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Eland anUelPQeT, bVžalPT and hVmanT, ReQVblic Pf SPVUh AfSica, HaSSiTmiUh, BalmPSal 8,000-2,000 BCE.
WaUeScPlPVS bZ MaSia WeZeSTbeSg, 1929. CoVrUeTZ FrobeniVT-InTUiUVU FrankfVrU am Main

ImagiQaWiRQ iV aQcieQW
OVS imaginaUiWe life UPdaZ haT acceTT UP Uhe QSe-
lingViTUic, anceTUSal mind: Sich in imageSZ,
emPUiPnT and aTTPciaUiPnT
SWephen T Asma

Imagination is intrinsic to our inner liYes. You could eYen sa\ that it makes up a
ŧsecond uniYerseŨ inside our heads. We inYent animals and eYents that donŨt e[ist, Ze
rerun histor\ Zith alternatiYe outcomes, Ze enYision social and moral utopias, Ze
reYel in fantas\ art, and Ze meditate both on Zhat Ze could haYe been and on Zhat
Ze might become. Animators such as Ha\ao Mi\a]aki, Walt Disne\ and the people at
Pi[ar Studios are masterful at imagination, but the\Ũre onl\ creating a public Yersion
of our eYer\da\ priYate liYes. If \ou could see the fantastic mash-up inside the mind of
the aYerage ȇYe-\ear-old, then SWar Wars and Harr\ PoWWer Zould seem sober and dull.
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SR, ZK\ LV WKHUH VR OLWWOH aQaO\VLV RI LPaJLQaWLRQ, b\ SKLORVRSKHUV, SV\cKRORJLVWV aQG
VcLHQWLVWV?

ASaUW IURP VRPH cU\SWLc SaVVaJHV LQ AULVWRWOH aQG KaQW, SKLORVRSK\ KaV VaLG aOPRVW
QRWKLQJ abRXW LPaJLQaWLRQ, aQG ZKaW LW Va\V VHHPV WKRURXJKO\ GLVcRQQHcWHG IURP WKH
cUHaWLYLW\ WKaW aUWLVWV aQG Oa\SHRSOH caOO ŧLPaJLQaWLYHŨ.

AULVWRWOH GHVcULbHG WKH LPaJLQaWLRQ aV a IacXOW\ LQ KXPaQV (aQG PRVW RWKHU aQLPaOV)
WKaW SURGXcHV, VWRUHV aQG UHcaOOV WKH LPaJHV ZH XVH LQ a YaULHW\ RI PHQWaO acWLYLWLHV.
EYHQ RXU VOHHS LV HQHUJLVHG b\ WKH GUHaPV RI RXU LQYROXQWaU\ LPaJLQaWLRQ. IPPaQXHO
KaQW VaZ WKH LPaJLQaWLRQ aV a V\QWKHVLVHU RI VHQVHV aQG XQGHUVWaQGLQJ. AOWKRXJK
WKHUH aUH PaQ\ GLȆHUHQcHV bHWZHHQ AULVWRWOHŨV aQG KaQWŨV SKLORVRSKLHV, KaQW aJUHHG
WKaW WKH LPaJLQaWLRQ LV aQ XQcRQVcLRXV V\QWKHVLVLQJ IacXOW\ WKaW SXOOV WRJHWKHU VHQVH
SHUcHSWLRQV aQG bLQGV WKHP LQWR cRKHUHQW UHSUHVHQWaWLRQV ZLWK XQLYHUVaO cRQcHSWXaO
GLPHQVLRQV. ʎH LPaJLQaWLRQ LV a PHQWaO IacXOW\ WKaW PHGLaWHV bHWZHHQ WKH parWicXlars
RI WKH VHQVHV Ť Va\, ŧOXPLQRXV bOXH cRORXUVŨ Ť aQG WKH XniYersals RI RXU cRQcHSWXaO
XQGHUVWaQGLQJ Ť Va\, WKH MXGJPHQW WKaW ŧMaUc CKaJaOOŨV bOXH America WindoZs (1977)
LV bHaXWLIXO.Ũ IPaJLQaWLRQ, accRUGLQJ WR WKHVH SKLORVRSKHUV, LV a NLQG RI cRJQLWLRQ, RU
PRUH accXUaWHO\ a SUHUHTXLVLWH ŧbXQGOLQJ SURcHVVŨ SULRU WR cRJQLWLRQ. IWV ZRUN LV
XQcRQVcLRXV aQG LW SaYHV WKH Za\ IRU NQRZOHGJH, bXW LV QRW abVWUacW RU OLQJXLVWLc
HQRXJK WR VWaQG aV acWXaO NQRZOHGJH.

ʎLV UaWKHU PHcKaQLcaO aSSURacK WR WKH LPaJLQaWLRQ LV HcKRHG LQ PRUH UHcHQW
cRPSXWaWLRQaO aQG PRGXOaU WKHRULHV RI WKH PLQG, accRUGLQJ WR ZKLcK KXPaQ WKLQNLQJ
LV SacNaJHG b\ LQQaWH SURcHVVRUV. ʎH APHULcaQ SKLORVRSKHU DHQLV DXWWRQ, IRU
H[aPSOH, aUJXHG LQ ʎe ArW InsWincW (2009) WKaW OaQGVcaSH SaLQWLQJV aUH SRSXOaU
bHcaXVH WKH\ WULJJHU aQ LQQaWH LQVWLQcWXaO SUHIHUHQcH IRU GLVWaQW VcRXWLQJ SRVLWLRQV LQ
RXU aQcHVWRUV, ZKR ZHUH HYaOXaWLQJ WKH KRUL]RQ IRU WKUHaWV aQG UHVRXUcHV. ʎaW YLHZ Ť
GRPLQaQW LQ cRQWHPSRUaU\ HYROXWLRQaU\ SV\cKRORJ\ Ť VHHPV YHU\ IaU aZa\ IURP WKH
aUWLVWŨV RU HYHQ WKH HQJLQHHUŨV YLHZ RI cUHaWLYH LPaJLQaWLRQ.

