[image: image1.jpg]danan




Stroke of a Genius

The unexplained creative genius of stroke victim Tommy McHugh is discussed at Science Museum’s Dana Centre
Since suffering a stoke in 2001, former builder Tommy McHugh has felt an insatiable need to create, from painting and drawing to writing and sculpting.  He now spends most of his day painting and sculpting and feels utterly unable to stop.

With only two other known cases of sudden artist output following brain damage in the world - both of which are in America - this is the first time such a case is being examined in the UK.  

The dramatic change to McHugh’s character and his newfound creativity will be discussed by Tommy McHugh and neurophysiologist Dr Mark Lythgoe at the Science Museum’s Dana Centre - London’s newest venue for adults to discuss contemporary science in London on Thursday 24 June - as part of an evening of events dedicated to exploring the creative mind.  A paper about Tommy McHugh is due to be published later this year by Dr Mark Lythgoe, psychologists Tom Pollak, Michelle de Haan and artist Marion Kalmus
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Tommy McHugh, now 54 years old, was admitted to hospital in January 2001 with a sudden onset of a severe headache. There was no loss of consciousness but he was persistently vomiting. A brain scan administered on admission showed bleeding. He was diagnosed as having suffered a subarachnoid haemorrhage due to a ruptured aneurysm. Following an angiogram, a second aneurysm was found that also required treatment.

During surgery, doctors were able to ‘coil’ the right-sided aneurysm, but were unable to do this with the left side, so it was ‘clipped’ instead. Both coiling and clipping are fairly common procedures used to prevent an aneurysm from causing further damage. Coiling involves insertion of a metallic thread into the aneurysm space. Clipping involves cutting off the blood supply to the aneurysm space, using a small metallic clip, to prevent further bleeding.

Tommy born in Liverpool left school at age 14, without qualifications. He worked as a builder, although he had not worked for two and a half years before hospitalisation. He reports that his background was a very difficult one (we would rather that any further details about this came directly from Tommy) and that he had a fiery temper and aggressive personality. At no point was he involved with or interested in the creative arts, beyond drawing a number of messy or incomplete tattoos on his arms himself.

…Continued

In the months after his surgery, Tommy suffered from severe depression and mood swings, as well as complaining of agoraphobia. He had memory and concentration impairments as well as episodes of confusion, which sometimes led to angry outbursts. He complained of a ‘split-mind disorder’.

About six months after surgery, he began to write vast amounts of poetry, most of which dealt with themes relating to his ‘split-mind’, altered perceptions and personality. Certain images and motifs were recurrent, including his thoughts leaving his head ‘in parallel lines’. His poems often include episodes where he meets with alternate versions of himself that seem foreign and strange to him and much of his thought is represented as coming from outside of his own head.

I will always be honest, tell you straight

My survival has been by accepting my fate

It’s so unreal, at sudden odd times

As I watch my thoughts ride out on parallel lines

Flashing out straight from my head

Never stopping, ongoing, straight ahead

Where they go and what they see

Is blank and discomforting to me
He has described his creative urges in terms of his ‘mind… exploring the boundary of its form’.

Not too long after, Tommy began to draw pencil sketches and felt tip drawings in the hundreds. This was followed by large-scale pastel drawings on the walls of his house and by sculpture in a number of different media. 

“If I was put in a studio with 1000 different materials, I wouldn’t stop creating to eat or sleep” says Tommy, “Even when looking at my kitchen floor I see hundreds of different faces which I need to draw, paint or write about. The art exploding from me is my life saving therapy.”

His art has been exhibited at various local libraries and galleries and he has begun to make something of a name for himself as a local artist. Marion Kalmus, international artist and Artist in Residence at the Institute of Child Health, is conducting an analysis of the evolution of his artwork since he started producing.

Dr Mark Lythgoe, Lecturer in Radiology and Physics, RCS Unit of Biophysics, Institute of Child Health, University College London, comments, “Tommy attributes his newfound drive and talents to the clip and coil implanted in his head. We believe that the changes have actually come from the brain damage that necessitated the clip and coil to be put there in the first place. However, everybody has a unique way of relating to their disease and if that helps them come to terms with what has happened to them, then that has got to be a good thing.”

Tom Pollak, research psychologist, comments, “The relationship between art and brain damage is a complex one. Some artists’ output, like that of Willem de Kooning, take on an entirely new character in the context of brain damage or disease. There are also numerous cases, documented by Dr Bruce Miller, of patients with frontotemporal dementia developing previously absent artistic talent or drives. Frontotemporal dementia is a kind of dementia that is distinct from Alzheimer’s disease, and usually occurs earlier in life. 

“As far as we can tell, however, there are only a handful of other cases of artistic output following sudden onset brain damage. One American chiropractor, Jon Sarkin, sustained frontal lobe damage and went on to become a successful artist. His story is about to be made into a film by Tom Cruise. Sarkin has become very unrestrained in his behaviour. Although Tommy is friendly, witty, absolutely charming and shows no sign of grossly inappropriate behaviour at all, he can certainly chat for England.

…Continued

“We have tested Tommy on a large variety of neuropsychological tests in the hope that we might be able to get an idea of what has been happening in his brain. Although we do have some brain scans which we are analysing, unfortunately we aren’t able to scan Tommy again. This is because of the clip and coil. Although they are meant to be non-magnetic, some studies have found that there may be a danger in exposing patients like Tommy to the kind of magnetic fields used by MRI scanners. The results of our tests will be published in a case study later this year.”

Dr Mark Lythgoe “It may be that the brain damage that Tommy has sustained has caused disinhibition of brain pathways, allowing Tommy’s creativity to surface. Perhaps, whatever was keeping his artistic talents hidden or dormant has been damaged just enough to allow them to pour through. Somewhere, it seems, a floodgate has been opened.  Disinhibition of brain pathways – which can also lead to disinhibited behaviour – can  be seen in Tourette’s syndrome, where sufferers often act in ways that are far from our social norms. Interestingly, in Tourette’s and other syndromes, one often finds that the disinhibited behaviour is accompanied by an impressive creative drive.

“We are still a long way from understanding the brain bases of the artistic drive, but we hope that by studying rare and intriguing cases like Tommy’s, we might get a glimpse of what could be going on. Cynics may say that this kind of work is in the spirit of a depressing reductionism, but it only takes a minute with Tommy to realise that, if anything, the mystery has become more complex and exciting than ever before.”

	
 Tommy McHugh and Dr Mark Lythgoe will be in conversation at the Science Museum’s Dana Centre for its Midsummer Celebration: Arts & the Mind on Thursday 24 June.

The Dana Centre, 165 Queens Gate, London, SW7 5HE

Tickets are FREE but must be pre-booked on: 020 7942 4040 or tickets@danacentre.org.uk
www.danacentre.org.uk 
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