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The human brain, an organ weighing approximately 1.4 kilograms and occupying a volume of roughly 1,200 to 

1,400 cubic centimeters, remains the most complex structure in the known universe. Despite its physical limitations, 

the brain possesses a functional capacity that transcends its biological boundaries. This paradox is famously 

encapsulated in Emily Dickinson’s poem, "The Brain—is wider than the Sky—" and further explored through the 

lens of neurological suffering in Andrew Levy’s "A Brain Wider Than the Sky: A Migraine Diary." This article

provides a technical and philosophical examination of the brain’s expansive nature, focusing on cognitive

neuroscience, informational density, and the pathological shifts in perception caused by neurological conditions like

migraines.

1. Theoretical Framework: The Informational Geometry of Consciousness

To understand why the brain is described as "wider than the sky," we must move beyond three-dimensional 

physical volume and into the realm of informational geometry. While the sky is a vast physical expanse, the 

brain’s ability to simulate, represent, and contain the concept of the sky suggests a higher order of complexity. This 

is rooted in the Global Workspace Theory (GWT)  and the Integrated Information Theory (IIT) .

1.1. Neural Architecture and Connectomics

The human brain contains approximately 86 billion neurons, each capable of forming up to 10,000 synaptic 

connections. This creates a neural network with nearly 1 quadrillion synapses. From a technical standpoint, the 

"width" of the brain is defined by its connectivity matrix. The number of potential pathways or states the brain can

inhabit exceeds the number of elementary particles in the observable universe. This mathematical reality provides

the foundation for the metaphysical claim that the internal world is larger than the external one.

1.2. The Emily Dickinson Hypothesis

Dickinson’s comparison of the brain to the sky, the sea, and the weight of God is not merely poetic license; it is an 

early intuitive grasp of subjective idealism. From a neuro-phenomenological perspective, the "Sky" we perceive is

not the sky itself, but a neural representation generated within the primary visual cortex (V1) and integrated across

the dorsal and ventral streams. Therefore, the brain must be "wider" because it serves as the container for the

representation of all external phenomena.

2. Technical Analysis: Data Processing and Storage Capacity

When comparing the brain to physical entities like the sky or the sea, we can utilize metrics from Information 

Theory. Below is a comparison of the theoretical data limits of the human brain versus contemporary high-

performance computing systems.



Metric Human Brain (Estimated) High-Performance 
Computing (Typical)

Technological Analogy

Storage Capacity 2.5 Petabytes 10-100 Petabytes Long-term memory (LTM) 
vs. SSD Arrays

Operations per Second 1 Exaflop (10^18) 1.1 Exaflops (Frontier 
Supercomputer)

Synaptic firing vs. Floating-
point ops

Energy Efficiency 20 Watts 21 Megawatts Metabolic glucose vs. 
Electrical grid

Connectivity 10^15 Synapses 10^12 Transistors Dynamic plasticity vs. 
Static gates

As demonstrated in the table, while supercomputers are beginning to match the raw FLOPs (floating-point 

operations per second) of the human brain, the energy efficiency and parallel processingcapabilities of the

biological brain remain orders of magnitude more sophisticated. This efficiency allows for the "infinite" feel of

human imagination and thought processing.

3. The Migraine Dimension: Andrew Levy’s Pathological Expansion

In "A Brain Wider Than the Sky: A Migraine Diary,"  Andrew Levy explores how the brain’s capacity becomes a 

burden. Migraine is not simply a headache; it is a total neurological eventthat alters sensory perception, often

expanding the sufferer's sensitivity to a degree that the world becomes overwhelming. This provides a unique case

study in how the brain's "width" can become pathological.

3.1. Pathophysiology: Cortical Spreading Depression (CSD)

The technical core of the migraine experience is Cortical Spreading Depression (CSD). This is a wave of 

electrophysiological hyperactivity followed by a wave of inhibition (depression) that spreads across the cerebral 

cortex at a rate of 2–5 mm/minute. During CSD, the brain’s usual filters are disabled, leading to hyper-acute 

perception.

•  Photophobia: An inability to process normal light levels, as the visual cortex becomes hypersensitive.

•  Phonophobia: The amplification of sound through the thalamocortical pathways.

•  Aura: Visual distortions that demonstrate the brain's ability to generate complex geometric patterns 

(fortification spectra) independent of external stimuli.

3.2. The "Storm" as a Window into Consciousness

Levy argues that the migraine "storm" reveals the brain's hidden architecture. When the brain is in a state of

migraine, the boundaries between the self and the environment blur. This state, while painful, mirrors the "sublime"

experience described by Romantic poets. The brain is so wide that its internal electrical storms can eclipse the

external reality of the sky.

