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Poincaré’s “Delicate Sieve”:
On Creativity and Constraints in the Arts

by Paisley Livingston

In Michael Krausz, Denis Dutton and Karen Bardsley, eds., The Idea of

Creativity. Leiden: Brill, 2009, pp. 129-46.

Testimony about episodes of artistic creativity often describes a puzzling
combination of deliberate and involuntary elements. For example, Vincent
Van Gogh wrote that it was possible for him to make an especially expressive
picture, or as he put it, something with “feeling” in it, because the picture had
already spontaneously taken form in his mind before he started drawing. He
added, however, that if there was something worthwhile in the picture, this
was “not by accident but because of real intention and purpose.”’ Reflection
on such testimony and on his own experience as a poet led Paul Valéry to
conclude that artistic creation always involves a combination of “conscious
acts” and “spontaneous formation”; only their relative proportion varies.? If
this point is granted, the outstanding and notoriously difficult problem is to
understand how such different elements combine in the creative process. In
other words, how is inspiration, or the work of the muse, related to the artist’s
deliberations, plans, rational choices, and intentional actions? In what follows
| shall develop a conjecture that falls within the conceptual space defined by
two extreme theses--the popular, inspirationist idea that artistic creativity is a
sudden, involuntary, and ultimately inexplicable event, and the dubious,

rationalistic counterthesis, which characterizes artistic creation as a principled,



deliberate selection from amongst an array of previously known options, each
of which is associated with an expected quantity of artistic value. In my first
section | discuss Henri Poincaré’s reflections on creativity in his 1908 essay,
“L’Invention mathématique.”® Although some of Poincaré’s ideas have been
restated and elaborated upon in the literature on creativity, | contend that his
most important claims still merit a closer look. Taking Poincairé’s general
model as my point of departure, | sketch a new conjecture about artistic
creativity in section 2; | also discuss a kindred proposal by Jon Elster. In
section 3 | further illustrate and explain this conjecture with reference to
Virginia Woolf’s artistic breakthrough in the writing of Jacob’s Room. In my
final section | take up and respond to objections that may be raised against

these claims about artistic creativity.

1. Poincaré on Creativity
Poincaré famously reported that some of his best mathematical ideas simply
popped into his head while he was on holiday and not consciously doing

mathematics:

| then began to study arithmetical questions, apparently without any
great result, and without suspecting that they could have the least
connection with my previous investigations. Disgusted by my lack of
success, | went away to spend a few days at the seaside, and thought
about entirely different things. One day, as | was walking along the edge
of the cliff, the idea came to me, again with the same characteristics of

brevity, suddenness, and immediate certainty, that arithmetical



transformations of indefinite ternary quadratic forms are identical with

those of non-Euclidian geometry (p. 52).

Poincaré goes on to say that after a stint of hard work on these functions, he

encountered new obstacles. His narrative continues:

Thereupon | left for Mont-Valérien, where | had to serve my time in the
army, and so my mind was preoccupied with very different matters. One
day, as | was crossing the street, the solution of the difficulty which had
brought me to a standstill came to me all at once. | did not try to fathom
it immediately, and it was only after my service was finished that |
returned to the question. | had all the elements, and had only to
assemble and arrange them. Accordingly | composed my definitive

treatise at a sitting and without any difficulty (p. 53).

At first glance, Poincaré may seem to be espousing an inspirationist
conception of creativity--the idea that genuine creativity is largely if not entirely
a matter of sudden, involuntary illumination or insight. A closer look at
Poincaré’s narrative reveals, however, that he is no straightforward exponent
of a simple inspirationist thesis. Instead, Poincaré deserves to be
acknowledged as an early exponent of the view that creative achievements
are often the product of different sorts of interacting psychological processes,
including the stages of preparation, incubation, insight, and revision that have

