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For Mom and Sidney




The world is not comprehensible, but it is embraceable: through the embracing of one of its beings.


—Martin Buber


The smallest indivisible human unit is two people, not one; one is a fiction. From such nets of souls societies, the social world, human life springs. And also plays.”


—Tony Kushner





 


 


 


Note on quotations: When I quote historical figures or non-native English speakers “sic,” indicating that the language is accurate as rendered, can be assumed throughout. As a general practice, I did not identify the source of quotations in the text, but exhaustive documentation can be found in the notes.





Prelude


On March 29, 1967, around two p.m., John Lennon came to Paul McCartney’s house in London, and they headed up to Paul’s workroom, a narrow, rectangular space full of instruments and amps and modern art.


The day before, they’d started a new song, meant for Ringo Starr to sing. Today, they intended to finish it off. Hunter Davies, a columnist with the Sunday Times, was on hand, and his account offers a rare window onto how John and Paul worked.


John took up his guitar, and Paul started noodling at the piano. “For a couple of hours,” Davies wrote, “they both banged away. Each seemed to be in a trance until the other came up with something good, then he would pluck it out of a mass of noises and try it himself.”


“Are you afraid when you turn out the light?” John offered.


Paul repeated the line and nodded. They could begin each of the verses with a question, John suggested, and he gave another one. “Do you believe in love at first sight?”


He interrupted himself. “It hasn’t got the right number of syllables.” He tried breaking the line between believe and in love, putting in a pause long enough to create the right rhythm. It didn’t work.


“How about,” Paul said, “Do you believe in a love at first sight?” John sang it and instantly added another line. “Yes, I’m certain it happens all the time.” They switched the order of the lines and sang them over and over again:




Would you believe in a love at first sight?


Yes I’m certain it happens all the time.


Are you afraid when you turn out the light?





It was now five o’clock. John’s wife came by with a friend. They talked about the lines to the song so far, and, in the midst of the chatter, John said—almost to himself—in answer to what’s seen when the light is out: “I know it’s mine.” Someone said it sounded smutty.


They chatted some more. Paul started improvising on the piano before breaking into “Can’t Buy Me Love.” John joined in, shouting and laughing. Then they both began to play “Tequila,” a 1958 hit by the Champs.


“Remember in Germany?” John said. “We used to shout out anything.” They did the song again, with John throwing in new words at the crescendo of each line: knickers and Duke of Edinburgh and tit and Hitler.


“They both stopped all the shouting and larking around as suddenly as they’d begun it,” Davies wrote. “They went back, very quietly, to the song they were supposed to be working on.” John sang a slight modification of the line they’d agreed on. “What do you see when you turn out the light?” Then he answered the question. “I can’t tell you, but I know it’s mine.”


Paul said it would do and he wrote the lines on a piece of exercise paper. Then he wandered around the room. Outside the window, the eyes and foreheads of six girls could be seen as they jumped up and down on the sidewalk on Cavendish Avenue, trying to catch a glimpse over the front wall into Paul’s property. John began to play a hymn on the piano. After playing with his sitar, Paul went to his guitar, where, Davies wrote, he “started to sing and play a very slow, beautiful song about a foolish man sitting on the hill. John listened to it quietly, staring blankly out of the window.” Paul sang the song over and over again. “It was the first time Paul had played it for John,” Davies wrote. “There was no discussion.”


It was now about seven o’clock. They were due soon around the corner at the EMI Studios on Abbey Road. They lit a joint and passed it between them. They decided to call Ringo and tell him they would do the song that night.





Introduction: 1 + 1 = Infinity


For centuries, the myth of the lone genius has towered over us like a colossus. The idea that new, beautiful, world-changing things come from within great minds is now so common that we don’t even consider it an idea. These bronze statues have come to seem like old-growth trees—monuments to modern thinking that we mistake for part of the natural world.


We can be forgiven the mistake because creativity is so inexplicable. How, from all the sounds in the universe, from all the syllables and protean rhythms, does a great song arise? How do we account for the emergence of a good idea—the movement from chaos to clarity?


The dominant idea today is that, because creativity resides within the individual, we best expose it by telling stories of those rare geniuses—the ones who made the Sistine Chapel or Hamlet, the light bulb or the iPod. This model basically follows the declaration made by Thomas Carlyle in the 1840s: “The history of the world is but the biography of great men.”


The most common alternative to the lone-genius model locates creativity in networks. See, for example, Herbert Spencer’s retort to Carlyle that “the genesis of the great man depends” on a “long series of complex influences.” “Before he can remake his society,” Spencer wrote, “his society must make him.” Rather than focus on the solitary hero snatching inspiration from the heavens (or the unconscious), this concept emphasizes the long, meandering course of innovation. Instead of heroic individuals, it prioritizes heroic cultures—the courts of sixteenth-century Florence, say, or the coffee shops of Enlightenment London, or the campus of Pixar.


The trouble with the first model of creativity is that it’s a fantasy, a myth of achievement predicated on an even more fundamental myth of the enclosed, autonomous self for whom social experience is secondary. The lone-genius idea has become our dominant view of creativity not because of its inherent truth—in fact, it neglects and obscures the social qualities of innovation—but because it makes for a good story.


The network model has the opposite problem. It is basically true, but so complex that it can’t easily be made into narrative. Where the lone-genius model is galvanizing but simplistic, the network model is suitably nuanced but hard to apply to day-to-day life. An argument can be made—a rigorous, persuasive argument—that every good new thing results from a teeming complexity. But how do you represent that complexity in a practical way? How do you talk about it, not just at Oxford or the TED Conference, but in kitchens and bars?


Fortunately, there’s a way to understand the social nature of creativity that is both true and useful. It’s the story of the creative pair.


Five years ago, I became preoccupied with this thing we call “chemistry” or “electricity” between people. My first impulse was personal: I wanted to understand the quality of connection whose presence accounted for the best times of my life and whose absence made for the worst. This led me to think about Eamon Dolan, who edited my first book, Lincoln’s Melancholy. My relationship with Eamon was an example of the chemistry that intrigued me. As I reflected on this, it occurred to me that the question of chemistry itself—and an inquiry into it based on eminent creative pairs—would get right to the nexus of our interests.


I made a list of creative pairs I wanted to know more about: the Beatles’ John Lennon and Paul McCartney; Steve Jobs and Steve Wozniak, who created Apple Computer; Marie and Pierre Curie, who discovered radioactivity; and many other notable duos. I thought that if I could begin to understand these relationships, I could learn something profound about how people buoy each other. I imagined each pair in turn, and thought about the electrified space between them, and planned to write a biography of that space.


The project took on a new direction when I thought about Vincent van Gogh and his brother Theo. What was that story? I knew Theo as the recipient of Vincent’s correspondence and I had seen him described as Vincent’s supporter. But I soon learned there was much more to it. Theo was, in fact, a hidden partner in what I came to see as a true creative pair. I found so many other examples of hidden partners—you’ll meet a number of them in this book—that it began to seem more like the rule than the exception: one member of a duo takes the lone-genius spotlight while the other remains in history’s shadows.


