
Introduction: Aesthetics, Neuroaesthetics, 
and the Sister Arts

Thou still unravish’d bride of quietness 
 Thou foster-child of Silence and slow Time, 
Sylvan historian, who canst thus express 
 A flowery tale more sweetly than our rhyme: 
What leaf-fringed legend haunts about thy shape 
 Of deities or mortals, or of both, 
  In Tempe or the dales of Arcady? 
 What men or gods are these? What maidens loth? 
What mad pursuit? What struggle to escape? 
  What pipes and timbrels? What wild ecstasy?

Heard melodies are sweet, but those unheard 
  Are sweeter; therefore, ye soft pipes, play on; 
Not to the sensual ear, but, more endear’d, 
  Pipe to the spirit ditties of no tone.

—John Keats, “Ode on a Grecian Urn”
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In Pro Archia Poeta (62 BCE), Cicero advanced a family 
metaphor: “All the arts of humankind share a common 
bond, almost as if linked by the bonds of blood.”1 The idea 
that there are Sister Arts whose differing modes might com-
pete, be compared, and ultimately form a unified field offers 
an excellent route by which to approach the dynamic 
dimensions of aesthetic response and to explore the cogni-
tive neuroscience of aesthetic experience. A number of arts 
have been called kin (Cicero links poetry, oratory, and his-
toriography), but three Sisters, music, painting, and poetry, 
have been often taken up in ongoing comparison; these are 
the primary focus of this book as I build and test a neural 
model of aesthetic experience.

As I suggested in the preface, the very idea of the aes-
thetic poses a problem of cohesion. It is almost a riddle: how 
is a sonata like a sunset or a beloved face? The broader ques-
tion of why we might call all these things beautiful, sublime, 
or heartbreaking has an analogous one in the domain of the 
arts: while many of us, specialists and amateurs alike, associ-
ate music, painting, poetry, and other kinds of creative 
works together, perhaps it ought to strike us as strange that 
we do. Why should works that address different senses, 
using differing means, seem to produce the same set or class 
of feelings? Why, in other words, should we feel beauty 
across the arts at all? The tradition of the Sister Arts does not 
suggest a single consistent answer but rather encompasses 
contests and conversations around the multiple ways in 
which painting, poetry, and music might be connected. Not 
only does exploring the problem of the Sister Arts through 
these avenues of potential connection allow me to model the 
problem of aesthetics in small but, because of the depth and 
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longevity of its tradition, the theory of the Sisters also repre-
sents a powerful humanist strain of thought that can help 
direct neuroaesthetic inquiry and both test and be tested by 
it. Where these discourses meet in the following pages, I 
hope to produce a new and enlightening dialogue in which 
the history of the Sister Arts, of aesthetics, and of the science 
of perception, cognition, and emotion reciprocally advance 
and reflect on one another.

In this introductory chapter I briefly sketch the historical 
understanding of the connections between and among 
music, painting, and poetry in five areas: their subjects, their 
methods, the ways in which they move the emotions, the 
kinds of pleasure they give, and the question of their appeal 
to imagination. I do so not to give a full account of the his-
tory of these interconnections (for that has been done skill-
fully by other scholars) but rather to indicate the key areas of 
concern bearing on the question of why aesthetic experiences 
might cohere across artistic domains.2 Each area of putative 
connection among the Sister Arts has been a focus of intense 
contests. The persistence of these debates certainly testifies to 
the strength with which scholars, artists, critics, and their 
audiences believe that the arts and our experience of them are 
coherently connected. However, it also suggests that the links 
between the Sister Arts are so extensive that even competing 
explanations may have the power to convince. Exploring the 
reasons why we might posit a kinship of the arts, then, not 
only illuminates areas of relation among them but also 
enables us to determine what aspects of the experience of the 
arts might be suited to the approaches of cognitive neurosci-
ence. Further, it gives access to the question of the flexibility 
of our understanding of aesthetic experiences more broadly, 
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including those experiences that come from what is made—
dance, theater, film, sculpture, gardens; what is found—
faces, uncultivated landscapes, the night sky; and even those 
pleasures not yet discovered but which may come from new 
arts awaiting human creative realization. Starting with ques-
tions of emotion and pleasure as they emerged historically in 
debates over the Sister Arts, I move on to discuss imagery 
and imagination, as well as the idea of aesthetic knowledge. 
I also introduce concepts from neuroscience that can help us 
model these relations differently. In closing, I give an over-
view of a neuroaesthetic model and consider how it differs 
from other cross-disciplinary models of aesthetic life.