become a commonplace in the literature on creativity.*



According to Poincaré, a necessary condition of what he calls
“appearances of sudden illumination” is that they are “first preceded and then
followed by a period of conscious work” (p. 54). Prior, conscious work is
necessary to inspiration because it sets in motion what Poincaré called /a
machine inconsciente [the unconscious machine] (p. 54). The basic idea here
is uncontroversial: someone who is truly idle, in the sense of not being at any
time engaging in any relevant projects, will not be likely to experience the sort
of episodes of inspiration that Poincaré and many other creative persons have
described. Yet Poincaré gives other reasons why inspiration must be
accompanied by conscious effort: unless the researcher or artist makes a
prior selection of the elements upon which the mind is to operate, the search
will be too open-ended and will most likely be fruitless as a result. Conscious,
voluntary work posterior to moments of inspiration is necessary because the
ideas that pop into one’s mind usually require some development and
polishing. Also, it is necessary to verify them: although inspiration tends to be
accompanied by a second-order attitude, a belief or feeling, to the effect that
the inspired thoughts are correct, worthwhile, or otherwise appropriate,
sometimes this feeling of “absolute certainty” is belied by subsequent
examination or critical reflection.

To sum up, the moments of idleness or “incubation,” when the artistic
or scientist has set aside his or her work and takes up some unrelated
pastime, can be crucial to the creative process. Yet if the thinker is at such
times “idle” in the sense of not being consciously occupied by work, in fact the
mind is not at all idle in the sense of being useless, empty, or unoccupied, for

in fact an “unconscious machine” has been set in motion and is hard at work.



Or to shift to another image employed by Poincaré, one wheel on the pulley is
idle so that the other wheels can work all the more efficiently.

One of the most original and fascinating aspects of Poincaré’s
discussion of creativity is his attempt to say something about how the process
of incubation works, and more specifically, about how this process is
functionally related to the efforts of the conscious ego or self. Poincaré
repeatedly insists that the key to mathematical innovation, be it conscious or
unconscious, cannot simply be the application of “a tremendous power of
attention” or of a heightened capacity of calculation. The symbolic
combinations to be searched through are simply too numerous for this to be
the key to discovery. The possible permutations are in principle infinite, and
even if the unconscious mind has generative capacities that far exceed those
of conscious attention or reasoning, its superior success cannot be explained
in these terms: “Invention consists precisely in not constructing useless
combinations, but in constructing those that are useful, which are a tiny
minority. To invent is to discern, to choose (p. 48).”

Should this point be granted, and if it is further allowed that some
unconscious mental process is at times highly successful at realizing the
relevant sort of discernment, it would seem to follow that the unconscious ego
must employ tact and discernment so as to achieve a kind of selection or
“divination” of a (or even the) useful combination. Yet Poincaré rejects this
conclusion. It is not a solution of the problem simply to assume that the
unconscious mental processes can reliably identify a new, useful combination
or idea without working through any of the numerous possibilities. Talk of

unconscious divination would merely relocate the mystery, since it is no good



postulating the existence of an unconscious genius at work inside the mind of
the genius. It can be added that the attribution of a capacity of discernment or
divination to an unconscious homunculus does not square with Poincaré’s
observation that not all products of inspiration in fact prove to be good ideas.

With these problems in mind, Poincaré pursues the thought that the
unconscious mental processes must in fact “blindly” and rather rapidly
generate a large number of combinations, most of which are of no interest or
utility, but a few of which are truly genial. He suggests in passing that the
unconscious machine can in a brief amount of time form more combinations
than could be comprised in the whole life of a conscious being. He further
observes that in the subliminal ego’s symbolic operations or “couplings,” there
is a high degree of disorder or chance amounting to a kind of “freedom” (p.
62). So a key ingredient to creative inspiration is a chaotic, rapid,
unconscious recombination of ideas. This conjecture remains central to some
(but not all) psychological theorizing and modelling in this domain, especially
amongst connectionists and those who think of creativity as a kind of
evolutionary process involving blind variation followed by the operation of a
selective mechanism.®

Poincaré’s conjecture about the extraordinary generative capacities of
the unconscious mental machine raises a key question. How is it that in the
oft-recounted experience of inspiration or “insight,” a few of the results of the
chaotic process of generation pop into mind and become candidates for
verification and refinement? And how can we explain the fact that most of the

unconsciously generated ideas go unnoticed, while most, but not all, of those



that do pop into awareness are genuinely creative, in the sense of being both
innovative and valuable in the relevant context?°

