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LC:	  The	  Shakespeare	  Brain,	   your	   research	   in	  2011	  got	  world	  
a>en?on.	  Looking	  back,	  do	  you	  get	  the	  strongest	  arguments	  
for	  Shared	  Reading	  from	  brain	  imaging?	  

Phil	   Davis:	   I	   can	   describe	   the	   brain-‐imaging	   but	   I	   should	   say	  
this	   first:	   it	   divides	   people.	   The	   ones	   who	   hate	   it,	   find	   it	  
reduc?ve,	   as	   if	   you	   could	   look	   at	   the	   brain	   saying	   that’s	   the	  
God	  part,	  that’s	  the	  love	  part.	  I	  don’t	  want	  to	  go	  with	  that.	  It	  is	  
very	   important	   in	   our	   brain	   research	   that	   it	   matches	   at	   the	  
level	  of	  real	  life.	  So	  for	  example,	  we	  are	  interested	  in	  the	  brain	  
research	   about	   reading	   not	   being	   automa?c:	   leF	   to	   right,	  
easily	   along	   the	   line.	   And	   you	   can	   see,	   for	   example,	   in	  
eyetracking	   the	   same	   thing	   happening.	   People	   fixate	   on	   a	  
word,	   they	   pause.	   It’s	   crucial	   when	   the	   reader	   is	   not	   just	  
automa?cally	  scanning	  a	  text,	  running	  along	  from	  leF	  to	  right	  
to	  gather	  informa?on	  like	  reading	  a	  manual.	  Literature	  doesn’t	  
do	  that.	  Not	  that	  it	  wants	  to	  be	  difficult,	  or	  it	  wants	  you	  to	  be	  
clever,	   it	   just	   want	   to	   go	   deeper.	   It	   wants	   to	   be	   something	  
where	  you	  have	  to	  think…	  and	  a	  different	  part	  of	  the	  brain	   is	  
called	  into	  being.	  

LC:	   Literature	   evokes	   something…	   it	   is	   geHng	  us	   out	   of	   our	  
own	  comfort	  zone?	  
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PD:	   Indeed,	   reading	   literature	   is	   not	   straighNorward	   and	   not	  
just	  processing.	   It	  gets	  you	  out	  of	  default	  mode.	  That’s	  to	  say	  
you	   don’t	   just	   have	   your	   habitual	   opinions.	   On	   the	   level	   of	  
behaviour	   people	   just	   say:	   ‘Well,	   I	   just	   think	   that…’	   and	   it	  
doesn’t	  maRer	  what	   they	  are	  going	  to	  say	  aFer	   that	  because	  
it’s	  going	  to	  be	  their	  set	  opinions.	  What	  happens	  later	  is	  that	  a	  
variety	  of	   people	   across	  different	  backgrounds	   intui?vely	  use	  
the	   expression	   ‘Well,	   it’s	   almost	   as	   if…’	   That’s	   where	   they	  
begin	  to	  think	  in	  a	  more	  specula?vely	  in	  a	  way	  that	  I	  would	  call	  
more	   literate.	   So,	   the	   brain-‐imaging	   is	   to	   do	   with	   those	  
moments	   when	   you	   leave	   alone	   ‘I	   know	   what	   is	   going	   to	  
happen’	   when	   everything	   is	   on	   auto-‐pilot.	   Suddenly	   you’re	  
traveling	  into	  the	  unknown.	  	  

LC:	  And	  here	  we	  get	  Shakespeare	  on	  stage	  and	  the	  effects	  his	  
sonnets	  have	  on	  our	  brains…	  

PD:	  We	  can	  set	  up	  a	  real	  poem	  versus	  a	  prose	  parafrase	  of	  it.	  
With	   the	   last	   one	   not	   much	   is	   happening,	   just	   the	   ordinary	  
stuff	   in	   the	   brain.	   But	   at	   key	  moments	   in	   the	   poetry	   as	   you	  
cross	  a	  line	  or	  come	  across	  an	  unusual	  word	  suddenly	  there’s	  a	  
switch,	   a	   shiF.	   No	   more	   automa?c,	   something	   is	   liFing	   up,	  
struggling	  for	  recogni?on.	  In	  those	  moments,	  I	  would	  say,	  the	  
brain	  is	  more	  ac?vated,	  more	  excited	  and	  above	  all	  more	  alive.	  
It’s	  not	  about	  just	  the	  fancy	  sights	  of	  brain	  imaging	  which	  is	  in	  
its	   infancy,	   but	   it’s	   trying	   to	   pick	   up,	   at	   deep	   neurophysical	  
levels,	   signs	   of	   sudden	   life	   coming	   into	   being,	   trigged	   by	  
literary	   texts	   which	   replicate	   powerful	   situa?ons	   in	   human	  
existence.	  

LC:	   We	   are	   talking	   about	   the	   impact	   of	   what	   you	   oMen	  
describe	  as	  "serious	  literature".	  But	  what	  exactly	  is	  that?	  