Pleasure and Emotion

Most theories of the Sister Arts have focused resolutely and 
explicitly on the subjective dimensions of response. The 
affective potential of the Sister Arts has been primarily can-
vassed from a few key positions. Along with Horace in the 
Ars Poetica, some have argued that what unites the arts is that 
they please in the same way.3 Such pleasures can be classified 
using special aesthetic terms, some more rarified than others 
(beautiful, grotesque, picturesque, sublime, interesting, ele-
gant, graceful, and so on), but they may also be understood 
in reference to the supposedly unique dynamics surrounding 
them. The durability of the pleasures of art and the relative 
absence of surfeit (compared to other pleasures of sensation: 
we tire less quickly of art at one sitting than of most of the 
pleasures we physically consume) have been key differentia-
tors for aesthetic pleasure.4 The peculiar temporality of 



INtroductIoN 5

aesthetic pleasures is suggested by Horace in one of the 
more often quoted dicta linking the Sister Arts—ut pictura 
poesis, “as in painting, so in poetry.” “A poem is like a pic-
ture: one strikes your fancy more, the nearer you stand; 
another the farther away. .  .  . This pleased but once; that, 
though ten times called for, will always please.”5 The effects 
of individual, perspectival difference and the peculiar time 
courses of appreciation might unite the arts in a system of 
taste (proponents of the idea of genius use that concept to 
contend that aesthetic pleasure might thus last eternally).6 
All aesthetic response is dynamic and individual, but as I 
show in the final chapter, the necessary differences involved 
in aesthetic experience mean that something does remain, 
even with the passage of time.

Now, beyond positing a particular kind of pleasure that 
is aesthetic, or a peculiar kind of temporality to aesthetic 
pleasures, there are other ways of thinking about the affec-
tive relations between arts. There is certainly a powerful 
strain of moral thought whereby our susceptibility to the 
emotions art can evoke unites the Sisters as potentially dan-
gerous. Plato most famously would retain in his Republic 
the songs of praise of gods and heroes that stir youth to 
emulation, but he would exclude those stories and poems 
that raise false fears, inappropriate laughter, or lust. Music 
and the other rhythmic arts (poetry and dance), he argues, 
must also be disciplined in their tones and beat so that they 
encourage self-restraint and not excessive passion. On the 
other hand, the elegance, proper rhythm, and harmony of 
all the arts, from music, poetry, and painting to weaving, 
architecture, and decorative works, should be cultivated as 
ways of always keeping grace before our eyes, teaching us to 
love beauty, and purging negative emotion.7



INtroductIoN6

It is thus that from Plato forward, philosophers, rhetori-
cians, critics, artists, and (eventually) scientists have been 
concerned with detailing the methods by which the arts 
could most effectively raise emotions for the purposes of the 
state, of social cohesion, or of art itself. Erasmus, for exam-
ple, claimed that one of the ancient musical and poetic 
rhythms, the pyrrhic (paired unstressed or short beats), 
could rouse men to war, and that other rhythms, such as the 
spondee (paired stressed or long beats), could calm; the 
cathartic potential of music and tragedy to purge negative 
emotions (such as fear) was key to ancient theorists; and the 
potential for the arts to enhance sympathetic interaction was 
a tenet of much eighteenth-century European thought.8

There is also, however, a countertradition that either 
denies the very existence of emotional responses to works of 
art or denies that the affective responses art evokes are the 
same as the emotional responses of everyday life. Some theo-
rists argue, for example, that in the absence of a valid belief 
that would motivate our responses to art or of a tendency 
toward real actions, it would be incorrect to call “anger” 
what we feel when we read about the murder of Hamlet’s 
father, or to call it “fear” when we turn away from a masked, 
knife-wielding assassin on the big screen. Kendall Walton 
argues that such responses are themselves fictional, “as-if” or 
make-believe responses that do not fully meet the standard 
of emotion in daily life.9 Other theorists argue that when it 
comes to art, what matters are not emotions such as fear or 
sorrow but rather a range of purely aesthetic affective 
responses, so that, for example, we are not saddened by 
songs but rather are “moved by the beauty or perfection of 
the music” itself.10 However, there are ample reasons, as I 
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discuss below, to hold that we do in fact have genuine emo-
tional responses to art, and that all aesthetic experiences 
involve pleasure or displeasure and some degree of emo-
tional response.11

It is essential to note here that this explanatory conflict 
is revealing: even when critics regard affective responses to 
the various forms of art as different from those of the mat-
ter-of-fact world, they still group those affective responses 
together as particularly belonging to a world of the aesthetic. 
Walton, for example, explicitly connects painting, plays, 
movies, sculpture, and novels, and Peter Kivy, beginning 
with music, uses the concept of beauty as the foundation of 
all aesthetic responses, regardless of artistic mode. I will 
return to these debates about emotion in the next chapter, 
where I marshal some of the empirical evidence on the sub-
ject in tandem with the theoretical concerns sketched here, 
as I offer a model for understanding the major emotional 
implications of the Sisters of poetry, painting, and music.