Then there were cases in which two creative people, each well known individually, turned out to have influenced and affected each other profoundly—Ann Landers and Dear Abby, for example, twin sisters whose rivalry fueled careers in advice-giving, and C. S. Lewis and J.R.R. Tolkien, whose distinct works were inexorably influenced by their creative exchange. Yet, for decades, even scholars of Lewis and Tolkien assiduously downplayed how they affected each other.


On top of my original question about the nature of creative relationships, I found myself asking a second one: Why have so many of these relationships been obscured and neglected?


The depths of the problem came home to me at a dinner hosted by a university where I gave a talk. A business professor asked whether I had considered the relationship between golfers and caddies. I hadn’t. All I knew about caddies I’d learned from Caddyshack. The professor told me that I ought to look into it; he’d played professionally as a young man, and the dynamics of a PGA match were really interesting in terms of relationships. “You see, the golfer is—by the rules of the pro tour—required to go out alone, and the caddie is the only exception,” he explained. “It’s not like baseball, where the manager can come to the mound for a talk or where they can meet in the dugout. So the caddies end up not just as helpers but as strategists and psychologists.”


Was there any pair in particular he would suggest as an example?


“Of course,” he said. “Tiger Woods and Steve Williams.”


Indeed, it turns out that Tiger’s caddie from 1999 to 2011 did far more than carry his bags. He did more, even, than advise and succor his boss. Williams also taunted Woods—to get his blood up—and deliberately misled him when he thought it would improve his play. At the 2000 PGA Championship, in the fourth round and on the fairway of the seventeenth hole, Woods needed a birdie to catch the leader. Williams had calculated ninety-five yards to the flag—but he told Woods ninety. “Tiger’s distance control was a problem,” Williams explained to Golf Magazine. “So I would adjust yardages and not tell him.” At the seventeenth, Woods hit the ball two feet from the pin and went on to win the three-hole playoff. Williams told Golf that he’d given Tiger incorrect yardages for the better part of five years.


The hidden nature of partnership extends beyond particular pairs to whole categories of relationships. Most fields have parallels to the unknown caddie, critical roles that are essentially hidden from public view. These workers matter enormously to insiders. But they rarely get general attention. It’s not just that Theo van Gogh happens to be unknown to the public. It’s that art dealers are largely unknown (and curators and fabricators and assistants and on and on). In the movie business, actors and directors go on Conan, not cinematographers and editors. Nor does Conan’s longtime partner executive producer Jeff Ross step out from behind the cameras.


In some cases, the silent partner eventually gets attention. After three decades, the artist Christo began to share public credit with his wife and partner, Jeanne-Claude, for what had always been their collective work. Elsewhere, ostensible lone geniuses actively obscure the truth. George Lucas’s original Star Wars films owed a great deal to his partnership with his first wife, the Academy Award–winning film editor Marcia Lucas, who biographer Dale Pollock said was her then husband’s “secret weapon.” “She was really the warmth and the heart of those films,” said Mark Hamill, who played Luke Skywalker. But after their divorce, authorized histories of the franchise barely mentioned her.


Not that George Lucas has had to do much to obscure his ex-wife’s role. In a lone-genius culture, all it takes is a slight advantage for the ball to begin to roll down the hill. With reputation, as with money, the Gospel according to Matthew applies: “To all those who have, more will be given, and they will have an abundance; but from those who have nothing, even what they have will be taken away.” The sociologist Robert Merton found that when two scientists collaborated, whoever was better known got the lion’s share of the credit. And if two scientists came up with an idea separately at about the same time, the one who was better known received far more recognition for it. Merton called it the Matthew effect.


Lone-genius culture has robbed many women of the recognition they are due, as when Linus Pauling won the Nobel Peace Prize in 1962 for peace activism that his wife, Ava Helen Pauling, led him into. Until relatively recently, creative men have often taken credit for the labor of their wives, whether as research assistants, editors, or even de facto CEOs of the enterprises that bear their husbands’ names. This sort of prejudice extends beyond women, of course. Vivien Thomas was a technical wizard who, alongside Dr. Alfred Blalock, pioneered modern heart surgery. Yet Thomas, an African American man, was for several years classified in the hospital payrolls as a janitor, even as he ran labs and trained doctors.


Another reason interdependence so frequently remains hidden is that, even when viewed directly, it can be hard to understand, and not just for outsiders but for the principals themselves. Legendary editor Maxwell Perkins shaped Thomas Wolfe’s unwieldy manuscripts into the epic novels Look Homeward, Angel and Of Time and the River, and Wolfe exuberantly praised his partner in the dedication of the latter book. Then a critic charged in the Saturday Review that Wolfe’s “incompleteness” as an author could be seen in “the most flagrant evidence” that “one indispensable part of the artist has existed not in Mr. Wolfe but in Maxwell Perkins.” Wolfe raged at the idea that he couldn’t “perform these functions of an artist for myself.” In a tantrum, Wolfe then broke with the man who had helped make him.


F. Scott Fitzgerald, another author nurtured by Maxwell Perkins, once declared that the test of a first-rate intelligence was the ability to hold two opposing ideas in mind without cracking up. Thomas Wolfe could not accept that he was both a complete artist and a dependent partner.


In Wolfe’s defense, interdependence can be hard for any of us to grasp in a genius-obsessed culture. “A time is marked,” Lawrence Lessig writes, “not so much by ideas that are argued about as by ideas that are taken for granted.” We certainly take for granted that the core unit of creative achievement is the individual. From the tests given to schoolchildren to the statistics that rank players in major league baseball to Fast Company’s “most creative people in business” list and all the way to the MacArthur Fellowship (the “genius grant”), we return over and over to the notion that creativity originates—imagine me tapping my skull—in here. We speak of a Supreme Court justice’s opinion as though he or she wrote it entirely alone, the same way the legendary Michelangelo painted the Sistine Chapel. In fact, the justices work just as Michelangelo did, among a scrum of colleagues and acolytes. Many of the biggest creative stars of our time—from Justin Bieber to Mario Batali to Doris Kearns Goodwin—are best understood not as solo actors but as brands representing collectively produced bodies of work.


Where did the myth of the lone genius come from, anyway? The very short answer is that it emerged in the Enlightenment, grew popular in the Romantic era, and took its final shape in the contemporary United States. From the start, the myth was entwined with a view of human nature as a product of the atomized self. So much of what we believe to be true about how we develop, how we operate, and indeed who we are evolved in the shadow of an erroneous idea about human beings as self-contained, cut off, solitary.


For example, for all the diversity of modern psychology—from psychoanalysis to biological psychiatry, from B. F. Skinner’s behaviorism to the developmental theories of Jean Piaget—the overwhelming focus has been on the experience of the individual. The popular “hierarchy of needs” formulated by the psychologist Abraham Maslow made one of the field’s assumptions explicit: Maslow ranked human needs from the most basic to the most exalted, with physiological needs (for, say, food and excretion) at the bottom, topped by safety needs in the second-lowest position. In the second-highest position are esteem needs (self-esteem, confidence), and self-actualization is at the pinnacle. Stuck ingloriously in the middle: love/belonging needs. In other words, Maslow saw connection with others as more advanced than using the toilet and having a home but just a step along the way to personal growth and fulfillment.


