1. Read the text in order to discuss the creative process.

Did Poincare Point the Way to Twentieth-Century Art?

Henri Poincare is well known to mathematicians for the depth and breadth of his scientific accomplishments. Nowadays he is even more widely known for creating much of the mathematics that has gone into the revolutionary scientific theory known as chaos. But could the French mathematician also be responsible for inspiring a similarly dramatic revolution in the world of art?

One of Poincare’s essays on science directly inspired the artist Marcel Duchamp to chart a new course for artistic expression.

Duchamp is famous for what he called “readymades” — such ordinary objects as a hat rack or a snow shovel that became works of art by virtue of his selecting them. Duchamp’s championing of the artist’s “special intuition” in interpreting the world paved the way to today’s unruly art.

But what gave him the idea?

In a section on mathematical creation, Poincare speculates that unconscious processes continue to sift ideas between periods of active thought, and that fruitful combinations are brought to consciousness by virtue of their aesthetic appeal. In other words, a creative mathe​matician is one who recognizes a good idea when it jumps up and bites him on the brainstem.

According to Poincare, the creative process is set in motion during a period of concentrated, conscious work. Poincare also describes an instance in which, unable to sleep because of too much black coffee, he felt his mind crowded with ideas that collided until they locked into a stable combination; by the next morning, he had the solution to a problem that had plagued him for weeks.

Duchamp is virtually certain to have read Poincare’s essay. The avant-garde artists of the day were keenly interested in things scientific and mathematical, with four-dimensional and non-Euclidean geometries at the top of the list.

Poincare’s vivid description of the effects of coffee also influenced Duchamp.

Duchamp regarded his 1911 painting Coffee Mill as the “key” to his work, and at one exhibition he kept coffee beans roasting in a corner of the room, the aroma being an integral part of the show.

“The fun starts now” as art historians and others begin to decode Ducfiamp’s work in light of the Poincare connection. The question is: Which mathematician will inspire the next revolutionary figure in art?

Discussion

How would you answer the questions?

1. What is the definition of the creative process, according to Poincare?

2. “He felt his mind crowded with ideas that collided until they locked into a stable combination.” Can we conclude that chaos is needed for the creative process?

3. What must one do to make “ideas jump into one’s brain?” How do you develop ideas?

4. What do you think might inspire a scientist?

5. What do you think the creative process is?

6. Can a person be taught to be creative?

For Fun

Read the dialogue and then act it out:
What is your opinion of my last article?

There is a great deal in it that is new, and a great deal that is true...

Do you really mean...

...but it unfortunately happens that those portions which are new are not true, and those which are true are not new.
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