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For Julien and Madeleine, who have given me gifts, born and made. May I offer them many in return.




       THE GENIUS OF HUMANITY is the right point of view of history. The qualities abide; the men who exhibit them have now more, now less, and pass away. . . . Once you saw phoenixes: they are gone; the world is not therefore disenchanted. The vessels on which you read sacred emblems turn out to be common pottery; but the sense of the pictures is sacred, and you may still read them transferred to the walls of the world. . . . Once they were angels of knowledge and their figures touched the sky. Then we drew near, saw their means, culture and limits; and they yielded their place to other geniuses.


               —EMERSON, Uses of Great Men, 1850


AMONG MODERN CIVILIZED beings a reverence for genius has become a substitute for the lost dogmatic religions of the past.


               —WILHELM LANGE-EICHBAUM, The Problem of Genius, 1931


NOW THE WORD “genius,” though in some sense extravagant, nonetheless has a noble, harmonious, and humanely healthy character and ring. . . . And yet it cannot be, nor has it ever been denied that the demonic and irrational have a disquieting share in that radiant sphere, that there is always a faint, sinister connection between it and the nether world, and for that very reason those reassuring epithets I sought to attribute to genius—“noble,” “humanely healthy,” and “harmonious”—do not quite fit, not even when . . . it is a matter of a pure and authentic genius, bestowed or perhaps inflicted by God. . . .


               —THOMAS MANN, Doctor Faustus, 1947



                  INTRODUCTION

                 The Problem of Genius

GENIUS. SAY THE WORD OUT LOUD. Even today, more than 2,000 years after its first recorded use by the Roman author Plautus, it continues to resonate with power and allure. The power to create. The power to divine the secrets of the universe. The power to destroy. With its hints of madness and eccentricity, sexual prowess and protean possibility, genius remains a mysterious force, bestowing on those who would assume it superhuman abilities and godlike powers. Genius, conferring privileged access to the hidden workings of the world. Genius, binding us still to the last vestiges of the divine.

Such lofty claims may seem excessive in an age when football coaches and rock stars are frequently described as “geniuses.” The luster of the word—once reserved for a pantheon of eminence, the truly highest of the high—has no doubt faded over time, the result of inflated claims and general overuse. The title of a BBC television documentary on the life of the Nobel Prize–winning physicist Richard Feynman sums up the situation: “No Ordinary Genius.” There was a time when such a title would have been redundant. That time is no more.1

Genius: we are obsessed with the word, with the idea, and with the people on whom it is bestowed. We might say that we are obsessed with ourselves, for seemingly all can be geniuses now, or at least learn to “think like a genius,” as the cover of a recent Scientific American Mind proclaims, if only we “discover” our genius within. No shortage of titles promises to help us do just that, while a thriving industry of educational products tempts well-meaning parents with the prospect of raising Baby Mozarts™ and Baby Einsteins™, liberally dispensing advice on how to cultivate the gifted. Flipping through the pages of such ephemera, the reader may find it difficult to detect the aura of anything sacred. And yet that aura is still there, barely detectable, however faintly it glows.2

Consider the example of Einstein, the quintessential modern genius. As the author of a popular children’s book rightly explains, “Einstein” is no longer just the last name of a gifted scientist. “It has become a common noun. ‘Einstein’ means genius.” Dozens of biographies link the two words in their titles, and images of the man—at the blackboard, on a bicycle, with his wild hair and protruding tongue—spell out genius by themselves. Hebrew University of Jerusalem, which owns the copyright for the use of Einstein’s image, generates millions of dollars a year in royalties paid by the manufacturers of an impressive array of T-shirts, postcards, and other schlock bearing the master’s likeness.3

What exactly do we see in these images? What do we see in genius? On one level, the answer is straightforward. For Einstein’s mass-produced image is like that of any other icon of modern celebrity or fame. Whereas a silkscreen of Marilyn signifies tragic beauty in a flash, and the silhouette of Che Guevara conveys romantic revolution, the image of Einstein bespeaks brilliance in the blink of an eye. It triggers other associations, too. If the core of Einstein’s genius was creative intelligence, we also associate him with a certain playful eccentricity, the “carefree manner of a child,” as a leading psychologist describes it, allegedly a common characteristic of truly gifted minds. There is Einstein’s absentmindedness—forgetting to eat while working on a complex problem, or to put his socks on before his shoes—and his famous slovenliness of manner and dress. There are his diversions—playing Mozart on the violin, sailing in his little boats, or chasing after women who were not his wives. There are his emotional difficulties with loved ones and family, his introspection, his capacity for long and sustained toil, his stubbornness, his rebelliousness, his “mystical, intuitive” approach to problem solving. But finally, and most revealingly where genius is concerned, there is Einstein’s role as a protector and “saint” (a label he resisted, but came to accept), the possessor of ultimate knowledge and seeker of transcendent truths, who warned the free world of the apocalyptic potential of nuclear fission and then helped to harness its destructive force. Or so the legend goes. A 1946 story in Time magazine captured this image well, featuring Einstein the “Cosmoclast” on the cover before a mushroom cloud bearing the equation E = mc2. “Through the incomparable blast and flame” following the fatal release of the first atomic bomb, the article declares, was “dimly discernible, . . . the features of a shy, almost saintly, childlike little man with the soft brown eyes, . . . Professor Albert Einstein.”4

The depiction of Einstein as a guardian protector and avenging angel—at once saintly creator and righteous destroyer—hints at a central theme of this book: the profound religiosity associated with genius and the genius figure. “I want to know how God created the world,” Einstein once observed. “I want to know his thoughts.” It was, to be sure, a manner of speaking, like the physicist’s celebrated line about the universe and dice. Still, the aspiration is telling. For genius, from its earliest origins, was a religious notion, and as such was bound up not only with the superhuman and transcendent, but also with the capacity for violence, destruction, and evil that all religions must confront.5

This book tells the story of those surprising connections, tracing the history of genius and the genius figure from the ancient world to the present day. I pay close attention to the many fascinating individuals who brought ideas of genius to life, considering philosophers, poets, artists, composers, military strategists, captains of industry, inventors, scientists, theologians, rulers, and tyrants. But notwithstanding this attention, this book is above all a history of ideas of genius, or better still, a “history in ideas.” A form of long-range intellectual history that examines concepts in multiple contexts across broad expanses of time (the intellectual longue durée), this is an approach to the past that until recently might have been glibly dismissed as old-fashioned or methodologically suspect. Lately, however, a revivified history in ideas has shown encouraging signs of new life. Perhaps historians have taken note of the dangers of diminishing returns from an overinvestment in subjects, contexts, and time frames too narrowly conceived. Perhaps their readers have, too. In any case, one of the potential benefits of the kind of approach adopted here is to correct for excessive specialization, showing connections and continuities, ruptures and breaks, across disciplines, time, and place. If this can be done in a style that is accessible to anyone with a bit of curiosity, so much the better. The benefits may be worth the risks.6

A long-range history in ideas is particularly well-suited to teasing out genius’s intimate connection to the divine, a connection that few serious analysts of the subject have explored. On the one hand, natural and social scientists since the nineteenth century have attempted to unlock genius’s secrets, to understand its nature and develop its nurture, probing the conditions that might bring it about. But in their relentless efforts to identify the many attributes of genius—and then to quantify and compare them—these researchers have tended to dismiss genius’s religious reception and appeal as so much superstition. A very different group of scholars, on the other hand, working in the fields of literary theory, art history, and criticism, has been inclined to reject the notion of genius altogether, toppling it from the privileged place it once held as an arbiter of aesthetic distinction. Genius and geniuses, they have argued, are myths that should be deconstructed and then dismissed, like so many ideological relics from the past. The impetus behind this work was certainly instructive—for the notion of genius, like many religious notions, has undoubtedly served a mythic role. But to simply write it off as an outmoded aesthetic ideal or a vestige from the days when history was concocted as the story of great men is to miss much that is interesting in this potent force.7

Finally, a third group of scholars, far from dismissing the religious appeal of genius, has embraced it. Writing in the 1930s, the American popular historian Will Durant noted that “in an age that would level everything and reverence nothing,” the worship of genius was the “final religion,” demanding obeisance, not critique. “When genius stands in our presence,” Durant declared, “we can only bow down before it as an act of God, a continuance of creation.” More recently, if no less reverently, the well-known critic Harold Bloom has imagined geniuses as Kabbalistic representations of God. “We need genius, however envious or uncomfortable it makes many among us,” Bloom affirmed. “Our desire for the transcendental and the extraordinary seems part of our common heritage, and abandons us slowly, and never completely.” Bloom is right about the stubborn desire for transcendence; it will draw close attention in this book. But rather than reproduce the religion of genius, or treat it as a myth that merits only dismissal, the phenomenon must first be understood on its own terms and explained.8