In an effort to respond to this question, Poincaré hypothesizes that the
good and useful mathematical ideas are harmonious and beautiful, and
therefore are capable of affecting the mathematician’s aesthetic sensibility,
which somehow remains attuned to the outputs of unconscious cognitive
processes. The arousal of this aesthetic sensibility is what directs conscious
attention to these harmonious findings, in the form of the recognition of their
apparent fittingness or correctness. In this context Poincaré makes a few
relevant remarks about his notion of a specifically mathematical elegance or
beauty. He contends that it is not “the beauty of qualities and appearances”
that strikes the senses. Instead, the talented mathematician has a sensibility
attuned to the “more intimate” beauty which arises from the harmonious order
of the parts of some whole, and which pure intelligence can grasp
independently of sensorial perception. Elegance, he tells us, is a matter of the
harmony between the parts; it is symmetry, a “happy adjustment,” order,
unity.” With this in mind, Poincaré explicitly rules out the “garish colours and
the blatant noise of the drum,” which he castigated as the preferred objects of
the “barbarian” sensibility (p. 17).

Poincaré surmises that while one unconscious mental process blindly
generates combinations, the aesthetic sensibility scans the results, singling
out those that are especially pleasing, elegant, harmonious, or well-
proportioned. In other words, when he was strolling idly along the cliff,
Poincaré was not aware of the unconscious search going on in his

unconscious mind, yet part of his mind--the mathematician’s aesthetic



sensibility--continued to monitor the ongoing calculations, and recognizing an
especially harmonious or beautiful result, signalled this to the conscious ego,
which thereby enjoyed the experience of inspiration. With these assumptions
in place, Poincaré seeks to explain the advent of the occasional false
inspiration. What he wants to say in this regard is that while all good
mathematical ideas are beautiful, most, but not all beautiful ones are good.
That some of the “poppings” do not turn out to be true or useful meshes with
the thought that false ideas can have features, such as elegance, that please
the aesthetic sensibility sufficiently to call attention to themselves. Usually,
however, unconsciously generated combinations that have the requisite
aesthetic virtue to win recognition and pop into awareness turn out to have
whatever other epistemic merits qualify them as genuine discoveries.
Poincaré concludes, then, that the talented mathematician’s special aesthetic
sensibility “plays the part of a delicate sieve” (p. 59), singling out the elegant
new combinations. Conscious deliberation must then take up the problem of
deciding which products of the inspiration can be worked up into genuine
discoveries and which cannot.

The adequacy of Poincaré’s scheme to mathematical discovery is not
my topic here. | shall instead focus in the next section on ways in which his
basic conjecture might be adapted to account for some paradigmatic

instances of artistic creativity.

2. Artistic Creation and Aesthetic Commitments
There is ample evidence supporting the idea that artistic creativity often arises

from a multi-faceted process involving hard, deliberate work, periods of



idleness, unconscious cognitive activity, and episodes of inspiration,
appreciation, and revision. What is lacking is a better understanding of the
relations between moments of inspiration and the artist’s plans and choices,
and this is where Poincaré’s evocation of the role of aesthetic intuition and
sensibility may, if sufficiently reworked, lead to a new conjecture about artistic
creativity and the relations between inspiration and constraints.

It was hardly an innovation on Poincaré’s part to postulate a
psychological faculty called the ‘aesthetic sensibility’. And it may seem easy
enough to identify paradigmatic instances of its operation, such as “our”
instant recognition that a picture by Vincent Van Gogh is vibrant, well-
balanced, and so on. Yet it is anything but uncontroversial to postulate the
existence of a compartmentalized or strongly modular faculty of a formal and
universal aesthetic response capable of fulfilling the specific function Poincaré
assigns to it. Poincaré’s assumptions about the intuition of mathematical
truths cannot be carried over without modification to the question of the role of
aesthetic sensibility in the process of artistic creation. One obvious reason for
this is that we cannot accept the assumption that the sole source of artistic
value is a work of art’'s manifestation of a purely formal beauty. In modern
and contemporary art, intentionally constituted ugliness and related aesthetic
features often contribute to artistic value, as works by Otto Dix, George Grosz,
Michael Qvium and many other artists show. And even if we set such cases
aside, the account of our responses to aesthetic beauty requires revision.

