New Research Provides Insight into Brain Function and Artistic Talent


A recent article in the magazine Popular Science addresses the phenomenon of acquired savant syndrome, in which damage to the brain, either through traumatic brain injury (TBI) or neurological degeneration, leads to an expansion of artistic abilities. 

Bruce Miller, the director of the Memory and Aging Center at the University of California San Francisco, has done extensive research in the field, cataloging patients whose artistic talents emerged and deepened, even as their neurological function declined.  Miller posits that these changes are a response to the brain’s loss of logical, verbal, and comprehension functions, which are linked to inhibition; in essence, the brain deals with damage by becoming uninhibited, allowing the artistic impulse to flourish. 

This theory lines up with the research of neurologist Allan Snyder.  Snyder’s recent research involved challenging volunteers to connect nine dots, arranged in three rows of three, with four straight lines and without lifting the pen.  None of the volunteers were able to complete the task.  Snyder then used transcranial direct current stimulation, a non-invasive technique that temporarily halts function in a specific area of the brain.  After this stimulation, over forty percent of the volunteers were able to solve the problem.  Snyder argues that this study demonstrates that impediment to function in one area of the brain can allow another area to flourish. Alternative theories involve the potential that damage to one portion of the brain may result in the release of a wave of neurotransmitters, chemicals which may, in essence, “rewire” the brain. 

Clearly, the relationship between brain damage and creativity is not a universal experience, but this new research is leading scientists to a deeper understanding of the ways that the brain works and the impact of an interruption in that typical function.  
For individuals dealing with these issues, traumatic brain injury and dementia can result in disabilities that are catastrophic to personal and professional lives. If you or someone you love is struggling with one of these conditions, you may be entitled to disability benefits.  
For a confidential disability evaluation, please contact Keefe Disability Law at (800)776-2929.
