
Why Our Brains are Wired to Appreciate Art:
Unraveling the Neuroscience of Aesthetic
Experience
Beauty has always fascinated human beings. It captivates our senses, evokes
emotions, and touches a deeper part of our being. Artists have long strived to
create works that enchant and enthrall, but what is it about these creations that
make them so powerful? The answer lies within the intricate workings of our
brains.

The Aesthetic Experience: Beyond What Meets the Eye

When we encounter a beautiful painting, awe-inspiring sculpture, or melodious
symphony, the experience goes beyond our visual or auditory perception. The
brain processes the aesthetics of these stimuli in a unique way, connecting
different regions responsible for emotion, memory, and reward.

Neuroscience has been instrumental in unraveling the mysteries of the aesthetic
experience. Through advanced brain imaging techniques, scientists have
discovered that multiple areas, such as the orbitofrontal cortex, the anterior
cingulate cortex, and the insula, light up when we encounter something
aesthetically pleasing.
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The Pleasure of Symmetry and Order

One fundamental aspect of aesthetic experience is the appreciation for symmetry
and order. From the ancient Greek temples to the modern architectural marvels,
our brains inherently find pleasure in balanced and harmonious structures.

Studies have shown that symmetry activates brain regions associated with
reward and pleasurable experiences. When we see symmetrical objects or
patterns, our brains release dopamine, the feel-good neurotransmitter, which
intensifies our enjoyment of the visual stimuli.

The Power of Emotional Resonance

Emotions play a crucial role in the aesthetic experience. Whether we are moved
to tears or filled with joy, art has the ability to evoke powerful emotional
responses. This emotional resonance occurs because artistic creations activate
regions in the brain responsible for processing emotions and memories.

Research has demonstrated that when we encounter art that aligns with our own
emotional experiences, our brain's reward pathway is activated. We feel a sense
of connection and empathy, which enhances our aesthetic experience and makes
it more meaningful.

The Element of Surprise

Surprise is another key element that enhances our aesthetic experience. The
brain craves novelty and unpredictability, and when artists infuse their creations
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with unexpected elements or unconventional techniques, our brains respond with
heightened attention and interest.

Neuroscientists have found that the brain releases dopamine in response to
unexpected rewards or stimuli. This surge of dopamine intensifies our pleasure
and creates a memorable experience. Artists, therefore, often experiment with
innovative ideas or challenge traditional norms to evoke these pleasant surprises
in their audience.

The Role of Culture and Individual Differences

While there are universal aspects of aesthetic experience, such as the preference
for symmetry and emotions, culture and individual differences also shape our
response to art. Different cultures have distinct aesthetic standards and
conventions, which influence how we perceive and appreciate art.

Furthermore, individual differences in personality traits and past experiences can
also impact one's aesthetic preferences. Some individuals may be more inclined
towards abstract and avant-garde art, while others find solace in classical
masterpieces. These variations occur due to the unique wiring of our brains,
shaped by our personal histories and influences.

Enhancing Our Own Aesthetic Experience

Understanding the role of neuroscience in aesthetic experience can offer us
valuable insights into how we can enhance our own appreciation of art. By
actively engaging with art and exploring different genres, we can expand our
neural networks and cultivate a deeper understanding of aesthetic beauty.

Additionally, embracing diversity in art, both in terms of culture and style, allows
us to broaden our horizons and challenge our own preferences. This openness



creates the opportunity to discover new forms of beauty that may resonate with
us in unexpected ways.

The Beauty Within Our Brains

The neuroscience of aesthetic experience reveals that beauty is not just an
external phenomenon, but an inherent aspect of our brains. Our neural circuitry is
intricately wired to appreciate and derive pleasure from the aesthetics of the
world around us.

By embracing art and exploring its diverse expressions, we can tap into the
remarkable capacity of our brains to immerse ourselves in the transformative
power of beauty, enriching our lives and expanding our understanding of what it
means to be human.

Further Reading:

Neuroaesthetics: Growing pains of a new discipline

Artistic Creativity and the Brain: What We Can Learn from Neurology and
Cognitive Science

The neuroscience of beauty: A review and artist's guide
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A theory of the neural bases of aesthetic experience across the arts, which draws
on the tools of both cognitive neuroscience and traditional humanist inquiry.

In Feeling Beauty, G. Gabrielle Starr argues that understanding the neural
underpinnings of aesthetic experience can reshape our conceptions of aesthetics
and the arts. Drawing on the tools of both cognitive neuroscience and traditional
humanist inquiry, Starr shows that neuroaesthetics offers a new model for
understanding the dynamic and changing features of aesthetic life, the
relationships among the arts, and how individual differences in aesthetic
judgment shape the varieties of aesthetic experience.

Starr, a scholar of the humanities and a researcher in the neuroscience of
aesthetics, proposes that aesthetic experience relies on a distributed neural
architecture—a set of brain areas involved in emotion, perception, imagery,
memory, and language. More important, it emerges from networked interactions,
intricately connected and coordinated brain systems that together form a flexible
architecture enabling us to develop new arts and to see the world around us
differently. Focusing on the "sister arts" of poetry, painting, and music, Starr builds
and tests a neural model of aesthetic experience valid across all the arts. Asking
why works that address different senses using different means seem to produce
the same set of feelings, she examines particular works of art in a range of
media, including a poem by Keats, a painting by van Gogh, a sculpture by
Bernini, and Beethoven's Diabelli Variations. Starr's innovative, interdisciplinary
analysis is true to the complexities of both the physical instantiation of aesthetics
and the realities of artistic representation.
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success in life while others struggle and never reach their full potential?
The answer lies in the social...
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