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BRAINS AND MINDS OF THE GRAND MASTERS OF ART REVEALED BY EXPERTS

Science, medicine and the arts, rarely regarded as having a common thread, are brought together in a series of talks being given at the European Federation of Neurological Societies in Vienna, 26 – 29 October 2002. 

Semir Zeki, professor of neurobiology at University College London, described in a recent essay on Artistic Creativity and the Brain that “the brain is the most variable and fastest evolving organ.  Through it we infer the wide differences in, for example, intelligence, sensitivities, creative abilities and skills.  Art is one expression of this variability and its study will elucidate the source of one of the richest subjective experiences of which we are capable.”

At the opening ceremony on Saturday, 26 October, Professor Zeki will discuss how art has a biological basis.  “One of the most primordial functions of the brain is to obtain knowledge.  To understand and appreciate art is to acquire knowledge,” says Professor Zeki.  His lecture will draw on the work of Dante, Michelangelo and Wagner.  “The passion that governed the artists’ work is romantic love, one of the most complex and overwhelming of all sentiments.  But love also involves a critical step in the acquisition of all knowledge by the brain, namely the formation of concepts.” says Professor Zeki. 

Dante loved Beatrice, but the real woman he loved was a creation of his own mind.  Michelangelo’s life was dominated by an unfulfilled desire for spiritual and physical love which is reflected in his deliberately unfinished work while Wagner believed that the real concept of happiness in love cannot be achieved in this world and wrote Tristan und Isolde to emphasize this.  Wagner himself describes Tristan und Isolde, as the greatest of all monuments to the greatest of all illusions, romantic love.  “An illusion is, after all, a creation of the brain,” says Professor Zeki.

On Sunday 27 October, a session on music and neurology will focus on Ludwig van Beethoven, one of the greatest composers the world has ever known whose life was plagued by deafness from the age of 30.  John Suchet, well-known British broadcaster, has written a trilogy on “The Last Master.”  In his highly-acclaimed fictional biography, Mr Suchet re-creates the defining experiences in Beethoven’s life that accounted for his passion, anger, pain and ultimate glory.  “It is particularly thrilling for me to give a lecture about Beethoven in the city of Vienna where he lived and worked,” says Mr Suchet.  Mr Suchet, who has spent a good deal of time in Vienna to research his subject, says, “It is extraordinary how little Vienna has changed in 200 years.  You really can walk in Beethoven’s footsteps and trace his life on the map.” 

Belgian neurologist, Erick Baeck, reviews the differential diagnosis of Beethoven’s illnesses.  It is commonly believed that it might have had a negative affect on his creativity.  Dr Beack believes, however, that Beethoven’s deafness had a positive effect on his music. Because he was not deaf all his life, he was accustomed and skilled at composing. The compass of high and low frequencies, the dynamics and rhythms of his compositions were not curtailed by his lack of hearing.  “He could hear the music in his mind,” says Dr Baeck.  The onset of deafness isolated Beethoven from public reaction and his social life.  “Hearing difficulties would have had a negative effect on Beethoven as a performer,” says Dr Baeck.  “So he abandoned a virtuoso career and focused more on composition which is, after all, a mental process of imagination.  His compositions became more radical, breaking the mold of music of the 18th century.  “Hearing would have had a negative effect on his music,” says Dr Baeck.  He considers Beethoven’s last symphony and his last piano sonatas and string quartets, composed when he was stone-deaf, to be his greatest works, pushing forward the boundaries and creating new, exciting music.

“Music, painting, sculpture, poetry and theatre are all part of man’s cultural DNA,” says Dr Fabrizio Vinci from the University of Udine, Italy.  In his talk on (date…..) Dr Vinci will tell delegates about a short play called A com non so, a monologue in which the actor plays the part of a doctor who develops Alzheimer’s disease. “It is a disease that consumes day by day brain, memory and personality.  What remains is a body humiliated by mind and a body that needs to be looked after.”  The play aims to be a new contribution to the whole understanding of the problems concerning the disease and to portray it accurately, the actor, Carlo Pontesilli, spent a year in various rest homes with patients suffering from disease.   Dr Vinci states that there is still a great difference between the results achieved in research into the biology and genetics of the brain and the quality of life associated with Alzheimer’s disease. “Theatre, therefore, can best express visual characteristics of the disease and it is also a cultural instrument in forming a social awareness which could help patients and their relatives,” he says.       

Does neurology express art? Does art express neurology? asks Dr Ana Isabel Fumagalli from Sanatorio Parque in Rosario, Argentina. In her presentation on Monday 28 October, Dr Fumagalli describes how expressionism is used to describe any art that raises subjective feelings above objective observations. Expressionism emerged as a form of art in the early part of the 20th century, coinciding with the publication of the book, The skull base on the radiogram, by Arthur Schűller, who pioneered x-ray images of the skull. This new technological development revealed to physicians a new concept in diagnosing brain disorders. 

“Creative minds are a mystery,” says Dr Fumagalli.  The Austrian expressionist artist, Egon Leo Adolphe Schiele, who died in 1918 aged just 29 years old, was at odds with the art critics and society for most of his short life.   The artist Francis Bacon referred continuously to Schűller’s work that gave rise to the agonised expressions in his paintings.  “Neurologists can learn about the power and intensity in the minds of the great artists by studying their master works,” she said.

That we can learn about creativity, emotion and the brain is reflected in the image the EFNS has selected for its congress.  In 1902, Gustav Klimt’s famous 34m Beethoven Frieze was intended as a homage to the great composer and exhibited in Vienna.  The symbolism of the small section, “Yearning for happiness” used for the congress includes the desire for health. Thus, the theme of the frieze reflects the aim of the EFNS to promote neurology throughout Europe with the ultimate goal of improving health of all Europeans.
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Note to Editors

The EFNS is the only organisation to unite and support neurologists across the whole of Europe. Founded in 1991, 38 European national neurological societies are registered members representing more than 12.000 European neurologists.  As well as handling political issues related to European neurology, the role of the EFNS is to advance neurology as an independent speciality,to support services to patients and research, and to provide training. See www.efns.org
 

