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Beautiful Minds 

Creative Individuals in Fiction

John Nash is standing in front of a large bay window which looks out on the grounds of Princeton College. He is not looking out; he is writing obsessively on the glass, chalking out line after line of indecipherable equations. We watch from the outside as his haggard face is crowded by numbers, see him enter a world of his own, entirely impenetrable. His intensity is disturbing. It is also enchanting, because we know that Nash is a genius.

This scene, from the movie A Beautiful Mind, is characteristic of the effect that genius works in fiction. Nash is not the only savant to be the focus of a compelling narrative; his story is just one of many about the lives of brilliant men and the work that consumes them. It is for that matter a relatively outlandish specimen of the genre, because Nash has the dubious honor of being not only a brilliant mathematician but a victim of intense schizophrenia. A story does not, however, need his psychosis to be captivating. The play Proof, about a young woman's claim to an advanced mathematical theorem, is driven primarily by normal human drama; the geniuses featured in the plays Arcadia and Amadeus are spirited and congenial. Works of fiction such as To the Lighthouse and Sunday in the Park with George1 do not even need to feature extraordinary intellectual talent in order to prove intriguing. It is enough that they—and the stories about brilliant thinkers, and the stories about crazy thinkers—concern themselves with the process of creation. Creativity is a term more inclusive, and perhaps more interesting, than that of genius; it encompasses not just the drama of larger-than-life personas like Mozart (Amadeus) and Nash, but the sharp social improvisation of Will Hunting in his self named film, the inventive historical reconstruction Hannah and her contemporaries undertake in Arcadia, the quiet, intensely personal pictures Lily Briscoe paints in To the Lighthouse. These characters need not be historically renown. They need not be real. That they are all in the process of realizing unique ideas—of being creative—is enough to make them universally spellbinding.

It's somewhat of a mystery as to why creativity should spark all this interest. Creativity is, for that matter, fairly mysterious in of itself (and therein perhaps lies the intrigue); it is an almost totally internal process, one which moreover seems to vary from person to person. In Proof, the protagonist Catherine says her genius father "was just so much faster than anyone else that from the outside it looked magical."2 The same can be said of the work of any creative figure; that the world can be cognized by some person, shifted internally a little, and then regenerated as a painting or a series of equations is little short of miraculous. We are left wondering what sort of person it takes to do this. How does genius develop, we wonder—and considering the destructive spiral of a figure like Nash, what are its real-world consequences? Are there consequences? Of course, it would be unreasonable to attempt to answer this question through real-world psychological surveys; the spectrum of living creative individuals is too broad. What is not quite so infeasible, however, is to examine fiction: to see what in the creative process makes for a satisfying dramatic arc on stage or screen, and from that to deduce the meaning of creativity itself. In my exploration I will draw on the movies A Beautiful Mind, Good Will Hunting, and Lust for Life; the plays Amadeus, Arcadia, Breaking the Code, Lovesong of the Electric Bear, and Proof; the musical Sunday in the Park with George; and the novel To the Lighthouse.

Before the consequences of creativity can be discussed in any domain, it is important to clarify its causes insofar as psychology can illuminate. A pressing question throughout history has been whether creativity is linked to psychosis, asocialness, or any other such troubling trait—specifically whether creativity brings about these maladies. Psychological surveys do indicate that there are some broad trends in creative personalities. They tend overwhelmingly to be either first-born or only children who are born into professional class homes3; additionally, their home lives are often troubled, and as many as 55% in some occupations have experienced the premature death of a parent or sibling4. There is a general tendency for their childhoods to be characterized by isolation and social uproot.5 Behaviorally, they are often—but not always—characterized by an innate tendency toward independence and introversion. Albert Einstein wrote that since childhood, he had "never belonged to my country, my friends, or even my immediate family with my whole heart; in the face of all these ties, I have never lost a sense of distance and a need for solitude--feelings which increase with the years."6 And they do tend to exhibit psychosis; A 1949 study of 19,000 individuals reported that schizophrenia surfaced three times as often in artists, and manic-depressive disorder ten times as often in scientists, than did either disorder in the general population7. Another survey, conducted in 1978, reported psychosis in creative individuals to range from thirty to forty percent.7

