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The Creative Self

AH children indulge in play, at once repetitive and
imitative and, equally, exploratory and innovative.
They are drawn both to the familiar and the unusual—
grounding and anchoring themselves in what is known
and secure, and exploring what is new and has never
been experienced. Children have an elemental hunger for
knowledge and understanding, for mental food and stim-
ulation. They do not need to be told or “motivated” to
explore or play, for play, like all creative or proto-creative
activities, is deeply pleasurable in itself.

Both the innovative and the imitative impulses come
together in pretend play, often using toys or dolls or min-
iature replicas of real-world objects to act out new scenar-
ios or rehearse and replay old ones. Children are drawn
to narrative, not only soliciting and enjoying stories from
others, but creating them themselves. Storytelling and
mythmaking are primary human activities, a fundamen-
tal way of making sense of our world.

Intelligence, imagination, talent, and creativity will
get nowhere without a basis of knowledge and skills, and
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for this education must be sufficiently structured and
focused. But an education too rigid, too formulaic, too
lacking in narrative, may kill the once-active, inquisi-
tive mind of a child. Education has to achieve a balance
between structure and freedom, and each child’s needs
may be extremely variable. Some young minds expand
and blossom with good teaching. Other children (includ-
ing some of the most creative) may be resistant to for-
mal teaching; they are essentially autodidacts, voracious
to learn and explore on their own. Most children will go
through many stages in this process, needing more or less
structure, more or less freedom at different periods.

Voracious assimilation, imitating various models,
while not creative in itself, is often the harbinger of
future creativity. Art, music, film, and literature, no less
than facts and information, can provide a special sort
of education, what Arnold Weinstein calls a “vicarious
immersion in others’ lives, endowing us with new eyes
and ears.”

For my generation, this immersion came mostly from
reading. Susan Sontag, at a conference in 2002, spoke
about how reading opened up the entire world to her
when she was quite young, enlarging her imagination
and memory far beyond the bounds of her actual, imme-
diate personal experience. She recalled,

When I was five or six, I read Eve Curie’s biogra-

phy of her mother. I read comic books, dictionar-
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ies, and encyclopedias indiscriminately, and with
great pleasure. . . . It felt like the more I took in, the
stronger I was, the bigger the world got. . . . I think
I was, from the very beginning, an incredibly gifted
student, an incredibly gifted learner, a champion
child autodidact. . . . Is that creative? No, it wasn't
creative . .. [but] it didn't preclude becoming crea-
tive later on. . .. I was engorging rather than mak-
ing. I was a mental traveler, a mental glutton. . ..
My childhood, apart from my wretched actual life,

was just a career in ecstasy.

What is especially striking about Sontag’s account
(and similar accounts of proto-creativity) is the energy,
the ravenous passion, the enthusiasm, the love with
which the young mind turns to whatever will nourish it,
seeks intellectual or other models, and hones its skills by
imitation.

She assimilated a vast knowledge of other times and
places, of the varieties of human nature and experience,
and these perspectives played a huge part in inciting her

to write herself:

I started writing when I was about seven. I started a
newspaper when I was eight, which I filled with sto-
ries and poems and plays and articles, and which I
used to sell to the neighbors for five cents. I'm sure it
was quite banal and conventional, and simply made
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up of things, influenced by things, I was reading. . . .
Of course there were models, there was a pantheon
of these people. ... If T was reading the stories of
Poe, then I would write a Poe-like story. ... When
I was ten, a long-forgotten play by Karel Capek,
R.U.R., about robots, fell into my hands, so I wrote
a play about robots. But it was absolutely deriva-
tive. Whatever I saw I loved, and whatever I loved I
wanted to imitate—that’s not necessarily the royal
road to real innovation or creativity; neither, as I

saw it, does it preclude it. . .. I started to be a real
writer at thirteen.

Sontag’s prodigious and precocious intelligence and
creativity allowed her to leapfrog into “real” writing as
a teenager, but for most people the period of imitation
and apprenticeship, studenthood, lasts much longer. It
is a time when one struggles to find one’s own powers,
one’s own voice. It is 2 time of practice, repetition, of
mastering and perfecting skills and techniques.