Today, a burgeoning movement in science and creativity studies has laid the foundation for a new understanding. The epochal changes in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries that led to the myth of the lone genius were products of massive shifts at the intersection of politics, economics, and culture (the emergence of the nation-state, the birth of the market economy, the shifting role of religion in everyday life). Today, amid similarly massive shifts (the birth of the Internet and its far-reaching effects; the global economy; scientific advances that give new insight into everything from child development to complex systems), these core ideas are finally being taken apart. In recent years, an impressive new body of scholarship on human connection—including social psychology, relationship studies, and group creativity—has emerged. Steven Johnson’s book Where Good Ideas Come From advances what we could call a network theory of human achievement, one that has its best metaphor in ecology, the constant interdependence of many unseen forces that “compulsively connect and remix that most valuable of resources: information.”


Yet, while this emphasis on groups and networks is valuable and truthful, it is an insufficient corrective to the lone-genius model. “Genius” is a story made up to account for the broad and ultimately mysterious nature of creativity. It contains and contextualizes something immense. Once the illusion of an autonomous Tiger Woods or Vincent van Gogh or Thomas Wolfe is exposed, it is tempting to try to tell the full story, to study the entirety of the individual’s immediate circles, all the influences absorbed from near and far. Soon, this exercise leads us to the idea articulated by Percy Bysshe Shelley: “Every man’s mind is … modified by all the objects of nature and art; by every word and every suggestion which he ever admitted to act upon his consciousness.”


Anyone with some intellectual ambition can appreciate this notion—alongside the critique of the “author” associated with Michel Foucault and Roland Barthes. But the utter complexity of this idea makes it hard to hold in mind, let alone apply to everyday life. The brightest among us could read an exegesis of The Odyssey and The Iliad as the accumulation of generations of oral tradition and myth, and yet still refer to the author as Homer. It is well known that Homer is an amalgamation, but contests between mind-bending truths and simple fictions are lopsided, to say the least.


The network model also brushes over the subject of intimate relationships. We all know intuitively that life happens in close connection with other people, though it’s often tempting to look away from this obvious truth. “On some level, people like to focus on groups because it’s more comfortable,” said Diana McLain Smith, a family therapist turned adviser to leadership teams and the author of The Elephant in the Room: How Relationships Make or Break the Success of Leaders and Organizations. “They don’t have to think of people as people. When I show up talking about relationships, people always laugh nervously. They say, ‘It’s like couples therapy at work.’ There’s this unease around acknowledging it, because it’s outside of the cultural norm of the rational organizational life. But it’s what everybody is really talking about, around the water cooler, at the bar after work, with their spouse at home. Relationships are really all people think about. Except, they don’t think about it very well, which is part of the problem.”


The pair is the primary creative unit. In his study of creative circles ranging from the French impressionists to the founders of psychoanalysis, the sociologist Michael Farrell discovered that groups created a sense of community, purpose, and audience but that the truly important work ended up happening in pairs, as with Claude Monet and Pierre Auguste Renoir, and Sigmund Freud and Wilhelm Fliess.


Why is this? For one thing, it’s probably true that we’re set up to interact with a single person more openly and deeply than with any group, given that our psyches take shape through one-on-one exchanges with caregivers.


The dyad is also the most fluid and flexible of relationships. Two people can basically make their own society on the go. When even one more person is added to the mix, the situation becomes more stable, but this stability may stifle creativity, as roles and power positions harden. Three legs make a table stand in place. Two legs are made for walking or running (or jumping or falling).


Pairs naturally arouse engagement, even intensity. In a larger group, an individual may lie low, phone it in. But nobody can hide in a pair. “The decisive characteristic of the dyad is that each of the two must actually accomplish something,” wrote Georg Simmel, “and that in the case of failure only the other remains—not a supra-individual force, as prevails in a group even of three.” This gives every pair its color and quality, Simmel said. “Precisely the fact that each of the two knows that he can depend only upon the other and on nobody else, gives the dyad … a special consecration.”


So this is what I mean when I say that the pair is the primary creative unit. It’s not the only significant unit, of course. If you’re listening to a jazz trio or studying the U.S. Senate, the entire group is obviously relevant. But even these threes and one hundreds are shaped by dyads among them.


But this is another crucial point, which is that pairs not only enact creativity, but also allow us to model it. In Where Good Ideas Come From, Steven Johnson identifies patterns that characterize innovation in everything from coral reefs to cities to the Internet. “In the language of complexity theory,” Johnson writes, “these patterns … are fractal: they reappear in recognizable form as you zoom in and out, from molecule to neuron to pixel to sidewalk. Whether you’re looking at the original innovations of carbon-based life, or the explosion of new software tools on the Web, the same shapes keep turning up.”


Such is the case for the shape of the dyad. The goal here is to understand the nature of creative dichotomies as well as the dichotomous nature of the creative process itself. This process is characterized by a push-pull between two entities, whether those entities are two people, two groups of people, or even, as we’ll see, a single person and the voice inside her head.


This book follows the progression that pairs themselves follow. By comparing hundreds of creative pairs, I found that they moved through six stages:




	
Meeting. Looking at the earliest encounter of individuals who will form a pair, the conditions and characteristics that engender chemistry or electricity—unusual similarities coinciding with unusual differences—become clear.


	
Confluence. Over time, two individuals move beyond mere interest and excitement in each other—they truly become a pair by surrendering elements of their singular selves to form what psychologists call a “joint identity.”


	
Dialectics. In the heart of their creative work, pairs thrive on distinct and enmeshed roles, taking up positions in archetypal combinations that point to the essential place of dichotomy in the creative process.


	
Distance. To thrive for the long term, pairs need more than closeness. They must also find an optimal distance from each other, carving out sufficient space in which to cultivate distinct ideas and experiences in order to give a partnership an ongoing frisson.


	
The Infinite Game. At the height of their work, pairs operate at the nexus of competition and cooperation, a dialectic that reveals the stark nature of power and the potential for conflict.


	
Interruption. Looking at how pairs end, we see them driven apart by the same energies that pushed them forward. They lose, not their spark, but their balance, often due to some critical change in the context around them. And yet, considering how they remain bound up in each other practically and psychologically, we can also say that creative pairs never truly end.





Before we start, you may want to know just what I mean by creativity. I have borrowed a broad definition from the psychologist Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi: “to bring into existence something genuinely new that is valued enough to be added to the culture.” I’ve included the arts—writing, music, dance, and so on—as well as science, technology, social activism, and business. I’ve mostly avoided politics, but virtually every other kind of pair was fair game so long as two people made something together that contributed to the culture beyond what either could have created on his or her own.