This hardly means the doom of the creative individual, however, for several reasons; one is that these statistics are far from comprehensive. The insanity probabilities more accurately resemble those in the body of fiction being studied in this paper: an instance or two of genuine insanity, some introversion, and many characters who are scattered across the whole rest of the spectrum. Moreover, there is no evidence that creativity causes negative traits, any more than it causes troubled childhoods or birth order; it is either concurrent or resultant.8

Presuming concurrency, it is worthwhile to speculate why creativity coincides, when it does, with either introversion or psychosis. The fact is that both traits hold the potential to contribute positively to the creative process. Isolation, for instance, is productively fertile; time which is not spent on others can be spent on work. Charles Darwin mused that "not only conversation, but even the very presence in my house of loved and esteemed persons at once diverts my poetic source."9 And certain psychoses, such as manic-depressive disorder, periodically give rise to many of the traits most beneficial to creative output; the psychologists Hershman and Lieb observed that "hypo-manic people tend to think and act at great speed, radiate vitality, enjoy the challenge of difficult projects and are willing to take chances--all of which are useful to creative enterprise."10 Furthermore, creative thinking itself bears some superficial similarities to psychological delusion. Both methods of cognition rely primarily on internal convictions which need not correspond closely with the real world.11 That is, the creator and the psychotic both hold claims to a unique "vision"; when a genius is host to both, it is occasionally very difficult to tell the difference. This parallel is used to stunning effect in A Beautiful Mind; in the first third of the film, Nash uses his extraordinary intellect to interpret what appear to be intensely complicated mathematical patterns and codes. It's only as the story progresses that these patterns, and the elaborate conspiracy which seems to surround them, are revealed to be figments of his imagination. Perhaps then creation and mental disorder, while not mutually insurable by any means, are at least somewhat similar, and certainly compatible cognitively.

Which is not to say there aren't some aspects of the creative process which themselves do serve, to some extent, to isolate. One of the most obvious of these has been alluded to already, namely the necessary solitude of occupation; occasionally the nature of creative work obliges the scientist or artist to clock in any number of hours in its pursuit. Whether it's Vincent Van Gogh in Lust for Life foregoing his brother's hospitality in order to paint alone in the French countryside, Alan Turing in Lovesong of the Electric Bear spending days at a time in the bowels of his computer, or Georges Seurat in Sunday in the Park with George so occupied with painting that he uses his lover as a model more often than as a companion, fiction takes note of this tendency. Art takes up time. (Some artists, however, are able to manage their time better than others. Hunting, Mozart and Breaking the Code's Turing succeed in juggling work and personal relations; Van Gogh, Lovesong's Turing and Seurat do not.)

Another isolating element of creation is its ability to arouse jealousy. Not always, and not consistently—just as often it is seen to give rise to intimacy—but the potential is not insignificant, and features in multiple works of fiction. Jealousy contributes serious tension to the film Good Will Hunting; in the story's climax, the gifted protagonist Will has an intense fight with his mentor Lambeau, fueled by the latter's envy of his effortless mathematical prowess. Jealousy furthermore constitutes the driving energy behind the play Amadeus. Told from the perspective of Mozart's envious contemporary Salieri, the story details not only Mozart's genius but Salieri's corresponding agony, and the lengths to which he goes to sabotage the musician's career; his obsession is so dogged as to ultimately drive Mozart into insanity, then death. There is then in jealousy a powerful divisive force, one which seemingly compromises the potential for creativity to lead to fluid social interaction.