Some people, having undergone such an appren-
ticeship, may remain at the level of technical mastery
without ever ascending to major creativity. And it may
be difficult to judge, even at a distance, when the leap
from talented but derivative work to major innovation
has occurred. Where does one draw the line between
influence and imitation? What distinguishes a creative
assimilation, a deep intertwining of appropriation and
experience, from mere mimicry?
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iV S o

he term “mimicry” may imply a certain conscious-
Tness or intention, but imitating, echoing, or mirror-
ing are universal psychological {and indeed phys1910g1ca1)
propensities that can be seen in every human belns, aTd
many animals (hence terms like “parroting” or “a;l)mg‘ ).
If one sticks one’s tongue out at a young infant, it will
mirror this behavior, even before it has gained adequate
control of its limbs, or has much of a body image—a.nd
such mirroring remains an important mode of learning
hout life.

t1r1m11\‘1/[gerlin Donald, in his book Origins of the Modern
Mind, sees “mimetic culture” as a crucial stage in t%le
evolution of culture and cognition. He draws a clear dis-

tinction between mimicry, imitation, and mimesis:

Mimicry is literal, an attempt to render as exact a
duplicate as possible. Thus, exact reproduction of a
facial expression, or exact duplication of the sound
of another bird by a parrot, would constitute mim-
icry. . . . Imitation is not so literal as mimicry; the
offspring copying its parent’s behavior imitates, but
does not mimic, the parent’s way of doing things. . ..
Mimesis adds a representational dimension to imi-
tation. It usually incorporates both mimicry and
imitation to a higher end, that of re-enacting and

re-presenting an event or relationship.
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Mimicry, Donald suggests, occurs in many ani-
mals; imitation in monkeys and apes; mimesis solely in
humans. But all can coexist and overlap in us—a perfor-
mance, a production, may have elements of all three.

In certain neurological conditions the powers of mim-
icry and reproduction may be exaggerated, or perhaps less
inhibited. People with Tourette’s syndrome or autism or
certain types of frontal lobe damage, for example, may
be unable to inhibit an involuntary echoing or mirroring
of other people’s speech or actions; they may also echo
sounds, even meaningless sounds in the environment.
In The Man Who Mistook His Wife for a Hat, I describe
one woman with Tourette’s who, while walking down
the street, would echo or imitate the “dental” grilles of
cars, the gibbet-like forms of lampposts, and the gestures

and walks of everyone she passed—often exaggerated in a
caricature-like way.

Some autistic savants have very exceptional powers
of visual imagery and reproduction. This is evident with
Stephen Wiltshire, whom I describe in An Anthropolo-

gist on Mars. Stephen is a visual savant with a great gift
for catching visual likenesses. It makes little difference
whether he makes these from life, on the spot, or long
afterwards—perception and memory, here, seem almost
indistinguishable. He also has an amazing ear; when he
was a child, he would echo noises and words, seemingly
without any intention or any consciousness of it. When,
as an adolescent, he returned from a visit to Japan, he kept
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emitting “Japanese” noises, babbling pseudo-Japanese,

and showing “Japanese” gestures, too. He can imitate the

sound of any musical instrument once he has heard it and

has a very accurate musical memory. I was very struck

once when, at sixteen, he sang and mimed Tom Jones’s

song “It’s Not Unusual,” swinging his hips, dancing, ges-

ticulating, and clutching an imaginary microphone to
his mouth. At this age, Stephen usually displayed very
little emotion and showed many of the outward mani-
festations of classical autism, with a skewed neck pos-
ture, tics, and indirection of gaze, but all this disappeared
when he sang the Tom Jones song—so much so that Iwon-
dered whether, in some uncanny way, he had gone beyond
mimicry and actually shared the emotion and sensibility
of the song. I was reminded of an autistic boy I had met
in Canada who knew an entire television show by heart
and would “replay” this dozens of times a day, complete
with all the voices and gestures, and even the sounds of
applause. I felt this as a sort of automatism or superficial
reproduction, but Stephen’s performance left me puzzled
and pensive. Had he, unlike the Canadian boy, moved
from mimicry into creativity or art? Was he consciously
and intentionally sharing the emotions and sensibility
of the song or merely reproducing it—or something in

1
between?

1. In autistic or retarded people with savant syndrome, the poxgver(si
of retention and reproduction may be prodigious, but what is retaine
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Another autistic savant, José¢ (whom 1 also describe
in The Man Who Mistook His Wife for a Hat), was
often described by the hospital staff as a sort of copying
machine. This was unfair and insulting, as well as incor-
rect, for the retentiveness of a savant’s Mmemory is not at
all comparable to a mechanical process ; there is discrim-
ination and recognition of visual features, speech fea-
tures, particularities of gesture, etc. But to some extent,
the “meaning” of these is not fully incorporated, and this
makes the savant memory, to the rest of us, seem com-
paratively mechanical.