Imagination and Imagery

The debates around imagination and the internal represen-
tations or imagery that might be elicited by the Sister Arts 
are similar to those surrounding emotion. Plato believed 
that literature functions primarily if not exclusively by evok-
ing images. These images he saw as a source of danger, for 
in their similarity to the images of perception and to the 
echoes of things as they are (the ideals, which we cannot 
directly perceive), the images of poetry can trick us with 
their simulation of truth.12 The evocation of images then 
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puts poets on a par with painters, as peddlers of falsity. 
However, from Aristotle through the Renaissance master of 
rhetoric Quintilian (and beyond to at least Hugh Blair in 
the eighteenth century), rhetoricians have seen the produc-
tion of mental images as necessary to the evocation of emo-
tion by artful language, and the vividness of the images the 
writer evokes have been understood as central to the arts of 
words and persuasion.13 Two closely related terms of classi-
cal rhetoric, energeia and enargeia—imagery and the energy 
of particularly vivid imagery—indicate two persistently 
valued literary capacities; indeed, Elaine Scarry goes so far as 
to claim that the vivacity of images of motion is key for the 
aesthetic value of literature.14 I will return to imagery and 
particularly the question of motion in chapters 2 and 3, 
where I argue that imagery offers a primary model for the 
ways aesthetic pleasure is enacted in the brain, and that the 
systems for creating imagery share core elements with the 
architecture of intense aesthetic experience.

Again, as with emotion, the contrasting positions of 
Plato and the rhetoricians with respect to imagery are indic-
ative of a shared sense of the powerful connection between 
the arts based on how they change the way we think and 
feel. However, we also see that the idea that the arts have a 
special call on imagination establishes the benchmark not 
just for an individual work but for the reputation of a given 
art as paradigmatic. As W. J. T. Mitchell points out, the 
changing relationships and contests for ascendency between 
two of the Sister Arts, poetry and painting, have been under-
written by a dispute over images, over the relation between 
and the value of the images of perception, the visible images 
created by the visual artist, and the verbal and mental images 
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of poetry.15 On one hand, this can emerge as the valoriza-
tion of different arts based on their production of actual 
images or of mental imagery. So, for example, painters 
might argue they are most suited to telling a story, for they 
could give the most vivid picture of action and emotion, one 
that “speaks” to the eye, not just to the mind’s eye. Poets 
claim they can offer a “verbal icon” that, in seeming to 
bypass the external sense of vision (the “images” of the text 
are not the images made by reflected light on a page), can 
effectively speak directly to the mind or soul, and that the 
poet (often represented as a piper or a player of lyre, lute, or 
harp) employs his or her own kind of music, which enters, 
though subtly, by way of the senses and stirs reason and 
emotion together.16 Musicians and music theorists have 
claimed that music, too, functions by producing images: 
these may involve narrative imagery that might explain the 
progress of the composition (the dancer who will be sacri-
ficed in Stravinsky’s Rite of Spring, for example), but musical 
imagery can also include motor imagery (imagined singing, 
playing an instrument, or keeping the beat), or the imagery 
of pitch and the seeming spatial dynamism of notes as music 
moves from high to low or swiftly and slowly.17 However, 
arguing that the arts function by way of images need not 
mean that they are weak in comparison to the sensations of 
the rest of daily life. The ancient philosopher Epicurus, for 
example, saw mental images as no less real than those of 
external perception, for all images have a material existence 
in the brain that produces them.18

Curiously, if the capacity for imagery in the Sister Arts 
is valorized by some, there is an equally strong strain of 
iconoclasm that doesn’t just demote imaginative activity but 
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denies the very existence of images in the mind. Even this, 
however, can be used as a basis for comparisons between the 
arts. The eighteenth-century British philosopher and states-
man Edmund Burke claimed that poetry does not rely on 
imagery for its effects. Poetry speaks directly to the mind 
and emotions for Burke, without needing the intervention 
of any mimicry of sight, or even sight at all (poetry can 
indeed be heard); hence its superiority to the plastic arts.19 
This debate has a long life; Zenon Pylyshyn and Stephen 
Kosslyn have been prime contenders in a contemporary dis-
cussion in cognitive psychology that focuses on the degree 
to which visual imagery and visual perception are homolo-
gous, and whether either is actually pictorial.20 As I note 
below, the evidence supports the claim that the arts can 
indeed evoke imagery across the senses, that this imagery 
employs the neural machinery of perception with a differ-
ence, that imagery involves the networks for introspection, 
and that imagery is a key to aesthetic pleasures.

