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A Baby Boomer or A late Bloomer? e
Y

For the generation of my high school classmates, the obvious answer to the first question is Yes. The second question
may not yield such a definitive answer, and alumni of all classes can potentially give the same answers. | recently came
across a thought-provoking article talking about “late bloomers” against a backdrop of “geniuses”. | want to share
some thoughts with you....

The author was trying to take a new look into the commonly accepted norms of the definitions of a genius and of a late
bloomer. He set out to challenge the following myths: (1) that a genius is usually associated with precocity, that in
order to be truly creative, one needs the freshness and the exuberance of youth. (2) Late bloomers are just late start-
ers. They themselves, (or the world) is just slow to appreciate their geniuses. He cited many stories of famous people
in many arts disciplines, but the story that really stays in my mind is that of Picasso and Cézanne, two of the greatest
painters of all times. They are both geniuses and achieved the same esteemed pinnacle of success as an artist, yet their
life stories couldn’t be more different.

Picasso was the quintessential prodigy. His career more or less began with a masterpiece
at age twenty. He painted a lot of the greatest works of his career in his twenties. The
author argues that prodigies like Picasso, tend to be “conceptual” They just come up with
an idea and start to do it without having to do a lot of research of the subject.

Cézanne was not a child prodigy by definition. The author states that if you go to the
Musee d’Orsay in Paris which housed the finest collection of Cézannes in the world--the
masterpieces were all painted at the end of his career. If you want to read a brief version
of his life (say, at Wikipedia), you'll find that he wasn’t even regarded to be gifted as a
painter in his younger days. In fact, he was awkward as a painter. He was often frustrated
with his work. He cut off a lot of canvases because he didn’t like the result. He had his first

solo exhibit in 1895 when he was 56 years old. Reading his biography, one cannot help
but notice that he had the good fortune of having a very important supporting cast in
his life. His best friend from childhood, the writer Emile Zola convinced him to come
from the provinces to Paris. Zola steadfastly stood by him, encouraging him and
coaching him through many long and difficult years. He literally gave him a schedule
to follow to hone his skills as a painter by going to the museums and try to study the
old masters. There is also Camille Pissarro, who took him under his wings and worked
side by side with him and taught him many valuable lessons of a painter. Then there
was Ambrose Vollard who sponsored Cézanne’s first one-man show, at the age of
fifty-six. He really tried to hunt down Cézanne and help rescued some paintings that
were either thrown out by the artist or simply gathering dust in the attic. Last, but not least, there was a father whose
financial help make his son’s apprenticeship possible. Cézanne’s father was a successful banker who despite the disap-
pointment of a son not following his footsteps and with a questionable talent as a painter, nonetheless reconciled and
supported him throughout his life and left him with a large inheritance. What a story of the sacrificial love of a parent.

How many of us can say | am a genius, hardly, | may say. Yet, is it a fair question to ask that does it really matter, or is it
really necessary to be a genius to be successful at what we want to accomplish? At the end of our lives, where our
efforts may be measured by the works we have done, the answer may not be so different whether you have the good
fortune to be born with great talent, or just, as the phrase goes, “l am but a late bloomer”. Both may have arrived at
exactly the same place. The stories of the late bloomers also reminds us of the aphorism, that no one succeeds on his
own. We are a product of many interventions in our lives. So many people enrich our lives and make our success
possible and we are also the participants to build up many other’s lives. True friendships carry us to new heights, to
accomplish what we never think was possible.

Our high school education give us a great foundation for learning. After high school, there is probably a lot more
schooling. Some people find their calling early on in life, while a lot don’t. There is no need to live a hurried life. In the
end, each of our journey may ultimately seem like a mystery.

As the baby boomer generations of my generation eases away from work to retirement, | want to congratulate them,
and for all those blessed with good health and stamina, that this may only be the beginning of a new adventure. With
dedication and support, there are a lot more to be accomplished. To my young alumni, | wish you the good fortune of
finding that special someone (or a team of special someones) who will be the wind beneath your wings...that you will
soar to new heights never imaginable on your own.

footnote: In the US, the term “baby boomer” generally refers to the post World War Il generation born between 1946 to 1964.
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