
 1

Introduction 

Our normal waking consciousness, rational consciousness as we call it, is but one special 
type of consciousness, whilst all about it, parted from in by the filmiest of screens, there 
lie potential forms of consciousness entirely different. We may go through life without 
suspecting their existence; but apply the requisite stimulus, and at a touch they are there 
in all their completeness, definite types of mentality which probably somewhere have 
their field of application and adaptation. No account of the universe in its totality can be 
final which leaves these other forms of consciousness quite disregarded… They forbid a 
premature closing of our accounts with reality. 

   ------William James, The Varieties of Religious Experience 

 The subject of this book is a moment in the process of wrestling with impressions, 

experiences, gathered data, emotions, when suddenly a long sought solution, a desired form, a 

poem with its words, rhymes and rhythms, or the form and content of a composition, present 

themselves, all at once coherent and as though given from the outside of the mind, part 

discovery, part revelation. Then the researcher or writer or poet passes through that “filmy 

screen” masking off everyday consciousness and enters one of those extraordinary states William 

James speaks of. Form, structure, content coalesce, the words of the music flood in on the 

“discoverer,” the small bit of evidence long observed falls into place within a much greater 

conceptual order. What seemed like an anomaly is seen in brilliant illumination, a coherent 

member of a new intellectual order of things, and it takes its place in that order. Suddenly the 

embracing conceptual order presents itself and lends that catalysing detail rank and authority. 

The conceptual order which can bring forth such a product is intensely affirmed; its logic and 

coherence, its reality and validity are suddenly visible palpable, experienced and felt with an 

intensity and clarity that, for the inspired, places the truth of the momentary insight and of the 
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greater order from which it flows, beyond doubt. The discoverer is convinced that he is 

contributing nothing to the process, but that all is given as a gift. The idea or poem or 

composition has a life of its own independent of any human agent, a life into which he is 

momentarily allowed to enter, like Dorothy coming out of the black and white world of a Kansas 

farmhouse into the technicolor land of Oz. His own ideas seem dry and minor compared to the 

idea outside of him that he has seen; his own mind feels insignificant compared with the mind 

that is expressing its thoughts through him. It fills him with awe and euphoria. 

 Inspiration in any medium and in any mental operation is an experience of order. That at 

any rate is the thesis of this study. But what does it mean, to “experience” order? Anyone is 

capable of perceiving order. To understand how the various parts of a car work together to move 

it forward is to perceive order and see it working. To understand how the heart functions in 

relation to the other organs and to life, is to perceive order. But the experience of order is 

different. In inspiration the one perceiving becomes part of the order perceived. Friedrich 

Nietzsche stressed this aspect of loss of self and entrance into a larger order in this extravagant 

description of how he “received” the idea of Thus Spoke Zarathustra: 

Does anyone at the end of the nineteenth century have a conception of what poets of 

strong epochs called Inspiration? In case they do not, I’ll describe it.---Even if you had 

only the slightest trace of superstition in you, it would be hard to dismiss the sense of 

being merely an incarnation, merely a mouthpiece, merely a mediator of higher forces. 

The notion of Revelation—in the sense that all at once, with ineffable certainty and 

subtlety, something becomes visible, audible, something that shatters and overthrows the 

very depths of your being,---this is an objective description of a factual state of affairs. 

Jaeger, Inspira.on: Intro 



 3

One listens without searching; one receives without asking the identity of the giver; like a 

flash of lightning a thought lights up, with necessity, in the right form and no hesitating—

I never had any choice. An ecstasy whose enormous tensions discharge themselves in a 

stream of tears. In its grip your pace is now hectic, now serene—always out of your 

control; you are beside yourself, only partially, you are intensely aware of shudders and 

goose-flesh down to the tips of your toes; a depth of bliss to which the most painful and 

tragic elements are not in opposition, but rather a coherent, logical and necessary shading 

within such a flood of light; a sense of rhythmical patterns casting their net over vast 

spaces of forms—the vastness, the need of far-ranging rhythms is nearly the measure of 

the force of inspiration, a kind of counter-force against its pressure and tension… You are 

altogether the prisoner of events, but they bring a storm of liberation, they shatter limits, 

they confer power, confer divinity… 

The most remarkable thing is that image and metaphor are no longer in your 

control. You lose all concept of what is image and what is metaphor. Every thought 

presents itself as the most exact, the most correct, the simplest expression. It really seems

—If I may recall a word of Zarathustra—as if things themselves drew near to offer 

themselves as metaphor (---“Here all things come to your speech caressingly and 

flatteringly: because they want to ride on your back. Here you ride to every truth on every 

comparison. Here all Being-words reveal themselves to you and all buried word-treasures 

spring open before you; all that exists longs to become words through you, and all that 

becomes longs to learn speech from you—“). This is my experience of inspiration. I don’t 

doubt that millennia have passed since anyone could claim, “It is mine too.”--    1
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Nietzsche was wrong about the exclusivity of the experience. He wanted his experience colored 

with the aura of the ancient world animated by gods, spirits and muses. But looking over the 

testimony to inspiration towards the end of the second, beginning of the third millennium, it 

seems on the contrary that the passage just quoted, reduced in the direction of sobriety, 

approximately describes the common mode in which insight and discovery present themselves to 

the searching mind, at least in areas that this study is concerned with: science, poetry, music, 

certain games—pool and chess. For Nietzsche it is an experience of ecstasy, and the emotions 

that seize hold of the recipient of inspiration are so turbulent as to snatch him/her out of his sense 

of personal identity, make him/her into the conduit of some outside mind or force. And yet 

turbulent or not, the vision given is marked by accuracy, precision of thought and of insight: the 

form that presents itself is “right”, the most exact, the most correct, the simplest expression. 

