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How to Use as Teaching Material the BBC Program
“Human Brain: The Unknown Frontier; Endless Creativity”
—In The Case Of Matt Savage: A Music Savant —
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The human brain is the most mysterious
piece of matter on earth. And the more we
know about it, the more magical the whole sys-
tem seems to be. However it is only now in the
21stcentury with new techniques that scien-
tists can for the first time open up the secret
chamber in our heads and watch the complex
systems of hundreds of billions of neurons at
work.

Among scientists’ most fascinating subjects
of study are a small group of enigmatic talents,
the so-called savants, the knowing-ones.
Savants can multiply five-digit numbers in
their heads, or know twelve- thousand books by
heart, or play a melody on the piano after hear-
ing it only once. Over half of savants are autis-
tic, others develop these superhuman talents

only after a brain injury. Experts all over the

K

world are now starting to ask themselves, “Is
it in fact a defect that turns a person into a
genius? Were the giant minds of the past from
Newton to Mozart to Albert Einstein actually

autistic?”
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Stephan Wiltshire from London is a star
among savants. His nickname is “the living
camera.” Stephan is autistic. He lives in a
world of his own. Communication is difficult
for him. He didn’t speak his first words,
“pencil and paper,” until he was five. Yet
when he was 11, he drew a perfect aerial view
of London after only one helicopter ride. Even
the number of windows in all the major build-
ings in his drawings was correct.

For this film we’ re testing the “living cam-
era” in Rome. Stephen has never seen the
eternal city from above before. After only a 45-
minute helicopter flight we’ll ask him to draw
a five-and-a-half-yard panoramic picture of the
historic city center. Without having a second
glance of it, Stephen has three days.

In these three days Stephen will have to keep
thousands of details in his head. The innumer-
able copulas, the tiny winding streets, all the
balconies and windows of the endless array of
houses, and each and every column and win-
dow arch of Rome’s major sites from the
Pantheon to Saint Peter’s, to the Colosseum.
Stephen has never trained for this feat of
magic.

The miracle simply happened when he first
started to draw. Yet none of us would have bet

that Stephen would be able to draw Rome just

from memory. Five-and-a-half yards of paper
can look scarily empty. Yet Stephen’s sister
Annette who helped him to come to Rome is
much more optimistic.

“He’s able to absorb a lot more that we uh
would normally filter out, that’s not important
to us, um and somehow, you know, like video
recorder, just record what he needs, um
rewinds back to what he wants, plays, and it
just comes out on paper”

“They are surprised that we are surprised. I
think that it comes to them very naturally just
as kind of uh in quotes normal human behav-
10rs come to us, and just if somebody were to
ask us, well how come that you can walk a
straight line between wavering to the left or to
the right, you will say what do you mean how
come. It’s just simple, it’s just it happens by
itself.”
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In order to compare my abilities to
Stephen’s, I also need to have a look at the aer-
ial footage of Rome and draw it from memory.
Well Saint Peter’ s at least.

I’m Ben Gash, the voiceover artist for this
series, and a painter, and a musician from
Berlin. I was asked to be your travel guide
because I see the world roughly like yourselves,
and not like “a living camera”

When I draw, it’ s not a case of perfect repro-
duction. After only a few seconds, I’ ve already
forgotten how many columns there are in the
square facing Saint Peter’s. What [ draw isn’t
reality, but my interpretation of reality. What
would happen though, if I had Stephen’s mem-
ory? If I had his merciless exactness of percep-
tion, would I suddenly see the world with dif-
ferent eyes? Would I be a genius? A little

Einstein?
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“In medicine everything we know about
health, we’ve learned from the study of dis-
ease, and so, I think, everything we’ ve learned
about the brain, is probably going come from
the study of disordered brains, how is that dif-
ferent from normal function. And the savants
in Rome provides a unique window to the
brain.”

Darold Treffert,’ manages the Medical
Society’ s cutting edge web site on savants in
Madison, Wisconsin. Physicians, scientists,
parents and savants themselves can send e-
mails from all over the world to Darold and his
colleague Drew Caiselle. Just recently they
heard about some news about savants from
Taiwan, one of whom, a calculating savant, can
identify any train by its sound, and if the train
is a car transporter how many vehicles it’s
actually carrying. The web page portrays
twenty-two savants in detail. Among them, the
beautiful minds, that you’ re about to meet,
Alonzo Clemons" who forms precise animal
sculptures from clay in minutes, but who can
hardly form a complete sentence.
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Matt Savage, an autistic savant, incapable of
normal school life, who has to be taught at
home, but who jazz legends like Dave Brubeck
believe to be one of the century’s most talented
pianists.

“We’ re venturing over in to uh uh prodigies

and geniuses because I think the, if you’re
looking at a savant then you have to say what’ s
the difference between a savant and a prodigy,
and then what’s the difference between a
prodigy and a non-prodigy.”

Matt Savage is exactly what he looks like, a
Harry Potter among savants. But when he was
a little boy, even the smallest noise made him
cry. And he wouldn’t even allow his mother to
touch him. A pediatrician diagnosed Matt as
being deeply autistic, incurable. But Matt’s
parents found a therapy for him. When he was
six, Matt confessed to his mother, “My head’s
full of mathematical problems.” Soon after-
wards, Matt discovered the logic of 88 keys of
the piano. He taught himself to play overnight.
Six months later he mastered Schubert’s
sonatas. He’s been composing Jazz music
since he was seven. On the eve of his thir-
teenth birthday, Matt plays in New York’s
most famous jazz club. Almost all the pieces he
performs at the Birdland Club have been com-
posedby Matt himself including “El Fuego,”
“The Fire.”

“He says to us that the music is already in
him, that he doesn’ t need it, he doesn’ t need to
practice, um and we explain that he needs work
on his technique to understand that. But the

music part of it, he says, is already there.”

Matt started composing music because of a
mistake. When he was playing a Schubert
sonata, his piano teacher pointed out an error.
But Matt insisted his version sounded better.
So he decided to compose for himself.

“Matt comes with an intrinsic uh knowledge
of music which uh um predates anything that
that he’s learned. And uh as I work with
prodigious savants I’ ve come more and more

to realize that they and I think we come with
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what I call software installed that may be the
uh the musical chip, the language chip, or the
mathematical chip which is already, contains a
great deal of knowledge.”

Matt not only impresses his mother Diane
and the two neurologists who’ve come up from

Washington to test him but also the film star
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" Dr. Darold Treffert 284 % website
http://www.daroldtreffert.com/

" Alonzo Clemons (2[4 % website

http://www.artsales.com/ARTists/Alonzo_Clemons/Prodigious_Savant_Syndrome.htm





