
 

 
This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License 
(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0), which permits unrestricted use, distribution, and 
reproduction in any medium, provided the original work is properly cited. 

Page | 6  
 
Art and Neuroaesthetics: Understanding the Brain's 
Response to Art 
  

Mabirizi Kawuma Baluku 

Faculty of Business and Management Kampala International University Uganda 

 
ABSTRACT 

Neuroaesthetics, a field introduced by Semir Zeki in 2001, explores the neural mechanisms underlying the 
perception and creation of art. This interdisciplinary research area examines how the brain analyzes, 
processes, and interprets various art forms, including visual art, music, literature, and more. Key topics 
include the neural pathways involved in aesthetic experience, the brain regions activated by artistic 
stimuli, and the role of neurotransmitters in art perception. Additionally, neuroaesthetics investigates the 
cognitive processes behind artistic creation and the potential applications of this knowledge in art 
therapy. This paper provides a comprehensive overview of the historical development, neuroscientific 
foundations, research methods, and practical implications of neuroaesthetics. 
Keywords: Neuroaesthetics, art perception, brain response, neural mechanisms, aesthetic experience. 

 
INTRODUCTION 

The term “neuroaesthetics” was proposed for the first time by the neuroscientist Semir Zeki and used for 
the first time to designate a specific area of interdisciplinary research in 2001. Since then, the areas of 
brain and art, brain and literature, brain and architecture, brain and cinema, etc. have been studied. It is 
more appropriate to consider neuroaesthetics as a broad initiative covering different topics under the 
umbrella of brain and art. It encompasses a range of problems all related to the relation of art and the 
brain. At the core of the ideas and themes are perceptions of different aesthetic objects and responses 
triggered by them in the brain as well as to neural mechanisms and internal and hidden processes 
underlying artistic creation and understanding. This point could be phrased attractively: there are 
paintings, music, novels, sculptures, etc., but what do they do in the brain? The phrase “What do they 
do?” means here how the brain analyzes, processes, and interprets the incoming signals. It goes further to 
mechanisms of functional and structural synthetic transformations, neural networks, and synaptic 
pathways which are engaged in creation, storage, reading, recollection, and appreciation of the work of art 
[1, 2]. The second topic is broadly connected with the analysis of creative endeavors in the brain which 
enable particular artistic expressions and illustrates the transparency of art and artistic expression. How 
do images (visual, pictorial, and imaginary), sounds, words, gestures, and emotions appear in the brain? 
How did the synaptic styles and forms of art emerge and shape the brain? Is there a manipulation of the 
brain which would enable one to create different letter forms or to play notes from a different palette that 
would engage a stacking of new neural connections? It could be phrased basically as “What is in the brain 
when there is a creation of art?” [3, 4]. 

DEFINITION AND SCOPE 
Within the context of neuroaesthetics, the intent here is to define the scope and boundaries of the field. 
Any definition must take into account the naiveté of art, the language of art, neuroaesthetics as part of 
this language, the physical embodiment of art in all its forms, what constitutes an aesthetic experience 
and the artistry of the experience, how artificial systems and groups come together to form art periods, 
movements, or styles, and the victimisation of art by the unaesthetic perception of the experience [5]. 
One of the tenets of aesthetic experience is that it is an event in a conscious mind that arises from a 
physical parallel dynamic. This dynamic fearne is either responsive to external forces, or it is responsive 
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to internal forces, or it is a complex mix of both. As the physical domain stands in a more or less 
reflectant relation to the dynamic fearne, any events of the physical domain can be representative of the 
experiential events of the dynamic fearne. The physical embodiment of a particular art genre is part of the 
intra-mental physical peer that is initialized, transmitted out of the complexed mind, and contained 
between spatio-temporally fixed bounds. The embodiment may take the form of a song, a poem, a 
painting, a statue, a play, a novel, a ballet, or a film. Emerging from the disciplinary boundaries of the 
genre, this art form may be automatically processed by sophisticated mental and brain processes that 
create a complex constructed characterised peer ether. Forming at qualitative levels beyond the broad 
metrics that have been socially chosen to parse the worldly flows, within an imaginary sport time, events 
in this ether are akin to the strings played by a musical instrument or by the ensemble of instruments 
forming an orchestra [2]. 