It is a truism to observe that the appreciation of some object’s aesthetic
qualities typically (if not always) depends on attunement to its perceptible

features.® Yet such perceptual scrutiny is not a sufficient condition of the



appreciation of aesthetic qualities, as such qualities depend as well on
relations between perceptible features and a range of other factors, such as
features of the artistic medium, the relevant art-historical context and genre,
and the specific nature of the artist’s project.® Features that clearly appear
derivative, clumsy, and inelegant given one framework assumption about the
artist and context can reveal rather different aesthetic valences when a better
understanding of the context is gained.

To mention a few examples, the seemingly awkward compositional
qualities and apparently clumsy narrative devices of some 15"-century
Sienese pictures are better perceived as the skilful marks of a wilfully
anachronistic affirmation of a style associated with a proud, local authority and
the favoured, Sienese precedent of Duccio di Buoninsegna.” And again, the
deliberately crafted and chosen cracks and asymmetries of a wabi tea bowl
are incorrectly judged if we categorize them as mistakes or failures to achieve
proper form. It is the advocates of a rival aesthetic who apply such negative
labels."" Another example is Henri Matisse’s exploration of unusual colour
combinations in Woman with a Hat (1905), which were pleasing to a
sensibility attuned to such bold experimentation, but shocking to the many
observers whose responses were informed by different conventions and
expectations. What began as a negative label applied in outrage (quels
fauves! [what wild animals!]) was to become a name for a successful new
aesthetic—l/e fauvisme.

More generally, we can say, along with Kendall L. Walton, Richard
Wollheim, and others, that the apt appreciation of a work of art’s valenced,

aesthetic qualities requires scrutiny of the work against a background
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constituted by art forms, conventions, a level and history of achievement,
recognition of the aims and standards to which the artist is committed, and a
sensibility appropriately attuned to the latter. These are, | believe, relatively
uncontroversial points about the determination and recognition of aesthetic
and artistic qualities. The conclusion that has not been drawn in the literature
is that these contextualist assumptions about the appreciation of aesthetic
qualities have important implications for our understanding of artistic
creation—a thought that follows from the observation that one of the artist’s
crucial tasks is the appreciation of his or her own emerging results.

As Poincaré conjectures, inspiration is not only the result of a
generative or combinatorial device, but also requires a selective, that is, an
appreciative or evaluative, component. As Poincaré also remarked,
conscious work on a specific project is necessary to set the unconscious
machine in motion, initiating its process of rapidly combining motifs or ideas.
Yet it may also be conjectured that the function of prior, deliberate planning
and work is not limited to the mere release or discharge of some generalized,
unfocused unconscious activity, which would then be followed by the selective
process guided by a universal, formal aesthetic intuition. Instead, an artist’s
deliberations and intentional efforts help to establish a scheme that provides
crucial guidance to subsequent activities that include deliberate
experimentation with an artistic medium as well as unconscious or
spontaneous explorations and responses that may extend through periods of
apparent idleness or incubation.

What | have in mind in speaking of the artist’s prior commitment to a

scheme is the at least provisional choice of, and engagement with a given
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medium, art form, genre, and some more particular project. Some such
constraints are inherent in a specific technology or craft; others may be
proposed or imposed by a patron or producer, while others are more
independently arrived at by the individual artist, or group of collaborating
artists. Artistic movements and manifestos often reflect and influence this
kind of commitment, as do projects whereby an artist undertakes to produce a
series of inter-related works meant to fit together in certain valued ways.
Another salient type of scheme to which an artist or group of artists may
become committed is an “aesthetic,” where an aesthetic is not a doctrine or
theory, but a cluster of norms, expectations, and discriminations pertaining to
artistic projects.