The failure to do so is surprising, given that genius was so long construed in religious terms. The word itself is Latin, and for the ancient Romans who first used it and then bequeathed the term to us, a genius was a guardian spirit, a god of one’s birth who accompanied individuals throughout life, connecting them to the divine. The Roman genius, without question, was very far from the modern “genius,” conceived as an individual of exceptional creativity and insight. The latter understanding of the word only gained currency in the eighteenth century, for reasons that will be explained. Yet notwithstanding this long passage of time, and the many changes in meaning that intervened as ancient understandings of genii gave way to modern understandings of geniuses, the connection to religion endured, persisting well into the twentieth century. “Genius never loses its religious sub-flavour,” the prominent German psychiatrist Wilhelm Lange-Eichbaum observed in 1931, the very year that Will Durant was declaring genius to be the “final religion.” “Beyond all question,” Lange-Eichbaum insisted, “the notion, or rather the emotionally-tinged conviction, that genius has a peculiar sanctity is widely diffused throughout the modern world.”9

Unlike Durant, Lange-Eichbaum refused to prostrate himself before this mystical power. Proposing instead to look it in the eye, he argued, in his aptly entitled Das Genie-Problem (1931), that the “problem of genius”—human beings’ age-old quest to search out the extraordinary in special human beings—was misconceived. Genius did not dwell as a sacred force in prodigies waiting to be discovered—its “sanctity,” rather, was imputed and ascribed, the product of an inveterate human need to fabricate idols and of an “inborn delight in the exalted, the extreme, the absolute.” The making of a genius was a process akin to the “origination of a god,” a process of “deification” in which human beings invested others with mysterious powers and then bowed before them in awe. It followed that genius was invariably a “relationship” between the many and the one, a relationship that had come into being for specific historical reasons and that would, Lange-Eichbaum ventured, disappear in time. At the present moment, however, the relationship to genius was one of “semi-religious dogmatism.” Therein lay the problem. Charged with supernatural authority and invested with mystery and power, the notion of genius was dangerous.10

Lange-Eichbaum’s judgment was by no means beyond reproach in all matters concerning genius. But his insight regarding the potential danger of deification was prescient. Only two years later, in fact, Germany gave rise to a “genius” who more than fulfilled his fears, an evil genius with whom the good genius of Einstein would clash in apocalyptic struggle. That man was Adolf Hitler, who regarded Einstein as an adversary and threat, and who was strangely obsessed with the intelligence of Jews. He, too, featured on the cover of Time magazine, the man of the year for 1938, an “unholy organist” composing a hymn of hate. Like his rival, he changed the course of history. And, like him, he drew the label “genius” throughout the better part of his professional career.11

To speak of Hitler as a genius may seem unsettling, even shocking. Revelations that the singer Michael Jackson did so several years ago provoked an international outcry. But whatever the warped musings of the late pop star, to describe Hitler as a genius here is not to condone his actions or character in any way, or even to comment on his abilities, such as they were. It is simply to call attention to the fact that the label was crucial to his rise to power and public cult. Time employed it freely, albeit ironically, in an article entitled “Genius Hitler,” reporting how the Führer was “being pictured as a military as well as political genius” in broadcasts throughout Germany that marked the celebration of his birthday in 1938. Such descriptions were commonplace. Hitler gave voice to them himself as early as 1920, commenting, in a speech delivered on April 27 of that year, that Germany needed a “dictator who is a genius.” He developed the thought at length in his autobiography Mein Kampf, judging that “true genius is always inborn and never cultivated, let alone learned,” while daring to suggest that he was so begotten. A former artist, soldier, and lover of Wagner, it seemed, was the genius Germany needed to save and redeem its people. Germans prepared the way, proclaiming from the nineteenth century onward a cult of genius that critics and followers alike did not hesitate to describe as a “religion.” A visionary creator and breaker of rules, the genius would summon in his person the spirit of the people and make of it a masterpiece, using force to shape the material. As Hitler’s eventual minister of propaganda, Joseph Goebbels, observed in his novel Michael in 1931, “the people are for the statesman what stone is for the sculptor.” “Geniuses use up people,” he added chillingly. “That is just the way it is.”12

If such claims seem outrageous to us today, that is not only because of their reprehensible content, but also because we are less familiar with the darker, irrational side of the history of genius than with the heroic image that triumphs with Einstein. That lack of familiarity is itself a product of Einstein’s victory, for just as the genius of Augustus Caesar was said by Plutarch to have cowed the genius of his rival, Marc Antony, on the eve of their final battle, the good genius of Einstein has largely succeeded in imposing itself on the field. Historians, by and large, have abetted this triumph, showing themselves little inclined to think of genius in connection with a man like Hitler. Their reluctance is understandable. Yet if we wish to appreciate the role that genius has played in the modern world, we must recall the evil with the good, bearing in mind as we do so the uncomfortable thought that genius is ultimately the product of the hopes and longings of ordinary people. We are the ones who marvel and wonder, longing for the salvation genius might bring. We are the ones who pay homage and obeisance. In a very real sense, the creator of genius is us.

Which is not to deny that geniuses almost always possess something special, something real, however elusive that something may be. But it is to recognize the commonsense fact that genius is in part a social creation—what historians like to call a “construction”—and, as such, of service to those who build. That fact reminds us further that for all their originality (and originality is itself a defining feature of genius in its modern form), extraordinary human beings not only define their images but embody them, stepping into molds prepared by the social imaginary and the exemplars who came before. Even outliers as remarkable, as deviant, as Einstein and Hitler are no exceptions to this rule: however inimitable—however unique—their genius was partly prepared for them, worked out over the course of generations.13

This book recounts the long history of that preparation, following the emergence of the genius as a figure of extraordinary privilege and power. It begins in classical Greece, when poets, philosophers, and statesmen first entertained the question of what makes the greatest men great, initiating a conversation that was continued by the Romans. What power did Socrates possess to make him the wisest of all men? What godlike force moved through Alexander or Julius Caesar as they leveled all before them? Why was the poet Homer able to sing like no other? What special something did these great-souled men possess? What special something possessed them? Christians took up these and related questions in a centuries-long rumination that continued into the early modern period, adapting the language of the ancients to suit their own image of the God-man Christ and the prophets and saints who struggled to imitate his perfection. Possessed by the Holy Spirit, or lifted up by the heavenly angels, the great-souled man might aspire to be perfect as God was perfect. But how could he be sure that an angel was not a demon; that the holy ghost was not a specter, sent by Satan, to tempt him, the way Satan tempted Faust, offering the key to all knowledge in return for one’s soul? How could one be sure that those seized by higher powers were not mad, their souls stirred by dark humors and melancholy fits? Well into the Renaissance, when men like Michelangelo and Leonardo da Vinci sought to render God’s beauty and reproduce the perfection of his creation, these remained vital questions.

It is worth listening closely to the answers. For although there is no single notion of genius that coheres magically over time, there are coherent ways of imagining how the highest beings might appear and what a beautiful mind might entail. Those early imaginings were present at the modern genius’s birth, and they lend insight into what the genius in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries would become.

The modern genius was born in the eighteenth century—conceived, in keeping with long-standing prejudices, almost exclusively as a man. There were precedents for this birth, stretching all the way back to antiquity. But that the birth itself occurred in the bright place of deliverance we call “the Enlightenment” is clear. Scholars have long recognized the genius’s emergence in this period as the highest human type, a new paragon of human excellence who was the focus of extensive contemporary comment and observation. What is far less clear is why the genius emerged. Why, at that time, in the long eighteenth century? And why there, in the West broadly conceived?14

Those who have bothered to ask these questions have focused on a number of factors, ranging from the advent of capitalism to new notions of aesthetics to new understandings of the author and the self. There is something to be said for each of these explanations. But this book adopts a different approach, seeking to understand the genius’s emergence and subsequent flourishing in terms of two broad transformations. The first has to do with religious change, and, more specifically, with what has been described as the “withdrawal of God,” along with the disavowal and dismissal of a range of spiritual companions—spirits and angels, prophets, apostles, and saints—who had long served human beings as guardians and mediators to the divine. That dismissal was by no means uniformly accepted. But the scale was nonetheless significant and the consequences profound. For not only did it leave men and women alone in the world with their Creator; it did so at the very moment that the Creator was appearing to many to be more distant, more remote, more withdrawn, and less likely to intervene in human affairs than he had been (or so it seemed) in earlier times. To reach the realm of the sacred, to get to God—if indeed he even existed, as an emboldened minority was inclined to wonder—was more difficult than ever before. A vast space opened up, and there were no longer helpers on hand to guide human beings across the way. It was in that space that the modern genius was conceived and born.15