These are the primary areas of dispute that would seek 
to unite (and have historically united) the Sister Arts in one 
family, as well as ordering or ranking them at particular 
times and places.21 The outlines of the debate matter not 
just for inquiry into aesthetics as a discipline but also for 
understanding individual works of art and how they affect 
us, so that, for example, the relations among the arts can 
even become the source of artistic pleasure, as with Ameri-
can choreographer George Balanchine’s Apollo, in which the 
dancers evoke the muses of literature, music, and dance itself 
competing for the attention of the god who is patron of all 
art.22 Such a peculiar competition is a major focus of this 
book: I seek to understand not just on what bases aesthetic 
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experience might cohere but why aesthetic experiences are 
often understood to be in competition with each other.

Aesthetic Knowledge

Looking in some detail at a poem that explores artistic, aes-
thetic, and sensory competition across the Sisters is helpful 
in understanding the ways these competitions can produce 
aesthetic pleasures, and also why these competitive relations 
matter to the idea of the arts and to the problem of aesthetic 
knowledge. The poem from which I take the book’s epi-
graph, John Keats’s “Ode on a Grecian Urn,” is a Romantic 
exemplar of the Sister Arts tradition and an ekphrasis (a 
verbal description of visual art) that helps focus some key 
questions about how aesthetic experience works across the 
arts, why the coherence of the arts might be founded in 
competition or comparison, and what knowledge aesthetic 
experience might bring. What the poet describes is an 
enigma—the incomplete, even evasive fragment of knowl-
edge that he encounters in an ancient piece of pottery:

Thou still unravish’d bride of quietness 
 Thou foster-child of Silence and slow Time, 
Sylvan historian, who canst thus express 
 A flowery tale more sweetly than our rhyme: 
What leaf-fringed legend haunts about thy shape 
 Of deities or mortals, or of both, 
  In Tempe or the dales of Arcady? 
 What men or gods are these? What maidens loth? 
What mad pursuit? What struggle to escape? 
 What pipes and timbrels? What wild ecstasy?23
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The poem figures the art of the word in competition 
with what might be called the visual poetry of the urn, for 
while the urn can “express . . . more sweetly than . . . rhyme,” 
poetry can evoke the visible surface of the urn as well as the 
internal response of a viewer—a sense of puzzlement at the 
urn’s mysteries. Keats also gestures toward another Sister Art 
as he turns to the image of a piper, forever silent yet forever 
playing on the static curve of the urn:

Heard melodies are sweet, but those unheard 
 Are sweeter; therefore, ye soft pipes, play on; 
Not to the sensual ear, but, more endear’d, 
 Pipe to the spirit ditties of no tone.

The pipe player in the pastoral tradition is a figure for the 
poet, and Keats thus neatly weaves the Sister Arts together 
(still claiming that poetry is first among equals). What unites 
the arts here is aesthetic experience—explicitly, experience of 
the beautiful—as well as some inner faculty (in “Ode on a 
Grecian Urn,” “the spirit,” but elsewhere in Keats, psyche or 
mind) to which beauty speaks its ditty of no tone:

O Attic shape! fair attitude! with brede 
 Of marble men and maidens overwrought, 
With forest branches and the trodden weed; 
 Thou, silent form! dost tease us out of thought 
As doth eternity: Cold Pastoral! 
 When old age shall this generation waste, 
  Thou shalt remain, in midst of other woe 
 Than ours, a friend to man, to whom thou say’st, 
Beauty is truth, truth beauty,—that is all 
 Ye know on earth, and all ye need to know.
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Keats closes his poem with another enigma at the heart of 
the emerging discipline of aesthetics: if aesthetic experience 
is at least in part about thought and about knowledge (scien-
tiam sensitive quod cognoscendi), what kind of knowledge 
does it provide?24