In the idiom of theories of rational choice and satisficing, we might say
that what the artist’s initial, more or less deliberate selection of a project and
correlative aesthetic helps to establish are the parameters and threshold for
an effective “stopping rule” that can inform the spontaneous or deliberate
termination of the process of combinatorial experimentation.'? Yet this not the
insight we are after, as this idiom may suggest that the aesthetic valence of
the options to be searched through exists entirely independently of the search
and parameters in question, which in artistic contexts is misleading. What will
count as a remarkable discovery worthy of a eureka-like response varies in
function of the set of values and expectations established by the provisional
scheme and project, and more generally by the artist’s operative aesthetic.

The artist’s commitment to or engagement with a scheme helps to
establish and activate certain valenced expectations that are the product of a

more specific and context-sensitive counterpart to what Poincaré referred to
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as the aesthetic sensibility. Commitment to artistic constraints crucially
orients the creative process by establishing formal as well as substantive, or
content-related parameters, and corresponding normative expectations and
dispositions. This is the case in part because the artist’s response to options
that emerge through both hard work and inspiration involves the application
not only of conscious criteria or principles, but of a sensibility attuned to the
orientations and purposes of a given project.

The importance of this function of prior constraints can be highlighted
by reference to empirical investigations indicating that prompt and frequent
self-evaluation is strongly correlated with artistic expertise.” A good artist, it
would seem, is not only someone who has the gift of unconsciously
generating new combinations and skilfully manipulating some medium, but
someone who has the propensity to react sensitively to his or her own results,
selecting those that correspond to a scheme of artistic value. Here is another
point on which Poincaré’s conjecture should be acknowledged as the source
for contemporary observations about creativy; for example, a key refrain in
criticism of algorithmic modelling of creative practices is that such models
cannot perform the evaluative function that is essential to genuine creativity."

Poincaré reasoned that a period of incubation or idleness can
contribute to creativity because it involves a kind of chaotic, unconscious
cognitive search. Although there is broad agreement that incubation is often
helpful, why this is so remains controversial amongst contemporary
psychologists, and some even doubt that a chaotic unconscious search is part
of the story.” ltis hard to see, however, how a complicated new idea can

pop into mind in the absence of any search or mental process whatsoever,
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and by definition a period of incubation involves no relevant, conscious effort
or deliberate activity. In any case, another hypothesized function of
incubation is that of deactivating fruitless assumptions about how a problem
can be solved: a period of inactivity makes a fresh look possible, or as the
French saying goes, /a nuit porte conseil. There is an artistic analogue, at
least in cases where the artist deems that his or her results have become too
stale and predictable. The choice of new initial constraints, and the
corresponding initiation of a period of related, unconscious cognitive activity,
can serve to forestall or inhibit reliance upon overworked strategies, of which
a tiresome personal mannerism or sterile and repetitive stylistic habit is the
most evident symptom. So whatever else it may achieve, settling on a new
scheme may help the artist resist a habitual way of working. This is, for
example, one of the main motivations of the constraints adopted by members
of the influential Dogma *95 movement.'®

My conjecture can be further clarified with reference to a kindred
proposal made by Jon Elster, who explores the idea that strategies of rational
pre-commitment or resolute choice are crucial to genuine artistic creativity.
He defines ‘inspiration’ as the rate at which ideas move from the unconscious
into the conscious mind, and conjectures that inspiration, thus defined, “is an
inversely U-shaped function of the tightness of the constraints.”"” Given this
assumption, it makes sense that in a situation where the agent faces too
many options, the self-imposition of constraints could be an effective way of
enhancing inspiration.