In assuming his modern form, the genius assumed powers that once had been reserved exclusively for God and the gods and those exalted beings—the prodigies and prophets, the angels and genii, the saints and great-souled men—who had long been trusted to lead us to him. Occupying the space of their classical and Christian forebears, geniuses performed a number of their functions even as they took on new roles and even when, as was often the case, they denied any explicit connection to religion at all. Geniuses served as guardians and founding fathers, saviors and redeemers, legislators and oracles of the people. Geniuses mediated between human beings and the divine. Chosen to reveal wonders, geniuses were conceived as wonders themselves, illustrating perfectly the proposition that the gradual disenchantment of the world was accompanied from the outset by its continual re-enchantment. Geniuses pulled back the curtain of existence to reveal a universe that was richer, deeper, more extraordinary and terrible than previously imagined. The baffling beauty of space-time was no different in this respect from the sublime majesty of Byron’s poetry, Beethoven’s symphonies, or Poincaré’s theorems, as radiant as an Edison light bulb or the explosion of the atomic bomb. Genius was a flash of light, but its brilliance served to illuminate the dark mystery that surrounded and set it apart.16

Geniuses, then, were believed to possess rare and special powers: the power to create, redeem, and destroy; the power to penetrate the fabric of the universe; the power to see into the future, or to see into our souls. Detectable already in the eighteenth century at the time of the modern genius’s birth, these powers were significantly expanded in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries as geniuses assumed an ever greater cultural authority. Enhanced by the pervasive influence of European Romanticism, which further stylized and mystified the genius, this authority was also fortified by an extensive science of genius, which appeared to give sanction—through the measurement of skulls, the analysis of brains, and the identification of pathogens and hereditary traits—to the genius’s exceptional nature. The effort to quantify genius that culminated in the elaboration of the intelligence quotient (IQ) at the beginning of the twentieth century seemed to confirm the presence of a power—an exceedingly rare power—that scientists had assumed for over a century, and that a chorus of “genius enthusiasts” was then preaching self-consciously as a basis for worship. It was power that could be put to political ends—for the better, as some hoped, or for the worse, as others feared. The two great political religions of the early twentieth century, communism and fascism, attempted to do just that, sanctioning the legitimacy of Joseph Stalin and Adolf Hitler by means of the religion of genius.

If broad religious transformations, and the responses to them, provide one essential context for understanding the emergence of modern conceptions of genius, the other is sociopolitical and involves the no less sweeping advent of the belief in human equality. Widely proclaimed on both sides of the Atlantic from the end of the seventeenth century, the view, as Thomas Jefferson put it famously in the Declaration of Independence, that “all men are created equal” could pass by the end of the eighteenth century as a self-evident truth. By the middle of the century that followed, it was being hailed by astute observers such as Alexis de Tocqueville as a “providential fact,” an unstoppable force that leveled all before it. And yet the assertion of equality was qualified and challenged from the start, with whole categories of human beings singled out as exceptions to the general rule. Historians have devoted close attention to these exceptions, showing how women, people of color, Jews, and others were systematically deprived of their rights in strategies of exclusion that aimed at denying some the inherent equality granted to others. But what have received less attention are the justifications used to elevate the few above the many, granting privileges and rights beyond the norm. Jefferson himself spoke of a “natural aristocracy,” composed of individuals of talent, creativity, and intelligence, that might replace the old aristocracy of birth and blood, and many in nineteenth-century Europe would conceive of artists in a similar fashion, as beings endowed by nature with special abilities and so entitled to special privileges. Such assertions were often linked to corresponding claims of the natural inferiority of others, and together these notions formed part of a “shadow language of inequality” that accompanied the bright proclamation of the equality of all. Modern discussions of genius were most often conducted in this idiom, serving to justify new forms of hierarchy while registering a profound protest against doctrines of universal equality. Conceived as an extreme case of inherent superiority and natural difference, the genius was imagined as an exception of the most exalted or terrible kind, able to transcend or subvert the law, and to liberate or enslave accordingly.17 The evil genius, too, is a modern figure with roots deep in the past, and he is inextricably bound to his more righteous brother and twin. Both reveal traces of the sacred in their modern incarnations. And both have haunted those who have dreamed of human equality since the centuries that first proclaimed it.

The particular circumstances of the genius’s birth and subsequent development thus help to account for the predominately European focus of this book. For it was in Europe that men and women first experienced the drama of disenchantment in a significant way, a development without precedent in the whole of human history. And it was in Europe and the Americas that the doctrine of equality first gained significant traction.

But what about method and scope? Why, that is, undertake a history of genius, as this book does, as a history in ideas spanning the course of several thousand years? An alternative approach would be to dispense with gestation altogether and begin directly with the birth, commencing at the moment when modern genius first saw the light and was quickly put to use. The approach has much to recommend it—for some time it has been the industry standard among historians studying ideas in context—and in the present case it would undoubtedly have simplified the task. And yet, despite the claims of some in the eighteenth century, few ideas—even ideas of genius—emerge from nothing, ex nihilo, without any precedents at all. To begin at the “beginning” would be to do no such thing and would also run the risk of overlooking continuities, connections, and departures that a broader sweep stands a chance of taking in.

Another approach would be to follow the history of the word “genius,” which, after all, stretches back to the Romans. Or, better yet, to go in search of analogues to modern geniuses in the past. If the creature in question is ultimately the brilliant, creative individual widely recognized for unmatched talents and skills, doesn’t it make sense to seek out the modern genius’s historical counterparts—the poets and scientists, the statesmen and artists, in a word, the “geniuses”—who came before? That thought, too, has much to recommend it, as does tracing the history and genealogy of the word, and both approaches will be given due attention here. But just as critics rightly caution that words and concepts are not things, there are also strong reasons for resisting the temptation to write the history of genius as a moving tableau of eminence, a historical pantheon of geniuses avant la lettre. In the first place, such history has been written before—many times. Indeed, virtually all history composed until the twentieth century represents one variation or another on the dominant theme of outstanding individuals—great men, far less often great women, of deed and thought—who were said to have shaped the world and everything in it. The shortcomings of such an approach have been chronicled ad nauseam (without, it seems, hurting the sales of biographies)—so much so that it is refreshing to see scholars take up the history of the “great” in new ways. I attempt to do some of that in this book, paying close attention to the many stellar individuals who embodied ideas of human greatness before the modern genius was born.18

Yet there is one other, even stronger, reason to be wary of the effort to write the history of genius exclusively as the history of eminent achievement. Not only would such an approach risk repeating much that has been said before, it would risk anachronism, envisioning the past through the perspective of a type—the modern genius—who only comes into being in the eighteenth century. Before that time, there were no geniuses in our modern sense. And though it is undoubtedly true that the eminent artists, thinkers, poets, and sages who preceded the genius played a role in shaping the genius’s later image and reception, so did a group of less likely forebears. These were the apostles, prophets, saints, and sorcerers whom the modern genius superseded and replaced, as well as the sundry spiritual beings—the demons, angels, and genii—who were once held in their power. In this respect, the genii of the ancient world and their various Christian successors have more to do with modern genius than has been acknowledged. To focus solely on the outstanding individuals of the past who resemble the geniuses who came after them would be to miss that vital connection.

It would also be to miss what is right before our eyes. For genius is seemingly everywhere today, hailed in our newspapers and glossy magazines, extolled in our television profiles and Internet chatter. Replete with publicists, hashtags, and “buzz,” genius is now consumed by a celebrity culture that draws few distinctions between a genius for fashion, a genius for business, and a genius for anything else. If the “problem of genius” of yesteryear was how to know and how to find it, “our genius problem” today is that it is impossible to avoid. Genius remains a relationship, but our relationship to it has changed. All might have their fifteen minutes of genius. All might be geniuses now.19

In the conclusion to this book I analyze our changing relationship to genius in the aftermath of World War II in terms of its long and complex relationship to democracy and equality, pointing out that a world in which all might aspire to genius is a world in which the genius as a sacred exception can no longer exist. Einstein, the “genius of geniuses,” was the last of the titans. The age of the genius is gone. Should citizens of democracies mourn this passing or rejoice? Probably a bit of both. The genius is dead: long live the genius of humanity.


