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Introduction: the brain’s magic trick
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Every contact with brilliance that we have ever heard or seen or felt or read, every climax we have ever experienced in music or cinema or sex or sport, every revelation we have ever won from a personal crisis - all have given us glimpses of the brain as it convulses its powers and resonates with reality.  Anyone’s brain can do this, although it does require a measure of courage.  People we call ‘geniuses’ allow their brains full rein to engage with emotional and psychological extremes: to endure crises, to reach heights for heads that others shy away from.

My own very privileged research bridging the arts and sciences has led me to a breakthrough on this subject that might prove interesting to anyone who has ever felt the shiver of recognition that we all experience when we encounter the numinous. I have written several well-received books on extreme psychology and have researched the field for over forty years. Cardiologist Dr Pim van Lommel, whose work on Near Death Experiences was published in the Lancet and who has studied hundreds of monitored brains during death and recovery, believes my research ‘could be very helpful for better understanding’.

What is my research about?  Cutting-edge brain science hasn’t yet fathomed the mystery of how human beings come to produce brilliant ideas and achievements.  But leading scientists, including Nobel laureate Francis Crick, have proposed that the human brain is a self-ordering Complex System.  I reasoned that if this were so, then it must be able to do what other complex systems in nature can do, like the shoal of herring, the money markets, cellular automata, the immune system, the Earth’s global climate.  Such systems can all undergo a phase transition known as emergence. 

In the very midst of tumultuous complexity, and on the apparent edge of chaos, complex systems can suddenly produce order. The usual example given is a pan of water put on to boil.  At first the water molecules do nothing.  Then the individual molecules start to stir, then they go into ever-increasing churning turmoil, and then suddenly - as though at the throwing of a switch - they form a hexagonal convention pattern and start to simmer.  Coherence out of chaos.

I suggest that this is what the brain is doing when we have our revelations, our life-changing highs, our spellbinding moments.  This is what we might call the Brain’s Magic Trick.  The brain’s billions of neurons, busily processing trillions of bits of incoming data and making zillions of connections, suddenly synchronise to sing their song.  If you allow your brain to do this, and use the results in your work, they will call you a genius.

These highs are the culmination of a cerebral process that enables the brain to make sense of reality.  So important is this process to our survival and sanity that we practise it all the time in our key leisure pursuits.  Sport, fiction, music, cinema, sex, drama, childhood dares and adventure activities all put us through a tension-filled, fraught, anxious climb to the summit where we may experience fusion, clarity and joy.  

We might even surmise that this is something the brain loves to do, as it rewards us with buzzes and highs and thrills when we complete the course.  Possibly the brain requires and expects this of us.  In fact, if we do not go after exciting experiences and exhilarating challenges, the brain is quite capable of punishing us with irrational fears and phobias and giving us miserable lives.  If we shirk from providing it with rich and climactic experiences, the brain can make us afraid to go out of the front door at all.

One of the advantages of this theory is that it democratises what we call 'genius'.  It suggests that great works are produced not by some genetic élite with brains different from the rest of us, nor (as is so often alleged) by the tortured or the loopy, but simply by people who become adept at crisis creativity using the brain's magic trick.  

So here is a confabulation of fifty remarkable men and women from around the world who have achieved great wonders through cerebral climaxes.  The visual portraits I produced using a combination of painting, sketching and computer art, reworking (out of copyright) paintings and photographs.  The tribute texts take the form of poetry because that is our most crystallized form of language.

My Brilliants all made connections that we esteem.  Artists made them in the arts, scientists in science.  Poets made them by their alchemy with words.  But the essence of the process, I submit, is the same in every case, and hugely important for us to acknowledge and understand.  
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