THE GOOD MONKEY MIND
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DOORWAY TO ORIGINAL MIND AND CREATIVE LIVING

Which of the above artwork do you like for a cover page ? Do you have another suggestion?


[bookmark: _GoBack]Part I:    From Original to Monkey Mind 
Chapter 1.     Unencumbered Original Mind
 
“Buddhists think of Original Mind, the mind that humans are born with, as a clear mirror, pure and unencumbered, without shape, form or color, with nothing in it whatsoever. More than that, it is a mind without birth and death, neither male nor female, not young or old; not intelligent, not stupid; not rich, not poor. It shows no dualism, no separation, and accepts everything as one unified whole.”
Shodo Harada Roshi


LdV was illegitimate, gay, left-handed, a bit of a heretic, and a misfit. He lived in Florence, Italy, which in the late 1400s was a very tolerant and wealthy city.  As a boy, he had no formal education but received instruction at home in reading, writing, Latin, geometry and mathematics, although spending most of his childhood outdoors. Because of his lack of formal schooling, many of his contemporaries overlooked or ignored his later scientific contributions. Everyone, however, recognized his astounding powers of observation even in childhood; his unusual talent for making connections between unique areas of interest; a skeptical mind with a readiness to challenge dogma and contemporary beliefs; and a preternal ability to see and imagine the future. 
Today, we know LdV as the epitome of the creative Renaissance man. We consider him a painter and artist, an engineer, architect, scientist, inventor, cartographer, anatomist, botanist and writer. His active imagination conceptualized the tank, the helicopter, the flying machine, the parachute, and the self-powered vehicle. He was a “man ahead of his time” and many of his visionary inventions became real only centuries later. 
Much of this reality is mixed with mythology. For in life, LdV created an endless succession of untested contraptions, unpublished studies and unfinished artworks. His uncontested genius, nonetheless, rests on several foundations. Foremost, it seemed everything interested him. Curiosity was his defining trait. As an engineer, he saw more than most about how the design of machines informed by mathematical laws of physics are better than those relying on practice.  He was the first to design separate interchangeable components deployed in a variety of devices. And no-one drew machines with more attention to detail and reality. His insatiable curiosity about nature drove his efforts to devise flying machines. He sought not to imitate a flying bird, but to apply the principles of bird flight to endow man with the ability to fly on his own. His genius lay in his mastery of engineering principles, design, and natural law.
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Walter Isaacson, author of “Leonardo da Vinci,” describes the following about his unique subject: “Leonardo spent many pages in his notebook dissecting the human face to figure out every muscle and nerve that touched the lips. On one of those pages you see a faint sketch at the top of the beginning of the smile of the Mona Lisa. Leonardo kept that painting from 1503, when he started it, to his deathbed in 1519, trying to get every aspect exactly right in layer after layer. During that period, he dissected the human eye on cadavers and was able to understand that the center of the retina sees detail, but the edges see shadows and shapes better. If you look directly at the Mona Lisa smile, the corners of the lips turn downward slightly, but shadows and light make it seem like it’s turning upwards. As you move your eyes across her face, the smile flickers on and off.”
From iconic paintings, such as the “Mona Lisa” and “The Last Supper,” designs for flying machines, and ground-breaking studies on optics and perspective, Leonardo da Vinci fused science and art. He created works that have become part of the human story. He is the ultimate expression of an intuitive, unencumbered, original mind. 


EXERCISE:  How to Cultivate an Intuitive, Unencumbered, Original Mind

Encourage Curiosity

Be a Leonardo da Vinci, or like a child. Encourage your curiosity about everything. Ask questions. Focus on a problem. Use your creative imagination to visualize the problem. Write the hunches, insights, instincts, answers to your questions your mind conjures up. Writing things down strengthens the connection to the intuition interface. 

Try this exercise: As you go to work or to the store, pay attention and see how many additional things you notice that you had not noticed before. Try to see something new every day on the same route.  Ask yourself why you didn’t notice it before and why are you only now noticing it.