Elster does not advocate any particular explanation as to why

“sufficiently” tight constraints contribute to inspiration. One of the themes of
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his ongoing research on human rationality and irrationality is the idea that pre-
commitments and resolute choices have the characteristic function of allowing
agents to overcome anticipated hyperbolic discounting, preference changes,
strategic time inconsistency, and surges of passion. Thanks to Circe’s helpful
advice, Ulysses anticipates that hearing the song of the sirens will cause him
to steer his ship to its destruction; so in order to enjoy their lovely song while
resisting its fatal call, the hero has himself bound to the mast. More
prosaically, someone struggling with an addiction, weakness of the will, or bad
habits can plan ahead and employ various indirect strategies to preclude
giving in when the time of temptation arrives. Yet it is not obvious that the
same factors explain the importance of constraints in an artistic context. The
artist, it might seem, is quite unlike Ulysses because in paradigmatic cases of
artistic creation, there is no Circean advice, and no risk of any drastic
preference shifts. How, then, are pre-commitments and inspiration related to
each other in artistic cases? And why do constraints contribute to inspiration
at all, other than for the trivial reason that one cannot do everything all at
once? Even if we agree with Elster’s notion that pre-commitments and
resolute choices are important or even crucial to artistic creativity, it is dubious
that their primary or characteristic function is that of overcoming anticipated
inconsistencies across time. My Poincaré-inspired conjecture is that prior
commitment in the case of artistic creativity involves the selection and
activation of a system of artistic and aesthetic parameters crucial to the very
occurrence of a determinate, valenced response to future output or
performance. Pre-commitment, in the sense of both a deliberate choice or a

more or less spontanteous engagement with a particular artistic scheme,
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project or aesthetic, forestalls aesthetic indifference, directionless scrutiny,
and the inability to experience a spontaneous judgement of the results of
artistic experimentation. What artistic pre-commitments achieve, then, is not
the prevention of an unwanted shift of preference, but the attunement and
enhanced activation of a capacity for response not directly under the artist’s
conscious control. To rephrase the point in terms of Elster’s allegory, while
Ulysses prudently anticipates that hearing the lovely siren song will produce a
disastrous change of preferences if he does not somehow pre-commit, what
the artist risks in the absence of pre-commitment is the failure to hear any
song at all, or better, any new song having what can be recognized as a

determinate artistic value.

3. Virginia Woolf's Novelistic Breakthrough

In order to flesh out my schematic indications with regard to both the
emergence and function of artists’ commitments to artistic schemes, in this
section | shall briefly discuss a few relevant aspects of a particular episode of
successful artistic creativity, namely, Virginia Woolf’s composition of her first
genuinely modernist novel, Jacob’s Room.

After Woolf had published her second novel, Night and Day, in 1919,
she was “irritated” (as she put it) by criticisms raised in print by her friend and
rival, Katherine Mansfield, who suggested that Woolf’s long novel was far too
traditional.”® One reason why Woolf was genuinely bothered by this criticism
was that she was basically in agreement with Mansfield and others about the
tenets and values associated with modernism in the arts, and had come to

understand her own greatest ambition as that of contributing something
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important to the modernist revolution in literature.”® Entries in her diaries
express worries that such figures as James Joyce and T. S. Eliot might
surpass her in this regard, and that Marcel Proust had already done so. In the
period following the completion of Night and Day, Woolf was thinking and
writing at a very general level about the very idea of modernist art. Her
appreciation of her sister’s paintings, and her engagement with the artistic
interests and activities of such figures as Roger Fry, was part of an ongoing
process through which she immersed herself in a modernist aesthetic. She
began to write a number of episodic and impressionistic short stories
(including a short fiction entitled “An Unwritten Novel”) that eschewed the
sorts of characterizations and descriptions that Woolf had come to associate
with Victorian fiction. Her deliberations and writings, guided by the very
general scheme of achieving a truly modern form of literature, led to the
emergence of a new, more specific leading idea, namely, a scheme for the
creation of a modernist, experimental novel. Having come up with exciting

new thoughts in this vein, Woolf wrote with enthusiasm in her diary:

The day after my birthday; in fact 'm 38. Well, no doubt I'm a great deal
happier than | was at 28; & happier today than | was yesterday having
this afternoon arrived at some idea of a new form for a new novel.
Suppose one thing should open out of another—as in An Unwritten
Novel—only not for 10 pages but for 200 or so—Doesn’t that give the
looseness and lightness | want: doesnt [sic] that get closer & yet keep
form & speed, & enclose everything? My doubt is how far it will enclose

the human heart—Am | sufficiently mistress of my dialogue to net it
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there? For | figure that the approach will be entirely different this time: no
scaffolding; scarcely a brick to be seen; all crepuscular, but the heart, the
passion, the humour, everything as bright as fire in the mist. Then Il find
room for so much—a gaiety—an inconsequence—a light spirited
stepping at my sweet will. Whether I'm sufficiently mistress of things—
thats [sic] the doubt; but conceive mark on the wall, K. G. [Kew Gardens]
& unwritten novel taking hands & dancing in unity. What the unity shall
be | have yet to discover: the theme is a blank to me; but | see immense
possibilities in the form | hit upon more or less by chance 2 weeks ago. |
suppose the danger is the damned egotistical self; which ruins Joyce &
Richardson to my mind [ . . . ] | must grope and experiment but this
afternoon | had a gleam of light. Indeed, | think from the ease which I'm

developing the unwritten novel there must be a path for me there.?

Woolf explicitly records here her decision to pursue a scheme for the writing
of her next novel, a scheme that is labelled “a new form for a new novel.” This
scheme receives various other, metaphorical characterizations in the diary
entry, including an architectural image. Woolf clearly has in mind a style or
narrative “voice” that has emerged here and there in some of her most recent
writings. The more proximate “breakthrough” idea, which seems to have
crystallized some two weeks after these stylistic experiments, is that of
making this sort of “free” narrative form the organizational principle for an
entire novel. Thus the artist is simultaneously engaged in a retrospective
appreciation of her own earlier efforts, in which she culls what she now

perceives as promising moments, and an anticipatory plan for combining
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those elements so as to generate a result of even greater value in this same
vein. In her anticipation of future efforts to apply this scheme, Woolf
expresses worries about possible shortcomings of the “path” or approach she
has in mind. She knows she will need to find a theme for her new novel, and
she worries whether this new form she has in view will truly serve as a vehicle
for psychological insights. Woolf’s discovery of a general scheme or formal
strategy was accompanied by a high level of excitement, and was followed by
a burst of deliberate, conscious work, as well as by related, spontaneous and
unconscious mental activities. (In Poincaré’s terms, the ‘unconscious
machine’ had been set in motion.) Woolf’s own manner of talking about this

aspect of the writerly process reads as follows:

After a hard day’s work, trudging round, seeing all he can, feeling all he
can, taking in the book of his mind innumerable notes, the writer
becomes—if he can—unconscious. In fact, his under mind works at top
speed while his upper mind drowses. Then, after a pause the veil lifts;
and there is the thing—the thing he wants to write about—simplified,

composed.?’

In the months that followed her experience of the “gleam of light” about “a new
form for a new novel,” Woolf made swift progress on Jacob’s Room,
continuing to monitor her results in terms of the initial scheme and ambition.?
She recorded in her diary how, when things were going well, she got ideas for
her narrator’s flights of fancy while she was out on her daily walk. When her

first draft was completed, she edited and rewrote some of her pages in
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function of her initial scheme, deleting, for example, passages which were
taken as having recourse to more traditional plot development and
explanatory and descriptive devices.?® Although not everyone agrees about
the merits of her results, it is fairly uncontroversial to recognize Jacob’s Room
as an important modernist work, and it is clear that it was a major
breakthrough for Woolf in that it pointed the way towards such masterpieces
as Orlando, To the Lighthouse, and The Waves.

To sum up, | have not suggested that episodes of creative artistry are
reducible to, or can be fully reconstructed as sequences of rational choice, if
by this is meant the deliberate singling out of an option expected to maximize
some function. In the case of Virginia Woolf, the scheme she settles on
before she begins writing Jacob’s Room is indeed a highly schematic notion
about a kind of work that she wants to create, a “path” and not a definite result
or destination. This scheme is, however, sufficiently particularized in her mind
to have both a generative and evaluative function: Woolf is in a position to
assess her own results, and subsequent readers can follow her at least part of
the way in this regard. It would appear, then, that strategies of rational
problem-solving, including planning and pre-commitments, are an important
part of the story of artistic creation and reception. These strategies are
functionally related even to those aspects of creativity that seem most suited
to an a-rationalist, inspirationist account, namely, the “top speed” work of an
“‘under mind” that is not under the agent’s direct control, as well as those
moments when valuable new ideas suddenly pop into awareness following a
period of incubation. Yet it is not the operation of a universal, formal

sensibility that makes such spontaneous, selective responses possible, but an
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operative aesthetic partly shaped and generated through an artist’s context-
bound selection of and engagement with a prior scheme or project, which in
happy cases is at least partly a product of a moderately rational choice made

in function of a range of worthwhile artistic goals.