IW LV SHUKaSV XQVXUSULVLQJ WKaW SKLORVRSKHUV aQG cRJQLWLYH WKHRULVWV KaYH a UaWKHU aULG
YLHZ RI WKH LPaJLQaWLRQ, bXW RXU HYHU\Ga\ LGHaV abRXW WKH LPaJLQaWLRQ aUH QRW PXcK
bHWWHU. FROORZLQJ WKH GUHHNV, ZH VWLOO WKLQN RI RXU RZQ cUHaWLYLW\ aV a PXVH WKaW
GHVcHQGV XSRQ XV Ť a NLQG RI VSLULW SRVVHVVLRQ RU PLUacXORXV PaGQHVV WKaW ȈRRGHG
WKURXJK VLQcHQW YaQ GRJK aQG JRKQ LHQQRQ, bXW RQO\ WULcNOHV LQ \RX aQG PH. AIWHU
WKH JUHaW TH[aV JXLWaU LPSURYLVHU SWHYLH Ra\ VaXJKaQ GLHG, EULc COaSWRQ SaLG WULbXWH
b\ GHVcULbLQJ KLP aV ŧaQ RSHQ cKaQQHO Ű PXVLc MXVW ȈRZHG WKURXJK KLPŨ.

WHŨYH URPaQWLcLVHG cUHaWLYLW\ VR cRPSOHWHO\ WKaW ZHŨYH HQGHG XS ZLWK aQ
LPSHQHWUabOH P\VWHU\ LQVLGH RXU KHaGV. WH PLJKW QRW OLWHUaOO\ bHOLHYH LQ PXVH
SRVVHVVLRQ aQ\PRUH, bXW ZH KaYHQŨW \HW UHSOacHG WKLV ŧP\VWHULaQŨ YLHZ ZLWK a bHWWHU
RQH. AV WKH AXVWULaQ SaLQWHU EUQVW FXcKV VaLG RI WKH P\VWHULRXV ORVV RI VHOI WKaW
accRPSaQLHV WKH PaNLQJ RI aUW: ŧM\ KaQG cUHaWHG, OHG LQ WUaQcH, RbVcXUH WKLQJV Ű NRW
VHOGRP, I JHW LQWR WUaQcH ZKLOH SaLQWLQJ, P\ VWaWH RI cRQVcLRXVQHVV IaGHV, JLYLQJ Za\
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WR a IeeOLQJ RI beLQJ aȈRaW Ű dRLQJ WKLQJV I dR QRW NQRZ PXcK abRXW cRQVcLRXVO\.Ũ
ʎLV P\VWeULaQ YLeZ RI LPaJLQaWLRQ LV YaJXe aQd RbVcXUe, bXW aW OeaVW LW caSWXUeV
VRPeWKLQJ abRXW WKe de-ceQWUed SV\cKRORJLcaO VWaWe RI cUeaWLYLW\. PV\cKRORJLVWV VXcK
aV MLKaO\ CVLNV]eQWPLKaO\L KaYe ceOebUaWed WKLV aVSecW RI cUeaWLYLW\ b\ deVcULbLQJ
(aQd UecRPPeQdLQJ) ŧȈRZŨ VWaWeV, bXW WKe Ldea RI ŧȈRZŨ KaV SURYeQ OLWWOe PRUe WKaQ a
VecXOaU UedeVcULSWLRQ RI WKe P\VWeULaQ YLeZ.

YROXWLRQaU\ WKRXJKW RȆeUV a SaWK RXW RI WKLV cRQIXVLRQ. IQ NeeSLQJ ZLWK RWKeU
eYROYed aVSecWV RI WKe KXPaQ PLQd, WKe LPaJLQaWLRQ KaV a KLVWRU\. We VKRXOd

WKLQN RI WKe LPaJLQaWLRQ aV aQ aUcKaeRORJLVW PLJKW WKLQN abRXW a ULcK dLJ VLWe, ZLWK
Oa\eUV RI caSacLWLeV, RYeUOaLd ZLWK RQe aQRWKeU. IW ePeUJeV VORZO\ RYeU YaVW VWUeWcKeV RI
WLPe, a SXQcWXaWed eTXLOLbULXP SURceVV WKaW bXLOdV XSRQ RXU VKaUed aQLPaO
LQKeULWaQce. IQ RUdeU WR XQdeUVWaQd LW, Ze Qeed WR dLJ LQWR WKe VedLPeQWaU\ Oa\eUV RI
WKe PLQd. IQ ʎe Descent of Man (1871), CKaUOeV DaUZLQ Va\V: ŧʎe Imagination LV RQe
RI WKe KLJKeVW SUeURJaWLYeV RI PaQ. B\ WKLV IacXOW\ Ke XQLWeV IRUPeU LPaJeV aQd LdeaV,
LQdeSeQdeQWO\ RI WKe ZLOO, aQd WKXV cUeaWeV bULOOLaQW aQd QRYeO UeVXOWV Ű DUeaPLQJ
JLYeV XV WKe beVW QRWLRQ RI WKLV SRZeU; aV [WKe SReW] JeaQ PaXO RLcKWeU Va\V: Ūʎe
dUeaP LV aQ LQYROXQWaU\ aUW RI SReWU\.ūŨ

RLcKaUd KOeLQ, MaXULce BORcK aQd RWKeU SURPLQeQW SaOeRaQWKURSRORJLVWV SOace WKe
LPaJLQaWLRQ TXLWe OaWe LQ WKe KLVWRU\ RI RXU VSecLeV, WKRXVaQdV RI \eaUV aIWeU WKe
ePeUJeQce RI aQaWRPLcaOO\ PRdeUQ KXPaQV. IQ SaUW, WKLV WKeRU\ UeȈecWV a bLaV WKaW
aUWLVWLc IacXOWLeV aUe a NLQd RI eYROXWLRQaU\ cKeeVecaNe Ť VZeeW deVVeUWV WKaW ePeUJe
aV b\SURdXcWV RI PRUe VeULRXV cRJQLWLYe adaSWaWLRQV VXcK aV OaQJXaJe aQd ORJLc.
MRUe LPSRUWaQWO\, LW LV SUePLVed RQ WKe UeOaWLYeO\ OaWe aSSeaUaQce RI caYe aUW LQ WKe
USSeU PaOeROLWKLc SeULRd (c38,000 \eaUV aJR). IW LV cRPPRQ IRU aUcKaeRORJLVWV WR
aVVXPe WKaW LPaJLQaWLRQ eYROYeV OaWe, aIWeU OaQJXaJe, aQd WKe caYe SaLQWLQJV aUe a VLJQ
RI PRdeUQ PLQdV aW ZRUN, WKLQNLQJ aQd cUeaWLQJ MXVW aV Ze dR WRda\.