The Mind at Birth. Science is converging with Buddhist thought on Original Mind, the mind at birth. Both the scientific and spiritual perspectives recognize that original mind is an extraordinary living entity. They agree that this mind produces wondrous accomplishments when unencumbered, such as those of Leonardo da Vinci. And that you are the recipient of a most amazing gift. 
Over the past few decades, developmental psychologists have created new and better ways to study how and what newborns know. The general conclusion is that babies know much more than most people realize, and science is only now discovering this wealth of skills. In 1890, a mere 130 years ago, science luminary and founder of American Psychology, William James concluded erroneously that infants experience a “blooming, buzzing confusion.”  We now know better. Accounts during the last decade by scientists, developmental psychologists, and science reporters tell an unfamiliar story. Their accounts, based on the recounting of controlled scientific studies, describe the amazing skills newborns display.   
A few months after birth, babies show an unusual grasp of the basic rules of the physical world. They intuitively understand that unsupported objects will fall, which is an important principle of gravity. More interesting is that prior to three months, babies lack a sense of “object permanence.” At that age, an object that is no longer visible ceases to exist, and young minds assume that such an object is in several places at a time.  Experiments and “Peekaboo” type games show that newborns assume that a hidden or unobserved object can be anywhere. Most adults do not realize or understand that this is a fundamental principle of quantum physics. The newborn’s intuition for the theoretical basis of modern physics is noteworthy. Seth Lloyd, an expert on quantum computing and professor of mechanical engineering at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, claims newborns as the only people alive who intuitively understand quantum mechanics.  Unfortunately, you lose that intuition early on primarily because such knowledge is unnecessary for you to live in your normal (Newtonian and not quantum) environment.
Similar reasoning explains the assortment of unique and automatic reflexes that you as a newborn bring into the world, only to lose them later in development. That you keep only what you need to live in a specific environment is a sign of the high adaptability of original mind. An example of this is the “diving reflex” or “bradycardia response” seen also in seals and other aquatic animals. This reflex occurs when the face of an infant touches chilly water.  That experience triggers the baby to inhibit or slow down the drive to breathe. The heart rate slows, and it reduces blood circulation to the extremities. This diving reflex, which serves as a defense mechanism when you lose oxygen, diminishes with increasing age and disappears by the age of 6 months. This skill may be a vestige of your marine origins, but is unnecessary because you don’t live in water. The same is true for other aquatic skills, such as the dolphin’s ability to sleep one hemisphere at a time. Dolphins are mammals and, like us, need to breathe. They sleep with only one hemisphere at a time to swim to the surface and take a breath, otherwise they drown. In a land environment, you sleep both hemispheres at a time. Recent research shows, however, that you can revert to dolphin-like sleep when experiencing troubled sleep in a new location, called the “first night effect.” What this suggests is that adapting to your specific environment (living on land) does not mean losing innate skills (needed for living in water). You can recover such skills when necessary.
Besides these unique physical skills that you lose because of experience, you gain an extraordinary number of cognitive abilities because of experience. Cognitive skills appear early in development, between four to six months of age. Babies, for example, detect differences in facial expressions, reacting to sadness, anger, joy, interest and excitement. The varying expressions result from the 43 muscles in your face and the infinite combination of how these muscles activate to produce unique expressions. As an infant, you analyze this combinatorial explosion with amazing accuracy. The accomplishment is remarkable.
During the same developmental time frame, you pay attention to and track the eye and hand movements of others. You also respond to your own name and appear attuned to higher pitched, sing-song voices.  A recent study looked at emotion recognition in four-month-old infants. Infants saw a face with either mutual gaze (one that looked at the infant) or averted gaze, followed by a face with an eyebrow raised and an accompanying smile. Using near infrared light, the researchers took images of the infants' brains. What they found was that infants use the same brain regions that adults do when they look at the gaze of another. This ability is foundational for social interactions and critical for social development.
At about ten months, babies understand social hierarchies and know that size can determine who is in charge. In one study, infants watched cartoon movies in which two different-size blocks, each having an eye and a mouth, bounced toward each other from opposite directions. The babies watched the blocks collide and then back up several times as if contending for the right to pass. Then, one block moved out of the way while the other continued its trajectory. Infants showed surprise when the bigger block surrendered—as if this was an unexpected outcome. They seemed to sense that might (as determined by size) makes right and expected the smaller block to surrender to the larger block. The implication from this response is that the basis of social interactions is present very early on.  In fact, understanding such a complex set of relationships occurs before language develops. The rules of social behavior may be innate to your brain. 
