Can this man put you in touch
with your natural genius?

Allan Snyder claims his brain machine can stimulate creativity in
anyone. At least it helps you to draw a dog, says Susan Wyndham

“My ultimate desire is to make a thinking cap,”
says Professor Allan Sriyder, without the slight-
est whinny of laughter. So I deduce he must be
serious. Ifs not always easy to tell with this
acclaimed scientist — a Harry Potter wizard with
adash of Woody Allen, who has approached the
mysteries of human creativity via the study of
insect eyes, fibre optics and autism.

We're at the Centre for the Mind in the
University of Sydney’s sandstone Gothic quad-
rangle, where Snyder, the director, is about to
shut down part of my brain. Before he hooks me
up to his transcranial magnetic stimulator
(TMS), he rubs his hands and cackles in a
horror-movie voice: “Don’t worry. You won't
remember a thing

T'm pretty sure he's joking.

Beyond the playfulness, his mission is earnest
and wildly ambitious: to prove that all human
beings have unused mental abilities, and to find
an artificial way to tap into our “inner savant”.
His current experiments use TMS to enhance
ordinary subjects’ ability to draw, read, memo-
rise detail and make numerical calculations.

If he can turn me into an artist, I challenge
him, he’s a genius, Snyder arranges his Yankees
baseball cap backwards over his golden curls
and gives a high-pitche

Back in 1987 when he wass ‘guest research fel-
low at the Royal Society in Cambridge, the
American-born Snyder co-wrote a paper pub-
lished in Nature journal, Revealing the Artist’s
Touch. He argued that human beings don't real-
ly see what’s in front of them but project on to
the world what they already know in order to
process information quickly. Instead of seeing
eyes, nose, mouth, chin — “aha, a face” — we
g0 straight to the complete image of a face.

‘As he puts it now: “We get the executive deci-
sion and not the back-room deliberations. We
manoeuvre rapidly on this earth because of
that. But what does it do? It gives us prejudice.

‘e think in mindsets.
would be Tike i you could tap into your
unconscious mind and see the world the way it
really is.”

In Sydney some years later, Snyder read Oliv-
er Sacks’s book of neurological cases histories,
The Man Who Mistook His Wife for a Hat. He
was taken with the stories of autistic savants
who, although they lacked intellectual and emo-
tional development, had extraordinary artistic,
arithmetical or musical powers.

Three-year-old Nadia, for example, could not
tell her mother from her nurse but could draw

orses in perfect, three-dimensional, animated
form — “indistinguishable from Leonardo da
Vinci’s type of drawing”. Other savants could
instantly tell which day of the week certain
dates fell on in any year, play a Beethoven
sonata after one hearing or. like Dustin
Hoffman’s character in the film Rain Man,
memorise long numbers and make lightning
calculations.

Nadia lost her ability as she grew up and
learnt to speak. But Snyder remained fascinated
and his office is decorated with huge blow-ups

BEFORE
J\/\ % g
Lo

Draw your
conclusions
...top,
Wyndham's
dog before
and after
™S;
above, her
efforts at
awoman's
face

of Nadia's galloping stallions and the stick-
figure horses drawn by normal children.

Gradually, he reached the radical conclusion
that all of us have innate savant skills that are
normally suppressed. In a paper written in 1999
with an Australian colleague, D. John Mitchell,
he observed how difficult it was for the average
person to draw something as simple as a sphere,
because “we are not consciously aware of how
our brains derive shape from shading, perspec-
tive from gradients of texture . . . and so on”.

Savants, on the other hand, draw in a more
literal way and make rapid calculations because
they “have privileged access to lower levels of
‘raw’ information”.

But Snyder and Mitchell rejected the usual ex-
planations that savants’ skills result from obses-
sive learning or, like geniuses, from rare an
innate talent. Since some people have become
savants after illness or accidents, they speculat-
ed that we can all access those skills via “in-
duced altered states of consciousness”.

That's why I'm sitting in Snyder’s lab with a
silly cloth cap on my head and an electromag-
netic pulse banging into my left temporal lobe,
slowing the region of my brain that controls lan-
guage, logic and conceptual thinking.

‘Transcranial magnetic stimulation temporari-
ly rearranges the electrical field created by neu-
rons, the cells that transmit messages in the
brain. It is a fairly new but accepted diagnostic
tool in neurology and has been used to treat psy-
chiatric conditions such as depression. Coinci-
dentally, researchers have found that TMS can
produce bursts of savant ability. Snyder believes
meditation, hypnotism or drugs might also pro-
duce the effect he is lookmg for, but he’s not
sure he could control ti

The test begins helgfes my brain is zapped.
Snyder tells me to take one minute to draw a

log from memory and suddenly I have no idea
what a dog really looks like. My profile of a sit-
ting dog looks like a stunted kangaroo,

Next, T have to study images of two women’s
faces on a computer screen for 15 seconds each
and then draw them. They are attractive wom-
en — one blonde and pale skinned, the other
dark and fuzzy haired — but their even features
turn into generic cartoon faces. How do you
draw a nose?

Finally, I have to read out sentences as the
computer flashes them at me: “When in Rome
do as the the Romans do.

“Laughter is is the best medicine.”

After 15 minutes of TMS, Snyder repeats the
exercises and then compares the results. Clearly
I have not become Leonardo da Vinci. But at
least my second dog has four legs and a mouth.
“An elaborated schema,” Snyder kindly calls it.
My post-TMS faces are less like cartoons, with
more detail, shading and personality. I have cap-
tured spiky eyebrows, asymmetrical lips and the
framing of one picture, which cuts off the top of
the woman'’s hair.

Unfortunately, | have failed the proofreading
test. Before TMS, people invariably fail to
notice that words are repeated in some of the




indeterred, Snyder says: “If you're working
everyone accepts, you're not

MS as “a creativity-
", the first step towards his

Wouldbe able to seethe world iterally and com-
bine it with the usual conceptual ming

This is only one part of his work at the Centre
for the Mind, a joint project of the Australian
National University in Canberra and the Uni-
versity of Sydney. His bigger agenda of “what

Why do we know immediately that we like
one person while we abhor another? And why
do answers to problems often come spontane-
ously when we've stopped thinking about
hem?

0 be different, Snyder s the son of a Phil-
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