CRQWUaU\ WR WKLV LQWeUSUeWaWLRQ, I ZaQW WR VXJJeVW WKaW LPaJLQaWLRQ, SURSeUO\
XQdeUVWRRd, LV RQe RI WKe eaUOLeVW KXPaQ abLOLWLeV, QRW a UeceQW aUULYaO. ʎLQNLQJ aQd
cRPPXQLcaWLQJ aUe YaVWO\ LPSURYed b\ OaQJXaJe, LW LV WUXe. BXW ŧWKLQNLQJ ZLWK
LPaJeU\Ũ aQd eYeQ ŧWKLQNLQJ ZLWK WKe bRd\Ũ PXVW KaYe SUeceded OaQJXaJe b\

E

PSPceTTiPn, ZimbabXe, ChinamPSa, MaTTimbVSa 8,000-2,000 BCE. WaUeScPlPVS bZ EliTabeUh MannTfeld, 1929, 65 Y
202.5 cm f FSPbeniVT-InTUiUVU FSankfVSU am Main
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KXQdUedV Rf WKRXVaQdV Rf \eaUV. IW LV SaUW Rf RXU PaPPaOLaQ LQKeULWaQce WR Uead, VWRUe
aQd UeWULeYe ePRWLRQaOO\ cRded UeSUeVeQWaWLRQV Rf WKe ZRUOd, aQd Ze dR WKLV YLa
cRQdLWLRQed aVVRcLaWLRQV, QRW SURSRVLWLRQaO cRdLQg.

LLRQV RQ WKe VaYaQQa, fRU e[aPSOe, OeaUQ aQd PaNe SUedLcWLRQV becaXVe e[SeULeQce
fRUgeV VWURQg aVVRcLaWLRQV beWZeeQ SeUceSWLRQ aQd feeOLQg. AQLPaOV aSSeaU WR XVe
LPageV (YLVXaO, aXdLWRU\, ROfacWRU\ PePRULeV) WR QaYLgaWe QRYeO WeUULWRULeV aQd
SURbOePV. FRU eaUO\ KXPaQV, a NLQd Rf cRgQLWLYe gaS RSeQed XS beWZeeQ VWLPXOXV aQd
UeVSRQVe Ť a gaS WKaW cUeaWed WKe SRVVLbLOLW\ Rf KaYLQg PXOWLSOe UeVSRQVeV WR a
SeUceSWLRQ, UaWKeU WKaQ RQe LPPedLaWe UeVSRQVe. ʎLV gaS ZaV cUXcLaO fRU WKe
LPagLQaWLRQ: LW cUeaWed aQ LQQeU VSace LQ RXU PLQdV. ʎe Qe[W VWeS ZaV WKaW eaUO\
KXPaQ bUaLQV begaQ WR geneUaWe LQfRUPaWLRQ, UaWKeU WKaQ PeUeO\ UecRUd aQd SURceVV LW
Ť Ze begaQ WR cUeaWe UeSUeVeQWaWLRQV Rf WKLQgV WKaW QeYeU ZeUe bXW PLgKW be. OQ WKLV
YLeZ, LPagLQaWLRQ e[WeQdV bacN LQWR WKe POeLVWRceQe, aW OeaVW, aQd OLNeO\ ePeUged
VORZO\ LQ RXU Homo eUecWXV cRXVLQV.

WKeQ Ze KeaU WKe ZRUd ŧcXSŨ, WKe PRWRU SaUWV Rf RXU bUaLQ
ŧSLcN XSŨ a ŧcXSŨ

IQ cRQWePSRUaU\ SKLORVRSK\, UepUeVenWaWion WeQdV WR be PRVWO\ XQdeUVWRRd LQ WeUPV Rf
OaQgXage. A UeSUeVeQWaWLRQ LV aQ LQQeU PeQWaO eQWLW\ WKaW KaV PeaQLQg YLa LWV
coUUeVpondence ZLWK WKe e[WeUQaO ZRUOd RU YLa LWV coheUence ZLWKLQ a cRQWe[W Rf RWKeU
PeaQLQgfXO e[SeULeQceV (WKaW LV, RWKeU UeSUeVeQWaWLRQV, UXOeV, VcKePa aQd VR RQ). M\
UeSUeVeQWaWLRQ Rf a ŧdRgŨ VWaQdV LQ fRU UeaO ȈeVK-aQd-bORRd PaPPaOV RXW LQ WKe ZRUOd.
TUadLWLRQaO VePaQWLc WKeRULeV, fURP ePSLULcLVP, SRVLWLYLVP aQd eYeQ VRPe VePLRORg\
aVVXPed WKaW WKe baVLc eOePeQW Rf PeaQLQg ZaV WKe ZRUd Ť ŧdRgŨ RU ŧcKLeQŨ RU ŧgRXŨ.
HRZeYeU, SKLORVRSKeUV VXcK aV MaUN JRKQVRQ aW WKe UQLYeUVLW\ Rf OUegRQ KaYe
cKaOOeQged WKLV PRdeO Rf PeaQLQg b\ VKRZLQg WKaW WKeUe aUe deeS ePbRdLed
PeWaSKRULcaO VWUXcWXUeV ZiWhin langXage LWVeOf, aQd PeaQLQg LV URRWed LQ WKe bRd\ (QRW
WKe Kead).

