the individual and within the field they work in. Johnson’s term for this is the ‘adjacent possible’.

‘The history of cultural progress,’ Johnson writes, ‘is, almost without exception, a story of one door leading to another door, exploring the palace one room at a time’. In practical terms, this means that certain ideas will only be great ideas at the right time. If someone had come up with the idea for YouTube in 1995, before everyone had broadband and a cheap video camera, it would have been a failure – a bad idea. It wasn’t yet the ‘adjacent possible’. However, in 2005, it followed on naturally from the technology already in existence – it was the next logical step. This may explain why some great ideas occur to more than one person at about the same time; electrical batteries, early steam engines and the telephone were all developed around the same time by multiple people who didn’t know about the others’ work, but all were familiar with the existing technology of the day.

Where does this all lead? If you think you might just have an idea for the next big thing, Johnson’s advice isn’t to work in solitude in the hope of making a major breakthrough that will change the world. Not at all. Fortunately for you innovators, his recommendation is instead that you read a lot, spend a lot of time talking with people who share your interest, and so discover first where we are now, and second, what the next step – the ‘adjacent possible’ – might be.
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