In posing a question of aesthetic knowledge, Keats 
touches on a durable problem in aesthetic theory and theory 
of the Sister Arts. While the Sister Arts seem obviously dis-
tinct at the level of both form and content, some of the ear-
liest links between the three were in fact on those bases. 
Plato argued that painting and poetry were kin in their con-
tent: he maintained that they imitate and represent the 
world around us (a world, to be sure, that was a diminished, 
surrogate reality, only an imitation of the world of ideals). 
For Aristotle as well—though without Plato’s sense of con-
demnation—painting, poetry, and music (the last by exten-
sion, for poetry was generally accompanied by instruments 
and was itself sung) were linked because they were all imita-
tive. Music, for example, was understood in ancient Greece 
to mimic the human voice, and thus to mimic emotional 
expressions.25 Aristotle argued that while the tools of imita-
tion differ in some of the arts (with painting and poetry it is 
color or line versus word, for example) and are the same in 
others (poetry and music share sound, rhythm, and meter), 
both form and content ultimately work to unite the arts, 
because we use the arts as extensions of and tools for our 
understanding of the world.26

This is an important point of contention in aesthetics 
and in culture: how can the arts help us to know or under-
stand? The deck is stacked, in the history of philosophy, 
against such a possibility. For Plato, anything we think we 
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understand because of art is necessarily mistaken. Art can 
offer no knowledge, as it is merely imitation of the world 
around us—truth and knowledge come from philosophy 
and from the pursuit of the ideals. Moreover, if, as Sir Philip 
Sidney claims in “The Defence of Poesy” (1583), “the poet 
.  .  . nothing affirms,” one might argue that poetic fictions 
can give no propositional knowledge, for they have no refer-
ent in the world, no claim on truth, and no ability to give 
grounds for assessing the truth of anything they might rep-
resent.27 Even if we grant, with Martha Nussbaum or Jenefer 
Robinson, that moral or emotional knowledge may come 
from art, with Denise Gigante that “pleasure is its own way 
of knowing,” or with Berys Gaut or Gregory Currie that we 
can learn by imagining, by simulating problems and solu-
tions, questions still remain.28 Peter Lamarque argues that at 
best, art can produce generalizations about human nature, 
but little in the way of specific knowledge; Michael Tye 
points out that our phenomenal experience itself may give 
knowledge of experience, but not “knowledge of any new 
facts”; and as Susan Feagin claims, this means that our 
responses to art, as phenomenal experiences, need not give 
us any new factual knowledge either.29 I hope to clarify one 
dimension of these debates here.30

I argue that the arts mediate our knowledge of the world 
around us by directing attention, shaping perceptions, and 
creating dissonance or harmony where none had been 
before, and that what aesthetics thus gives us is a restructur-
ing of value. I discuss what I mean by value more fully in 
chapter 1, but here let me state that value, as I use the term, 
refers not primarily to something inherent in objects but to 
a feature of our experience of objects, perceptions, and ideas. 
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It also does not refer primarily to the restricted, institutional 
or cultural context that some versions of aesthetics began to 
propose in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. In 
thinking about value, I start with the hedonic signature of a 
given experience—that is, our phenomenal feelings of plea-
sure or displeasure. To use the terms of Peter de Bolla, I 
propose that “the aesthetic value of [a] work” maps onto 
“the quality of the [affective] response it generates.”31 Value 
in this sense is ductile, and aesthetic experience juxtaposes 
what had been valueless or incommensurable by giving per-
ceptible, hedonic weight to thoughts and sensations. The 
restructuring of value such juxtapositions produce does not 
lead to new “facts” but rather sets the stage for new configu-
rations of knowledge.32

How might this be? The first clue emerges when we 
acknowledge the materiality of aesthetic pleasures. Francis 
Hutcheson, one of the pivotal figures in the founding of 
modern aesthetics, argued that the effects of aesthetic per-
ception are material:

It is unquestionable, that we have a great number of 
perceptions, which one can scarcely reduce to any of the 
five senses, as they are commonly explained; such as 
either the ideas of grandeur, dignity, decency, beauty, 
harmony; or on the other hand, of meanness, baseness, 
indecency, deformity; and that we apply these ideas not 
only to material objects, but to characters, abilities, 
actions.33

It is possible that there is no such thing as beauty or 
baseness, that these are illusions corresponding to nothing 
that is real. But for Hutcheson, the proof of this reality is in 
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the pleasures and displeasures we feel, and he takes the test 
case of laughter at the incongruent or ridiculous as his start-
ing point: if we laugh, he suggests, at what we see, hear, or 
read, we cannot be mistaken in the perception that we have 
been pleased.34 Laughter, for Hutcheson, means that we 
must recognize that we have given a value to something, and 
that this value is real.35 As he goes on to explain in An 
Inquiry into the Original of our Ideas of Beauty and Virtue, 
published in 1725, our minds perceive beauty and virtue by 
the same route that we perceive incongruity, and it is not 
just laughter but our sense of beauty that is written on our 
bodies.36 Ultimately, all aesthetic experience is the result not 
so much of perceiving the outside world as becoming aware 
of our own judgment of what matters to us.