RaWKeU WKaQ beLQg baVed LQ ZRUdV, PeaQLQg VWePV fURP WKe acWLRQV aVVRcLaWed ZLWK a
SeUceSWLRQ RU LPage. EYeQ ZKeQ VeePLQgO\ QeXWUaO Oe[LcaO WeUPV aUe SURceVVed b\ RXU
bUaLQV, Ze ȇQd a deeSeU VLPXOaWLRQ V\VWeP Rf LPageV. WKeQ Ze KeaU WKe ZRUd ŧcXSŨ,
fRU e[aPSOe, RXU QeXUaO PRWRU aQd WacWLOe V\VWePV aUe eQgaged becaXVe Ze
XQdeUVWaQd OaQgXage b\ ŧVLPXOaWLQg LQ RXU PLQdV ZKaW LW ZRXOd be OLNe WR e[SeULeQce
WKe WKLQgV WKaW WKe OaQgXage deVcULbeVŨ, aV WKe cRgQLWLYe VcLeQWLVW BeQMaPLQ BeUgeQ
SXWV LW LQ LoXdeU ʎan WoUdV (2012). WKeQ Ze KeaU WKe ZRUd ŧcXSŨ, WKe PRWRU SaUWV Rf
RXU bUaLQ ŧSLcN XSŨ a ŧcXSŨ.

ʎLV KaV beeQ LPSRUWaQW UeVeaUcK LQ KRZ Ze XQdeUVWaQd WKe PLQd, bXW WR fXOO\
XQdeUVWaQd WKe LPagLQaWLRQ Ze aOVR Qeed WR e[SORUe WKe eYROXWLRQaU\ SeULRd befRUe
OaQgXage (a Oa\eU Rf SUeOLQgXLVWLc PLQd WR ZKLcK I beOLeYe Ze VWLOO KaYe acceVV). LLNe
SUeOLQgXLVWLc WRddOeUV, RU eYeQ QRQ-KXPaQ SULPaWeV, adXOW KXPaQV KaYe aQ ePRWLYe,
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aVVRciaWiRQal UeSUeVeQWaWiRQ Rf a dRg, fRU e[amSle. IW mighW haYe cXWe aVVRciaWiRQV
WhaW RUieQW XV WR aSSURach, RU QegaWiYe feeliQgV WhaW RUieQW XV WR aYRid. ʎe image Rf a
dRg, iQ SeUceSWiRQ RU iQ memRU\ Zill be lRaded ZiWh feeliQgV aQd acWiRQ SRVVibiliWieV.
ʎe ZRUd ŧdRgŨ, b\ cRQWUaVW, iV a laWeU, mRUe aWWeQXaWed aQd abVWUacW leYel Rf
UeSUeVeQWaWiRQ Ť QeXWeUed Rf mRVW emRWiRQal aQd mRWRU cRQWeQW.

ʎe imagiQaWiRQ, WheQ, iV a la\eU Rf miQd aboYe SXUel\ behaYiRXUiVW VWimXlXV-aQd-
UeVSRQVe, bXW beloZ liQgXiVWic meWaShRUV aQd SURSRViWiRQal meaQiQg. OXU mRdeUQ
imagiQaWiRQ RUigiQaWeV iQ WhiV eaUl\ eUa Rf image meaQiQg, RU image VemaQWicV. ʎiV
hiVWRUical mRmeQW (SURbabl\ iQiWiaWed dXUiQg Whe eaUl\ PleiVWRceQe, c2 milliRQ \eaUV
agR) iV UeSlicaWed RU UecaSiWXlaWed iQ Whe SURceVVeV Rf RXU cRQWemSRUaU\ imagiQaWiYe
acWiYiWieV. IW iV Whe SRZeU WR Wake Whe miQd RȊiQe Ť decRXSled fURm Whe immediaWe
ȈRZ Rf SeUceSWiRQ Ť aQd UXQ VimXlaWiRQV Rf cRXQWeUfacWXal YiUWXal UealiWieV.

XU imSURYiVaWiRQal aQd imagiQaWiYe life WRda\ haV aQ RbliTXe acceVV WR Whe
aQceVWUal hXmaQ miQd. UQdeUVWaQdiQg WhiV cRQQecWiRQ iV Whe aim Rf a gURZiQg

UeVeaUch mRYemeQW Ť called biRVemaQWicV Ť WhaW VeekV WR gURXQd hXmaQ meaQiQg iQ
Whe embRdied iQWeUacWiRQ Rf VRcial SUimaWeV, QRW jXVW iQ hXmaQ laQgXage. AV gUeaW
aSeV, Ze hXmaQV almRVW ceUWaiQl\ eQgaged iQ Whe kiQd Rf VXbWle, aQWiShRQal, bRd\-
laQgXage cRmmXQicaWiRQ WhaW Ze Vee WhURXghRXW all VRcial SUimaWeV. PUimaWe
SV\chRlRgiVWV VXch aV LRXiVe BaUUeWW iQ Be\ond Whe Brain (2011) aUe VWaUWiQg WR WUack
Whe iQWeUacWiRQ QeWZRUkV WhaW bXild XS VlRZl\ dXUiQg deYelRSmeQW, giYiQg SUimaWeV
Whe lRcal le[icRQ Rf geVWXUeV WhaW XlWimaWel\ VeUYe Whe biggeU fXQcWiRQV Rf dRmiQaQce
aQd VXbmiVViRQ, maWiQg, alliaQce, fRRd VhaUiQg, SURYiViRQiQg aQd VR RQ. BXW Ze WRR
RSeUaWe iQ WheVe embRdied geVWXUal V\VWemV Rf meaQiQg faU mRUe WhaQ Ze
ackQRZledge. FRU a hilaUiRXV e[amSle Rf bab\ cRmmXQicaWiRQ WhaW iV Ueall\ abRXW
emRWiRQal e[SUeVViRQ, WXUQ-WakiQg aQd bRQdiQg, UaWheU WhaQ deVcUibiQg Whe ZRUld RU
cRQYe\iQg iQfRUmaWiRQ, Vee WhiV YideR Rf ŧWalkiQgŨ WZiQ babieV.