A third source of tension inherent in the creative process is artistic difference. Creative visions necessarily being subjective, they occasionally clash severely with one another; this is the case in the movie Lust for Life, and the force which ultimately serves to end the friendship between Van Gogh and the painter Paul Gauguin. The two characters are initially fast friends, enough so that Van Gogh, upon growing desperate for companionship as he paints in the countryside, eagerly entreats Gauguin to come stay with him. Gauguin accepts. What starts out as a pleasant retreat, however, is ultimately compromised by the two artists' conflicting attitudes; Gauguin grows disdainful of Van Gogh's excessive romanticism, particularly as it is expressed in his painting, and in a matter of time can no longer contain his dissatisfaction. The characters quarrel, then violently part ways. It is clear up through the argument that they still harbor a personal fondness for one another; there is something inescapably personal about art, however, which makes its criticism cut more intimately and perhaps affectingly than any behavioral critique. The artists' relationship simply cannot bear this strain. 


These factors—some degree of necessary isolation, the jealousy of contemporaries and the strain of artistic difference—would appear to be steep obstacles in the face of creative satisfaction, particularly in characters who are not innately asocial (at least a third of the creative personalities: certainly Thomasina in Arcadia, Will Hunting, Van Gogh, Mozart; possibly Lily Briscoe in To the Lighthouse, Breaking the Code's Turing, Proof's Catherine, and Seurat's great-grandson in Sunday). It would be difficult to explain the perseverance of creativity in light of these obstacles if it weren't for a variety of more motivating drives, equally prevalent in fiction, which serve to overpower them.

The first such drive is that towards escapism. This impulse has been acknowledged widely throughout history as fueling the creative process, and has been couched both positively and negatively by theorists; depending on whether one accepts the positive or negative definition, escapism is or is not a significant motivating factor in most of our protagonists' art. Freud believes that the creative artist is a hopeless social failure who "desires to win honor, power, wealth, fame and the love of women; but he lacks the means for achieving these satisfactions, [and so] turns away from reality and transfers all his interest, and his libido too, to the wishful constructions of his life of fantasy."12 This fits Van Gogh, perhaps. An alternate account is that artists are not escaping from the world so much as they are constructing one more to their aesthetic and emotional satisfaction; they strive through their work to create "a simplified and lucid image of the world,"13 as Einstein theorizes in his autobiography. Art is indeed transformative—to the point where an especially rational creative mind, like that of Charles Ramsey in To the Lighthouse, is capable of "[the] reducing of lovely evenings, with all their flamingo clouds and blue and silver, to a white deal four-legged table."14 Less severely, an artist might shape the world into something clever, something meaningful; something beautiful.


The interpretation of escapism as the drive toward an aesthetically satisfying reality is more resonant with the protagonists of the creative fiction under analysis. Creation itself is in large part the pursuit of aestheticism. As applied to the visual and performing arts, this claim is obvious; however, aestheticism plays a significant role in mathematic and scientific creativity as well. The philosopher Thomas Kuhn writes that "something must make at least a few scientists feel they are on the right track, and sometimes it is only personal and inarticulate aesthetic considerations that can do that"15; our fictional mathematicians would agree with him. Turing confesses in Breaking the Code that "I think Goedel's theorem is the most beautiful thing I know"16; similarly, Catherine and Hal in the play Proof rhapsodize about how her mathematically genius father's work "was beautiful. You can read it for pleasure."17 Creative work of any variety is then in a sense a search for beauty, and in this respect largely self-driving. It is at the heart of Catherine's resolve to streamline her own mathematics; Salieri's eternal pursuit of the perfect melody; Seurat's obsessive mathematical precision in his paintings; Turing's single-minded determination to realize artificial intelligence.