The knowledge to which aesthetic experience can lead, I 
suggest, may emerge because aesthetic value is both thought 
and felt; it is something “cognitive,” “sensory,” and “emo-
tional.” It is subjective, contingent, experiential (and at a 
neural level computational). Aesthetic experience, in this 
view, is about ways of not only assigning perceptions a value 
but revealing a hierarchy and interrelation of values that 
goes beyond what we at first perceive.37 I will explore Keats’s 
“Ode on a Grecian Urn” as a figure—or object lesson—for 
this idea in the final chapter of this book. Aesthetic responses 
as Keats represents them involve the remarkable works of 
human creativity (from painted vase to poetry and music) 
and the forces and concerns of human culture (the historical 
changes in art and the conditions under which it is produced 
and consumed across cultures, the lost frameworks or chang-
ing stories that enable us to understand what we see). How-
ever, aesthetic responses also, necessarily, involve brain, 
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body, thought, and behavior, and they happen with greatest 
power when one idea, image, or sensation is brought into 
surprising, revealing contact with another, when something 
we see somehow “pipes to the spirit ditties of no tone.”

What Holds Aesthetic Experiences together?

The theories of the Sister Arts reveal an intricate landscape 
of aesthetic possibilities. Untangling the multiple relations 
between and among the aspects of aesthetic life we have 
seen here is complicated, for no area exists in isolation. As 
an example, we may take the case of the emotions of aes-
thetic experience: we feel them in our bodies with the 
quickened heartbeat of watching a dancer execute a fall; we 
know them in our minds through our engagement with the 
fears or angers a tragic tale may provoke; our brains inte-
grate our sensory and imaginative experiences as we look at 
black marks on a page and come to dread the arrival of the 
train that takes Anna Karenina’s life; the cultures in which 
we live determine which arts are available to us, and help 
determine how we value the grace of a ballerina or the intri-
cacies of kabuki.

In the pages that follow I seek to understand some of 
the relations between these threads, and I will return to 
Keats—and other poets, painters, and musicians—as I do, 
pursuing questions posed by their art. But let us first pursue 
the implications of what I submit as a basic principle of our 
engagement with all of the arts: the complex thoughts, sen-
sations, actions, and feelings that make up aesthetic experi-
ence are best understood first as events. That is, we 
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encounter an urn, and walk around it; a landscape, and we 
seek to dwell in it; a piper’s melody, and we savor its move-
ments; a poem, and we read and reread it; a dance, and we 
watch and then reimagine it. When we approach aesthetics 
thus in terms of events—and not primarily in terms of 
objects—we foreground dynamism and temporality, even at 
a minute level: for example, the emotions that help define 
aesthetic experience are far from static, having varying dura-
tions and changing intensities (a sweet song may not always 
bring tears—it may strike us a different time as manipula-
tive or impersonal). Moreover, we recognize that variation is 
fundamental to many aesthetic evaluations: aesthetic value 
changes over time (what is beautiful now may not seem so 
always, what was understandable may now be incomprehen-
sible), and aesthetic experiences may even create odd equa-
tions of value, whereby objects strangely diminish or increase 
in their pleasure and importance (an urn moves from funer-
ary or religious object to take on the status of a paradigmatic 
sculpture; a urinal, with Duchamp, emerges as a work of art; 
or a single word, as in another poem by Keats, takes on an 
almost impossible weight: “‘Forlorn!’ The very word is like a 
bell / To toll me back from thee to my sole self”).38

The events that make up aesthetic experiences are also 
constituted in part by a kind of layered perception, as 
Hutcheson’s insight suggests. Aesthetic experience engages 
the senses (as well as sensory analogues in imagination), and 
we are not indifferent to that experience. Sensory percep-
tions are blended with emotions, and with sensations of 
pleasure and displeasure—but aesthetic experience also 
engages personal memories, prior knowledge, and evaluative 
judgments, and reaches out to touch the range of ideas and 
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questions an experience of beauty or of wonderment can 
open.39 It is a key feature of aesthetic experience that it may 
juxtapose thoughts and sensations that had been far, far dis-
tant, such as a woman turning into a laurel tree (a scene 
from Ovid’s Metamorphoses to which I return later in this 
book—see Bernini’s interpretation in Apollo and Daphne in 
figures 6 and 7). Encountering this figure in aesthetic terms 
is not just a matter of making sense of (im)possible worlds, 
for this concatenation of ideas and images should be felt as 
well as understood—felt as strange beauty, shock, pleasure, 
outrage, or even irritated disbelief.