4. Objections and Replies
| turn now to a series of objections to these conjectures about creativity and
commitment to constraints.

In his probing comments on Elster’s proposal, Jerrold Levinson claims
that artists are typically free to change their minds and abandon or revise
whatever prior commitments they may engage in, in which case there may be
no correlative to Ulysses’ strategy of self-binding or resolute choice.?* After
all, someone who starts out trying to draft a serious philosophical novel could,
if things went wrong, bail out and reclassify the results as an ironic fragment.
To this one may respond that although such cases no doubt obtain, in many
others the commitment is much more binding, if only because of the degree to
which the artist’s attitudes effectively become entrenched, psychologically as
well as legally and economically. Artists often refrain from an opportunistic
abandonment of prior engagements, in part because the artist’s own critical
judgement remains informed by a given project and by related norms
determining what can and cannot be experienced as an artistically successful
result. The relevant device or method of pre-commitment, then, is the
creation of a disposition to respond. What at one point appears as one distant
and schematic option amongst others finally becomes the object of an

irresistible desire and “self-evident” judgement. In some cases, the means of
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artistic pre-commitment is a public proclamation of intent (as in the
programmatic statements of a manifesto), the unexplained repudiation or
abandonment of which would have serious repercussions for the artist’s self-
understanding and status.

Levinson levels another objection against what he characterizes as the
overly “inflexible” model proposed by Elster, namely, that Ulysses’s self-
binding is entered into explicitly and deliberately, whereas this is not the case
with artists. | think the correct response here is to split the difference; in other
words, we should acknowledge that some artists do deliberately and explicitly
settle on, and commit to a scheme, whereas in other cases the operative
scheme or aesthetic spontaneously emerges against a background of factors
that are not entirely or even predominantly a matter of the artist's own doings.
Mixed or hybrid cases are no doubt common. Pre-commitment is often, but
not always, then, the product of the artist’s deliberation and choice. A similar
point can be made about Elster’s postulation of the existence of a definite,
overall objective in the artist's mind, namely, the maximization of artistic value:
at least some of the schemes that motivate and guide subsequent activities
are indeed oriented towards the creation of artistically valuable works, given a
suitably broad and plausible conception of this kind of value. This moderate
thesis is not contradicted by the existence of cases where an artist
deliberately makes an artistically less valuable work in order to achieve some
other goal, such as the maximization of an expected economic payoff.

Another objection that may come to mind here is that it is viciously
circular to propose that creativity is explicable in terms of a prior, creative and

rational selection of the constraints corresponding to an aesthetic or to some
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general artistic project. And indeed it would be hopeless to propose that to be
creative at making a particular work, the artist must first be creative in
selecting an entire aesthetic, where the latter feat remains a perfect mystery.
However, my proposal is not that all prior constraints and schemes are the
products of great creativity. The mistaken thesis would be what Robin
Collingwood called “aesthetic individualism,” the idea that the artist is a
perfectly self-sufficient individual who creatively generates everything --
including the medium, art form, themes, techniques, and genres.?
Sometimes new artistic constraints are indeed devised, but then the artist
relies on a background of traditional artistic conventions and methods, as well
as received orientations and norms.?® Yet deliberate experimentation with
seemingly arbitrary constraints is sometimes an important part of the story,
and can indeed establish a scheme within which unanticipated yet viable
aesthetic discernments become possible.?’ In other cases, the attunement of
the requisite sensibility and capacities of discernment is a product of training
and experience that are only partly the object of the artist’s deliberate

selection.
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