There is, however, an additional and more desperate search which might play into creativity. The psychologist Alfred Adler speculates that a driving force behind creation is the fear of death, and the corresponding desire to leave behind a lasting artifact of oneself18. In this sense creation is a legacy (and an effective one: we're still surrounded by the memories of Mozart, Van Gogh, Turing); indeed, some of the characters in fiction express a desperate desire for immortality. John Nash, who believes that "a truly original idea [...] is the only way I will ever matter," is striving for it; so is Van Gogh in Lust for Life, so is the pitiful Salieri. (Salieri, who is so desperate to live beyond himself that in the final scene of Amadeus he resorts to a insane gesture: he declares that he murdered Mozart with arsenic, so as to perish "if not in fame, then infamy."19 His cause is hopeless; no one believes him.) That's not to say the desire boils down to deranged egotism; at least, not exclusively. The musical Sunday in the Park with George, about the painter Georges Seurat, treats on the theme more humbly:

GEORGE:


A vision's just a vision


if it's only in your head


If no one gets to see it


it's as good as dead


It has to come to light 20
Embedded in the concept of immortality is such an idea, that creativity is worth only the impression it leaves on others.


The effect that creative products work on their audience is a noteworthy phenomenon in and of itself. Creation holds the same power to transform and affect viewers as it does the world of the artist; this is because effective creativity is fundamentally persuasive. Be they elegant theorems, powerful paintings or resonant works of literature, creative works inspire a sense of understanding in their beholders—we might call it insight into the vision of the artist—and a consequent mental reorganization of their universes. The poet Jan Zwicky writes that "a good metaphor changes the way we see the world because it is not a mere linguistic fiction, but is in some sense--a sense analogous to that which attaches to mathematical demonstration--true."21 Such truth is incontrovertible to its subscribers. Moreover, it is immensely satisfying, even beautiful (and so the aesthetic drive of artists has achieved its purpose); beauty, when realized, gives rise to instinctual feelings of appreciation and to some extent love. Thus art is attractive; knowledge is sexy.22 A gap between the creator and the viewer might be as such bridged, built on this inherent intimacy.

The connective power of creativity constitutes the heart of much of the fiction about genius: in source after source, creativity, specifically the transmission of creative thought—of knowledge—forges a close bond between characters. This theme serves as a backbone of the play Arcadia, in which the exchange of knowledge unfailingly gives rise to close interpersonal relationships. The show's romantic centerpiece is that of a young, spirited mathematician and her tutor; it is backed by a pair of scholarly researchers, and a historical sleuth and her clue-finder23. All three relationships have emotional weight because they are built on shared intellectual foundations; Thomasina and Septimus (the student and teacher) grow close over their lessons, Hannah and Val (the researchers) forge an unexpected connection through studying Thomasina's math, and Gus, who is in love with Hannah, draws near to her by offering presents in the form of important found objects—teaching her in effect the story behind the house she is currently researching. In contrast are the play's flighty physical relationships, which materialize and vanish again like smoke: Septimus and Mrs. Chater, Septimus and Mrs. Coverly, Bernard and Chloe, Mrs. Coverly and Lord Byron. They cannot sustain themselves, because they have no deeper ties.

A similar pattern surfaces in Lovesong of the Electric Bear, where the relationship between Turing and Christopher Morcom, unrealized but despite this the truest and most intimate human24 connection in the play, begins upon Turing's agreement to tutor Morcom in math; his carnal relationship with the character Arnold, however, has no weight whatsoever. Likewise in Sunday: in one of the final songs in the play, it is made clear that the painter George, otherwise distant and cold, has in fact made a worthwhile contribution beyond his art: he has taught his lover, Dot, to appreciate beauty.25 Instruction and the exchange of knowledge is thus a central force in connecting creative figures to the world around them.26

In a similar fashion, closeness can be forged through creativity not only when it is taught, but also when it is exhibited. This too is a theme in fiction; it holds a particular significance in one of the subplots of Virginia Woolf's novel To the Lighthouse.