A few quick points about process. First, almost every name you’ll encounter in this book is well known or involved with a well-known project, though I spent a great deal of time with pairs who are not household names. My first challenge was to understand the essential dynamics of pairs, and for that I had to go wide. The next challenge was to represent the core dynamics with true stories, and for this purpose, I found the narratives and vignettes of easily recognizable pairs to be most evocative.


One of the byproducts of this strategy is that much of the evidence presented in the book is drawn from public material. As much as possible, I relied on direct testimony from the principals themselves and from the people who observed them. I also interviewed some eminent pairs myself, including James Watson (of Watson and Crick), Marina Abramović and Ulay, and David Crosby and Graham Nash. To learn about Matt Stone and Trey Parker, I talked to many members of their inner circle. Probably my most memorable interview was a session with Tenzin Geyche Tethong, who was the Dalai Lama’s private secretary (read: chief of staff) for more than forty-five years.


Still, this is primarily a work of synthesis, undergirded by my curiosity about the questions I posed at the outset: What is this thing we call chemistry? What does that teach us about the creative process?


When I started this book, I wanted to see whether looking closely at a wide sample of sublime pairs would yield lessons that applied across recording studios and laboratories and boardrooms and sports fields. That turned out to be the case. There is a common story to creative relationships—an arc they follow, themes that light them up.


Yet my attitude toward this material is not that of the hunter who has bagged his game. Rather, even after five years, I feel like an explorer gazing through binoculars, trying to see a strange and wonderful beast in the tall grass. That’s partly because I’m dealing with two subjects, creativity and intimacy, that are inherently mysterious and beset with paradox.


My method has its strengths and limitations, as I try to walk the line between exploring broad truths and exploring the idiosyncrasies and contradictions of real people.


But I also want to confess that my own position is a humble one. I am among the more isolated people I know. I am not quite like Ralph Ellison’s invisible man in a dank basement lit up by hot-wired bulbs. But I have spent the vast majority of my adult life alone. Even when in the company of others, I struggle to direct my attention outward, rather than toward the constant murmuring and shouting in my head.


So as I look at the characters in this book, my face is pressed up against the glass. I take comfort from writers who work on subjects where they feel their own deficits keenly—William James, for example, whose sublime discourse on religious experience proceeded from his own struggle for faith. James made his distance an asset, bringing a fervent curiosity and a helpful naïveté—a willingness to name an experience that people who know it intimately might take for granted.


When it comes to connection, I know I’m not alone in wanting more. Even many accomplished people hunger to be part of that equation in which one plus one equals infinity. And many people are enmeshed in partnerships that the world around them doesn’t appreciate or that they themselves don’t have a vocabulary to describe.


This book is written in the faith, underscored by experience, that more is possible—more intimacy, more creativity, more knowledge about this primary truth: that we make our best work, and live our best lives, by charging into the vast space between ourselves and others.





 


 


 


Whence come you, Hawthorne? By what right do you drink from my flagon of life? And when I put it to my lips—lo, they are yours and not mine. I feel that the Godhead is broken up like the bread at the Supper, and that we are the pieces. Hence this infinite fraternity of feeling …


My dear Hawthorne, the atmospheric skepticisms steal into me now, and make me doubtful of my sanity in writing you thus. But, believe me, I am not mad, most noble Festus! But truth is ever incoherent, and when the big hearts strike together, the concussion is a little stunning …


I can’t stop yet. If the world was entirely made up of Magians, I’ll tell you what I should do. I should have a paper-mill established at one end of the house, and so have an endless riband of foolscap rolling in upon my desk; and upon that endless riband I should write a thousand—a million—billion thoughts, all under the form of a letter to you. The divine magnet is on you, and my magnet responds.


—Herman Melville to Nathaniel Hawthorne, November 1851





PART I



MEETING


When the quickening comes. When the air between us feels less like a gap than a passage. When we don’t know what to say because there is so much to say. Or, conversely, when we know just what to say because somehow, weirdly, all the billions of impulses around thought and language suddenly coalesce and find a direction home.


Sometimes you meet someone who could change your life. Sometimes you feel that possibility. The sense that, in the presence of this celestial body, you fall into a new orbit; that the ground beneath you is more like a trampoline; that you may be able—with this new person—to create things more beautiful and useful, more fantastic and more real, than you ever could before.


How does this happen? What conditions of circumstance and temperament foster creative connection? In other words: Where and how does it begin? And which combinations of people make it most likely?


When we answer these questions, by looking at initial contact in a variety of pairs, we catch sight of our first enduring theme: the heart of creative connection is the felicitous combination of the familiar and the strange. I’ve come to think of this combination as complementarity—and from what I’ve seen time and again, it’s the essential seed for how two people come to not only support each other, but also startle and vex each other, leading to daring work that neither could achieve alone.


Put another way: The individuals in great dyads will be very different from each other and very much alike. These simultaneous extremes generate the deep rapport and energizing friction that define a creative pair.





1


“You Remind Me of Charlie Munger”


Matchups and Magnet Places


Similarity is a good place for us to start, because common interests and sensibilities usually bring future partners together in the first place. I saw three kinds of meetings: an introduction made by a mutual acquaintance; an encounter at a place of common interest; and a seemingly chance meeting that turned out to be driven by a subterranean similarity.


In 1957, a twenty-seven-year-old investor in Omaha, Nebraska, pitched some family friends named Edwin and Dorothy Davis to join a fund he managed. Dr. Davis hardly seemed to listen. But after he conferred with his wife, they agreed they’d put in $100,000—most of their net worth, and a huge sum to the investor, Warren Buffett, whose portfolio at the time came to $300,000.


Buffett asked Dr. Davis why he’d take such a big risk. “You remind me of Charlie Munger,” Davis replied. Two years later, when Munger, a thirty-five-year-old lawyer in Los Angeles, returned to his hometown of Omaha for a visit, the Davis family arranged for the two men to meet. Thus began the partnership behind what’s probably the most successful investment operation in the history of capitalism.


The human mind naturally matches like and like. It satisfies a primal need. It’s like those memory games children play. You turn over a card showing a watermelon, and a sudden appetite arises: seeking the other watermelon card feels as natural and urgent as breathing.


In pretty much the same way, people match friends they think have things in common. That’s why one day in 1971, a teenager named Bill Fernandez introduced a sixteen-year-old high-school friend named Steve to another Steve, a twenty-year-old college kid who lived on Fernandez’s block. “One day,” Fernandez remembered, “Steve Jobs bicycled over to hang out with me and do electronics projects in the garage, and out in front was [Steve] Wozniak washing his car. So I thought to myself, Okay, this Steve is an electronics buddy. He’s an electronics buddy. They’d probably like to meet each other.”


Sometimes introductions spring from practical needs. When Józef Kowalski discovered that his young Polish friend Marie Skłodowska, a physics student in Paris, needed lab space, he thought she might get help from a physicist he knew named Pierre Curie.


In a screenplay about great partners, a conduit like Edwin Davis or Bill Fernandez or Józef Kowalski would be excised, because we cherish the romantic notions of matches made by fate.