              CHAPTER I

              THE GENIUS OF THE ANCIENTS

EVERY AGE, AND EVERY CULTURE, has its heroes of the mind. The ancient Egyptians told tales of wise men, such as Djedi and Setna, who had so mastered the ancient books that they knew everything there was to know. In China, aspiring scholars performed incredible feats of learning for thousands of years, memorizing the archaic texts of the classical tradition in heroic cultural acts. In India, Japan, and Tibet, Hindu Brahmins and Buddhist monks astonish to this day with their mental gymnastics, reciting sutras and vedas with perfect recall for days on end. Jewish tradition celebrates the mental dexterity of rabbis who can put a pin through a page of Torah and say, without looking, what letter it pricks, just as Muslims take pride in the mufti or ulama who can recite every verse of the Koran. And many of these traditions possess analogues to the great African bards—the griots, doma, and “masters of knowledge,” living libraries who aspire to gather all that is known in their heads, preserving in oral tradition what would otherwise be forgotten.1

For those of us who find it hard to remember our anniversaries or where we left our keys, such examples serve as painful reminders of our own inadequacies. But they also illustrate nicely the simple fact that intelligence knows no bounds. Whatever the vagaries of the statistical laws that distribute human aptitude across time and space, they pay little heed to nation, culture, or race. Many in the West long denied these basic continuities, boasting, as some do still, of an inherent superiority of mind. But this book defends no such claims, even (and especially) when it tries to understand them. In short, if we take genius to mean exceptional intelligence or high IQ, great learning, performance, or presence of mind, then “the genius” is both a creature of all seasons and a citizen of the world.2

It is now perfectly common to speak of genius in this general way. But that hasn’t always been the case. Only relatively recently, in fact, and above all since World War II, have genius and intelligence been so closely coupled, as if the one were a simple synonym for the other. At the time of its emergence in Europe, by contrast—and for centuries thereafter—the ideal of genius was most often predicated on the belief that this rare capacity entailed something other than mere learning and intelligence, acquired mastery and knowledge. Genius—and the genius—embodied something else.

What was this something, the distinguishing power or possession that set the genius apart? This entire book will treat of efforts to answer that elusive question, and this chapter begins by examining some of its earliest formulations, a series of Greek and Roman reflections on just what it was that made the greatest men great. For though the genius of the ancients was not at all the “genius” of the moderns, early attempts to wrestle with the problem of what set the classical paragons apart influenced later discussions. What was it exactly that made Socrates the wisest of all men? Why was Homer, the blind bard, gifted with such piercing poetic sight? Why were Alexander and Caesar masterminds of statecraft and war? Were they possessed by a higher power? Or did they themselves possess a different nature, a special kind of soul? Were they gods, or were they men? Or beings in between? Focusing such questions on the lives of eminent individuals, ancient commentators worked out a range of responses that would resonate down through the ages, informing subsequent considerations of what divided the many from the few.

But before considering further these early reflections and the outstanding men who prompted them, we must appreciate what these ancient exemplars—what all ancient exemplars, whether Greek or Roman, Persian or African, Indian or Chinese—were not. For only in this way can we fully grasp the novelty of the subsequent departure and see clearly what separates modern Western paragons of genius from the heroes of the mind who came before. The wise men and sages who open this chapter provide a perfect foil for the modern creative genius, for in every instance the embodied ideal is one of recollection and retrieval, a preservation and calling to mind of what was first revealed long before. Mental prowess, in this understanding, is essentially an act of recovery, a rearticulation of words earlier spoken, of thoughts previously known. The same is true in art, where imitation and mimesis long structured the human gaze. To reproduce the eternal forms, to render in its ready perfection the world revealed to us, was the great goal of the artisans whom we now describe as “artists,” those skilled craftsmen who for centuries confined themselves to tracing the patterns and following the lines inscribed in the world by the ancestors and the ancients, by nature, the gods, or God. To create originally, without precedent, pattern, or model, was never the ideal of the ancient artist or sage, and indeed the ancients frequently denied the very prospect. As early as the third millennium BCE, the Egyptian scribe Kakheperresenb could comment on the impossibility of writing phrases that “are not already known,” “in language that has not been used,” with “words which men of old have not spoken.” And in the eleventh-century Sanskrit epic song-cycle the Katha sarit ságara, or Ocean of the Streams of Story, the god Shiva’s lover Parvati begs him to tell her a tale that has never been heard before and that will never be heard again. Shiva was a god of great talents (among his remarkable feats, he maintained an erection for eons). But the best he is able to muster is a pastiche of well-worn tales that are in turn quickly recycled. In this case, true originality is impossible even for a god.3

The moral of the story is that “there is nothing new under the sun,” a sentiment that will be familiar to readers of Jewish and Christian scripture, but is in fact common to virtually every ancient account in which God or the gods are held to have created the universe and all that it contains, or in which the universe is understood to have always existed. In either instance, genuine originality is, strictly speaking, impossible, for mere mortals must confine themselves to recovering and reproducing what already exists. And insofar as the defining characteristic of modern genius is original creation, it follows that the ancient sage cannot a modern genius be. Rather than look to the horizon of the original and new, the ancient’s gaze is focused instead on the eternal recurrence of perennial forms, or on a “time of origins” in a mythic past that demands constant vigilance. For there in the “absolute past” lies the key to all understanding in the present and future, which will but be an eternal return, as it was in the beginning in a world without end. In the past lie the answers to all questions. In the past lie the solutions to all riddles. In the past lies the map of our fortune and fate.4

Students of ancient mythology and religion have taken pains to show that this general temporal orientation was common to the wisdom traditions and great world religions that took shape in the so-called Axial age that spanned the first millennium BCE. Its sway was extensive, and it proved lasting, enduring well into the early modern period in the West and elsewhere besides, a fact that has important implications for the emergence of genius as a cultural ideal. For only when the primacy of the past was challenged and the gods’ monopoly on creation contested could human beings truly conceive of themselves as creators of the new. Only then could the ideal of modern genius assume form.

Much of this book will be devoted to explaining the emergence of that ideal and to developing its implications, but the basic point may be grasped quickly enough simply by considering the etymology of the words “discovery,” “invention,” and “creation.” Into the eighteenth century, the first two of these terms retained in the various Indo-European tongues their root meanings of “uncovering” or “finding.” To “dis-cover” was to pull away the covering cloth, disclosing what may have been hidden, overlooked, or lost, but that was in any case already there. To “invent,” similarly, was to access that inventory of knowledge long ago assembled and put into place: an invention was just a dis-covery, a recovery of an object forgotten, now an objet trouvé. The word “creation” provides an even more striking illustration of the point. “To create” was long deemed impossible for mortal human beings; creation—the supreme act—was reserved for the gods. Solus deus creat, the medieval theologian Saint Thomas Aquinas affirms in a typical refrain. “God alone creates,” for God as the creator omnium was the creator of all. As late as the eighteenth century, French jurists drew on that principle to justify the king’s authority over copyright on all books and ideas. Seeing that God was the author of everything in the universe, it was only just that his representative on earth should oversee how royalties were collected and dispersed on behalf of their true creator. Human ideas were but imperfect imitations of the divine original.5

It followed from these same assumptions that those who took it upon themselves to approximate the divine act of parturition—bringing into existence something new—flirted with danger, for they risked usurping a sacred prerogative. The classical myth of Prometheus imparts this message well. The wisest of the Titans, gifted with “forethought” (the literal meaning of his name), Prometheus hailed from a race of monstrous gods who had been defeated by Zeus and the pantheon of Mount Olympus, but who then took vengeance by stealing their fire. He bestowed on humanity that elemental power, which served in turn as the source of many more inventions—language and agriculture, metallurgy and carpentry, medicine, astronomy, and prophecy. But Prometheus was severely punished for his audacity, chained to a rock for all eternity as an eagle pecked out his liver again and again.6

The consequences of usurping creation were no less severe in Judeo-Christian myth. The apocryphal book of Enoch, for example, found among the Dead Sea Scrolls, tells a tale not unlike that of Prometheus, elaborating on the biblical account in Genesis 6 of a race of fallen angels, “the sons of man,” who were moved by lust to couple with women of the earth. The fruit of their unnatural union are giants, part human, part divine, who bring evil and oppression to the world while disclosing knowledge stolen from God—metallurgy, agriculture, writing, and “other eternal secrets made in heaven.” God’s anger is uncompromising. Just as Zeus punishes Prometheus for his theft and disclosure, Yahweh lays waste to the giants and their misshapen world in the great flood that spares only Noah. Christian legend elaborates on a similar theme, telling how Lucifer, the “bringer of light” and wisest of the angels, became Satan, “the enemy,” by daring to usurp the function of creation, which is prohibited even to the angels. In John Milton’s Paradise Lost, in fact, Satan is depicted famously as a kind of Prometheus himself, a dangerous source of innovation and imagination, justly punished, to be sure, but not without a tragic heroism in his doomed attempt to aspire to godhood. Indeed, the message in these mythic examples is often mixed—for though aspiring to creative prowess is dangerous, hubristic, redolent of sin, it is also heroic. Those who challenge the gods may be monsters and giants, but they tower above ordinary men. And yet those who are raised to great heights have a tremendous way to fall.