HISTORICAL DEVELOPMENT 
Historically, interest in the relationship between human behavior, the mental processing of experience 
and stimuli in the environment, and the brain's physical substrate was formalized in the so-called mind–
brain issue, or the philosophical question of the nature of the relationship between the mind and the brain. 
This was asked for the first time in Western philosophy in the 17th century by René Descartes, who 
proposed a dualistic view of the mind and brain as different substances. Following the development of 
modern neuroscience, it became known as the mind–body problem, addressing the question of how 
mental states might influence processes occurring in the brain. Philosophers of the 19th and 20th 
centuries, particularly with the development of the social sciences, challenged the validity of such a 
dualistic view regarding a lower causal influence of the physical world over thoughts, emotions, and 
desires. This led, for neuronal science, to the emergence of the idea of levels of explanation: the physical 
level, as the foundation of all other levels, and the population and system levels, where thoughts, 
emotions, and the social dimension of interaction take place [6]. The first comprehensive treatise on 
neuroaesthetics, “Art and the Neurobiological Approach”, was written in 2001 by Vilayanur 
Ramachandran. He proposed the idea of around a dozen art-specific so-called “aesthetic universals” that 
help explain why, although artistic tastes differ widely among cultures, there are also many beliefs and 
feelings about art that are universally shared. Robert Zatorre published in 2003 the first neuroimaging 
results of music perception, and this opened the door to a new avenue in the neurocognitive sciences. In 
2003, a symposium of the American Association for the Advancement of Science held in Colorado, USA, 
proposed for the first time the term “neuroaesthetics” to a scientific audience. Neuroaesthetics has since 
then become an academic topic of increasing interest, producing scientists and theoretical approaches as 
diverse as the artists, art theorists, philosophers, neurobiologists, and psychologists that founded it. Art 
and the cognitive and affective processing behind its perception have been investigated through several 
behavioral experiments and neuroimaging studies [7, 8]. 

NEUROSCIENTIFIC FOUNDATIONS OF AESTHETICS 
Decades of rigorous research have established a relationship between experience (the world) and neural 
activity (the brain). It proposes a review of the exciting field of research known as neuroaesthetics (the 
brain and aesthetics). The analysis of aesthetic experience differs at particular levels of explanation and 
understanding. It integrates studies and theories regarding the phenomenal experience of beauty and the 
neural mechanisms and correlates involved in it, aiming to provide a more comprehensive interpretation 
of such a singular human experience. Artificial stimuli that aim to simulate a natural experience are 
external to mere phenomenological experience and brain activity. The perception of aesthetic stimuli 
engages basic brain networks involved in emotional processing and higher-order areas associated with 
decisional and reflective mechanisms. Thus, aesthetic experience emerges from the interaction of iconic 
brain networks and the concurrent activations of several areas engaged in emotional, decisional, 
reflective, and qualitative processing. Empirical advances shed light on how aesthetic beauty emerges 
from the relationship between the artistic stimulus and the beholder. Brain imaging techniques show the 
existence of specific brain regions activated by aesthetic evaluation independently of the sensory modality. 
These brain regions support the neural underpinnings of cognitive and affective processing involved in 
the perception of aesthetic stimuli [9]. 

BRAIN REGIONS INVOLVED 
Focusing on the brain regions involved in aesthetic perception, attention is drawn on art and 
neuroaesthetics. It starts by delineating the specific neural structures that contribute to the processing of 
artistic stimuli. Then, attention is turned to the interaction of such brain regions, and the implications 
might have on entities such as consciousness, personal attributes and overt behaviors. Understanding the 
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specific brain regions involved in the aesthetic experience is vital, in attempting to unravel the neural 
circuitry underlying the aesthetic processing, hence the subjective experience of art [10]. 
The Perception Network - How Art is Seen. The Lower Sensory Network is likely to play a role in the 
perceptual analysis of object features and spatial relationships in visual art. This network is designated 
here as the Perception Network (PN). The core nodes of the PN include the bilateral posterior superior 
temporal sulcus (pSTS), the bilateral middle temporal V5 area (MT/V5), and the bilateral fusiform gyrus 
(MFG). The Perception Network is specialized in analyzing sensory object and spatial features, with an 
emphasis on the visual modality. More specifically, it is likely to play an important role in analyzing the 
perceptual features and spatial qualities of art. An analysis of the EEG data in the first period (within 750 
ms after the presentation of a visual stimulus) revealed that the brain assessed whether a visual stimulus 
was beautiful with respect to the culture, the expressed values and priorities, or the personal past. The 
network group is termed the Initial Aesthetic Network, covering a region of interest including 27 nodes 
from Occipital, Temporal and Parietal areas. The scoring of the below points refers to the fact that the 
findings provided evidence that the ventral stream is concerned with the “What?” of visual information, 
whereas the dorsal stream is focused on the “Where?” (with respect to the viewing agent) [11, 12]. 