But if there is such a thing as fate, it works through human agents. Unlike in the movies, where the girl who will change the hero’s life just walks up to him in the doctor’s waiting room, most significant real-life connections emerge from other connections. Consider a study by the sociologists Duncan J. Watts and Gueorgi Kossinets on how friendships form on a university campus. Roughly 45 percent of new pairs met through mutual friends, and another 41 percent of new pairs met through mutual friends and shared contexts (like classes). The formation of new ties varied with network distance, meaning that individuals who were separated by two intermediaries (that is, they shared neither friends nor classes) were thirty times less likely to become friends than individuals who were separated by just one intermediary.


The fact that sublime, life-changing introductions often emerge from other, more mundane relationships may seem obvious to the socially sophisticated, but it’s a crucial lesson for those of us who seek to connect from a place of relative isolation. As John Cacioppo and William Patrick observed in their book Loneliness: Human Nature and the Need for Social Connection, people starved for intimacy tend to lose their bearings even in ordinary encounters. Frustrated with the awkwardness they feel, they may retreat further. The way up from the bottom of this social staircase is not to leap straight for the top but to simply take the first step: Say hello to the guy in the elevator. Make eye contact in the conference room. For God’s sake, call your mom. Even the smallest moment of authentic contact can be elevating. Like a pianist warming up with scales before tackling a sonata, we can use social niceties or bland factual exchanges to set ourselves up for the possibility of something more advanced—sharing a risky idea, say.


Just as loneliness can be a downward spiral, so can connection whorl us up into higher spheres. When we get moving, we can move quickly, because, as the science of social networks shows, we’re even more broadly interconnected than we realize. A 2011 study of Facebook found that, of its 721 million users at the time, the average number of links from one arbitrarily selected person to another was 4.74—less, even, than the “six degrees of separation” made famous in John Guare’s play of that name.


But making those links isn’t necessarily easy. In fact, some clusters of society can be devilishly hard to penetrate. One key to fluid movement is what the psychologist Karen Fingerman calls “consequential strangers.” These are people outside your inner circle who have enough interest in you to make connections but enough distance from you to be exposed to interesting people in other spheres. According to a study by the sociologist Mark Granovetter, well over half of a sample of professionals in Newton, Massachusetts, got their jobs through personal connections. And more than 83 percent of the personal connections that led to jobs involved only occasional or rare contact.


This may tempt you into magical thinking—that someone in the outer reaches of your circle will swoop down and deliver you to someplace new. But it’s more accurate to view these relationships as magnifiers of your own interest and attention. In all the cases I’ve mentioned so far, both future members of a pair had given the conduit a reason to introduce them. They hadn’t just dreamed their private dreams. They had taken steps, however tentative, to realize a vision. When you speak of what you want, and even one person hears, it may begin a generative loop.


The second major way people meet vital partners—and enact the loop between personal interest and social connection—is by going to what the sociologist Michael Farrell calls a “magnet place,” or a locus for people with shared interests or yearnings.


Schools are obvious magnet places. Matt Stone and Trey Parker, the co-creators of South Park, met in an undergraduate film class at the University of Colorado. The psychologists Daniel Kahneman and Amos Tversky, who would go on to create behavioral economics, first connected when Kahneman invited Tversky to talk to his class at the Hebrew University in Jerusalem. Larry Page and Sergey Brin, the cofounders of Google, met on a tour Brin led in the spring of 1995 for students (including Page) who had been admitted to Stanford’s grad school. James Watson, a twenty-three-year-old American whiz-kid biologist, met Francis Crick, a thirty-five-year-old Brit trained in physics meandering through his PhD thesis, when Watson went to Cambridge University’s Cavendish Laboratory to work on x-ray crystallography, a method to study the atomic structure of molecules. Together they would discover the structure of DNA.


Magnet places exude a power even for people who come without any concrete ambition. In 1967, a twenty-year-old poet and artist and dreamer named Patti Smith was drawn as though by a magnet to the Brooklyn neighborhood around an art college called the Pratt Institute, where some of her friends went to school. “I figured if I placed myself in their environment that I could learn from them,” she wrote in her memoir Just Kids. When she went to her friends’ house, it turned out they had moved, but the boy who answered the door pointed her to the back room where his roommate, also a Pratt student, lay sleeping. It was Robert Mapplethorpe, who would become Smith’s creative alter ego.


Indeed, a magnet place needn’t even be an institution; it could be an event that lasts only a matter of hours, like the Atlanta church service in the fall of 1950 where two young preachers, Ralph David Abernathy and Martin Luther King Jr., met, the first contact of a partnership that led to the American civil rights movement. In 2007, Mark Zuckerberg, the twenty-three-year-old CEO of Facebook, went to a Christmas party at the home of another Silicon Valley entrepreneur and met a Google executive, Sheryl Sandberg, who three months later signed on as Zuckerberg’s COO.


Sometimes, the magnetic pull radiates from one member of the eventual pair. Susan B. Anthony, a teacher, abolitionist, and temperance advocate, was a young soldier in reform movements when she came to Seneca Falls, New York, in 1851 for an antislavery conference. Elizabeth Cady Stanton, though only five years older, was that movement’s general, having drafted a Declaration of Sentiments that sounded a call for equality of the sexes unlike any the world had yet heard. They met on the street, and Stanton immediately took a liking to the younger Anthony, who would become her chief aide.


Even as we note the great outcomes of these meetings, we should keep in mind how humbly, and with how much effort, they may begin. One day in 1960, a fourteen-year-old girl in Cincinnati, Ohio, danced her heart out for a visiting ballerina from New York, who was scouting for scholarship students for the School of American Ballet, affiliated with the choreographer George Balanchine’s company. Roberta Sue (Suzi) Ficker had danced for years and had often played a game with her friend where they would fall into armchairs and pretend they were collapsing into the arms of Balanchine’s leading men. Her technical skills weren’t enough to win her a scholarship. But when the scout heard that Ficker’s mother planned to move her girls to New York City, she suggested they call the school directly for another try.


On August 16, 1960, her fifteenth birthday, Ficker had her audition. When she got to the rehearsal space, she was surprised to see Balanchine himself. He watched her dance with his head tilted back. She sang to accompany herself, hoping to fill the room’s “loud silence.” “It just seemed to go on forever,” she remembered. Finally Balanchine clapped his hands, said, “Fine. That’s enough. Thank you. Goodbye,” and left the room.


She got a call the next day. She had been accepted.


Some meetings seem accidental, but we just need to brush up on the context in order to see the influence of a magnet place. On July 31, 1960, Valentino Garavani, a twenty-eight-year-old fashion designer, came to a café on the Via Veneto in Rome with some friends, but they couldn’t find a table. Someone in Valentino’s group saw a handsome younger man—a twenty-two-year-old architecture student named Giancarlo Giammetti—sitting alone and asked if they could join him. Giancarlo and Valentino took a fancy to each other, began to date, and soon found themselves in business together, with Giancarlo building an infrastructure to prop up Valentino’s dream: to dress the world’s most beautiful women.