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Before infants learn to speak, they also decipher emotions in sounds, including the tone of voice. Five-month-old newborns pick out an upbeat from a gloomy tune. And by nine months, babies can identify the mournful sound of Beethoven's Seventh Symphony from a lineup of more upbeat music. While these sight and sound capabilities are remarkable, so is motor development and movement itself. Babies move in rhythm with the beat of the music, something only a handful of other animals can do. It suggests that entrainment to music is a complex phenomenon requiring a special brain. Perhaps rhythmic abilities such as dancing are intrinsic to you and serve a special but still unknown role.
Based on these early aptitudes and competencies, newborns respond and adapt to the environment and interact with life in remarkable, exquisite, and creative ways.  They enter the world with an exceptional mind chockful of talent.  Shodo Harada Roshi describes this original mind as “a mind that is unencumbered, without shape, form or color, with nothing in it whatsoever, no dualism, no separation, and accepting everything as one unified whole.” 
Overcoming the Odds.  On the night of December 8, 1995, Jean-Dominique Bauby had a stroke and went into a coma. Bauby was the fashion editor-in-chief of French Elle, a magazine considered the ultimate insider’s guide to Paris chic.  He was a 44-year-old man known and loved for his wit, flair, and impassioned approach to life. He was also the father of two young children. Bauby awakened from the coma 20 days after the stroke, aware of his surroundings, but unable to move, except for turning his head. He soon realized that only his left eye was working, allowing him to see and, by blinking it, to make clear to others that his mind remained unimpaired. A darkness engulfed his wide-open vista of life, with the most miniscule of openings still accessible to him. Bauby hoped against hope to regain abilities, like the ability to talk.
Throughout the course of the first year following the stroke, Bauby consulted with many medical specialists, yet the strangeness and permanency of his situation took a while to sink in. During the twenty weeks after arriving at the hospital, Bauby lost 60 pounds. He could “eat” only through a tube connected to his stomach, and thus his taste of food was now only a memory. After a time, he knew he had been the victim of the rarest of strokes to the brainstem. This part of the brain is continuous with the spinal cord, and the stroke left him immobilized in a condition known as “locked-in syndrome.” This meant that Bauby could only move the muscles controlling his eyes (and only the left eye at that). But despite this paralysis, his intellect, imagination, memories, and spirit remained intact.
A year after the stroke, Bauby found himself in room 119 at the Maritime Hospital at Berck-sur-Mer in Pas-de-Calais in northern France, waiting for an emissary from his publisher. With the help of a speech therapist, Bauby had opened a larger window into the world. He had discovered how to express himself in the richest detail as he communicated with others. Sandrine, his therapist, developed a simple communication code. It involved having visitors read the French alphabet slowly and repeatedly, with the letters ordered from the most common to the least. When Bauby heard the letter he wished for them to write, he blinked his left eye. In this way, slowly and methodically, he communicated. Soon he was writing daily messages, letters to friends and family, and composing a book describing his unusual condition. The story took ten months to write, with Bauby working four hours a day along with several readers. It required about 200,000 blinks, with an average word taking two minutes to complete. A year after the stroke, Bauby waited for the literary agent who would help publish his extraordinary achievement.
In the book, The Diving Bell and the Butterfly, Bauby describes himself as trapped in his body. He compares this to being inside an old-fashioned deep-sea diving outfit with a brass helmet, called a scaphandre in French. In contrast, his friends saw his spirit, still alive, comparable to a "butterfly.” For them, this butterfly was the unrestrained antithesis of the constricting diving suit. In this story, recaptured in his amazing book, the power of Bauby’s original mind, imagination, and creativity transcend the confines of the most stifling and challenging of conditions. Bauby’s story, of a mind encumbered by circumstances but overcoming great odds, is an inspirational story. 
Adapting to Circumstances.  When original mind, the mind at birth, is unencumbered and allowed to flourish, it produces a Leonardo da Vinci. When encumbered by tragedy, such as in Jean-Dominique Bauby, the mind can still overcome its extraordinary circumstances. These very human stories show how your mind adapts to significantly different circumstances. That the mind and the brain adapt and change with experience goes back to William James, who in 1890 conceived of the nervous systems as “endowed with a very extraordinary degree of plasticity.” Plasticity or neuroplasticity is the brain's remarkable ability to change and adapt because of experience. It means that seeing, hearing, touching, smelling, feeling, and cogitating affect the brain’s hardware in significant ways. The brain activity creates changes in the wiring of the circuits (the actual anatomy) that connects sensory experience to emotions and actions.  