NEUROTRANSMITTERS AND ART PERCEPTION 
Neurotransmitters are mediators in the effectiveness of art perception. The brain is a complex organ in 
which neural cells communicate with each other through neurochemistry—in regard to art, it is 
neurochemical signaling that allows one to enjoy the beauty of a painting. Art is regarded as an important 
asset in the culture of humankind, and a question of how understood and perceived art continues to be 
pursued by artists and scientists alike. Neuroscience tackles art and understanding the brain processes 
that occur during art appreciation is an explosion of thought in neuroscience. Boundaries between art and 
science continue to blur. The discipline that studies brain mechanisms involved in perceiving art, the 
neuroaesthetics, has recently formed a bridge between art and neuroscience. The brain must respond to 
art in some way and characterizing the response is paramount not only to neuroaesthetics but to 
understanding human cognition. The studies of how the brain perceives art during exposure to visual 
artistic stimuli draw from methodology and devices commonly used in neuroscience. Non-invasive 
devices, such as MRI, are essential for describing brain function without needing surgery. Data recorded 
from within the brain by inserting electrodes is yet far from methods used on central nervous system and 
remains a matter in animal experiments. Recording signals on the scalp is a close proxy with which to 
measure brain effects evoked by any stimulations including art. Understanding biochemistry behind the 
perception is critical in the chain of cognition. The perception of art involves a cascade of events from 
transduction of photons from the environment to computer processes by networked neurons, and it is this 
viewpoint that allows understanding what the mind perceives [13]. 

METHODS IN NEUROAESTHETICS RESEARCH 
Neuroaesthetics is a developing interdisciplinary research area whose goal is to understand aesthetic 
experience and its neural basis. Significant research effort has been devoted to investigating the neural 
underpinnings of the aesthetic experience of visual art using functional neuroimaging. The primary aim of 
such research is to reveal which brain areas, neural circuits, and mechanisms are involved in aesthetic 
responses to visual art. To reveal the neural underpinnings of the aesthetic experience of visual art, 
various research approaches have been adopted. Most studies have focused on the brain areas related to 
aesthetic experience or aesthetic judgment, and sub-cortical areas. A distributed set of brain regions 
involved in perceptual, cognitive, and emotional processing is activated when an aesthetic experience 
occurs [14]. Since the early 2000s, a significant research effort using fMRI technology has been devoted 
to neuroaesthetics. To better understand the neural mechanisms of aesthetic experience, experiments 
have been designed to reveal the brain areas involved in the early encoding of visual art and its potential 
impact on aesthetic appreciation. The methods employed in neuroaesthetics research are crucial for 
understanding how neural responses to art are studied and what is known and still unknown [15]. 

NEUROIMAGING TECHNIQUES 
Recent developments in neuroimaging techniques, such as fMRI and EEG, are beginning to capture the 
neural activity associated with the aesthetic experience. Much research effort has been devoted to 
understanding the brain basis of the aesthetic experience of visual art using functional neuroimaging. 
These studies have shed light on which brain areas, neural circuits, and mechanisms are involved in 
aesthetic responses to visual art. The aim of the review is to summarize recent progress in this area. First, 
the neural correlates of art perception and aesthetic judgment of visual art are analyzed. Then, the 
mechanisms of brain network configurations triggered by the appreciation of visual art are reviewed 
[16]. In the past few decades, there has been increasing interest in understanding how the brain responds 
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to art. Neuroimaging studies have begun to unravel the neural correlates underlying the perception of 
diverse forms of artworks and to reveal the response of the brain to complex art pieces. Some important 
findings have emerged from this research, especially in the area of neuroaesthetics. For instance, a meta-
analysis of fMRI studies revealed that aesthetics-related neural systems and regions are widely 
distributed throughout the brain. Twenty-seven brain regions, most of which have been previously 
implicated in aesthetic appreciation and judgment, are involved during the appreciation of visual art. The 
occipital lobe, anterior insula, and posterior cingulate cortex are activated during viewing paintings. 
Aesthetic perception, appreciation, and judgment plausibly have neural foundations [17]. 