Phil	   Davis:	   In	   England	   we	   have	   adverts	   for	   Carlsberg,	   saying	  
that	   'Carlsberg	   reaches	   the	   parts	   other	   beers	   don't	   reach’.	  
Serious	   literature	   begins	   to	   get	   to	   the	   places	   that	   you	   don’t	  
normally	   think	   about,	   or	   you	   think	   about	   in	   only	   generalised	  
ways.	   	   Serious	   literature	   is	   a	   way	   of	   being	   able	   to	   trigger	  
serious	  thinking	  about	  your	  own	  life,	  about	  human	  existence.	  	  
If	  we	  were	  able	  to	  talk	  more	  openly,	   to	  feel	  more	  powerfully,	  	  
to	   remember	  more	   accurately,	  we	  might	   not	   need	   literature.	  
Literature	   is	   that	   other	   mind	   that	   s?mulates	   us	   in	   a	   world	  
where	  it	  is	  oFen	  difficult	  to	  remember	  things,	  or	  to	  have	  ?me	  	  
to	  think	  about	  things.	  It	  s?mulates	  that	  area	  that	  holds	  human	  
existence	  and	  enables	  you	  to	  re-‐imagine	  it,	  to	  re-‐feel	  it	  and	  to	  
think	   ‘What	   was	   going	   on’?	   And	   the	   fact	   that	   it’s	   analogous	  
that	  it	  is	  not	  necessarally	  your	  own	  experience	  but	  something	  
close	   to	   it,	   means	   that	   it	   is	   not	   just	   iden?fica?on,	   you’re	  
working	  ac?vely.	  	  
I	  give	  an	  example:	  an	  English	  poem	  wriRen	  by	  Robert	  Herrick,	  
16th	   century,	   about	   being	   in	   love	   and	   wan?ng	   to	   love	   your	  
beloved.	  In	  Liverpool,	  21th	  century,	   	  a	  not	  very	  well	  educated	  
man	   likes	   this	   poem,	   wriRen	   400	   years	   ago.	   He	   likes	   it	   not	  
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because	  he	  has	  had	  all	  those	  feelings	  of	   love,	  but	  because	  he	  
has	  wanted	  to.	  So	  some?mes	  it	  is	  not	  to	  do	  with	  the	  fact	  that	  
you	  iden?fy,	  that	  you	  are	  that	  person,	  but	  it	  has	  to	  do	  with	  the	  
things	   you	   haven’t	   had.	   That	   might	   be	   what	   imagina-on	   is:	  
that	   you	   can	   appreciate	   and	   value	   -‐because	   you	   haven’t	   had	  
them-‐	  the	  things	  that	  you	  would	  want.	  

LC:	  So	  some?mes	  it’s	  not	  just	  because	  what	  has	  happened	  to	  
you,	  but	  because	  what	  has	  not	  happened	  to	  you.	  

Phil	  Davis:	  Right.	  During	  the	  research	  we	  film	  a	  shared	  reading	  
group	   and	   we	   find	   a	   moment	   in	   which	   somebody	   does	  
something	   wonderful	   and	   show	   that	   excerpt	   back	   to	   the	  
person	   and	   we	   see	   what	   they	   think	   in	   terms	   of	   looking	   at	  
themselves	  doing	  this	  quick	  transient	  thing.	  
I	   think	   that	   it’s	   very	   important	   that	   literature	   takes	  us	  out	  of	  	  
our	  norms,	  because	  our	  norms	  are	  not	  usually	  as	  good	  as	  we	  	  
really	   are	   deep	   inside.	   When	   literature	   can	   show	   somebody	  	  	  
reac?ng	   from	  a	  deep	  part	  of	   themselves,	   and	   that	   they	   then	  
substan?vely	  can	  see	  the	  deep	  part	  of	  themselves,	  I	  don’t	  care	  
whether	   that’s	   called	   research	   or	   not.	   What	   I	   can	   see	   is	  
something	  in	  human	  beings,	  crea?vely	  released	  by	  the	  poem,	  
that	  is	  worthy	  of	  respect.	  

LC:	   Shared	   Reading	   can	   be	   a	   sort	   of	   benchmark	   for	   how	  
somebody	  might	  think	  of	  themself	  in	  future.	  
	  
Phil	  Davis:	  Par?cipants	  look	  at	  themselves	  in	  a	  session	  and	  say	  	  
‘I	   like	   that	   person’	   or	   ‘AFer	   the	   session	   the	   world	   felt	   a	   bit	  
sunnier	  to	  me.’	  That	   is	  research.	  Because	  we	  can	  show	  in	  the	  
film	  why	  we	  think	   this	  a	  breakthrough,	  we	  can	  examine	  their	  
language,	  we	  can	  examine	  the	  language	  of	  what	  they	  say	  and	  
respond	  to	  it.	  	  
The	  basic	  thing	  is	  to	  see	  people	  going	  beyond	  their	  norm	  and	  
suddenly	   revealing	   the	   sort	  of	  human	  power	  of	  emo?on	  and	  
expression	   that	   poets	   themselves	   reveal	   in	   poems.	   People	  
become	   mini-‐poets	   of	   their	   own	   lives.	   	   That’s	   all	   at	   its	   best	  
research	  should	  show:	  individuals	  doing	  that.	  

LC:	   Research	   has	   always	   been	   an	   important	   factor	   in	   the	  
development	   of	   The	   Reader.	   We	   can	   learn	   from	   the	   work	  
that’s	   been	   done	   at	   CRILS.	   Luckily	   we,	   Het	   Lezerscollec?ef,	  
also	  have	  something	  to	  offer…	  

Phil	  Davis:	  In	  order	  to	  spread	  Shared	  Reading	  in	  England,	  Jane	  
had	  to	  reinvent	  the	  model	  to	  include	  volunteers	  to	  spread	  the	  
word.	  One	  of	  the	  great	  models	  for	  that	  volunteering	  ini?a?ve	  -‐
I	   know-‐	   was	   what	   she	   saw	   in	   Belgium.	   You	   are	   the	   great	  
country	  for	  volunteers.	  So	  thank	  you	  Belgium!	  
	  
LC:	   Those	   are	   nice	  words	   to	   toast	   on	   our	   collabora?on!	   (Het	  
Lezerscollec-ef	  is	  an	  official	  partner	  of	  The	  Reader	  and	  part	  of	  the	  Interna-onal	  Center	  
for	  Shared	  Reading	  for	  Flanders	  and	  the	  Netherlands	  since	  2020.)
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