-

f imitation plays a central role in the performing arts,
where incessant practice, repetition, and rehearsal are

essential, it is equally important in painting or compos-

is apt to be retained as something external, indifferently. Langdon
Down, who identified Down’s syndrome in 1862, wrote about one
savant boy who “having once read a book, could ever more remember
it.” Once Down gave the boy a copy of Gibbon’s Decline and Fall to
read. The boy read and recited this fluently but without any com-
prehension, and on page 3 he skipped a line but then went back and
corrected himself. “Ever after,” Down wrote, “when reciting from
memory the stately periods of Gibbon, he would, on coming to the
third page, skip the line and go back and correct the error with as
much regularity as if it had been part of the regular text.”
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ing or writing, for example. All young artists seek models
in their apprentice years, models whose style, technical
mastery, and innovations can teach them. Young painters
may haunt the galleries of the Met or the Louvre; young
composers may go to concerts or study scores. All art, in
this sense, starts out as “derivative,” highly influenced
by, if not a direct imitation or paraphrase of, the admired
and emulated models.

When Alexander Pope was thirteen years old, he
asked William Walsh, an older poet whom he admired,
for advice. Walsh’s advice was that Pope should be “cor-
rect.” Pope took this to mean that he should first gain a
mastery of poetic forms and techniques. To this end, in
his “Imitations of English Poets,” Pope began by imitat-
ing Walsh, then Cowley, the Earl of Rochester, and more
major figures like Chaucer and Spenser, as well as writ-
ing “Paraphrases,” as he called them, of Latin poets. By
seventeen, he had mastered the heroic couplet and began
to write his “Pastorals” and other poems, where he devel-
oped and honed his own style but contented himself with
the most insipid or clichéd themes. It was only once he
had established full mastery of his style and form that he
started to charge it with the exquisite and sometimes ter-
rifying products of his own imagination. For most artists,
perhaps, these stages or processes overlap a good deal, but
imitation and mastery of form or skills must come before
major creativity.

Yet even with years of preparation and conscious mas-
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tery, great talent may or may not fulfill its seeming prom-
ise.” Many creators—whether they are artists, scientists,
cooks, teachers, or engineers—are content, after they have
achieved a level of mastery, to stay with a form, or play
within its bounds, for the rest of their lives, never break-
ing into anything radically new. Their work may still
show mastery and even virtuosity, giving great delight
even if it does not take the further step into “major”
Creativity.

There are many examples of “minor” creativity, crea-
tivity that does not seem to change much in character
after its initial expression. Arthur Conan Doyle’s 1887 A
Study in Scarlet, the first of his Sherlock Holmes books,
was a remarkable achievement—there had never been a
“detective story” like it before.’ The Adventures of Sher-
lock Holmes, five years later, was an enormous success,
and Conan Doyle found himself the acclaimed writer of a
potentially never-ending series. He was delighted by this

2. In his autobiography, Ex-Prodigy, Norbert Wiener, who entered
Harvard at fourteen to get his doctorate and remained a prodigy all
his life, describes a contemporary of his, William James Sidis. Sidis
(named after his godfather, William James) was a brilliant polyglot
mathematician who enrolled at Harvard at the age of eleven but by
sixteen, perhaps overwhelmed by the demands of his genius and of

society, had given up mathematics and retreated from public and aca-
demic life.

3. There had been Poe’s Dupin stories (“The Murders in the Rue
Morgue,” for example), but these had none of the personal quality, the
rich characterization of Holmes and Watson.
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but also annoyed, because he wanted to write historical
novels too, but the public showed little interest in these.
They wanted Holmes and more Holmes, and he had to
supply it. Even after he killed Holmes off in “The Final
Problem,” sending him over the Reichenbach Falls in
mortal combat with Moriarty, the public insisted that he
be resurrected, and so he was, in 1905, in The Return of
Sherlock Holmes.

There is not much development in Holmes’s method
or mind or character; he does not seem to age. Between
cases, Holmes himself scarcely exists—or, rather, exists
in a regressed state: scraping at his violin, shooting up
cocaine, doing malodorous chemical experiments—until
he is summoned to action by the next case. The stories of
the 1920s could have been written in the 1890s, and those
written in the 1890s would not have been out of place
later. Holmes’s London is as unchanging as the man; both
are depicted, brilliantly, once and for all, in the 1890s.
Doyle himself, in his 1928 preface to Sherlock Holmes:
The Complete Short Stories, says that the reader may
read the stories “in any order.”