BEHAVIORAL STUDIES 
Behavioral studies represent an important methodology in the development of neuroaesthetics. However, 
behavioral experiments have a long and practically detached tradition from neuroscience, so they can be 
seen as belonging in the domain of psychology. Typically, two experimental setups are prominent in 
behavioral art research: investigations of the viewer’s reaction to artistic stimuli and the artist’s behavior 
when producing art. As would be expected of a field attempting to understand the human experience of 
art through the lens of the brain, the emphasis is on the viewer’s cognitive appraisal and emotional 
response to art. Hence, it is of utmost significance for neuroaesthetics to present studies elucidating the 
psychological mechanisms of appreciation across various art forms. Within neuroaesthetics, the viewer 
research is mostly concerned with cognitive and emotional perspectives, perhaps for historical and 
disciplinary reasons. Yet the integration of two behavioral approaches under the roof of neuroaesthetics, 
one looking at the beholder’s response, the other on the creator’s experience of his or her own art, is 
important in creating a more complete picture of the relationship between art, artists, and viewers during 
the human experience of art [18]. Behavioral studies of art viewing comprise a wide and interdisciplinary 
scope of research, yet all studies presented here focus on one vision of the icing on the cake of art viewing 
experiences—to touch the viewer’s heart. They use modern psychological methodology, ranging from 
information theory and statistical analyses of appreciation in a large corpus of visual art, to simple 
triangulation approaches of tracking the viewer’s gaze on artworks. Coherent with the specific study, 
artworks from different collections are analyzed, spanning from Western masterpieces, Russian art of the 
1930s to 1960s, to a diverse selection of nevertheless visually coherent contemporary art. Despite notable 
differences between the datasets, findings of widespread appreciation effects across different population 
and artwork samples uncover psychologically significant features of visual art [19]. 

NEUROAESTHETICS AND ARTISTIC CREATION 
The past decade has seen an exponential growth in studies examining links between art and the brain, 
within a field known as neuroaesthetics. Neuroaesthetics seeks to uncover insights into the brain’s 
response to art, or its neurophysiological underpinnings. As a neuroaesthetician, the interface between 
neuroscience and artistic creation is of particular interest. There is currently a burgeoning stock of 
evidence regarding the neural underpinnings of the appreciation of art. However, the cognitive processes 
underlying artistic creation remain untouched by the same level of scrutiny. The goal was to explore the 
intersection of neuroaesthetics and the creative process. This exploration takes the form of experiments 
designed to investigate whether insights from neuroaesthetics could deepen the practice of artists. In the 
first experiment, artists novelly engage with their creations through induced non-dominant hand drawing 
and painting. This method is then tested for its efficacy in generating art, and its relation with 
remanifestations of non-dominant processed content. The second experiment invites artists to take 
greater control of their creative engagement by introducing online brain stimulation techniques, 
specifically Transcranial Direct Current Stimulation (tDCS). Conditions under which stimulation could 
potentially enhance creativity and artistic expression are then […] investigated. The significance of this 
exploration and associated experiments is not only to enrich scant insight into the neuroaesthetic 
processes associated with artistic creation and expression but also to underscore the unique value 
provided by cooperation between neuroscience and artistic practice [20]. 

APPLICATIONS OF NEUROAESTHETICS IN ART THERAPY 
The exploration of the brain's response to art has practical applications, particularly in the realm of art 
therapy. Insights from neuroaesthetics can inform and enhance art therapy practices with the aim of 
promoting emotional wellbeing, cognitive rehabilitation, or shedding light on the therapeutic promise of 
aesthetics. An examination of the neurocognitive transformations underlying art engagement paves a way 
to understand the therapeutic implications of art viewing, listening, or art production. In this context, 
neuroesthetics and neuropsychoanalysis are poised to pursue novel avenues of inquiry, focusing on the 
psychological implications of a core role for the transition from experienced time to clock time as a crucial 
aspect of aesthetic experience, and the interpretation of the emotional valence of aesthetic engagement in 
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relation to primary motives of avoiding boredom and anxiety. Aesthetic experience can be considered as a 
mode of stateless creative projective participation, the implications of which for possible therapeutic 
measures are also explored [21, 22]. 

CONCLUSION 
Neuroaesthetics bridges the gap between art and neuroscience, offering insights into how the brain 
responds to and creates art. By understanding the neural underpinnings of aesthetic experiences and 
artistic creation, this field enhances our comprehension of human cognition and emotion. The integration 
of neuroimaging techniques, behavioral studies, and neuroscientific research methods has advanced our 
knowledge of the brain's interaction with art. Furthermore, the applications of neuroaesthetics in art 
therapy highlight its potential to promote emotional well-being and cognitive rehabilitation. As the field 
continues to evolve, it promises to deepen our appreciation of art and its impact on the human mind 
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