The seduction and allure of the ascent is bound up with the attraction of genius, which helps to explain why so many of the powers first attributed to it—creativity, imagination, originality, and “invention,” in the modern sense of making something new—were long regarded as taboo: they were a challenge to the gods. It is largely for that reason that the ideal of creativity only began to emerge as a modern value in the eighteenth century, and that in earlier times imagination was viewed with deep suspicion as a faculty to be controlled and even feared. That is not to say that there was no imagination prior to this point, any more than it is to suggest that people throughout the world somehow lacked creativity of their own. One need think only of gunpowder, the pyramids, or printed paper to dispel such thoughts. Yet to draw attention to the eighteenth century’s novel claims to creativity and genius is to suggest that it was only in this period—and, above all, in the advanced dominions of Europe—that the pervasive belief that there was something new under the sun was first put forth in a sustained and systematic way. If, as has been claimed, “the existence of the Creator deprives human beings of their own creativity,” then it could only be where the Creator’s existence was called into question that human creativity could fully emerge. In this respect, genius as a cultural ideal, an embodiment of imagination, innovation, and creative capacity, was a product of a specific time and place, born in the West and given birth in the long eighteenth century, amid the very first period in the whole of human history to launch a sustained attack on the gods. Undoubtedly, there are analogues and approximations to this ideal in other traditions. But it was above all in Europe and its dependencies that it first assumed widespread prominence, with revolutionary consequences for better and for ill.7

How then to chart the long gestation leading up to the birth of this new being, the slow and sometimes painful delivery? There are, no doubt, different ways. But surely any satisfying account must make sense of that special “something” that set the special apart. Scholars and sophists will make their appearance, along with men of intelligence and learning, poets and bards. But the individuals who must focus our attention are those who were believed to be more than men, those who in their audacity or divine election approached the summit of Mount Olympus and reached up to the heavens. At once dangerous and seductive, monstrous and beautiful, ominous in their power, these special beings were creatures apart. They possessed—or were possessed by—what no other human being could claim. And though there are many examples of such lofty beings among the ancients—from Pythagoras to Archimedes and beyond—one man fascinated and perplexed his peers and posterity like no other. With a philosopher from Athens—the wisest of mortals, who claimed to know nothing—does this history of genius begin.

WE HEAR OF HIS STRANGE companion only obliquely, in snippets and asides. “Just as I was about to cross the river,” Socrates explains in one of Plato’s many dialogues, the primary source, however imperfect, of the master’s own beliefs, “the familiar divine sign came to me which, whenever it occurs, always holds me back from something I am about to do.” Elsewhere, Socrates refers to this “sign” (sêmeion) as a “voice” that has spoken to him since childhood. But the word that he invariably uses to describe it is daimonion, the diminutive of daimon, ancestor of our own “demon.” The term had not yet taken on the exclusive connotation of evil that it would develop with the advent of Christianity. Yet that there was already something potentially menacing—something dangerous and revolutionary even—about the daimonion in question is given dramatic illustration by the setting in which Socrates was forced to account most fully for its existence. As Socrates’s pupil, the Athenian soldier and historian Xenophon, explained, “It had become notorious that Socrates claimed to be guided by ‘the daimonion’: it was out of this claim, I think, that the charge of bringing in strange deities arose.” Accused by prominent citizens of Athens of having introduced “new demonic beings” (daimonia kaina) into the city, Socrates was put on trial as a heretic and corrupter of youth, whose appeal to an unfamiliar power threatened the very stability of the state. He himself denied any such explicit political intent, though he candidly acknowledged that the daimonion was the source of his urge to “interfere” in the affairs of others. “I experience a certain divine or daimonic something,” he confessed, “which in fact [has been] caricatured in the indictment. It began in childhood and has been with me ever since, a kind of voice, which whenever I hear it always turns me back from something I was going to do, but never urges me to act. This is what has prevented me from taking part in politics.” Ironically, the very power that kept him from power proved his political undoing. And so the man who “of all men living” was the “most wise,” as the Pythian priestess at Delphi famously declared, was found guilty of introducing strange demons into the city and sentenced to death in 399 BCE. Socrates apparently drank his hemlock in peace, for, as he told his friends in the hours before his death, his daimonion approved his actions, never once holding him back. “That which has happened to me is undoubtedly a good thing,” he concluded, making himself a martyr, if not, strictly speaking, to genius, then at least to his own daimonic power.8

But what exactly was this power, this divinum quiddam, as Cicero would later call it, struggling like Socrates to find the words to capture this divine and mysterious thing? Generations of scholars once passed over the question in embarrassed silence, or sought to explain it away, as if a man as rational as Socrates could never have believed anything so strange. The simple truth, however, is that this same man, who sought by the power of his intellect to clarify what was obscure, recognized the existence of mysterious forces, and obeyed them. Socrates, we can be certain, believed in his inner daimonion and heeded its call.9

In that respect, at least, this extraordinary man was not all that different from the great majority of his contemporaries, who also believed in spirits hidden and unseen. Invoking daimones as a way to explain the silent forces that moved through their lives, they conceived of these powers as akin to fortune or fate, affecting their actions despite their explicit intentions, for better or for worse. That human beings were attended by guardian daimones of sorts, whether evil or good, was in fact a widely shared belief among ordinary people, who held that although a mischievous daimon might lead them astray, a “good daimon” (an eu daimon), could make them “happy” (eudaimon). The two words were one and the same.10

Socrates’s own understanding of his daimonion likely drew on these broader beliefs, which were also sustained by widely received legends, myths, and poems. In the verses of Homer, for example, Greeks would have encountered scattered, if conflicting, references to the daimones, which the bard equates on occasion with the gods of Mount Olympus themselves. Homer’s rough contemporary, the poet Hesiod, was more specific, claiming that the daimones were originally heroes of the Golden Age, transformed by Zeus when their race died out into guardians and “watchers of mortal men.” And the followers of the sixth-century philosopher and mathematician Pythagoras maintained that they could see and hear daimones as a consequence of their superior enlightenment. When we bear in mind that a similar ability was attributed to soothsayers, priestesses, and priests, the mysterious daimonion of Socrates begins to seem rather less a mystery. As Xenophon insists, in defending the apparent normalcy of his master’s sign, “he was no more bringing in anything strange than other believers in divination, who rely on augury, oracles, coincidences and sacrifices.”11

Xenophon’s claim to normalcy, however, is an exception, and even he cannot sustain it. Whereas other men skilled in prophecy read in natural occurrences like the flight of birds the signs of the gods’ will, Socrates, Xenophon conceded, observed the sign in himself, and the sign was invariably right. Was this not a tacit admission that the wisest of all men had been specially touched, that his spiritual something was something special? Socrates himself seemed to acknowledge as much, observing, in a passing reference in Plato’s Republic, that few, if any, had ever possessed such a sign. In this respect, Socrates’s accusers had a point: his daimonion was strange, unlike any the world had known.12

It was that understanding that came to dominate Socrates’s legend, which was perpetuated both by his detractors and his proponents. On the one hand, his detractors insisted on the essential monstrosity of this man possessed and apart. The point was given graphic illustration by Socrates’s notorious physical appearance. He was, by all accounts, “strikingly ugly,” short and squat with a broad, flat face, bulging eyes, swollen lips, and a deep-set nose. A bald head and an unkempt beard completed the picture, rendering Socrates the very antithesis of conventional Athenian beauty, like a university professor gone to seed. And given that it was common to relate physical appearance to character, Socrates’s ugliness was used by his detractors to highlight the base and demonic nature of his soul. Socrates as satyr, Socrates as monster, Socrates as sorcerer who trafficked with demons to seduce the young and threaten the stability of the state—these were the images that haunted the memory of a man who, by his own admission, was an annoying gadfly, disturbing the peace with unsettling questions and impertinent remarks. It is revealing that the earliest known representation of Socrates—a bust executed within ten to twenty years of his death—depicts Socrates as Silenus, the drunken and unattractive tutor of the wine-god Dionysius, whose ecstatic trances were legendary.13