OXU SUimaWe cRXViQV haYe imSUeVViYe abiliWieV (gURXQded iQ Whe ceUebellXm) fRU
VeTXeQciQg mRWRU acWiYiWieV Ť Whe\ haYe a kiQd Rf WaVk grammar fRU dRiQg cRmSle[
VeUieV Rf acWiRQV, VXch aV SURceVViQg iQedible SlaQWV iQWR edible fRRd. GRUillaV, fRU
e[amSle, eaW VWiQgiQg QeWWleV RQl\ afWeU aQ elabRUaWe haUYeVWiQg aQd leaYe-fRldiQg
VeTXeQce, RWheUZiVe WheiU mRXWhV Zill be laceUaWed b\ Whe maQ\ baUbV. ʎiV iV a leYel
Rf SURblem-VRlYiQg WhaW VeekV VmaUWeU mRYeV (aQd ŧbaQkVŨ VXcceVVeV aQd failXUeV)
beWZeeQ Whe bRd\ aQd Whe eQYiURQmeQW. ʎiV kiQd Rf mRWRU VeTXeQciQg mighW be Whe
ȇUVW leYel Rf imSURYiVaWiRQal aQd imagiQaWiYe gUammaU. ImageV aQd behaYiRXU
VeTXeQceV cRXld be UeaUUaQged iQ Whe miQd Yia Whe WaVk gUammaU, lRQg befRUe
laQgXage emeUged. OQl\ mXch laWeU did Ze VWaUW WhiQkiQg ZiWh liQgXiVWic V\mbRlV.
While iQcUeaViQgl\ abVWUacW V\mbRlV Ť VXch aV ZRUdV Ť iQWeQViȇed Whe decRXSliQg Rf
UeSUeVeQWaWiRQV aQd VimXlaWiRQV fURm immediaWe e[SeUieQce, Whe\ cUeaWed aQd caUUied
meaQiQg b\ WUiggeUiQg aQcieQW embRdied V\VWemV (VXch aV emRWiRQV) iQ Whe
VWRU\WelleUV aQd VWRU\ aXdieQceV.

O
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ʎe iPagiQaWiYe PXViciaQ, daQceU, aWhOeWe RU eQgiQeeU iV dUaZiQg diUecWO\ RQ Whe
SUeOiQgXiVWic UeVeUYRiU Rf PeaQiQg (VRPeWiPeV caOOed Whe ŧhRW cRgQiWiRQ V\VWePŨ Ť a
faVW, YeQWUaO SaWhZa\ WhURXgh Whe bUaiQ WhaW giYeV XV ePRWiRQaO aQd VePi-iQVWiQcWXaO
VROXWiRQV WR SURbOePV iQ RXU eQYiURQPeQW). A PXVic iPSURYiVeU RU iQWXiWiYe SURbOeP-
VROYeU haV WR WaS iQWR WhaW aQcieQW caOO-aQd-UeVSRQVe cRgQiWiRQ Rf bRd\ OaQgXage aQd
ePRWiRQaO e[SUeVViRQ iQ RUdeU WR QaYigaWe Whe VRciaO ZRUOd SURSeUO\. We WU\ WhiV PRYe
aQd ZaWch fRU a UeVSRQVe, WU\ WhaW PRYe aQd ZaWch. We dRdge aQd SaUU\ WhiV
iQcRPiQg geVWXUe, acceSW WhaW RQe. FO\iQg b\ Whe VeaW Rf RXU SaQWV, iQ WheVe caVeV, iV
QRW jXVW VRPe analogy WR SUeOiQgXiVWic cRPPXQicaWiRQ Ť iW iV Whe WhiQg iWVeOf.

HXPaQV caQ jXVW da\dUeaP abRXW a deViUabOe bRd\, aQd Whe
Ve[XaO eTXiSPeQW ZiOO begiQ WR UaPS XS fRU acWiRQ

CaOO-aQd-UeVSRQVe, fRU e[aPSOe, iV RQe Rf Whe ROdeVW iPSURYiVaWiRQaO WechQiTXeV, aV iV
V\QchURQiVaWiRQ Rf RXU PeORdieV aQd RXU bRd\ PRYePeQWV (aV iQ daQce). ʎeVe aUe
aQcieQW SURcedXUeV fRU cePeQWiQg cRPPXQiWieV, caSWXUed iQ SeUfRUPaQceV WhaW
e[SUeVV aQd iQVSiUe ePRWiRQ. AW a ViPSOe OeYeO, hXPaQV V\QchURQiVe WheiU PRYePeQWV
WR daQce iQ WiPe. AW a PRUe cRPSOe[ OeYeO, Whe\ UePePbeU Whe daQce OaWeU aQd
e[SeUiPeQW ZiWh iW, UeiQYeQWiQg iW fRU WhePVeOYeV. SXch ViPXOaWiRQ WechQiTXeV aOORZ XV
WR e[SORUe RSeQ-eQded RSWiRQV aW Whe fUiQgeV Rf VRciaO aQd WechQRORgicaO UXOeV.
EYeQWXaOO\ VXch VRciaOO\ cRQVWUaiQed e[SORUaWiRQ eYROYeV iQWR PRUe aQd PRUe RȊiQe
e[SeUiPeQWaWiRQ, gURZiQg iQWR fRUPV Rf WhiQkiQg ZiWh iPageV, ZiWh VRXQdV, ZiWh
geVWXUeV.