It wasn’t chance, though, that caused their paths to cross. Valentino had come from a small town in the north of Italy; he was a dogged, relentless kid who made his way out of the provinces to Paris, where he was an apprentice designer. Then he broke out on his own and returned to Rome; he felt intuitively that the heat was there. Giancarlo was born in the city—his father had an electronics shop near the Via Veneto. But he was not from the privileged class, and it was no small bit of gumption for him to thrust himself into the scene made iconic by the Fellini film La Dolce Vita. Describing them meeting by “chance” at a hot-spot café in early 1960s Rome would be like describing an “accidental” encounter at New York City’s Studio 54 in the late 1970s. “Valentino and Giancarlo were at the right place at the right time,” Matt Tyrnauer, the director of Valentino: The Last Emperor, told me, “but it wasn’t an accident. They put themselves in that café, which was itself the epicenter of an historical moment.”


Cafés are the epitome of city life, places where people brush up against new bodies and minds—the Enlightenment itself was fueled by the invention of the coffeehouse. And cities are magnet places writ large. Full of jangles and crowded spaces, they draw, and keep, people who endure the hassle because they’re seeking something—namely, one another.


Cities beget creative connection, and that’s one major reason they are thriving today. In the 1990s, when information technology unleashed workers from their cubicles, some social scientists predicted the demise of urban living, but the past two decades have actually seen sharp increases in urban populations throughout the world, and especially dramatic concentrations of what Richard Florida calls “the creative class.”


Physical contact matters a great deal in creative work. A study in the late 1980s by Bell Communications Research looked at a large industrial research and development laboratory with about five hundred employees in the fields of physics, engineering, and computer and behavioral science. Researchers within the same discipline were twice as likely to collaborate with colleagues on the same floor than with ones just an elevator stop away. Researchers in separate departments who sat close together were six times more likely to collaborate with one another than with those in their own departments on separate floors.


This study was published before the widespread use of e-mail, but even in the age of laptops and smartphones, the best work still seems to emerge from person-to-person contact. According to a 2010 study of thirty-five thousand papers in biomedicine that had at least one author from Harvard, the work of physically close collaborators resulted in many more citations (an indication of the importance of the research) than the work of collaborators who were farther from one another. According to the study, citations were negatively affected not only by collaborators’ working on different campuses but also by their working in different buildings on the same campus.


Perhaps the most striking endorsement for direct interaction comes from the very companies who profit from virtual exchange. Yahoo insists that employees work in the office (rather than telecommute). When asked how many Google employees telecommute, the company’s chief financial officer, Patrick Pichette, replied: “As few as possible.”


Bodies matter, in part because of the well-established importance of nonverbal communications; several studies have shown that gestures are more than four times as important as words.


And the advantages of personal contact include experiences we can’t consciously register. In a shared space, people plug into what the psychologist Daniel Goleman has called “neural WiFi,” “a feedback loop,” he writes in Social Intelligence, “that crosses the skin-and-skull barrier between bodies.” When scientists videotape conversations and slow them down to watch frame by frame, they detect synchronies between nonverbal elements—a shared rhythm very much like the beat that guides an improvisation in jazz. The movements themselves are coordinated to within a fraction of a second—our brains are taking in data on the order of milli- or microseconds. But conscious processing of information happens in the comparatively sluggish scale of seconds. When two people talk to each other, writes Goleman, “our own thoughts can’t possibly track the complexity of the dance.”


The core value of a magnet place is the juxtaposition of mutual interests. Typically, we see this in places of concentration—like in the places favored by geeks. But it may also happen in places of relative isolation, as when two geeks find each other in a crowd of jocks. When a Danish teenager named Lars Ulrich moved to Newport Beach, in Orange County, California, in 1980, he found himself totally alone in his obsession with the New Wave of British Heavy Metal, which included bands like Saxon, Iron Maiden, and Def Leppard. In his high school, Lars told biographer Mick Wall, “it was literally five hundred kids in pink Lacoste shirts and one guy in a Saxon T-shirt—me … I was an outsider—doing my own thing … I’d walk around school with a Saxon T-shirt on and people would look at me as if I was from another planet.”


Lars felt so isolated that he took out a classified in a paper called the Recycler: “Drummer looking for other metal musicians to jam with.” James Hetfield answered the ad. He was so shy that he couldn’t make eye contact, Ulrich remembered, but he had the same fervent interest in music. Metallica, the band they cofounded, would go on to sell more than one hundred million albums.


Of course, many pairs don’t have a first-meeting story that we know about—or even that they know about. Most siblings—Orville and Wilbur Wright, William and Dorothy Wordsworth, Joel and Ethan Coen—won’t remember a time they didn’t know each other. But even within that milieu, it is striking how many of these pairs create a world unto themselves based on shared interests. Vincent and Theo van Gogh were the first and third of six surviving children but their unusual rapport was noticeable to their sister Elisabeth, who said that even as a boy, Theo considered Vincent “more than just a normal human being.” “I adored him more than anything imaginable,” Theo said.


The other common feature of early-intimacy pairs like siblings is that, as much as they share a world together from the start, their creative work begins only after a critical separation. After the death of his wife, John Wordsworth sent his son William away to school and his daughter Dorothy to live with relatives. They hardly saw each other for nine years. The Coen brothers went to the same high school and college, but Joel studied film in a graduate program at NYU and Ethan did graduate work in philosophy at Princeton. After Ethan graduated, he joined his brother in New York to write screenplays.


The point is that pairs with deeply entwined early lives must also develop disparate experiences, attitudes, or emotional styles. This is the next layer to unpeel in meeting stories. The catalyst is not similarity alone but the joining of profound similarities with profound differences.
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Identical Twins from the Ends of the Earth


The Convergence of Homophily and Heterophily


On a warm, humid day in July 1957, Paul McCartney came around to check out a band called the Quarry Men at a fair in the field behind St. Peter’s Church in Woolton, a suburb of Liverpool. He met up with his friend Ivan Vaughan, who had suggested he come. After two sets by the Quarry Men—separated by a demonstration of dog-handling by the Liverpool police—the band headed across Church Road to St. Peter’s social hall. Ivan and Paul followed them, and Ivan introduced him to the band, and to its leader, John Lennon.


Paul wore black trousers that narrowed down the shin and a white jacket with silver threads. When John first saw him, he thought he looked like Elvis. This was a big deal. A year before the boys met—in May 1956—Elvis Presley’s first breakout single, “Heartbreak Hotel,” hit the UK charts. “Nothing really affected me until Elvis,” John said. “All we ever wanted to be was Elvis Presley,” Paul said.


John and Paul received rock ’n’ roll with the force of revelation and they sought to make lives according to the new faith. Shortly after his fourteenth birthday, Paul traded in a trumpet his dad had bought him for a Zenith 17 guitar. Around the same time, John got a Gallotone Champion and put a band together from among his friends. Onstage, John wore a checked shirt and had his hair swept back in a ducktail. He left his glasses off—though he could hardly see people without them, it mattered more how people saw him.


