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Imagination, Creativity and the Human Brain

Jonah Lehredmagine. How creativity works
(Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, Boston, New York, 2012)

loana MAFTEY

Jonah Lehrer is a young, 30 year old writer andrrjalist,
contributing editor at Wired Magazine, The Newyarkad Radiolab and
also a columnist for the Wall Street Journal. He hdvanced studies of
psychology and has so far written three bodksw We DecideProust
Was a Neuroscientistndimagine Lehrer is a neuroscientist and “fancies
himself — and not without reason — as a sort of-roae third culture,
healing the rift between sciences and humanitiesdmmunicating and
contrasting their values in a way that renders tltammprehensible to
partisans of either camp” (Ings 2011).

His Imaginestarts with the promise of revealing the secrdiiv
stand behind the human imagination and creatiatys that are of the
utmost importance in any instance of communicatforay it be an
informal dialogue, a debate or a speech), but laways been regarded
as somewhat impossible to explain in all depth&réedoes not however
make any distinction between the two concepts, esnttes in his
Introduction that “creativity is a catchall term for a variety of tiet
thought processes”. He thus takes a step forwarthlbyng about the
importance of the right brain hemisphere, corretait with insight and
epiphany versus ordinary analysis and the neec afisaght to study the
actual insight that takes place in the processeaxtuvity.

This book is filled with puzzles and riddles (“Aagit inverted
steel pyramid is perfectly balanced on its pointhyAnovement of the
pyramid will cause it to topple over. Underneatk fhyramid is a $100
bil. How do you remove the bill without disturbirifpe pyrami@”),
examples of the birth of memorable advertising aheg(“l ¥ NY” and
“Just do it” — Nike) or business ideas (post-itgrenefficient mops and
Barbie dolls) and anecdotes of great writers aretgpdow some of them
(Graham Greene, James Agee, Philip K. Dick, Robeuis Stevenson)
used drugs as incentives to help them work bettdrthe effects they
have on the human brain, also adding pictures tkentall more clear to
the readers. Moreover, he tells stories such asotiee of Bob Dylan
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writing one of his best songs, describing vividlgat could have been his
brain activity “during the frantic first minutes of writing” evokg his
sense of frustration and feeling of possession rgéigeassociated with
the moment of inspiration.

Moreover, Lehrer studies activity in cities thatoguce more
creative individuals due to the increased amountpossibilities in
education and cultural background, but also inedéiht periods of time,
concluding that some epochs are more abundantaticity than others.
Lehrer also mentions some research regarding tegimveosus the work
of individuals, group creativity, the conditionsiles and practices that
allow a team to find easier solutions to a probl&tarting from this he
writes a number of self-help advice, that shouldvpruseful in putting
creativity to use from a lucrative and even rematiee point of view,
mentioning self control as one of the key eleménitisalso proposing a
number of policy changes in a wide range of arfras) education to the
way in which interior designing affects creativ{fpllowing the example
given by Pixar studios and Steve Jobs).

Lehrer farther stresses the importance of fMRI ¢fional
Magnetic Resonance Imaging) and EEG (Electroendegtzpohy) in
studying this phenomenon of apparent inspiratitetjrey that the insight
is preceded by intense neural activity, burst omige waves a few
milliseconds before it, and finds “theeural correlate of insightthe
anterior superior temporal gyrus (aSTG). This sriwddl of tissue, located
on the surface of the right hemisphere just abdwe ¢ar, became
unusually active in the seconds before the epighdnyaddition to this,
apparently there are not just gamma waves involvedhe creative
process, but also alpha waves, which explain thportance of the
relaxed and positive state of mind because dirgaimes attention inward
means allowing the alpha-waves to do remote agsmtsaand deliver the
moment of insight. While Lehrer does on the onedhsay that taking
warm showers and being happy could help, on therdtand he narrates
how Bob Dylan creates a masterpiece while beingllyotdepressed,
noting that “the imagination, it turns out, is nifiaiteted” and inspiration
should sometimes be intensely sought, although exdretion inhibits
imagination, revealing that people suffering frodHAD actually have a
“creative blessing” and adding that sometimes p&igvith severe brain
injuries have proven to be more insightful thangeavithout any brain
damages.

These are not the only lacks of coherence and danoe in John
Lehrer'sImagine the author stating at first that the whole credithe



Recenzii 151

imagination or creativity process should be atteluto the right
hemisphere, only to later mention that there arefaict more brain
portions involved. He also mentions that therétie [room for originality
as the insight comes mainly from past experienckideas, recombining
those to take a new shape, although he states“dhatthoughts are
shackled by the familiar” which mostly constraireople to act or answer
in a certain way, as proven by deciphering thelesigpresented in this
writing. All this allows the readers to understatitht passing from
specific examples to a more general theory is eiys the right way in
a scientific demonstration.

There are nevertheless merits that should notKentaway from
this book, as Lehrer has shown great talent in ngakionnections
between his theory and a number of philosophers asdavid Hume or
Friedrich Nietzsche and his two archetypes: thenis@n Artist and the
Apollonian artist and their different perspectiveie even quotes from the
works of Virginia Woolf when referring to the subjeof daydreaming,
while also bringing into attention the work and exments of various
psychologists and neurobiologists, resulting intofagcinating book
written in an unpretentious language that aspoedarify scientific terms
to the ordinary readers, militating for the demfjystition of some
common-knowledge concepts by proposing the usecmnse as an
infallible method.
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