To the Lighthouse is a story which concerns itself with the lives of several characters and the complicated relationships which bind them together. One dramatic arc centers around the character Lily Briscoe, a shy thirty-three-year-old  who is vacationing at the summer home where the story takes place. She is deeply private, and spends much of the novel (which frequently inhabits her point of view) silently observing the other characters; she is also a painter, and it is through her work that much of the emotion which accompanies creative processing comes to light. Lily is terrified of exhibiting her painting, "the residue of her thirty-three years, the deposit of each day's living mixed with something more secret than she had ever spoken or shown in the course of all those days"; she is terrified of opening herself. As a result, she is both creatively and personally isolated. All the more earth-shattering, then, when another vacationing resident (a Mr. William Bankes) happens to glimpse her work—and astonishing to behold the emotion that results.
"It had been seen; it had been taken from her. This man had shared with her something profoundly intimate. And, thanking Mr Ramsay for it and Mrs Ramsay for it and the hour and the place, crediting the world with a power which she had not suspected—that one could walk away down that long gallery not alone any more but arm in arm with somebody—the  strangest feeling in the world, and the most exhilarating—she nicked the catch of her paint-box to, more firmly than was necessary, and the nick seemed to surround in a circle forever the paint-box, the lawn, [and] Mr Bankes . . ."

The connection is instant and resonant. It is also enduring; at the end of the novel the two characters are still very close, despite the passage of ten years' time. It is clear enough that creative exhibition, like creative instruction, contains enormous potential to unite artists with the people around them. This, in the end, should come as no surprise, because the artist-viewer bond is not limited to the worlds within fiction; it extends to encompass the audience of fiction, viewers like ourselves, as well.

We are unarguably consumers of the creativity featured in fiction like Arcadia, Proof and Lust for Life, identical in every respect27 to the consumers and critics featured in these stories; in the same fashion that the creative pursuits of the protagonist resonate with them, so do they with us. Consider: we are enthralled by the mathematics of John Nash, as we watch him scribble intently on his dorm room windows. We are swept up by the symphonies of Mozart. We not only watch the epic painting Sunday Afternoon on the Island of La Grande Jatte being composed before our eyes, but we are drawn into its creation, through songs and scenes which recreate the rhythm of Seurat's painting; we are seeing the world through his eyes. As a matter of fact, all these figures are privileged with the point of view in their respective stories. A Beautiful Mind is, of course, told largely through the perspective of Nash—otherwise his psychosis would not come as the jarring plot twist that it is when we learn it halfway through the movie. Amadeus is articulated through the spiteful, but artistically perceptive, narration of Salieri, whose passionate reactions to Mozart's music induce us to adopt his position; as Salieri, we then hear nothing but Mozart. To the Lighthouse is, of course, narrated in its relevant scenes by Lily, and so it is Lily who holds power over the proceedings of the story and whose convictions become our own. She decides early on that she will not marry ("thank Heaven: she need not undergo that degradation. She was saved from that dilution."); her saying this makes it true. And even Alan Turing in Breaking the Code—Turing who has no close human companion—is granted long, articulate and intimizing monologues, through which he resonates absolutely with us in a way he can never manage with the people around him.

Lastly there is George Seurat. In Sunday in the Park with George, the connection between artist and viewer is especially intense, because the art is taking place on two levels; it inhabits not only George's painting, but his song, as this play is a musical. Song is supremely evocative; it bounces the viewer from George's point of view, to his jilted lover's, and back to his again, all without any loss of impact. It turns all the characters onstage into artists. Beholding them, we cannot help but be swept along by their stories, and be made aware of the greatest power of the artist; whatever the perils and benefits of his lifestyle (and there are some of both), he has unique control over human perception. He might be socially disadvantaged, even alienating, but his work serves as a gesture through which he can compensate for it and connect outward.

It was established earlier that creation is not a cause of madness, malady or introversion in of itself. If one is however to assume that creativity often roots itself in mad, malady-driven introverts, it can be seen as a device which attempts to break through those debilitations—to develop significant connections despite them. The artist, who may appear to be alone, is not necessarily so. In one sense he is isolated, but in another he is touching all of us.