It is reasonable to argue that the very emotional 
responses that help make up aesthetic experience are them-
selves judgments of a kind of value.40 Frank Sibley con-
tended that there is little, if any, distinction between 
evaluative and descriptive terminology in aesthetics because 
it is impossible to arrive at objectively descriptive terminol-
ogy that exactly accounts for the aesthetic evaluation. If it 
were possible to do so, a description could stand in for the 
aesthetic object itself, but we must actually see, hear, or read 
the object in order to have an aesthetic experience of it.41 
Acknowledging that evaluation and description are inter-
connected might thus lead to the corollary that emotion and 
perception are themselves intertwined in the judgment. 
Indeed, David Hume and Jesse Prinz argue that evaluative 
judgments are fundamentally emotional because these judg-
ments refer to the ability of objects or people to move us; 
even evidently dispassionate claims about art are intelligible 
to us only because we have first come to understand aes-
thetic responses as emotionally moving and potentially 
pleasurable.42
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This dynamic, valenced interaction of emotion, ideas, 
and perception can work to restructure the hierarchies of 
value that motivate and map daily life. Scholars of the arts 
have long contended (perhaps most passionately, recently, 
Martha Nussbaum in Love’s Knowledge) that works of art 
produce paradigm shifts in how we see, hear, or think: one 
might hear new tonal possibilities in music after the first 
encounter with an Indian raga; one might recognize differ-
ent, painful implications of the theology of incarnation after 
encountering Damian Hirst’s disconcerting, perhaps even 
awful flayed Virgin Mother; or one might newly understand 
the alienation of blackness after reading Ralph Ellison’s Invis-
ible Man. It is not just that ideas and perceptions, however, 
become newly linked in aesthetic experience but that the 
hedonic value assigned to those perceptions and ideas at a 
neural level enables powerful connections that had not 
existed before. Aesthetic experience thus makes possible the 
unexpected valuation of objects, ideas, and perceptions and 
enables new configurations of what is known, new frame-
works for interpretation, and perhaps even a new willingness 
to entertain what is strange or to let the familiar and the 
novel live side by side. We may then acquire new knowledge, 
which enters into our lives differently—by showing us undis-
covered similarities or contrasts, and opening new room for 
comparison and evaluation. It is an ongoing process: we 
encounter art and may be changed, and each re-encounter 
may leave us changed again. As I will show, intense aesthetic 
experience is marked by the integration of an internal hierar-
chy of pleasures and values, and by one’s being simultane-
ously engaged in a world of perception and transfixed in a 
world that goes beyond what is heard or seen.43
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toward a Neuroaesthetic Model

A strong account of aesthetic life must be able to account 
for the ways in which such felt engagements of ideas and 
perceptions occur, and enable us to understand their 
dynamic interrelation. A neuroscientific account of aesthetic 
experience that invokes concepts of emotion, reward, and 
imagery can do this, helping to explain the relations among 
the Sister Arts and the idea of aesthetics as a coherent disci-
pline; it also offers a way of understanding the interrelations 
of the ever-expanding world of aesthetic life.44 Aesthetic 
experience involves not just universal principles of the 
human brain but also, as I will demonstrate below, highly 
individual and subjective processes. In the following chap-
ters I will describe in some detail the ways in which this 
dynamic interaction is instantiated neurally through brain 
systems for emotion and reward, as well as through the 
default mode network. It is clear that aesthetic experience 
builds on emotional life as well as on our desires for beauty, 
awe, or wonder and for the pleasures they may bring, but it 
is also clear that aesthetic experience does not end there. 
Aesthetic experience juxtaposes what we know and feel (in 
both daily life and in our encounters with art) with what 
was previously valueless or incommensurable, and our expe-
rience of aesthetic pleasures gives perceptible, hedonic 
weight to thoughts and perceptions.