The depiction of Socrates as Silenus, however, cuts another way. For the companion of the god was also renowned for his piercing insight and prophetic power. And though Silenus’s “frightening wisdom,” as Friedrich Nietzsche would later describe it in The Birth of Tragedy, may have heralded dismemberment, nothingness, and death, it was privileged wisdom all the same. In the hands of Socrates’s admirers, the prophetic and oracular forces allegedly mediated by the demon could be extolled. Thus Plutarch, a Greek writing under the Roman Empire in the first century, has one of his characters observe, in a celebrated dialogue devoted to Socrates’s sign, that his daimonion was heaven sent, a divine source of revelation and prophecy, illuminating him in “matters dark and inscrutable to human wisdom.” Despite Socrates’s insistence that his sign acted only negatively, characterizations of this kind, building on Xenophon’s early intimation of divination and prophecy, assumed considerable importance. Cicero reports on a collection in his possession by the Greek Stoic Antipater that gathered together “a mass” of stories regarding Socrates’s daimonion and its “remarkable” premonitions. And later classical commentators, such as Apuleius, Proclus, and Maximus of Tyre, devoted entire treatises to the subject, which were often frank in their embrace of an explicit demonology linking Socrates to higher powers. As Maximus explains, typically, in this vein, in the second century CE: “God himself, settled and immobile, administers the heavens and maintains their ordered hierarchy. But he has a race of secondary immortal beings, the so-called daimones, which have their station in the space between earth and heaven.” These daimones are the “middle term” of the universe. Some heal diseases, some “descend from their station above the earth to inhabit cities,” and still others “are assigned homes in different human bodies; one Socrates, another Plato, another Pythagoras, another Zeno, another Diogenes.” The greatest minds of the ancient world, in short, were singularly chosen and possessed. The indwelling presence of the daimon was what explained their superior powers.14

Maximus’s understanding of Socrates’s demon was both literal and crude, and in this respect it was not unlike a great many Platonic and later Neo-Platonic accounts that speculated with lavish imagination about the sundry spiritual beings who filled the universe, interacting with the gods and human beings alike. They found the basis for such speculation in Plato himself, who dwelled at considerable length in a number of his dialogues on the function and role of the daimones, describing them as angelic “messengers” who “shuttle back and forth” between the gods and men, or spiritual beings who were themselves “a kind of god,” existing “midway” between the human and the divine. Read literally, these descriptions offered a banquet of materials on which later admirers could feast in speculation about the daimonic forces that filled the cosmos. But more refined delicacies were also hidden in their midst, providing the basis for a different kind of reflection, an explanation of the daimonic man that dwelled less on the nature of the demon than on the nature of its host. For if outstanding individuals like Socrates excited wonder about the nature of the forces that might possess them, they also excited speculation about the nature of the forces they possessed. On whom did the gods lavish their powers, and why, anointing some while spurning others? These are questions even older than the daimonion of Socrates, and in the ancient world, it was poets as much as philosophers who begged them.15

“SING, O GODDESS, OF THE ANGER of Achilles.” “Sing, muse, of the man of twists and turns.” So begin the two most celebrated poems of the ancient world, Homer’s Iliad and Homer’s Odyssey, the epic tales of the exploits of Achilles and Odysseus during and after the Trojan War. Both men are heroes, favored by the gods. But the poet who conjures them is also divinely attended. A different translation hints at how: “Sing in me, Muse, and through me tell the story. . . . “A séance, petition, and prayer, the words are a summons to the goddess to take possession of the poet and command his voice, to settle and dwell in his person. The founding texts of the Western literary canon open with an incantation.16

The conception of the poet as a medium who reveals divinely inspired words is by far the oldest understanding of this exalted being in the Greek tradition, and many others besides. Homer himself writes of the blind bard Demodocus, who moves Odysseus to tears and others to laughter when “the spirit stirs him on to sing.” “God has given the man the gift of song,” Homer declares, “to him beyond all others.” Generations of Greeks said much the same of Homer himself, who was also frequently represented as blind, though uniquely gifted with special sight. Hesiod, Homer’s only equal for early poetic fame, spoke similarly of the source of his power, recounting how the Muses appeared before him atop Mount Helicon and “breathed into me a divine voice so that I might celebrate the events of the future and the past. They bade me sing of the race of the blessed, eternal gods, but always to sing of themselves first and last.” Poetry of this kind, invoking the gods even as it is dictated by their emissaries, provides a perfect illustration of what later writers will call inspiration, from the Latin verb inspirare, meaning “to breath into.” Hesiod uses a different word, a variant of the Greek verb pneo, to breathe, but his stress is on the same pneumatic source of poetic revelations, which are blown directly into the mind by the Muse. When we consider that poetry itself comes from the verb poeien, to create, it follows clearly enough that poems are the creation of the gods, realized through their human artisans and agents.17

It is partly for this reason that poetry was so often likened to prophecy and prophets to poets. The famous priestesses at Delphi, who declared Socrates the wisest man, delivered their oracular pronouncements in bits of verse, filled with the breath of the gods and the sulfurous vapors that wafted up from the vents below their temple, inducing prophetic states of trance. And just as Hesiod “might celebrate the events of the future” when he was properly inspired, prophets frequently spoke in poetic language, serving, like the much older Hebrew nabi (one who communicates the thoughts of God), as divine ventriloquists, blending beauty and revelation. In the beginning was the word, and the word, in many traditions, was with the gods and from God, imparted to poets and prophets alike.18

But though the Greek poet-prophet was by no means unique, he was accorded unique status within ancient Greek society, singled out as a special being. Painters, for example, or architects or sculptors, enjoyed no such favor, despite the ancient world’s admiration of their handiwork. Deemed craftsmen—artisans who labored with their hands—they were judged inferior to those who labored with their minds, a prejudice that would endure until at least the time of the Renaissance. In ancient Greece, poets were privileged. It was they who kept alive the memories of the past. It was they who told the stories of the gods and heroes. And it was they who served as the principal educators of the youth, imparting morals and models of conduct in what was still a predominantly oral culture. In the greatest masters—Hesiod and Homer above all—the culture conceived its spokesmen, and as the many surviving busts of these two men indicate, they were held in particularly high esteem.

But why should Homer and Hesiod have been singled out by the gods? Any simple answer to the question is complicated by the fact that the works of “Homer” and “Hesiod” were not composed by single “authors.” The thousands of lines we attribute to them, in other words, were a blend of different voices, worked and reworked by many as they were handed down orally over the centuries. Still, contemporaries believed that the poems were the product of that special in-breathing conferred on those who exhaled them. Which only begged the question of why the Muse should choose to settle here and not there. Were the greatest poets like lightning rods, drawing energy from the sky? Perhaps there was special metal in their souls, a “conducting” agent that summoned this power? Or were they merely empty vessels, filled from on high?

The earliest Greeks seem to have had no notion of innate poetic ability, a perspective that would have harmonized well with the common observation, by no means confined to Greece, that the gods—or God—worked in mysterious ways, frequently conferring power on the unsuspecting. The greatest of the ancient prophets, Moses, for example, was “slow of speech and tongue” until God filled him with words. “Who gave human beings their mouths?” replies Yahweh in answer to Moses’s fumbling protests that he was not worthy to speak for the Lord. God himself decides whom to fill with his breath, and he needn’t give an account of his choices, however unlikely they might seem. In the same way, the gods and Muses inspired where they would.19

This ancient notion of the utter passivity of the poet was given its most explicit formulation well after the fact by Socrates’s pupil Plato, who develops in his early and middle dialogues, the Ion and the Phaedrus, a theory of inspiration that would exert a tremendous influence on later understandings of genius. There Plato puts forth the view that poets and rhapsodists who recite their works are inhabited and taken over by the Muse in moments of production and performance. “God takes away the mind of these men,” he says, “and uses them as his ministers, just as he does soothsayers and godly seers.” Like ecstatic prophets, poets are filled by the divine breath—they are inspired, possessed. God is the source of their power.20

Nor is that all. For to be possessed, Plato insists, is to lose one’s mind, to cede one’s self entirely to the god. “Unable ever to compose until he has been inspired and put out of his senses, and his mind is no longer in him,” the poet experiences radical alienation in the enthusiasm of composition. He is caught up in the grips of mania, a form of madness or inspiration that Latin commentators, on Plato’s example, would later describe as the furor poeticus, the poetic “fury” or “frenzy” that claims a poet in the midst of impassioned composition or recital. In such an enthusiastic trance, the poet’s mind is literally not his own. Temporarily insane, he is in ecstasy (from the Greek ek-stasis, literally a standing outside of oneself), a condition that Plato explicitly relates in the Phaedrus to other forms of divine alienation. Playing on the close similarity in Greek between the words for madness (manike or mania) and prophecy (mantike), Plato describes there how the Sybil and other priestesses in the ancient world delivered their ecstatic pronouncements while possessed, predicting the future, and granting oracles, inspired by the god Apollo. This “prophetic madness,” like “poetic madness,” bore a direct affinity to what Plato describes as a kind of “mystical madness,” induced by the god Dionysius during cultic rites, which filled religious devotees with ecstasy and enthusiasm, taking them temporarily out of themselves.21

Plato insisted that these forms of “divine madness” owed not to sickness or disease, but to a divinely inspired presence. As such, they were gifts of the gods. And yet it should also be clear that his account was not without its ambiguities, particularly where poets were concerned. For by taking the position that poets were nothing but empty vessels—and totally out of their minds!—Plato denied them any merit or knowledge of their own. And while there was ample precedent for that claim, by the time Plato formulated it in the fourth century BCE, the Greeks had also elaborated a notion of poetry as an art—a technê, or craft—whose rules could be learned and intricacies perfected by practice and the accumulation of skill. The poet needed inspiration, to be sure, but that divine gift could be refined through cultivation.