Paul, too, had commanded crowds. His whole school class had gathered around as he stood on his desk and played Little Richard’s “Tutti Frutti”; another school performance drew a hundred and fifty boys standing ten deep. Paul and John shared a repertory—the songs that could be heard only via the tenuous signal of Radio Luxembourg or at the listening booth in the local music shop. The Quarry Men played many of those songs at St. Peter’s—including “Come Go with Me,” by the Del-Vikings, which, according to Beatles scholar Mark Lewisohn, “wasn’t merely a song they both knew, it was a song few knew; it was hidden gold, a shared secret, a connector of connoisseurs.”


The resonance went far deeper than rock ’n’ roll. Both boys were the descendants of Irish immigrants to Liverpool, and they shared a rich local argot in which gear meant “great,” soft meant “stupid,” and eh oop could mean anything from “hello” to “let’s go.” They had similar body types (Paul would grow to be five foot eleven and John just a half inch shorter) and similar good looks.


John and Paul are a classic illustration of homophily, literally “love of the same.” For primates, familiarities signal safety—and in higher-order brains, this comfort forms the foundation for connection. People report feeling more at ease when there is similarity in factors like income, education, physical appearance, ethnicity, and race.


Similarities stand out in our minds especially when, as is often the case with future creative pairs, they are uncanny. In 1975, the performance artist Marina Abramović went to Amsterdam to perform on Dutch television. The host gallery set her up with an artist to guide her around town and help with her performance—a German man named Uwe Laysiepen, known as Ulay. As the two talked, she remarked on the serendipity that the invitation to perform had come on her birthday. “When is your birthday?” Ulay asked. She said November 30. “That can’t be your birthday,” he said. “That’s my birthday”—and to prove it he reached for his diary, where he had torn out his birthday’s page, as he did every year. Marina then showed him her diary—her November 30s were torn out too.


“There was a recognition,” Ulay said, “like you have found a lost brother or a lost sister or something like this.” They soon embarked on a career-making collaboration that lasted twelve years.


Yet the comfort of similarity is only one ingredient for creative progress. Think about an outstanding dinner party. As guests arrive to the smell of good food and the sight of drinks laid out, there’s instantly a feeling of ease. Some people know one another already—none are farther apart than two degrees. Many have similar interests or backgrounds. The early part of the evening should be weighted toward familiarity, but when the dinner begins, the priority shifts from comfort to stimulation. Disparate experiences are shared; disagreements erupt.


We need similarities to give us ballast, and differences to make us move. One study for the National Bureau of Economic Research looked at the two reasons venture capitalists choose partners: for their ability or for their affinity, such as a shared ethnic background or having worked at the same firm. Similarities of ability enhanced performance, but similarities of affinity “dramatically reduces the probability of investment success,” the study found. The problem isn’t the similarity itself. That’s fine as a foundation. The problem is when members of a group look at situations the same way, and fail to appreciate difficulties coming down the pike, loyalty and devotion can outstrip independent thinking.


In some areas of life, a strong weight toward similarity and against difference may work out fine. But creative work depends on exchanges across an expanse, on the coming together of strangers. “Without Contraries is no progression,” William Blake wrote in The Marriage of Heaven and Hell. Ira Gershwin’s definition of a song—“two arts under emotional pressure coalescing into a third”—could also be applied to creativity generally. Gershwin was speaking of music and lyrics. But these can be understood as symbols for disparate fields or perspectives with the same common problem that, in every case, as Gershwin wrote, “the relation and balance of the two arts … has to be resolved anew.”


In his book The Act of Creation, Arthur Koestler called this relation and balance “bisociation”—“the sudden interlocking of two previously unrelated skills, or matrices, of thought.” This is the stuff of creative breakthroughs, which helps explain why, in the history of innovation, the outsider with critical knowledge and a fresh perspective so often plays a crucial role—why mavericks, for example, and not the pedigreed employees of Western Union or IBM, invented the telephone and the personal computer.


Outsiders do more than create novel products. According to Thomas Kuhn’s theory of paradigm shifts, they are often responsible for ushering in a whole intellectual atmosphere. The authors of a new paradigm can’t be total strangers to the field or they won’t have the knowledge to do their work, let alone the influence to effect change. But they can’t be vested insiders either, or they’ll be constrained by convention. Insiders are especially vulnerable to stasis in the very fields, like academia, that profess to value originality and iconoclasm. People in power naturally reward sycophants and line-toers, and the absence of empirical standards can give them free rein.


Yet, just as legacy cultures can grow stodgy, a culture of newbies can innovate itself right into ridiculousness. The dot-com boom of the late 1990s was a classic example.


The best climate for progress is a mix of deference and defiance. Corporate teams do well with a clear mission and a deviant who asks uncomfortable questions. Studying the networks out of which Broadway musicals emerged, the sociologists Brian Uzzi and Jarrett Spiro found that the best-selling and most acclaimed work came from environments with an optimal mix of intimates and strangers—people who had worked together closely before, plus people in the field who were new to one another.


At the root level of the dyad, this juxtaposition is essential. “The two people who have the most creative potential,” the psychologist and management consultant Diana McLain Smith told me, “are the people who are most different. The question is how do they harness that difference in the service of creativity instead of canceling each other out.”


Judging from the number of times Paul McCartney has told the story, one moment stood out for him on that sticky summer day in 1957 when he met his future partner. It came just as McCartney ambled onto the field at St. Peter’s—behind the sandstone church with its looming clock tower—and caught the sounds of the Del-Vikings’ song “Come Go with Me,” a mellifluous doo-wop that opens, on the record, with an infectious melody of doobys and wah-wah-wah-wahs before invoking a lovelorn plea that, as in the title, a certain darlin’ “come and go with me” and not send the speaker away “beyond the sea.”


Paul knew the song well enough to realize that John—wearing a checked shirt, his hair piled atop his head in a style reminiscent of Elvis Presley—was doing something odd and wonderful when he sang the opening verse this way:




Come come come come


And go with me


Down down down down to


The penitentiary





Paul thought it was “ingenious.” John had taken a sweet love song and infused it with the outlaw flavor of the blues, and he had reached his arms across the ocean to wrap up Liverpool and the American South. (Penitentiary wasn’t a common word in the UK.) It was a small moment but it signaled John’s impudence and bravado. “I warmed to him immediately hearing that,” Paul said.


The Quarry Men were set to play a dance that night at 8 p.m., which is why after the gig some members of the band—including John Lennon—as well as Ivan Vaughan and Paul McCartney, hung around the church social hall.


That’s where Paul picked up a guitar, turned it around so he could play it left-handed, and began to show off the songs he knew—the staples of early rock ’n’ roll by Eddie Cochran, Carl Perkins, and Little Richard. In just a few songs, Paul demonstrated his mastery of chords and lyrics—including Cochran’s “Twenty Flight Rock,” a song other kids had a hard time even deciphering. He not only knew the chords but could adjust on the fly to play them in reverse on a right-handed guitar. John, by contrast, didn’t even have the guitar tuned right; he was playing it like a banjo. “Right off, I could see John was checking this kid out,” Pete Shotton, John’s best friend, recalled.