Ecstatic it may be, but the inspired vision is also coherent, logical and necessary. The ordered 

patterns extend over “vast spaces” and the feeling of the ordering principle is rhythmical. These 

qualities will be a guide to discussions of the experience of inspiration in the chapters that 

follow. 

 Nietzsche may well have believed that inspiration had waited thousands of years to be 

reborn in him. But what that belief points to is the sense—many people now would share it—that 

in inspiration a bit of primal experience has survived from antiquity and from an animistic view 

of a world in which spirits lived and occupied human beings, nature spoke, the world was alive; 

that it enjoyed a form of existence superior to that of mortals, and only called on them now and 

then to communicate bits of insight from superhuman realms. In such a climate of belief 

inspiration could exist and could be an active force in art, literature and music. But the time 
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when such views were possible is a thousand years and more in the past. If inspiration occurs in 

the modern world nonetheless, so Nietzsche might have reasoned, it must be through an act of 

special election, a throwback to that more primitive belief world when muses lived and gave 

their gifts to humans.  

This is what I’ll call the historical fallacy, the belief that inspiration is a kind of belief, 

favored by a shared climate of ideas in particular historical phases, but then faded with the 

passing of those ideas. It is one of various ideas that obscure the nature of inspiration and 

encourage its reduction to the level of sham, or pretension, or psychological delusion. 

Mythologizing inspiration is the biggest hindrance to understanding it. The word itself is fraught 

with mythological overtones: “in-spiration” = “in-breathing,” as if it were the influence of some 

spiritual creature whose breath is poetry and music.   

Nietzsche’s vision of what comes to the inspired writer, what the content of inspiration is, 

is vague. It qualities of coherence and rhythm are clear; its quality of an almost miraculous 

elevation of language and the capacity of the writer to describe. I want to see that and other 

forms of inspiration as experiences of order. What that means will have to emerge from the 

discussions that follow, but I think that that general framing of the topic will provide a more 

sober and a more realistic perspective.  

Inspiration can be seen in many situations of seeking and finding, not all like poetical or 

musical inspiration, but I think my opening chapter gives a concrete, real experience of 

inspiration that makes it objectively observable and sheds the mythology of the experience.  

 Discovery in science can witness to inspiration as an authentic mode in which the mind 

operates. The topic of scientific discovery has been of considerable interest in theory and 
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philosophy of science. Intuition, the formation of concepts, the formation of theory: these topics 

are prominent, and publishers are aware of their attractiveness. At least the term “discovery” 

floats well in titles. Karl Popper’s Logik der Forschung came out in English as The Logic of 

Scientific Discovery,  and Richard Morris’s interesting book, Dismantling the Universe, has the 

sub-title, The Nature of Scientific Discovery, though the book has only one slim chapter devoted 

to that subject. Of course, method is vital to science, and the framework of discovery, the 

formulation of hypotheses, the invention of solutions, can be seen as perhaps the central moment 

in scientific research. Understandably the study of what produces that moment looms large in 

theorizing. And yet in contrast to artists, scientists work in a context where the aura of the 

inspired genius may be positively harmful. Scientists may fear risking their reputations by 

admitting to a belief in inspiring forces outside the everyday world. They would lose exactly 2

what the artist gains by claiming inspiration: the awe of the beholder. Their reluctance to divulge 

experiences which they credit with discovery shows the rejection of popular beliefs concerning 

inspiration in science, not a belief that inspiration is a sham.  

Part of the challenge of this essay is to find a mode of talking about it that integrates 

inspiration into a modern episteme. I equate scientific intuition and discovery with poetic 

inspiration. The two are the same experience occurring in two different kinds of mind. The 

ancient world accepted that equation. There are after all nine muses, and their provinces stretch 

from poetry and music to history and astronomy. My argument depends on mind and nature 

operating on the same kinds of logic, a logic above the simple division into rational / irrational, 

emprrical / psychological.  
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Rational, intelligible construction of the physical world is a presupposition for Kepler, 

Newton, Goethe and Einstein. And for Rilke, Kafka, Bergman and Fellini, was as much a 

product of nature and natural forces as of subjective decisions. Goethe saw art and science united 

in a common mission of rendering natural laws visible and apprehendable. A shared conviction is 

that the vastly varied operations of nature and human society and the human mind were 

understandable as ordered structures and formulatable in simple laws.  

  

   

 Documentation of the experience is abundant. There is a wealth of material in all the 

realms we’ll look through. But there is hardly any theoretical thought on the subject outside of 

the framework of individual disciplines. Studies of the subject tend to be highly focused 

(“Inspiration in Rilke”) at the one extreme, and at the other, merely interesting—in the way the 

UFO- and ghost sightings or tales from the psychologist’s couch are interesting. 

  

 Friedrich Nietzsche, Ecce Homo 3: “Also sprach Zarathustra.” 1

 See the study of PlaI and Baker, “The Rela.on of the Scien.fic Hunch to Research,” Journal of Chemical Educa3on 2

88 (1931), 1961-2002. See also the discussion and review of research by Arthur Cropley, “The Myths of Heaven-
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