"At the age of eleven, I began Euclid, with my brother as my tutor. This was one of the great events of my life, as dazzling as first love. I had not imagined there was anything so delicious in the world."28

Bertrand Russel
PORGY: I am coming with you. Nothing is stronger than this love, for I am nothing indeed without you, master.29
"But William, she remembered, had listened to her with his wise child's eyes when she explained how it was not irreverence: how a light there needed a shadow there and so on. She did not intend to disparage a subject which, they agreed, Raphael had treated divinely. She was not cynical. Quite the contrary. Thanks to his scientific mind he understood—a proof of disinterested intelligence which had pleased her and comforted her enormously. One could talk of painting then seriously to a man. Indeed, his friendship had been one of the pleasures of her life. She loved William Bankes."


To the Lighthouse

And in the same way, we are in love with all these people.


Endnotes _
(1) 
Referring here not to George Seurat (who is a creative genius), but to his fictional great-grandson, the focus of act two (who is not).

(2) 
Proof, 37. Thank you Steve!

(3) 
Surveys of historically notable scientists in 1926, 1936 and 1953 cite these figures as 52.5, 47, and 53 percent respectively; a similar figure, 41%, was cited for historically notable writers. Statistics from Before the Gates of Excellence (Ochse).

(4) 
Gates, 76.

(5) 
This is not to say that any of these factors are guaranteed to bring about creativity, by any means; the figures rarely extend past fifty percent.

(6) 
Gates, 78.

(7) 
Gates, 115.

(8) 
Gates (again) sums this up sensibly enough: "One cannot conclude that psychopathology is a prerequisite for creative achievement, as some highly creative thinkers are not disordered. On the other hand one cannot accept that mental health is necessary for creative achievement, as some creative achievers are indeed blatantly disordered." (119)

(9) 
Quoted in Gates, 170.

(10) 
Gates, 117.

(11) 
Gordon Claridge points this out in the essay collection Genius and the Mind (Steptoe), referring to genius and delusion both as "self-fulfilling cognitive loop[s] of confirmation bias." (245)

(12) 
Quoted in Gates, 15.

(13) 
Quoted in Gates, 150.

(14) 
All quotations from To the Lighthouse were extracted from the e-text version available at http://etext.library.adelaide.edu.au/w/woolf/virginia/w91t/ .

(15) 
Quoted in Gates, 123.

(16) 
Breaking the Code, 33.

(17) 
Proof, 37.

(18) 
From Gates: "According to Adler, many great artists and philosophers developed their skills to compensate for physical or intellectual disability. For example, scientific creativity may be engendered by a need to overcome feelings of imperfection or ignorance through gaining superior knowledge. Eminent creators may also be motivated by an unconscious fear of death that inspires people to compensate for their feelings of impending extinction by producing something of lasting value to survive them."
(19) 
Amadeus, 102.

(20)
Sunday in the Park with George, as published in Wordplays 5 (1986). From the song "Putting it Together," 128.

(21)
From the article "Mathematical Analogy and Insight," published in The Mathematical Intelligencer (2006). Page 5.

(22)
Credit for this goes of course to Laura Stratford.

(23)
I couldn't think of a way to word this sentence that didn't involve Hannah awkwardly doubling as she does here.
(24)
Porgy is, of course, a special case.

(25)
Sunday, 145:



DOT:


Look at all the things you've done for me


Opened up my eyes


Taught me how to see


Notice every tree—

(26) 
A relevant passage from To the Lighthouse draws this same conclusion: 
"Could loving, as people called it, make her and Mrs Ramsay one? for it was not knowledge but unity that she desired, not inscriptions on tablets, nothing that could be written in any language known to men, but intimacy itself, which is knowledge, she had thought, leaning her head on Mrs Ramsay's knee." (Emphasis mine.)
(27) 
Except perhaps in that we benefit from an especially effective narrative frame.

(28)
Quoted in Gates, 70.

(29)
Lovesong, 72.
