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What does the brain do ? 
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If living things didn’t move brains probably would have never evolved. Plants don’t have brains; 

only animals do. Brains evolved because moving creatures are confronted by an ever-changing, 

unpredictable environment. Plants don’t have brains because they don’t need them; they don’t 

move from place to place. For animals, motion creates a world of visual, tactile, and auditory 

sensations that are unorganized and unstable; in short, the world is constantly changing. What the 

brain must do—it’s probably the principal reason brains evolved—is create a stable, coherent 

sensory environment for the individual organism to understand and use. The brain does this by 

“inventing” a range of perceptions: a series of constructs that we “see,” “hear,” and “feel” when 

we look, listen, and touch. 

     For example, there are no colors in the world. In the 1950s Edwin Land used two black and 

white photos to demonstrate how the brain creates, or constructs colors from a dirty-grey world. 

We will repeat the experiment. And we will explain how colors simplify and stabilize the visual 

world that is ‘naturally’ a dirty grey.  

Artists have always known, intuitively, that the brain makes possible the creation of our visual 

worlds, since representational art uses materials on a flat surface to create the illusion of faces, 

objects, and scenes. 

     Neurological damage limits the brain’s ability to construct, or create images, words and 

thoughts. We might say the brain is baking a cake. The ingredients that go into the cake are 

transformed when they are put into the oven. So too, stimuli are transformed by the brain into the 

sounds (music and words), images and thoughts we are aware of. 

A damaged brain has all the ingredients of a cake, but not the means to bake it: it has the flour, 

the eggs and the milk, but it can’t bake the cake. 

      One of the most famous cases in the history of neurology was Jules Dejerine’s 1892 

description of a man who could write, but not read what he had written. He had other problems as 

well. He was an amateur musician, but he could no longer read music; he could not make sense 
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of multi-digit numbers; and he could not see colors in part of his visual field. These symptoms 

are not unrelated, as will be discussed in the talk. 

     Dejerine’s patient cannot read multi-digit numbers because the individual digits change their 

meaning (nine, ninety, thirty-nine, nine thousand, etc.) depending on their place in the multi-digit 

number. The same is true of musical notes; the notes can be seen, but not the melodies and the 

harmonies. In other words, the difficulties Dejerine’s patient (and patients with similar brain 

damage) have is an inability to interconnect, to relate stimuli – to bake the cake. They are, at best, 

aware of relatively simple stimuli; but their brains cannot integrate them into a larger and 

meaningful whole. 

     Oliver Sacks describes a patient who is present with us this evening – Howard Engel - whose 

neurological problems are strikingly similar to those described by Dejerine. Engel is a 

professional writer who cannot read what he has written. Engel, like Dejerine’s patient, is 

partially able to overcome his reading disability using movement. In Oliver Sacks’s 

words: Howard started to move his hands as he read, tracing the outlines of words and sentences 

still intelligible to his eyes. And most remarkably, his tongue, too, began to move as he read, 

tracing the shapes of letters on his teeth or the roof of his mouth ...Howard was replacing 

reading by a sort of writing He was, in effect, reading with his tongue. 

     

     In some ways the loss of the ability to read what one has written is not unrelated to a loss of 

the ability to recognize faces. The artist Chuck Close is famous for pixilated, close-up portrait 

paintings and photography. This is his way of remembering faces: “I don’t know who anyone is 

and have essentially no memory at all for people in real spaces, but when I flatten them out in a 

photograph, I can commit that image to memory in a way. I have almost a kind of photographic 

memory for flat stuff.” What makes Close’s greatly enlarged faces memorable for him is their 

very flatness—the diminishment of dimensionality. By flattening them, he magnifies their details 

and the discrete parts of their physiognomy, just as Dejerine’s patient could read single-digit, but 

not multi-digit, numbers. 

     Facial recognition can be destroyed in other ways as well. In 1923, French neurologists Joseph 

Capgras and Jean Reboul-Lachaux described a patient who, though she could recognize her 

husband and children, believed they were impostors. Capgras and his co-author attributed this 

delusion to a neurological breakdown that prevents the individual from having an emotional 
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response to people she knows intimately. I am just as interested in the patient’s own explanation 

of her complaint: “You can see it in the details,” she said. His mustache was longer than it had 

been the day before, his hair was combed differently, his skin had become pale, and he was 

wearing a different suit. She could not relate her husband’s appearance from moment to moment. 

In her case, lack of visual synthesis prevented her from forming a gestalt of the members of her 

family. Her husband and children looked different throughout the course of the day. Their 

hairstyles, clothing, locations, and facial expressions kept changing, and this shifting data made 

her believe they were different people altogether. There is a connectivity, a continuity, a flow to 

our perceptual worlds (James’ ‘flow of consciousness’) that is destroyed by brain damage. 

      Yet brain damage is not the only cause of an individual’s inability to perceive larger wholes. 

Blindness too, can do this by profoundly altering an individual’s relationship to memory and 

past  experience. John M. Hull, who became blind in his mid-thirties, describes in his 

book Touching the Rock how he gradually lost any visual sense of those he continued to have 

contact with, and how he started losing visual memory as well: 

An adult recently blinded [has] a strange feeling that one has stopped accumulating experiences. 

Previously, one seemed always to be standing upon the edge of a line of experience which had 

been steadily expanding. It was like laying down a mosaic pavement. It was always possible to 

pause on the edge and look back at the pattern. As I look back now, I feel that the laying down of 

the mosaic ended in the summer of 1980. 

     Another construction of the brain is space and a sense of depth. Hammerhead sharks and 

cuttlefish are able to move their eyes from the sides of their heads to a frontal position, changing 

a panoramic view of their environment (without a sense of depth) to a binocular view (with 

depth) that allows them to rapidly seize prey. Human beings are unable to make such rapid shifts 

from panoramic views to depth views, but Sue Barry, who is present this evening, was born 

cross-eyed and had to develop an unconscious strategy to overcome the failure of her two eyes to 

work together. She viewed the world one eye at a time.  In December of 2004 Barry wrote to 

Oliver Sacks: “You asked me if I could imagine what the world would look like when viewed 

with two eyes. I told you that I thought I could. . . But I was wrong.” 

    “Struggling to find an analogy for her experience,” Oliver Sacks writes, “Sue had suggested, in 

her original letter to me, that her experience might be akin to that of someone born totally 

colorblind, able to see only in shades of gray, who is suddenly given the ability to see in full 
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color. Such a person, she wrote, ‘would probably be overwhelmed by the beauty of the world. 

Could they stop looking?’” 

  

    In conclusion the colors we see, the words we read, the music we play and listen to – in short, 

our entire sensory experience is part of the brain’s attempt to create a stable environment that we 

can understand.  Our individuality, our subjectivity is a direct consequence of this sensory world 

the brain creates. 

 