ʎe ePRWiRQaOO\ chaUged aVSecW Rf WhiV kiQd Rf RȊiQe ViPXOaWiRQ iV RbYiRXV ZheQ Ze
cRQVideU WhaW RXU aQiPaO cRXViQV Qeed chePicaO WUiggeUV aQd e[SOiciW SeUceSWiRQV Rf a
Ve[XaOO\ aWWUacWiYe bRd\ WR becRPe aURXVed, bXW hXPaQV caQ jXVW da\dUeaP abRXW a
deViUabOe bRd\, aQd Whe Ve[XaO eTXiSPeQW ZiOO begiQ WR UaPS XS fRU acWiRQ. FiUVW RXU
aQceVWRUV ViPXOaWed RWheUV iQ UeaO WiPe, UeSOicaWiQg daQceV aQd WRRO-PakiQg, bXW WheQ
WheVe ViPXOaWiRQV becaPe aYaiOabOe RȊiQe (ZiWh QR UeaO-WiPe PRdeO) aV PePRU\ aQd
e[ecXWiYe fXQcWiRQ deYeORSed.

CRPSXWaWiRQaO WheRUieV Rf PiQd Ť WhaW eTXaWe RXU PiQdV ZiWh Whe biQaU\ bOa]e Rf a
GRRgOe VeaUch Ť caQ jibe ZiWh RXU PRUe UeceQW OiQgXiVWic WhiQkiQg, bXW QRW ZiWh RXU
eaUOieU iPagiQaWiYe cRgQiWiRQ. IPage-baVed WhiQkiQg ePSOR\V geVWaOWV Rf iQfRUPaWiRQ-
Uich deWaiO, aQd ePRWiRQaO aQd PRWRU aVVRciaWiRQV. We eQcRde aQd PaQiSXOaWe iPageV
aQd geVWXUeV, WheUeb\ fRUPiQg Whe baViV Rf VXbVeTXeQW PeaQiQg. AV EUic KaQdeO SXWV
iW iQ ʎe Age of Insight (2012):

PeUhaSV iQ hXPaQ eYROXWiRQ Whe abiOiW\ WR e[SUeVV RXUVeOYeV iQ aUW Ť iQ
SicWRUiaO OaQgXage Ť SUeceded Whe abiOiW\ WR e[SUeVV RXUVeOYeV iQ VSRkeQ
OaQgXage. AV a cRUROOaU\, SeUhaSV Whe SURceVVeV iQ Whe bUaiQ WhaW aUe
iPSRUWaQW fRU aUW ZeUe RQce XQiYeUVaO bXW ZeUe UeSOaced aV Whe XQiYeUVaO
caSabiOiW\ fRU OaQgXage eYROYed.
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I beOLeYe WhaW Whe SLcWRULaO aQd geVWXUaO OaQgXageV aUe VWLOO ZLWh XV, aQd ZheQ Ze TXLeW
RXU dLVcXUVLYe cRQVcLRXVQeVV ORQg eQRXgh Ť aV Ze dR LQ LPSURYLVaWLRQaO aQd cUeaWLYe
acWLYLWLeV Ť Ze caQ VWLOO cRQYeUVe LQ WheVe PRUe aQcLeQW WRQgXeV.

UaUe caVe fURP Whe PedLcaO OLWeUaWXUe gLYeV XV VXggeVWLYe eYLdeQce WhaW SLcWRULaO
WhLQNLQg haV LWV RZQ SRZeU LQdeSeQdeQW Rf OaQgXage. IQ a VWULNLQg caVe VWXd\, LQ

1998 Whe SV\chRORgLVW NLchROaV HXPShUe\ aW Whe UQLYeUVLW\ Rf CaPbULdge UeYeaOed
Whe UePaUNabOe VLPLOaULWLeV beWZeeQ caYe SaLQWLQg VW\OeV aW ChaXYeW aQd Whe dUaZLQgV
Rf a 20Wh-ceQWXU\ aXWLVWLc gLUO QaPed NadLa. NadLaŨV caVe UaLVeV Whe SRVVLbLOLW\ WhaW
SaLQWLQg aQd dUaZLQg, faU fURP beLQg Whe SUeVeUYe Rf Whe fXOO\ PRdeUQ PLQd, PLghW
haYe SUeceded OaQgXage aOWRgeWheU.

NadLa ZaV bRUQ LQ 1967 LQ NRWWLQghaP LQ EQgOaQd, aQd VXȆeUed fURP VeYeUe
deYeORSPeQWaO dLVabLOLW\. AW age VL[, Vhe VWLOO cRXOd QRW VSeaN, had Sh\VLcaO
LPSaLUPeQWV, aQd PaQ\ VRcLaO LQcaSacLWLeV. BXW eYeQ ZLWh WheVe VXbVWaQWLaO deȇcLWV,
NadLa cRXOd dUaZ SLcWXUeV ZLWh gUeaW accXUac\ aQd e[SUeVVLRQ aV eaUO\ aV age WhUee.
HXPShUe\ SOaced NadLaŨV WRddOeU dUaZLQgV Qe[W WR Whe LPageV fURP ChaXYeW aQd
QRWLced VWULNLQg VLPLOaULWLeV LQ Whe UeQdeULQg Rf aQLPaOV VXch aV hRUVeV aQd eOeShaQWV.

IW LV SRVVLbOe WhaW HRmR VaSieQV Rf 40,000 \eaUV agR ZeUe
gUaShLcaOO\ OLWeUaWe befRUe Whe\ ZeUe YeUbaOO\ OLWeUaWe

ʎe cRQWRXU OLQeV Rf Whe cUeaWXUeV aUe UePaUNabO\ VLPLOaU, aV aUe WheLU d\QaPLc SRVeV,
bXW aOVR Whe Za\ LQ ZhLch Whe ȇgXUeV aUe UeLWeUaWed aQd RYeUOaLd RQ WRS Rf each RWheU.
ʎLV SaUaOOeO LV QRW P\VWLcaO RU a VLgQ Rf LQQaWe UeSUeVeQWaWLRQV, bXW UaWheU aQ
LQdLcaWLRQ WhaW Whe hXPaQ PLQd LV SULPed fRU accXUaWe VLPXOaWLRQV. AQd gUaShLc
VLPXOaWLRQ Ť MXVW aV PXch aV OLQgXLVWLc deVcULSWLRQ Ť LV a NLQd Rf NQRZOedge.