Plato, however, explicitly denies that poetry is an art of this kind, taking pains in the Ion to demonstrate that all good poets compose and utter their work “not from art, but as inspired and possessed.” And if the poet, like the prophet and the religious ecstatic, practices an art that is no art, he can have no real knowledge of what he does, no wisdom at all. His madness may be divine, but it is madness all the same, irrational and potentially dangerous. Poets, Plato seems to suggest, are a little bit crazy and so must be watched, and indeed in the Republic he makes that suggestion explicit, calling, in an oft-cited discussion, for the poets to be censored in his ideal community, and even banished, until they can give a proper account of their benefit to the state. Ironically, the theory of poetic inspiration that would later prove so influential among poets was used by Plato to challenge their claim to authority.22

Plato’s subtle critique of the poets, however, should not be read as animus toward poetry per se—his entire oeuvre resounds with a love of poetic language and skill—but rather as a frank acknowledgment of poetry’s seductive power. The divine gifts of language and imagination, he recognized, may easily be abused, above all in a political setting, where they can quickly inflame the passions and sway the soul. If the poet, in Plato’s celebrated description, was a “light, winged, holy thing,” this same angelic being could prove a demon.

Which raises an interesting question. What was the difference between a poet driven mad by the Muse and a philosopher like Socrates, whose daimonion whispered in his ear? Weren’t they likewise possessed, and so equally dangerous? The question takes on added drama when we bear in mind that one of Socrates’s principal accusers, the Athenian citizen Miletus, was a poet himself. Was Plato simply avenging his master in banishing the bards from the Republic? Or worse, was he committing the very same crime that the rulers of Athens had committed against his beloved teacher, condemning the appeal to a god he could not control?

The distinction between the two cases becomes clearer when the divine madness of poetry, prophecy, and religious ecstasy are contrasted with what Plato describes in the Phaedrus as a fourth type of mania, the divine madness of love, which offers a glimpse of yet another way of conceiving that special something said to distinguish the most exalted human beings. Love, too, is a potentially dangerous force, which may possess us utterly and completely, as a shuddering orgasm or a jealous rage make only too clear. But though the gods who impart it—Eros and Aphrodite—can be the bearers of a fury and frenzy of their own, Plato maintained that they could be channeled and controlled, given direction and course. By choosing an exalted object of desire, we might not just be led along, but lead ourselves, learning to love in a process that Sigmund Freud would later describe as sublimation, the redirection of erotic energy to “higher” things. This is a theme of much of Plato’s work, but immediately following his discussion of divine madness in the Phaedrus, he gives it a particularly arresting articulation by focusing on the vehicle of ascent. That vehicle is the soul, he says, “immortal,” “self-moving,” and endowed metaphorically with wings, “which have the power to lift up heavy things and raise them aloft where the gods all dwell.” The soul, he claims further, is composed of three parts—reason, will, and desire—which he likens in a famous image to a charioteer hitched to two winged horses, one white and noble, the other black and unruly. The driver, who occupies the place of reason, attempts to goad the two horses—his will and desire—ever upward in an effort to return the soul to the place whence it came: the realm of the immortal gods. But those souls that get weighed down by earthly things—their dark horse led astray—will never soar to the heights of truth. Only those led successfully by reason can do so, and in Plato’s view, it is the philosopher (philosophos), the passionate lover of truth, who achieves the greatest heights. Striving to discipline his will and curb his unruly desires, the philosopher orients himself toward lofty things, standing “outside human concerns” in order to “draw close to the divine.” Ordinary people will “think he is disturbed and rebuke him for this, unaware that he is possessed by god.” They will “charge that he is mad.” But his madness is in truth the highest form of wisdom. “Perfect as perfect can be,” he knows the furor divinus, the divine fury, and is privy to extraordinary vision and power. Like Socrates, this philosopher lives in the “grip of something divine.”23

Here then was a form of divine inspiration that, while unruly and potentially dangerous, like all forms of possession, could nonetheless be cultivated and at least partially controlled by the appropriate forms of training. Philosophy, unlike poetry or prophecy, was a craft that could be learned, and throughout his works, Plato places a good deal of emphasis on the kind of education necessary to acquire it. Which is not to imply that Plato believed that philosophy could simply be imparted to any and all: the vision of truth that it afforded could only be glimpsed by the special few. On several occasions, Plato suggests that Socrates alone had succeeded in training his eye to see in this way. To “live in the grip of something divine”—and to see accordingly—was a privilege of very special souls.

Did that mean that Socrates’s own philosophical soul was constitutionally different from that of other men? That his nature—and that of other great-souled individuals like him—was somehow distinctive and unique? To put the question another way, can it be said that Socrates was not only possessed by, but in possession of, a special power? Any speculation to that effect in the context of Plato’s thought must bear in mind that he likely shared with other early Greeks, such as Pindar and Protagoras, a belief in metempsychosis, or the transmigration of the soul. If all souls are shaped by their past experiences, and are born into the world bearing the imprint of prior knowledge, then it follows that they would indeed be “unequal” at birth, endowed with varying capacities. It is also true that in a famous passage in the Republic, Plato acknowledges the expediency of conceiving of human beings as constitutionally unequal in this way. It would be useful, he maintains, to perpetuate the belief that social hierarchies are natural, that the body politic reflected the composition of souls. The rulers of his ideal republic are taught to believe that they have souls of “gold,” while their auxiliaries possess souls of “silver,” and the lowly workers and craftsman, souls of “iron” or bronze. Plato describes this fiction as a “magnificent myth” or “noble lie”—politically useful, if not true.24

Men’s souls, clearly, are not composed of gold. But that their “metal” might be measured in another way is suggested in a fascinating aside in Plato’s dialogue Timaeus, where he repeats an assertion made elsewhere that every man has a daimon, an attendant guardian, linking him to the divine. Rather than describe this daimon as a separate being, as he does on other occasions, however, Plato equates it directly with the rational part of one’s soul, whose seat, he says, is in the head. It is that part of us—human reason (logos or nous)—that is most heavenly and divine, the part that can be “fed” and nourished by learning and contemplation. Critically, Plato adds that insofar as one is “forever tending his divine part and duly magnifying that daimon who dwells along with him, he must be supremely blessed,” he must have a great daimon. The suggestion would seem to be that a man like Socrates, who cultivated the rational part of his soul more assiduously than anyone before him, should be singled out not just for his state of possession but also for what he possessed. His special sign, his daimonion, on this interpretation, was not an extrinsic spirit or god, but his own elevated soul, his own beautiful mind.25

Plato never made that suggestion perfectly clear. But others did. The pre-Socratic philosopher Heraclitus, for example, observed cryptically in a surviving fragment that “man’s character is his daimon” (ethos anthropoi daimon), implying that soul and spirit were one. And later the Roman Platonist Apuleius argued in his celebrated treatise on Socrates’s daimonion, De Deo Socratis, that “in a certain sense even the human mind itself, even while still located in the body, can be called a daimon.” But if there was thus some basis in Platonic terms for thinking of the mind as the possessor of its own exalted power, posterity would tend to seize on the more arresting image in Plato of the mind possessed—of the prophet, poet, mystic, or philosopher seized in divine fury by an alien power, whether a daimon, an angel, or the Holy Ghost. For the contrasting model of the mind as the generative source of its own imaginings, posterity turned to a different tradition—one that also originated with the poets, but that culminated not in the tradition of Plato, but in that of his leading student, Aristotle.26

