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Abstract 
This article describes a partnership between an artist and  
neuroscientist who share common interests. The authors  
discuss bridging the fine arts and neurosciences through the 
development of transdisciplinary courses and public engage-
ment through an art and science exhibition. Their NeuroArt 
partnership promotes dialogue and creates community among 
students and faculty by sharing access, tools and probing  
questions common to both disciplines. 

The fine arts and the neurosciences are rarely discussed as 
partners in education and artistic inquiry, however, both inves-
tigate areas such as perception and memory. Our hope is to 
bridge a community of students and faculty and probe ques-
tions common to each through different lenses. We envision 
dynamic partnerships between these disciplines through ex-
panding dialogue, course development and public engagement. 

The NeuroArt partnership at Carnegie Mellon University 
(CMU) began when we, Patricia Maurides, a visual artist, and 
Marlene Behrmann, a cognitive neuroscientist, discovered 
common interests in the brain and fine arts. We began to talk 
about ways to offer students (and ourselves) varied perspec-
tives on the study of perception and memory. We sought to 
expand access and resources for students in ways that might 
contribute to novel opportunities of learning about the brain 
and how humans see and interpret the world. Behrmann’s 
freshman seminar in psychology and Maurides’s digital pho-
tography class had already explored how we see and how we 
interpret what we see—but through different disciplines. We 
decided to simply create space in our existing curriculum 
where students from both courses would be in the same class-
room environment. 

In the combined class, Maurides presented a selection of art-
ists with projects linked to the brain. These artists included 
Susanne Anker (Butterfly in the Brain), Janine Antonie (Slum-
ber), Greg Dunn (Cortical Columns), Arne Svenson (About 
Face) and Alexa Wright (After Image). A few decades ago, it 
was unusual to find science as a concept or tool in contempo-
rary artistic practice. However, today there is an expanding 
genre of artmaking where science serves as muse or content. 
This is not art that illustrates science, but rather art that may 
translate, provoke or simply offer a wider platform for public 
engagement about science, art and culture. Artists and scien-
tists benefit from collaborating by sharing different tools, terri-
tories or forms of inquiry. The successful collaboration of artist 
Alexa Wright and physicist Alf Linney exemplifies this. Their 
work in exploring concepts of identity is described in the arti-
cle “The Art and Science of a Long-term Collaboration” [1]. 

Because we wanted our students to not only explore normal 
brain function but also understand brain disorders and how 
they reveal insights into brain function, Behrmann shared her 

research in face blindness [2]. Known clinically as prosopag-
nosia, a condition that may be congenital or caused by brain 
injury, it is not a problem with the eye, but with how the brain 
interprets the information it receives from the eye. We dis-
cussed artists exploring challenges in visual perception, in 
particular the artist Chuck Close, who suffers from prosopag-
nosia. Behrmann invited one of her prosopagnosic patients  
to visit our class and share his experiences of living with this 
disorder. For the students to hear firsthand from someone 
about how they adapt and find other ways to navigate the 
world offered powerful insights. 

Additionally, the students researched the brain mechanisms 
of face blindness and other disorders that impact perception 
through primary source readings. In response students were 
asked to create a series of photographs. Photography is a natu-
ral artistic media for such investigations; its essence engages 
vision, perception and memory. These photographs were ex-
hibited in a student-run public art gallery. During a reception 
students shared their concepts and process with other students, 
faculty and guest presenters, bridging scientific and artistic 
inquiry. 

This success led to a new course called NeuroPhoto. In this 
course, Maurides structures curriculum around research topics 
involving perception, memory, sleep and dreams. Behrmann 
leads a dissection of a sheep eye and brain, which provides 
students with a visual and tactile experience directly related to 
seeing. Through this hands-on experience, NeuroPhoto stu-
dents discover the unique patterns and texture of the sulci and 
gyri, which create the folded appearance of the brain [3]. They 
uncover the pineal gland much celebrated by Descartes as the 
place where soul and body interact—a concept fertile for both 
artistic and scientific curiosities. During the dissection, stu-
dents also uncover the hippocampus, one of the preeminent 
brain areas for memory. 

NeuroPhoto students submit both written and visual reflec-
tions of their dissection experience. For example, Aaron Regal 
created a series of digital collages called Net Generation 
Memory Palace I (Miles) (Fig. 1). Regal was inspired by the 
structural quality of the brain during the dissection [4]. 

Fig. 1. Aaron Regal, Net Generation Memory  
Palace I (Miles), Archival InkJet Print, 24” × 36”  
(© A. Regal) 
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   As our partnership evolved, we launched a second course, 
Art+theBrain. Similar to NeuroPhoto, the brain serves as the 
muse and inspiration for artistic investigations. However, 
Art+theBrain, taking cues from Maurides’s long-running Art 
and Biology course [5], engages a range of artistic forms of 
expression such as creative writing, poetry, performance, 
painting, sculpture, computer games and photography. 

Central to all of these courses—which is ideal for students 
with varied “making” experience—is the artist book project. 
Artists’ books are “multisensory process-based art forms that 
address limitless themes and ideas in the form of innovative 
and unpredictable physical configurations” [6]. They are often 
personal, using a range of materials and, more often than not, 
the books do not include traditional “pages.” The users (or 
“readers”) of an artist book may be asked to unfold a sculpture, 
unlace a collection of objects or flip through a stack of etched 
acrylic sheets. Students are encouraged to develop an individu-
al vision to their artist books. We are inspired at the connec-
tions the students make, often presented as heartfelt artistic 
excavations around their own personal experiences of brain 
anomalies such as dyslexia, autism, ADHD or sleep disorders. 

Art+theBrain also features a series of guest speakers—a  
philosopher who discusses mind-body dualism; a scientist who 
reveals the unreliability of memory; a painter who discusses 
the art and chemistry of color; a scientist who invites us to a 
brain-imaging lab; or a choreographer who leads us through a 
workshop of playful movement sequences—all reminding us 
of aspects of our own mind-body connection. 

In addition to curricular development, our NeuroArt part-
nership featured the art exhibition, Neurons and Other Memo-
ries—Work in and Around the Brain [7]. Curated by Maurides 
in collaboration with Behrmann and the Center for the Neural 
Basis of Cognition (CNBC) [8], it was presented at CMU’s 
Miller Gallery and featured the work of artists and neuroscien-
tists. The exhibition also honored Santiago Ramón y Cajal 
(1852–1934) [9] and coincided with the 20th anniversary  
celebration of the CNBC. 

Our NeuroArt partnership is one example of CMU’s 
longstanding history in supporting undergraduate programs 
that intersect disciplines. Intercollege degrees can be pursued 
through the BXA Program [10]. The practice of bridging  

disciplines extends to the College of Fine Arts Frank-Ratchye 
STUDIO for Creative Inquiry and universitywide initiatives, 
such as BrainHub. 

We are enthusiastic at the outcome of our initial “experi-
ment” of bridging our classes. Through dialogue between the 
fine arts and neurosciences, curricular development and public 
engagement, the NeuroArt partnership aspires to advance 
wonder for all and present new ways of seeing, doing and  
exploring while expanding the notion of territory, space,  
venue and audience. 
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