We caQQRW SOace WRR PXch cRQȇdeQce LQ aQecdRWaO daWa, bXW NadLaŨV caVe VhRXOd aW
OeaVW SURYRNe VRPe VNeSWLcLVP abRXW Whe QRWLRQ WhaW USSeU PaOeROLWhLc SeRSOeV had
PRdeUQ PLQdV. If NadLa ZaV VR gRRd ZLWh SLcWRULaO UeSUeVeQWaWLRQ, ZhLOe OacNLQg Whe
fRXQdaWLRQ Rf OLQgXLVWLc V\PbROLVP, WheQ LW LV SRVVLbOe WhaW HRmR VaSieQV Rf 40,000
\eaUV agR ZeUe gUaShLcaOO\ OLWeUaWe befRUe Whe\ ZeUe YeUbaOO\ OLWeUaWe. AQ eYeQ VWURQgeU
LQWeUSUeWaWLRQ LV WhaW NadLa ZaV SLcWRULaOO\ VRShLVWLcaWed becaXVe Vhe had OLWWOe WR QR
cRQceSWXaO/OLQgXLVWLc dLVWUacWLRQ LQ heU PLQd. WLWhRXW Whe aOLeQaWLQg aVSecWV Rf
OLQgXLVWLc V\PbROV, NadLa PLghW haYe beeQ PRUe SeUceSWXaOO\ VeQVLWLYe Ť OeadLQg WR
gUeaWeU accXUac\ aQd e[SUeVVLRQ LQ heU dUaZLQg.

NadLa Pade PeaQLQg YeU\ eȆecWLYeO\ ZLWhRXW SURSRVLWLRQaO WRROV. OXU UeceQW
aQceVWRUV cRXOd aOVR haYe had LPSUeVVLYe QRQ-OLQgXLVWLc PLQdV Ť SeUhaSV aOZa\V LQ
LPagLQaWLRQ PRde. IPage-WhLQNLQg cRXOd haYe had a cRPSOePeQWaU\ eYROXWLRQaU\
SaWhZa\, aORQgVLde OaQgXage, RU cRXOd haYe eYROYed eaUOLeU fURP QaWXUaO VeOecWLRQ
XSRQ WRRO-PaNLQg caSacLWLeV aQd adRUQPeQW WechQLTXeV.

A
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he imaginaWion Ť ZheWheU picWoUial oU laWeU lingXiVWic Ť iV eVpeciall\ good aW
emoWional commXnicaWion, and WhiV mighW haYe eYolYed becaXVe emoWional

infoUmaWion dUiYeV acWion and VhapeV adapWiYe behaYioXU. We haYe Wo UemembeU WhaW
Whe imaginaWion iWVelf VWaUWed aV an adapWaWion in a hoVWile ZoUld, among Vocial
pUimaWeV, Vo peUhapV iW iV noW VXUpUiVing WhaW a good VWoU\WelleU, painWeU oU VingeU can
manipXlaWe m\ inWeUnal Vecond XniYeUVe b\ WUiggeUing coXnWeUfacWXal imageV and
eYenWV in m\ mind WhaW caUU\ an inWenVe emoWional chaUge. FanWaV\ WhaW Ueall\ moYeV
XV Ť ZheWheU iW iV high oU loZ cXlWXUe Ť WendV Wo UeVonaWe ZiWh oXU ancienW feaUV and
hopeV. ʎe aVVociaWional mind of hoW cogniWion Ť locaWed moUe in Whe limbic V\VWem Ť
acWV aV a UeVeUYoiU foU imaginaWiYe aUWiVWV. AUWiVWV VXch aV EdgaU Allan Poe, SalYadoU
Dal®, EdYaUd MXnch and H R GigeU can Wake conWUolled Yo\ageV Wo WheiU pUimiWiYe
bUain (an XnconWUolled Yo\age iV madneVV), and When bUing WheVe XnconVcioXV foUceV
inWo WheiU VXbVeTXenW imageV oU VWoUieV.

T
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ʎe imagiQaWiRQ iV SURȇcieQW aW image aVVRciaWiRQV, bXW iWŨV alVR e[WUemel\ adeSW aW
mi[ed-media aVVRciaWiRQV. ʎiQkiQg aQd cRmmXQicaWiQg ZiWh imageV UeTXiUeV acceVV
WR iQQeU UeSUeVeQWaWiRQV, bXW Whe aUWiVW iV VhXȊiQg WheVe imageV iQWR XQQaWXUal aQd
XQe[SecWed cRmbiQaWiRQV. OXU YeU\ aQcieQW cRgQiWiYe abiliWieV WR fUee-aVVRciaWe
becRme iQWeUZRYeQ ZiWh mRUe VRShiVWicaWed aVSecWV Rf cRgQiWiRQ, VXch aV e[ecXWiYe
fXQcWiRQ aQd Whe abiliW\ WR mi[ RU YiRlaWe Wa[RQRmic caWegRUieV Ť h\bUidiViQg imageV.
WheQ Ze imagiQe, Ze bleQd SicWXUeV aQd SURSRViWiRQV, memRUieV aQd Ueal-Wime
e[SeUieQceV, VRXQdV, VWRUieV aQd feeliQgV. IW iV a mXlWimedia SURceVVRU WhaW jXmSV
laWeUall\ WhURXgh cRQQRWaWiRQV, UaWheU WhaQ dRZQZaUd WhURXgh lRgical iQfeUeQce.
MXch Rf WhiV iV XQcRQVciRXV, Zhich iV Zh\ Whe mXVe Vimile iV VR SRZeUfXl, bXW WhiV
ShaVe iV fRllRZed b\ a UeeQWU\ ShaVe, ZheUe Whe fUee aVVRciaWiRQV RU VWUeam Rf
cRQVciRXVQeVV aUe bURXghW back XQdeU e[ecXWiYe cRQWURl, aQd iQWegUaWed iQWR Whe
mRUe fRcXVed SURjecWV Rf Whe ageQW RU aUWiVW.