For Paul to register John’s daring—and for John to register Paul’s proficiency—took only moments, but those moments suggested the extent to which they could complement each other.


Paul came from a warm, close-knit family where the importance of music was epitomized by the upright piano that dominated their tiny living room. Music for Paul was family sing-alongs and brass band concerts with his dad. When he began to write songs, Paul wasn’t thinking about rock ’n’ roll. He wanted to write for Sinatra.


John, by contrast, spent most of his youth in his aunt Mimi’s house, a prim, stuffy place. Quite unlike Paul’s cozy childhood, John’s life was marked by vectors and divisions. He had been hustled off to Mimi’s from the wreckage of his charming, dissolute parents.


For a teenage Paul, Elvis was a major variation on a familiar, and familial, theme. For all his innovation, Elvis also represented a continuity of tradition in big, brash musical performance.


For John, the man from Memphis brought everything he disliked about the world around him into sharper relief. “Rock and roll then was real,” he said. “Everything else was unreal.”


The irony is that John, who was more fractured and defiant, was by far the more social musician. His charisma came, as charisma usually does, from a bottomless need to be loved. And his ambition came from a sense that if he was going to have a world he liked, he’d have to make it himself. He had his boyhood buddies act out the stories from his favorite books, sent them on raids, orchestrated pranks. He was always running a gang. When rock ’n’ roll came into his life, he made his gang into a band. He insisted Pete Shotton join, though Pete protested he could hardly play. John didn’t mind. He could hardly play himself.


This rebellious impulse took him to dangerous places. By the time John met Paul, his boyhood hijinks had progressed to shoplifting. Had John not wound up in a truly outstanding band—which is to say, had he not met Paul—he said he would probably have ended up like his dad, a likable ne’er-do-well alternating between odd jobs and petty crime. “Even I sometimes worried that he seemed destined for Skid Row,” Pete Shotton remembered.


Paul might have ended up teaching—this was one path he considered—or doing some other job where he could rely on his smarts and still live inside his own mind. He was studied and careful—even his abandon was more or less by the book. It’s telling that he had the Elvis look down far better than John did. He could also scream like Little Richard. Paul had the astonishing power of a mime, whereas John could be only himself.


John was twenty months older—a world apart for a teenager. He was the badass older brother Paul never had. For John, Paul presented as a studious and charming sidekick who was as good as him or better and who could do something few others could: keep up with him. Another boy in the hall said that after Paul’s performance, the two kids were “circling each other like cats.”


Obviously, any two people differ from each other in some ways and resemble each other in others, but in potent pairs, it’s taken to an uncanny extreme, as if they were identical twins from opposite ends of the globe. When Graham Nash and David Crosby met in 1966, Nash was a dapper, goateed Englishman from the north of England whose songs reflected a pure pop simplicity, whereas Crosby was a Southern California poet-sailor-mystic whose songs pushed the edges of pop so hard they nearly broke into jazz.


Like most great pairs, they were an archetypal odd couple. And yet in some ways it was as though they were twins separated at birth. Both men had reached the peak of pop success—Nash in the Hollies and Crosby in the Byrds—but were feeling constrained and unappreciated by their bands. Within the exploding rock scene of the 1960s, both reserved their greatest fondness for harmonic singing—and in the canon of harmony, both reserved special devotion for the style of the Everly Brothers, who sang melodic lines mostly based on parallel thirds, so that each line could stand on its own and magnify the other.


Steve Jobs and Steve Wozniak are another case where the similarities approach the level of twin peaks—and the differences feel as gaping as a great canyon. Jobs and Wozniak were both kids of the counterculture who nurtured a genuine political radicalism, pranksters who delighted in clever ways to give the world the middle finger, and gadget geeks who had a soaring idealism about how they could affect people’s day-to-day lives. In his memoir iWoz, Wozniak remembered an early conversation with Jobs about who was better, Dylan or the Beatles. “We both favored Dylan,” he wrote, “because the songs were about life and living and values in life and what was really important … To us, Dylan’s songs struck a moral chord. They kind of made you think about what was right and wrong in the world, and how you’re going to live and be.” Each thought he was bound to do magnificent things.


Yet, while they shared a distinct vision, their temperaments and characters diverged sharply. Jobs could bore into people like a laser beam, changing minds with what came to be described, famously, as a “reality distortion field.” Wozniak described himself as “shy” and “terribly awkward” and “scared to talk because I thought I’d say the wrong thing.” Jobs had a beguiling charm, though he could throw fits like a toddler. Wozniak was patient and dogged.


Perhaps my favorite example of juxtaposed extremes is Bob and Mike Bryan. At first glance, they seem nothing but the same—they are, after all, identical twins who play doubles tennis together and are often seen in public in matching K-Swiss outfits. They’ve ruled the world of doubles tennis for a decade—and they present as a totally unified force. Even good friends have a hard time telling them apart. Their thinking is so aligned that they don’t confer between points. Both Mike and Bob will answer to either Bob or Mike.


Yet tennis insiders are as struck by their differences as anything else. “You don’t ever confuse them on the court,” said Rajeev Ram, a frequent opponent. Bob is a lefty, an inch taller than his brother, and a better shot. According to Mike, he’s the more inventive of the two—he writes the songs for their band and runs their Twitter feed—and the more hotheaded. Mike, who is right-handed, has a stronger return and a more strategic game. He’s the more organized of the two—and the more sensitive. “If I rip him on the court,” Bob said, “his level of play will drop. With me, it’s the opposite.” They work together as smoothly, and as separately, as two hands on the same body.
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“Like Two Young Bear Cubs”


The Varieties of Electric Experience


Electricity—that common image for the experience of mutual potential—is a good metaphor in part because it conveys such disparate emotional experiences. Electricity may feel as natural and easy as plugging into a socket. When the writers—and soon-to-be partners—Kelley Eskridge and Nicola Griffith met, Nicola writes, “Every single cell in my body lined up like iron filings and pointed at her.’” When Marina Abramović and Ulay met, Marina said, “We go straight to his house and stay in bed for ten days.”


Pairs may also find first contact uneasy—like they’ve touched their hands to a live wire. After seeing Pablo Picasso’s painting Les Demoiselles d’Avignon, Georges Braque told the artist, “It’s as if you were trying to make us drink petrol to spit fire,” but the energy of the moment propelled the two of them toward the creation of cubism. When Ralph Abernathy first saw Martin Luther King Jr. preach, he sat in the pews “burning with envy at his learning and confidence.” Within hours of meeting, Sergey Brin and Larry Page broke into a sharp argument—clashing, one journalist noted, like “two swords sharpening each other.” In 2010, thirty-six years after the magician Penn Jillette met his partner, Teller, he said: “We often hate each other, but it’s the kind of hatred that’s like flint and steel—the sparks that come out make it worth the while.”
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