I discuss systems for emotion in more detail in chapter 
1, but here let me state that current research has assembled 
evidence exploring emotion in a number of dimensions. 
Nicholas Frijda, Elizabeth Phelps, and others posit that 
emotions are “relevance detectors,” affording swift appraisals 
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of objects, people, events, and thoughts that represent their 
value for our own needs, desires, survival, sense of self, and 
sense of community. There are experiential somatic ele-
ments to emotions (such as a pounding heart or queasiness), 
cognitive elements (memories, thoughts, and beliefs), dispo-
sitional elements (mood or depression), and neural networks 
underpinning particular kinds of emotional responses (fear 
and fear learning have a highly localized cognitive architec-
ture centered in the amygdala, disgust depends in part on 
the insula).45 A number of researchers have contributed to 
the discovery of the “neural reference space” for emotion, 
the systems and subnetworks involved in the neural instan-
tiation of emotional experience.46 While the processes 
underlying emotions do not occur only in the brain, the 
neural reference space gives us a good starting point for 
understanding how the emotions of aesthetic experience 
relate to emotion more broadly, as well as for understanding 
one way in which the Sister Arts might in fact cohere.

A key element of the neural architecture of emotion 
involves the reward associated with a real or imagined object, 
which is the focus of emotional experience. A reward here, as 
defined by biology and the behavioral sciences, at base means 
some object or experience an organism desires and seeks to 
obtain, but in emotion research, reward has a more specific 
meaning. Brain-based reward is essential to human action 
and cognition. The human brain needs to be able not just to 
represent objects we encounter in the world but to represent 
the value, either positive or negative, of attaining (or avoid-
ing) those objects. It is essential as well to much of our 
learned behavior: Will this plant help us or harm us? Is this 
water safe to drink or not? Our system of representing value 
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must be dynamic, however, because reward value is not 
stable. Water is essential to life, but taking in too much too 
quickly will lead to intoxication and death. The systems that 
represent reward must also enable fast comparisons, both in 
valence (do I feel safe or not with this person or in this place?) 
and in kind (does this situation frighten or excite me?).47

A number of researchers have demonstrated that aes-
thetic response involves emotion systems as well as circuits 
in the brain that represent, evaluate, compare, and deliver 
reward.48 However, not all emotions and not all rewards are 
aesthetic, and distinguishing aesthetic experience requires a 
broader look at brain and behavior. At New York University 
I worked with Nava Rubin (of the Center for Neural Sci-
ence) and Edward Vessel (of the Center for Brain Imaging) 
to use functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI, a 
noninvasive tool for the indirect measurement of brain 
activity) to develop important new insights into the neural 
underpinnings of aesthetics.49 Perhaps of most importance, 
this research on responses to visual art has shown the 
involvement of the default mode network (sometimes called 
the core network) in intense aesthetic experiences of paint-
ings. The default mode network is a set of interconnected 
brain areas that are generally active in periods of waking rest 
but whose activity generally decreases with external stimula-
tion. However, with intensely powerful aesthetic experience, 
parts of the default mode network are, surprisingly, engaged. 
As I explain in detail in the next chapter, this suggests that 
powerful aesthetic experience calls on the brain to integrate 
external perceptions with the inner senses, and ultimately, 
that imagery may be a key component of powerful aesthetic 
response.
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All of this information enables us to begin to assemble 
the necessary components of a viable model of aesthetic 
experience, and I will further explore these components later 
in this book. Briefly, however, aesthetic experience starts 
with sensations or imagery, which we analyze perceptually 
and semantically and which engage processes of memory as 
well as of emotion; these sensations and images also have 
evolving reward value. The minute sequence of the neural 
events in aesthetic experience requires further experimental 
elaboration, but in general anatomical terms, neural activa-
tion moves from sensory cortex forward toward the basal 
ganglia (reward processes) and toward the hippocampus and 
amygdalae (memory and emotion—though these functions 
are not exclusively carried out in these structures). Activa-
tion in the orbitofrontal cortex follows, but there are inter-
active loops that reach between these frontal areas and the 
basal ganglia so that higher-order, complex processes of cog-
nition, and emotional and reward processes, may continu-
ally feed into one another.

Much of the neural response to aesthetic experiences 
involves distributed increases in activity that correspond to 
subjective increases in the power of our aesthetic response, 
increases found across areas of the brain corresponding to 
perceptual and reward processing (see, for example, figures 
11 and 12). There is a tipping point, however, at which 
appreciation or liking turns into a response that is both dis-
tinctly powerful and distinctly aesthetic (this response is not 
exclusively attributable to beauty), and reward value and 
emotional response both feed into the activation of some-
thing larger (see figures 13 and 14). That larger system, the 
default mode network, shares a good deal of its architecture 