HRmiQiQ ZakiQg life mighW haYe beeQ clRVeU WR Whe fUee
aVVRciaWiRQV Rf RXU cRQWemSRUaU\ dUeam life

ʎe m\VWeUiaQV haYe fRcXVed RQ WhiV egRleVV VWUeam-ShaVe Rf imagiQaWiRQ, Zhile Whe
mechaQiVWV haYe fRcXVed RQ Whe cRmbiQaWRUial UeVXlWV, SURdXced iQ Whe daUk
machiQeU\ Rf imagiQaWiRQ. Each mRdel caSWXUeV aQ aVSecW Rf imagiQaWiRQ, bXW ZheQ
Ze cRQVideU Whe eYRlXWiRQ Rf miQd Ze Vee hRZ Whe WZR mRdelV aUe iQWegUaWed iQ Whe
acWiYiW\ Rf RXU embRdied cRgQiWiRQ.

IQ Whe eaUlieVW ShaVe Rf WhiV eYRlXWiRQaU\ SURceVV (SURbabl\ dXUiQg Whe PliRceQe
eSRch) Ze had a kiQd Rf iQYRlXQWaU\ imagiQaWiRQ. AW WhiV Wime, hRmiQiQ ZakiQg life
mighW haYe beeQ clRVeU WR Whe fUee aVVRciaWiRQV Rf RXU cRQWemSRUaU\ dUeam life. OXU
aQceVWRUV cRXld RbYiRXVl\ SeUceiYe a liRQ RQ Whe VaYaQQa, bXW UaQdRm memRU\ imageV
Rf liRQV mighW alVR UiVe XS XQSUedicWabl\ Zhile eQgaged iQ dail\ ZRUk. Ne[W, dXUiQg
Whe PleiVWRceQe, a Vemi-YRlXQWaU\ imagiQaWiRQ aURVe, like Ze ȇQd iQ Ueal-Wime hRW
cRgQiWiRQ (VWill acceVVible iQ RXU cRQWemSRUaU\ imSURYiVaWiRQal cUeaWiYiW\). We caQ
imagiQe, fRU e[amSle, hRZ UiWXaliVed behaYiRXUV gXided b\ VhamaQV ZRXld haYe
bURXghW imagiQaU\ beiQgV (VRme baVed RQ liRQV) iQWR cRQVciRXVQeVV WhURXgh habiWXal
acWiRQV aQd geVWXUeV.

AQd ȇQall\ (fURm USSeU PaleRliWhic WhURXgh HRlRceQe eSRchV), Whe YRlXQWaU\
imagiQaWiRQ emeUgeV, Zhich haUYeVWV aVVRciaWiRQal SURdXcWV fURm Whe ȇUVW WZR ShaVeV
aQd bUiQgV Whem XQdeU Whe e[ecXWiYe cRQWURl Rf cRld cRgQiWiRQ (VlRZ, lRgical
delibeUaWiRQ). FRU e[amSle, Whe caYe SaiQWiQgV ŧliRQ maQŨ aW HRhleQVWeiQ-SWadel iQ
GeUmaQ\ aQd ŧbiVRQ maQŨ iQ Whe GURWWe de GabillRX iQ FUaQce mighW be eaUl\
e[amSleV Rf Whe YRlXQWaU\ mi[iQg Rf aQimal aQd hXmaQ fRUmV iQ Whe YiVXal aUWV.
H\bUidiVed RU cRmSRViWe cUeaWXUeV RccXS\ VRme Rf RXU eaUlieVW cXlWXUal e[SUeVViRQV Ť

AScheS, ReQVblic of SoVUh AfSica, KoSf HoekT FaSm, 8,000-2,000 BCE. WaUeScoloVS bZ MaSia WeZeSTbeSg,CoVSUeTZ
FSobeniVT-InTUiUVU FSankfVSU am Main
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SWHSKHQ AVPa

aeon.co

from caYe painting to Mesopotamian, Eg\ptian and Vedic m\thologies. Such
]oological categor\ Yiolations appear to be earl\ (and persistent) manoeuYers in the
logic of imagination.

BetZeen the modular circuitr\ and m\sterious Ȉights of fantas\ lies the humble realm
of eYolutionar\ degrees. Before \ou haYe a modern e\e, \ou need a simpler optical
predecessor, and before that \ou need responsiYe light-sensitiYe tissue. EYolution
scales up from the ground, so to speak. Similarl\, eYolution built a crude imaginatiYe
facult\ before language and culture reȇned it into a sophisticated one. ʎe raZ s\stem
(dominated b\ emotional and perceptual associations) is still aliYe and Zell in the
basement of our ps\cholog\. You can get a glimpse of it in \our dreams, or just pick
up a musical instrument or a brush and paper, and open the ancestral mindŨs e\e.

SWHSKHQ T AVPaŨV OaWHVW bRRN, ŧʎH EYROXWLRQ RI IPaJLQaWLRQŨ (2017), LV SXbOLVKHd b\ WKH
UQLYHUVLW\ RI CKLcaJR PUHVV.

LV SURIHVVRU RI SKLORVRSK\ aW CROXPbLa CROOHJH CKLcaJR aQd a PHPbHU RI WKH
PXbOLc ʎHRORJLHV RI THcKQRORJ\ aQd PUHVHQcH SURJUaPPH aW WKH IQVWLWXWH RI BXddKLVW
SWXdLHV LQ BHUNHOH\, CaOLIRUQLa. HH LV WKH aXWKRU RI PaQ\ bRRNV, LQcOXdLQJ ʎH EYROXWLRQ RI
IPaJLQaWLRQ (2017), WK\ WH NHHd RHOLJLRQ (2018) aQd KLV OaWHVW, ʎH EPRWLRQaO MLQd:
AȆHcWLYH RRRWV RI CXOWXUH aQd CRJQLWLRQ (2019), cR-aXWKRUHd ZLWK RaPL GabULHO.b
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