4. Mathematical Modeling of Neural Capacity

To quantify the "width" of the brain, we can look at the Shannon Entropy of neural states. If we define Sas the set

of all possible neuronal firing patterns:

H(S) = - "� P(s) log2 P(s)



Where P(s) is the probability of a specific configuration of neural activity. Because of neuroplasticity, the number 

of possible states Sis not fixed. Every new memory and every new synaptic connection increases the entropy and

thus the "width" or capacity of the system. This explains why the brain, unlike a hard drive, does not "fill up";

instead, it reorganizes to accommodate increased complexity.

4.1. Comparison Matrix: Physical vs. Perceptual Dimensions



Entity Physical Scale Perceptual Scale Mechanism of "Width"

The Sky ~10^18 km^3 (Atmosphere) Finite (Visual Horizon) Atmospheric volume

The Sea ~1.3 billion km^3 Finite (Depth/Surface) Liquid volume

The Brain ~1,400 cm^3 Infinite (Imagination/
Memory)

Combinatorial Complexity

5. Practical Implementation: Optimizing Cognitive "Width"

Understanding that the brain’s capacity is functionally infinite allows for specific strategies to optimize cognitive

health and manage neurological overflow (such as migraines or sensory overload).

5.1. Neuro-Hygiene and Information Filtering

Because the brain is a high-bandwidth receiver, it requires effective filtering mechanisms to prevent cognitive 

fragmentation. Techniques to strengthen the Prefrontal Cortex (PFC)—which acts as the brain's executive filter—

include:

•  Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction (MBSR): Validated to increase gray matter density in the hippocampus 

and reduce amygdala reactivity.

•  Circadian Rhythm Alignment: Ensuring proper glymphatic drainage (the brain's waste clearance system) 

which occurs primarily during deep REM sleep.

•  Pharmacological Modulation: In the case of migraines, using CGRP (Calcitonin Gene-Related Peptide) 

inhibitors to prevent the neurogenic inflammation that leads to the "painful expansion" of perception.

5.2. Troubleshooting Neurological Overload

When the brain feels "too wide" (e.g., during a sensory meltdown or migraine), the following procedural steps are

recommended for metabolic stabilization:

1.  Stimulus Reduction: Elimination of blue light (450-490nm) to reduce trigeminal nerve stimulation.

2.  Hydration and Electrolyte Balancing: Magnesium and Riboflavin (Vitamin B2) are critical for mitochondrial 

function in neurons.

3.  Vagus Nerve Stimulation: Using deep diaphragmatic breathing to switch the autonomic nervous system from 

sympathetic (fight/flight) to parasympathetic (rest/digest).

6. Case Studies: The Perceptual Shifts of Great Minds

The JSON data mentions Rosalind Franklin and the Minerva Scientificaproject. Franklin’s ability to visualize the

double-helix structure of DNA from X-ray diffraction patterns (Photo 51) is a prime example of the brain’s spatial

"width." She possessed the ability to translate 2D data into 3D structural models within her internal cognitive

workspace.

6.1. Lewis Carroll and Migraine Aura

It is widely theorized that Lewis Carroll suffered from Alice in Wonderland Syndrome (AIWS), a type of migraine

aura where the sufferer perceives objects as significantly larger (macropsia) or smaller (micropsia) than they are.

This clinical reality proves Dickinson’s point: the brain dictates the size of the world. If the brain perceives the sky as

small, it is small. If the brain perceives a teacup as a mountain, the mountain is the reality of the consciousness at

that moment.



7. Synthesis and Broader Implications

The convergence of Andrew Levy’s literary analysis and modern neurobiology reveals a profound truth: our physical

limitations are irrelevant to our cognitive capacity. The brain is not merely a biological computer; it is a generative

engine that creates the very concept of space and time. Whether through the focused scientific rigor of a Rosalind

Franklin or the expanded, painful clarity of a chronic migraineur, the human experience is defined by an organ that

refuses to be contained by its skull.

In the coming decades, the field of Brain-Computer Interfacing (BCI)will likely expand this width even further,

allowing us to export neural patterns to digital clouds. However, as Levy suggests, the "diary" of the brain is most

profound when it is internal, processing the weight of the sea and the sky through the delicate dance of

neurotransmitters. We must respect the brain’s capacity by maintaining its health, understanding its pathologies,

and recognizing that the universe we inhabit is, first and foremost, a product of the 100 trillion connections firing

within us at this very second.

Ultimately, the realization that the brain is wider than the sky serves as both an empowering psychological

framework and a rigorous scientific directive. It compels us to explore the inner frontier with the same intensity that

we explore the cosmos, for they are, in the most literal neurological sense, one and the same.
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