THE TRADITION CAN BE TRACED to the poet Pindar, who lived about a hundred years before Plato in the second half of the fifth century BCE, and who seems to have been the first to formulate a view of innate talent in Greece. Suggesting that the gods endowed “different men with different skills,” and that each should strive to live “according to his nature” (phusis), Pindar contrasted inborn capacities with learning, art, or craft and came down decidedly on the side of the former. Nature trumped nurture: “Everything that is natural is best.” Extraordinary poetic ability, on this view—and by extension supreme talents of every kind—must be present from birth. The great-souled or great-natured individual—the megalophues—could lay claim to an inherent capacity that could never be acquired simply by practice or rivaled by learning and craft.27

This opposition between the skill acquired by learning and the gifts conferred by nature was invoked by many critics in the ancient world, and eventually served as the basis for a particularly modern prejudice—that true genius is always born, never learned—with Pindar himself held up in the eighteenth century as a case in point, a paragon of the original genius. In the ancient world, however, and for centuries thereafter, nurture and nature (ars et ingenium) were most often seen as complementary, and the same is true of the belief in natural endowment and the theory of poetic inspiration. For though the two views of the creative process could be contrasted as competing ideal types, more frequently they were paired. Nowhere does Pindar himself, for example, present nature and inspiration in opposition. Natural gifts, after all, were themselves divinely conferred, bestowed on the individual at birth by the gods. In this sense, there was nothing “natural” about the man of natural endowment. Just like the man possessed, the possessor of great nature was divinely touched, singled out and chosen by the gods. There was no good reason why a man so favored should not receive further offerings from the Muse, blown directly into his soul. Those who have shall receive.28

It was only later, in fact, in Aristotle’s Poetics, written in the middle of the fourth century BCE, that one finds an explicit, if still tentative, distinction between natural endowment and inspiration. There Aristotle briefly contrasts poetry written as a “happy gift of nature” with that conceived through a “strain of madness” of the sort that lifts one “out of his proper self.” And though he does not elaborate on the difference, it is safe to say that Aristotle was more comfortable with possessors of natural talent than with men possessed. His matter-of-fact mind tended to eschew the sort of soaring flights of ecstasy that characterized the divine fury, and he was also forthright in his assumption that human natures were differently formed. The souls of women were manifestly inferior to those of men, he believed, and nature had shaped many individuals to be “natural” slaves. What Plato presented as a useful fiction—that some minds were constitutionally different from others—Aristotle held to be a simple truth. At the very least, an outstanding man must be that—a man—born free and with a soul amenable to the kind of training that could make for true greatness and virtue.29

Yet notwithstanding these basic differences of temperament and outlook, Aristotle left behind a theory that could accommodate elements of his master’s teachings: the possessor of natural talent might still be conceived as a man possessed. True, Aristotle himself did not write the critical text in question, the Problemata, or Problems, though it was assumed until recently that he had. The work is representative nonetheless of an “Aristotelian” tradition of great influence regarding matters of the mind.30

The Problems is a collection of ruminations on perplexing questions of “science,” such as why some women are bald or some men hairy. And Book 30 opens by inquiring, “Why is it that all those who have become eminent in philosophy or politics or poetry or the arts are clearly of an atrabilious [melancholy] temperament, and some of them to such an extent as to be affected by diseases caused by black bile? . . .” The assumption and point of departure—that men of eminence across various fields share what we would describe as a common physiological makeup—reflects not only a belief in a natural or inherent disposition to excellence, but also the influence of a broader tradition of medical speculation that was evolving at the same time that Aristotle and his students were active. Best expressed in the writings of the ancient physician Hippocrates (c. 460–377 BCE) and later systematized by Galen (c. 130–200 CE), this tradition set forth the powerful humoral theory of the body, which explained the operation of the human constitution according to the interactions of four vital fluids, or humors: blood, phlegm, yellow bile, and black bile, the latter rendered in Greek melan (black) + chole (bile), or, in Latin, atra bilis. In healthy individuals, these humors were thought to flow in harmony and balance. But a disequilibrium could strongly affect mood, creating (in names we retain to the present day) phlegmatic, sanguine, choleric, and melancholy types. The latter were thought to be particularly prone to anxiety, sadness, and morbid delusions, and so those born with a superabundance of black bile were at risk for a variety of afflictions. But as the author of the Problems maintains, such individuals were also comparatively rare, and when black bile was present in just the right proportions and at just the right temperature, it could have extraordinary effects, inducing states of “frenzy and possession” like that which gripped “the Sibyls and soothsayers and all inspired persons.” Conducive to prophetic powers, a melancholy temperament could likewise spur imagination, poetic invention, and mental prowess of various kinds. Ajax and Heracles were men of this type, along with “many others of the heroes,” “most of the poets,” and philosophical giants on the order of Plato and, not least, Socrates.31

And so the Problems provided a quasi-scientific account of the nature of eminent men, explaining how certain individuals were inherently predisposed to greatness. But it did so while at the same time affirming key aspects of Plato’s theory of possession. Those of a particular constitution were susceptible to states that closely resembled the furor divinus, privy to ecstatic visions and prophetic flights. Reaffirming a connection to mental instability and even madness, the Problems offered grounds for thinking of the possessor as possessed, of the man of natural talents as specially inspired, just as Plato’s own theory provided grounds for thinking of the possessed as a possessor, with the anointed figure of Socrates attended by the strange demon that was his exalted mind. The two main perspectives on human mental prowess to emerge from Greek antiquity were thus mutually reinforcing to a considerable extent, together consolidating a view of the godlike individual who was at once divinely anointed and potentially dangerous and unstable in his special election: a man who was more than man, but who could also be less. As Roman interpreters incorporated these accounts into their own understandings of human nature and special possession, the collective picture of that special something that attended men of eminence emerged in even more vivid terms.

LISTEN ONCE AGAIN to the poets, this time of Rome, who sing also of man and what sets him apart. Tibullus, in the first century BCE, writes of paying homage to his genius—the god of his birth—with unmixed wine, cakes soaked in honey, incense, dancing, and games. For Ovid, the usual kinds of honors include propitious prayers and fine words, together with cakes and

                  a white robe hanging from my shoulders,

                  a smoking altar garlanded with chaplets,

                  grains of incense snapping in the holy fire. . ..

Horace celebrates the genius of a friend by throwing a great party on his “natal day.” A “full bottle of old wine from the Alban Hills” is set aside for the occasion, and garlands are prepared:

                  The household is getting ready; the silver is polished,

                  The cups and flagons gleam; the household altar,

                  Adorned with leaves, is ready, awaiting the offerings,

                  Everyone hurries.

All those who have attended a birthday celebration or the feast of a patron saint will know something of this elemental excitement, the festive commemoration that attends birth and being in the world. They also will have participated, however unwittingly, in the last remnants of a once flourishing pagan rite. For what Ovid describes as the festum geniale, the annual ritual and sacrifice to one’s genius, is the distant ancestor of the birthday party. The cake that now features so centrally there was once a primary offering, along with flowers and wine. Even the wish that we make as we close our eyes to blow out the candles recalls the prayer once offered before the flicker of the altar. An act of homage and sacrifice to genius.32

The word is Latin, spelled precisely as it is in the subtitle of this book, though its modern meanings only faintly recall the ancient ones. And yet the Roman rumination on what this power was, who it attended, and how it might express itself closely tracked the Greek discussion of the daimonic forces that moved through human beings. To inquire after a person’s genius was to ask what kind of man he was, what nature he might possess, or what force might possess him, connecting him to the gods.

Genius, from the Latin verb gigno, gignere, meant to generate, father, beget. Its cognates are abundant, multiplying in words like gens (people or clan), genus (birth, descent, race), and our own “gene” and “genital,” from whence all else derives. Genius, a begetter, one who begets. Genius, the father of us all. The origins are obscure. The oldest surviving literary references to genius are from the Roman playwright Plautus, who describes, in the third century BCE, an aging miser who, upon the theft of his gold, regrets pleasures never spent. “I have cheated myself, my soul (animus) and my genius,” the character pines, like many before him and many since. Elsewhere, Plautus’s comic personae speak of making war on genius by starving it of food and sex. But “to indulge one’s genius” (indulgere genio) would also become, if it was not already, a common Latin idiom, meaning “to yield to passion,” to indulge in the good things of life. “Indulge the genius, let us seize the sweet things of life” (“Indulge genio, carpamus dulcia”), advises the first-century Roman satirist Persius. The idiom would remain in use until at least the sixteenth century, when Erasmus saw fit to include it in his Adagia, a vast annotated compendium of Latin and Greek proverbs.33
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