
 

 

Oliver Sacks, An Anthropologist on Mars. 
 
Here are some quotes from the book. 
 
p23  ‘ “Optical illusion is optical truth!” Goethe was centrally concerned with the way we 
actually see colors and light, the ways in which we create worlds, and illusions, in color.  
This, he felt, was not explicable by Newton's physics, but only by some as-yet unknown rules 
of the brain.’ 
 
p243-4  ‘Stephen's “scribblings” were largely of cars and occasionally of animals and people.  
Lorraine Cole speaks of his doing “wickedly clever caricatures” of some of the teachers.  But 
his special interest, his fixation, which developed when he was seven, was the drawing of 
buildings - buildings in London he had seen on school trips or that he had seen on television 
or in magazines.’ 
 
p296  ‘ “His portrayal of an angry man in a restaurant was so spirited and so funny that it was 
only when we played back the video we had made that we realized he had used no actual 
words, only a wide range of angry noises.  It was then that we understood his capacity for 
imitating sounds.”’ 
 
p299-300  ‘ “It's Not Unusual” has become the theme song of Tom Jones, and in his version, 
Stephen took on Jones's flamboyant physicality, adding to it a flavor of Stevie Wonder.  He 
seemed completely at one with the music, completely possessed - and at this point there was 
none of the skewed neck posture that is habitual with him, none of the stiltedness, the ticcing, 
the aversion of gaze.  His entire autistic persona, it seemed, had totally vanished, replaced 
by movements that were free, graceful, with emotional appropriateness and range.  Very 
startled at this transformation, I wrote in large capitals in my notebook “AUTISM 
DISAPPEARS.”  but as soon as the music stopped, Stephen looked autistic once again. 
 
Until now, it had seemed to be part of Stephen's nature, part of being autistic, to be defective 
precisely in that range of emotions and states of mind that defines a 'self' for the rest of us.  
And yet in the music he seemed to have been “given” these, to have “borrowed” an identity - 
though these were lost the moment the music ended.’ 
 
p306  ‘I had spent an extraordinary week at a camp for autistic children, Camp Winston, in 
Ontario - the more so as one of the counsellors there this summer was a friend of mine, 
Shane, with Tourette's syndrome, who, with his lungings and touchings, reachings and 
buttings, his enormous vitality and impulsiveness, seemed able to get through to the most 
deeply autistic children, in a way the rest of us were unable to do.’ 
 
p345  ‘The other side of a much-retarded development may be a continuing ability to develop 
social skills and perceptions throughout life, and the last twenty years have indeed been 
years of continuing development for Temple.  Ten years ago, when she first started lecturing, 
I had been told, she often seemed not to be addressing the audience - she would have no 
eye contact and might actually be facing in another direction - and she could not take 
questions after the lecture.  Now she spends almost 90 percent of her time on the road, 
lecturing around the world, sometimes about autism, sometimes about animal behaviour.  
She has become much more fluent in her lecturing style, has more eye contact with the 
audience, and may even add humorous asides and improvisations; she answers - and, if 
need be, parries - questions easily.  In her social life, she seems also to have developed, so 
that most recently, Temple told me, she has been able to enjoy spending time with two or 
three friends.’ 