Just like water takes the shape of the container you pour it into; a developing brain will take the shape dictated by the environment, and the richness or poverty of stimulation that the environment provides. An enriched environment in which music, laughter, conversation, love, toys, and other people live will produce a healthy, curious, energetic, da Vinci-type brain. An impoverished environment where many of these things are absent will not.  This neuroplasticity means that the brain develops and programs the skills it needs to adapt to the specific environment, and loses inborn skills unnecessary for that environment.  Such malleability and adaptability make you different from computers, whose physical part or hardware is unchangeable. Likewise, the extensive neuroplasticity that [image: Image][image: Image]occurs in you makes you different from many other animals.
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Until the 1960s, it was a given that change in the brain could only take place during infancy and childhood. And that by early adulthood, the brain's physical structure could no longer change. The only effects possible were cells dying. Modern research transformed this doctrine by showing that the brain continues to create new connections and new pathways, even in adulthood. Continuous rewiring of the existing circuits goes on throughout life, as the brain adapts to unfamiliar experiences, new learning, fresh memories, injuries, and other kinds of changes. Parts of the adult brain even make new cells, or neurons, in a process called neurogenesis. 
Modern dogma views your brain as possessing a remarkable ability to rewire and reorganize pathways (that is, change the connections between distinct areas). It creates new connections that did not exist before, loses connections no longer needed, and sometimes creates new cells. In older adults who have suffered massive strokes, the brain recovers and regains function by rewiring itself. This suggests that the brain remains malleable throughout life. It also suggests that the mental abilities you are born with do not limit neuroplasticity—an important feature in shaping your identity. Reminding yourself that there are limits to this malleability is important. The brain’s plasticity is not infinite, just extraordinarily malleable. Attempts to learn unfamiliar languages, for example, is more difficult for an adult than for a child, and recovery from a stroke is sometimes only a partial recovery.
Scientists have discovered that the primary way plasticity, malleability, and adaptability happen is through changes in the point-to-point connections that occur between cells, in what neuroscientists call synapses. These are the focal points of brain communication, the gaps between cells where information transfers from one cell to the next. When information activates or stimulates a synapse, it strengthens it, and this increase in strength between the two cells lasts longer than normal. Synaptic strength results from many factors, including additional neurotransmitter made and delivered across the synapse; it also results from additional physical connections, or bridges, between the two cells.
Neuroscientists have concluded that this strengthening process, lasting an extended period, is one basis for memories. Neuroplasticity also decreases the strength between synapses because of lack of stimulation and communication. When the decrease is substantial, it leads to the connection being removed or “pruned” and the physical pathway itself removed (like a broken tree branch shriveling and falling off).  This may underlie the basis for forgetting. Both strengthening and weakening of the connections are active, continuous processes as the brain responds to stimulation and adapts to changes in the environment.
Many factors affect neuroplasticity, and age is important. Genetics also has a role, as does the interaction with the environment. Because of the sheer volume of information that you learn and remember as you age, it leads to a natural reduction in overall neuroplasticity. Thus, the younger your brain, the more plastic it will be than your older brain. This does not mean that the older brain loses the ability to change and adapt. In fact, the older brain still keeps the ability to learn new skills, or even languages, into advanced old age. It is just not as quick or efficient as it was previously. Some of this reduction in ability is because of the larger volume of information it has accumulated.
Neuroplasticity does not always lead to a positive outcome, for it is possible to associate and learn the wrong or inappropriate thing. Take for example what happens in addiction, which is an aberrant learning process. An addict will make and learn associations such as that stealing money helps buy a drug that produces pleasurable effects. At the level of neurons, those associations (between stealing and pleasure) will grow and maintain the addiction because of neuroplasticity, but the outcome is not positive. The bottom line is that this unique feature of your brain is a neutral process, for it learns both good and bad things. Your genetic profile establishes the basic structure of the brain, the rules of learning, and how you associate events. But how this unfolds and how neuroplasticity shapes the brain relies on the interaction between the genetic code and the environment in which you find yourself.