T

hy is it that of every hundred gifted young musi-
Wcians who study at Juilliard or every hundred
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brilliant young scientists who go to work in major labs
under illustrious mentors, only a handful will write
memorable musical compositions or make scientific dis-
coveries of major importance? Are the majority, despite
their gifts, lacking in some further creative spark? Are
they missing characteristics other than creativity that
may be essential for creative achievement—such as hold-
ness, confidence, independence of mind?

It takes a special energy, over and above one’s creative
potential, a special audacity or subversiveness, to strike
out in a new direction once one is settled. It is a gamble
as all creative projects must be, for the new direction may
not turn out to be productive at all.

Creativity involves not only years of conscious
preparation and training but unconscious preparation
as well. This incubation period is essential to allow the
subconscious assimilation and incorporation of one’s
influences and sources, to reorganize and synthesize
them into something of one’s own. In Wagner’s over-
ture to Rienzi, one can almost trace this emergence.
There are echoes, imitations, paraphrases, pastiches
of Rossini, Meyerbeer, Schumann, and others—all the
musical influences of his apprenticeship. And then,
suddenly, astoundingly, one hears Wagner’s own voice:
powerful, extraordinary (though, to my mind, hor-
rible}, a voice of genius, without precedent or anteced-
ent. The essential element in these realms of retaining
and appropriating versus assimilating and incorporat-
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ing is one of depth, of meaning, of active and personal
involvement.

-

arly in 1982, I received an unexpected packet from
E London containing a letter from Harold Pinter and
the manuscript of a new play, A Kind of Alaska, which,
he said, had been inspired by a case history of mine in
Awakenings. In his letter, Pinter said that he had read
my book when it originally came out in 1973 and had
immediately wondered about the problems presented by
a dramatic adaptation of this. But, seeing no ready solu-
tion to these problems, he had then forgotten about it.
One morning eight years later, Pinter wrote, he had awo-
ken with the first image and first words (“Something is
happening”| clear and pressing in his mind. The play had
then “written itself” in the days and weeks that followed.
I could not help contrasting this with a play (inspired

by the same case history) which I had been sent four
years eatlier, where the author, in an accompanying
letter, said that he had read Awakenings two months
before and been so “influenced,” so possessed, by it that
he felt impelled to write a play straightaway. Whereas
I loved Pinter’s play—not least because it effected so
profound a transformation, a “Pinterization” of my own
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themes—I felt the 1978 play to be grossly derivative, for
it lifted, sometimes, whole sentences from my own book
without transforming them in the least. It seemed to
me less an original play than a plagiarism or a parody
[yet there was no doubting the author’s “obsession” or
good faith).

I was not sure what to make of this. Was the author
too lazy, or too lacking in talent or originality, to make
the needed transformation of my work? Or was the
problem essentially one of incubation, that he had not
allowed himself enough time for the experience of read-
ing Awakenings to sink in? Nor had he allowed himself,
as Pinter did, time to forget it, to let it fall into his uncon-
scious, where it might link with other experiences and
thoughts.

All of us, to some extent, borrow from others, from
the culture around us. Ideas are in the air, and we may
appropriate, often without realizing, the phrases and lan-
guage of the times. We borrow language itself; we did
not invent it. We found it, we grew up into it, though we
may use it, interpret it, in very individual ways. What is
at issue is not the fact of “borrowing” or “imitating,” of
being “derivative,” being “influenced,” but what one does
with what is borrowed or imitated or derived; how deeply
one assimilates it, takes it into oneself, compounds it
with one’s own experiences and thoughts and feelings,
places it in relation to oneself, and expresses it in a new

way, one’s own.
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-

ime, “forgetting,” and incubation are equally neces-
Tsary before deep scientific or mathematical insights
can be achieved. Henri Poincaré, the great mathemati-
cian, recounts in his autobiography how he wrestled with
a particularly difficult mathematical problem but, getting
nowhere, became deeply frustrated.” He decided to take a
break by going on a geological excursion, and this travel
distracted him from his mathematical problem. One day,
though, he wrote,

We entered an omnibus to go some place or other.
At the moment when I put my foot on the step,
the idea came to me, without anything in my for-
mer thoughts seeming to have paved the way for
it, that the transformations I had used to define
the Fuchsian functions were identical with those
of non-Euclidian geometry. I did not verify the
idea; I should not have had time, as ... I went on
with a conversation already commenced, but I
felt a perfect certainty. On my return to Caen,
for conscience’s sake, I verified the result at my

leisure.