Explosive Unfoldment.  Infancy, childhood, and early adolescence bring forth an explosive flourishing of original mind. While it’s possible to apply many general descriptions to this mind, I describe it as an Active, Adaptable, Energetic, Curious, and Creative (or AAECC) impulse. The AAECC impulse responds, processes, and learns an enormous amount of information in a brief time.  Infants, for example, gain the ability to crawl, walk, and talk. They learn to control their bladder and bowels, feed themselves, recognize themselves and others, recognize sounds, learn a language or two, manipulate and control the environment, and understand the world. This is nothing less than a prodigious number and levels of proficiencies. And it only describes a partial list of what you accomplish during your early years.  Child development experts have described this creative unfolding occurring within unique and distinct stages. Sometimes the stages overlap and include actions like babbling, talking, crawling, grasping, playing, and interacting with surrounding objects.  
Jean Piaget (1896—1980), a Swiss psychologist and genetic epistemologist, ushered in a revolutionary understanding in child development in the 1930s when he described stages children undergo while developing cognitive abilities. Prior to Piaget, psychologists saw children as mini-adults. But Piaget’s insight was that children deliberate in very distinct ways from adults. And that adult judgment emerges over a series of developmental stages.
Piaget described object permanence, for example, as occurring during an early “sensorimotor” stage. This stage lasts two years (0-2 years old) and has many substages. His primary insight was that children take an active role in cognitive development. They build knowledge while interacting with the world. In the sensorimotor stage, the interaction is through abilities that an infant is born with, including sight, hearing, smell, taste, and touch. These sensory abilities combine with other physical skills (like the ability to move) while continuing to develop. This allows infants to interact and build awareness of themselves and what is around them. At the end of the sensorimotor stage, children develop symbols to represent events or objects. They move towards understanding the world through mental operations (symbolic thinking) combined with physical actions. During this “pre-operational” stage (2-7 years) children use language. In the course of what Piaget called the “concrete operational” stage (7-11 years), children reason more abstractly and more frequently about objects, time, space, and numbers. They form mental images.  The last stages of development are the “formal operational” stages (> 11 years). At this stage, children develop the ability to reflect in abstract terms, to use scientific and philosophical lines of reasoning. Strategy and planning for the future become possible.
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In sum, at least from this Piagetian perspective (although other child development perspectives agree), your astonishing, developing and creative mind produces miraculous-like behaviors when allowed to develop unencumbered. It does so in periods of explosive unfoldment that occur in an organized and predetermined fashion. Original mind learns and carries out a significant number of operations. It attends to many things, selects things of relevance, makes inferences, and establishes patterns and memories. The amazing thing about this extraordinary unfoldment of original mind is that, mostly, it occurs without overt control and below the level of conscious awareness. 
Creative Living.  This extraordinary yet normal unfoldment of original mind in infancy, adolescence, and continuing into adulthood, is the essence of creative living. Creative living is unencumbered being and doing. The process is not a fixed state of mind, but an attitude, and actions arising from those actions in response to living. Creative living does not end in infancy or childhood, but continues throughout a lifetime. The interactive unfoldment of nature and nurture becomes your playtime with the world of things, and flourishes in the allowing of creativity, love, and meaning that fills your being. Creative living is the core of who you are while living an authentic life. It does not apply just to the arts and to particular creative outcomes, but to all activities. Without a nimble, curious, original mind, normal development and normal enjoyment of life is difficult. When development is unsuccessful or incomplete, and circumstances encumber original mind, the outcomes are less than optimal. They impede aspects of creative living. But like Jean-Dominique Bauby, even extreme circumstances can be overcome.


Question-to-Ponder 
 
Recall a time when you were a child (around 4-11 years old) and remember playing with friends or siblings. What is your most vivid memory of that time? What do you consider extraordinary about your mind at that age? 

Write as many of these thoughts as you can discern.
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Piaget’s Stages of Cognitive Development

Stage Age range | What happens at this stage?
Coordination of senses with motor responses, sensory
Sensorimotor 0-2 years old | curiosity about the world. Language used for demands
and cataloguing. Object permanence is developed.
Symbolic thinking, use of proper syntax and grammar
: 2-7 years old |to express concepts. Imagination and intuition are
gecbeional Y strong, but complex abstract thoughts are still difficult.
Conservation is developed.
Goncrets Concepts attached to concrete situations. Time,
3 7-11 years old | space, and quantity are understood and can be
Operational o .
applied, but not as independent concepts.
Theoretical, hypothetical, and counterfactual thinking.
Formal 11yearsold |Abstract logic and reasoning. Strategy and planning
Operational and older become possible. Concepts learned in one context
can be applied to another.
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