4. Jacques Hadamard relates this in his Psychology of Invention in
the Mathematical Field.
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A while later, “disgusted” with his failure to solve a
different problem, he went to the seaside, and here, as he
wrote,

one morning, walking on the bluff, the idea came
to me, with just the same characteristics of brev-
ity, suddenness and immediate certainty, that the
arithmetic transformations of indefinite ternary
quadratic forms were identical with those of non-

Euclidian geometry.

It seemed clear, as Poincaré wrote, that there must be
an active and intense unconscious (or subconscious, or
preconscious) activity even during the period when a prob-
lem is lost to conscious thought, and the mind is empty or
distracted with other things. This is not the dynamic or
“Freudian” unconscious, boiling with repressed fears and
desires, nor the “cognitive” unconscious, which enables
one to drive a car or to utter a grammatical sentence with
no conscious idea of how one does it. It is instead the
incubation of hugely complex problems performed by an
entire hidden, creative self. Poincar pays tribute to this
unconscious self: it “is not purely automatic; it is capable
of discernment; . . . it knows how to choose, to divine. . . .
It knows better how to divine than the conscious self,
since it succeeds where that has failed.”

The sudden uprush of a solution to a long-incubated

problem may sometimes occur in dreams, or in states
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of partial consciousness such as one tends to experi-
ence immediately before falling asleep or immediately
after waking, with the strange freedom of thought and
sometimes almost hallucinatory imagery that can come
at such times. Poincaré recorded how one night, while
in this sort of twilight state, he seemed to see ideas in
motion, like molecules of a gas, occasionally colliding and
coupling in pairs, locking together to form more complex
ideas—a rare view {though others have described simi-
lar ones, especially in drug-induced states} of the usually
invisible creative unconscious.

And Wagner gives a vivid description of how the
orchestral introduction to Das Rheingold came to him,
after long waiting, when he too was in a strange, quasi-

hallucinatory twilight state:

After anight spentin fever and sleeplessness, Iforced
myself to take a long tramp the next day through
the hilly country, which was covered with pine-
woods. . . . Returning in the afternoon, I stretched
myself, dead tired, on a hard couch. .. .Ifell into a
kind of somnolent state, in which I suddenly felt as
though I were sinking in swiftly flowing water. The
rushing sound formed itself in my brain into a musi-
cal sound, the chord of E flat major, which contin-
ued re-echoed in broken forms; these broken forms
seemed to be melodic passages of increasing motion,

yet the pure triad of E flat major never changed, but
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seemed by its continuance to impart infinite sig-
nificance to the element in which I was sinking, . . .
I at once recognized that the orchestral overture to
the Rheingold, which must have long lain latent

. 5
within me . . . had at last been revealed to me.

-

C ould one distinguish, by some functional brain imag-
ing yet to be invented, the mimicries or imitations
of an autistic savant from the deep conscious and the
unconscious transformations of a Wagner? Does verba-
tim memory look different, neurologically, from deep,
Proustian memory? Could one demonstrate how some

5. Thereare many similar stories, some of them iconic, some perhaps
mythologized, about sudden scientific discoveries coming in dreams.
Mendeleev, the great Russian chemist, discovered the periodic table
in a dream, it is said, and, immediately on waking, jotted it down on
an envelope. The envelope exists; the account, as far as it goes, may
be true. But it gives the impression that this stroke of genius came
out of the blue, whereas, in reality, Mendeleev had been pondering the
subject, consciously and unconsciously, for at least nine years, ever
since the 1860 conference at Karlsruhe. He was clearly obsessed by
the problem and would spend long hours on train trips across Russia
with a special deck of cards on which he had written each element
and its atomic weight, playing what he called “chemical solitaire,”
shuffling, ordering, and reordering the elements. Yet when the solu-
tion finally came to him, it came during a time when he was not
consciously trying to reach it.
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memories seem to have little effect on the development
and circuitry of the brain, how some traumatic memories
remain perseveratively yet unchangingly active, while
yet others become integrated and lead to profound and
creative developments in the brain?

Creativity—that state when ideas seem to organize
themselves into a swift, tightly woven flow, with a feel-
ing of gorgeous clarity and meaning emerging—seems to
me physiologically distinctive, and I think that if we had
the ability to make fine enough brain images, these would
show an unusual and widespread activity with innumer-
able connections and synchronizations occurring.

At such times, when I am writing, thoughts seem to
organize themselves in spontaneous succession and to
clothe themselves instantly in appropriate words. I feel I
can bypass or transcend much of my own personality, my
neuroses. It is at once not me and the innermost part of
me, certainly the best part of me.



