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Postscript

The Malleability of History

[Humans] ought to know that from nothing else but the brain come 
joys, delights, laughter, and sports, and sorrows, griefs, despondency, and  
lamentations. And by this, in an especial manner, we acquire wisdom and 
knowledge, and see and hear and know what are foul and what are fair, 
what are bad and what are good, what are sweet, and what are savory.… 
And by the same organ we become mad and delirious, and fears and  
terrors assail us…. All of these things we endure from the brain.

hippocrates, On the Sacred Disease (~400 bc)

∵

When Hippocrates presented the above commentary in Classical Greece  
significantly less was known about human anatomy and physiology. Indeed, 
the perspicacity of his insights is remarkable given the limited tools at his dis-
posal relative to the armamentarium of today. Yet, and despite the contempo-
rary feel of his words, the less sophisticated models of his time seem foreign 
when closely examined today. It is tantalizing to imagine how he and his peers 
would have responded to contemporary research that includes molecular 
and cellular studies that look at individual nerve cells, often accompanied by 
 imaging of sensory and motor tasks in the brain.

On these pages I have surveyed a number of models of art, the brain, and 
the mind, pointing out the abundance of multidisciplinary inputs in the  
collaborative work that has (and does) inform studies. Within this it is clear 
that our tools now allow us to measure biological processes at hierarchical  
levels inconceivable to our ancestors. Yet, as I emphasized, even with our more 
robust technological sophistication we have not resolved the nature of basic 
questions like individual cognition and mind/brain connectivity. Nor can we 
approach an explanation of the diversity of individuals within and among  
cultures. How the personal and interpersonal are connected is similarly open 
to debate.

The range of human endeavor outlined from chapter to chapter serves as a 
reminder of how incomplete our knowledge is, even as areas outside the sci-
entific purview at one point become a part of it at another. When we survey 
a broad slice of history, as I have here, it is also obvious that viewing practices 
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like science and art in tandem shows us that both empirical and non-reductive 
approaches contribute to the texture of our lives.

Transformative insights is one of the threads that weave this equation  
together on these pages. Ironically, in terms of the idea that contemporary 
brain research confines its studies to what goes on in our heads, as this study 
also shows, transformative scientific insights within paradigms are externally 
shared even if these insights come from our brains. Scientists test their theo-
retical claims and present their conclusions about internal processes inter-
personally. Thus, experimental evidence is not shared or debated within the 
“brain space” as if it exists alone, detached from our bodies and situational 
environment. Even if convincing experiments simplify parameters about how 
the brain in our heads operates, characterizing science as a reductive body of 
established facts that reduce the world to this or that skews the interchange 
etched within its communication process. This characterization similarly  
removes the measure of creativity and passion many scientists bring to their 
work. I have tried to include this element here.

I have also tried to show that science does not provide a full or infallible 
story about life and nature, despite its convincing experimental contribu-
tions. To be sure, as noted, scientific insights are seductive precisely because 
the methodology operates within the communal space. Yet, as shown, even 
as scientific design includes both replication and falsification, its results are 
often embellished with unverifiable theoretical pronouncements. This is par-
ticularly evident today when scientists invoke brain research to explain what 
art is or is about.

By extension, one problem within scientific efforts to comprehensively  
expand evidentiary studies into expansive theoretical models — in general, 
and on art in particular — is that even so-called scientific models often fall prey 
to fashions, long-standing fallacies, cultural biases, and so forth. Indeed, it is 
because science is not infallible and operates within the contextual reality that 
I have presented this book in terms of history rather than as a  philosophical 
tract. Histories aim to show us life’s messiness and malleability.

That said, I should also note that the initial concept was to present this 
study in two parts. The first part, the foundation for the current volume, was 
conceived as a means to expose the abundance of collaborative work histori-
cally in relation to art, brain, and mind studies. I saw this as important because 
too many contemporary art and brain discussions seem strangely unaware of 
the developments within this history. Because the envisaged first part became 
the matrix for the entire work, the end result suggests more of an evolutionary 
or linear progression than I originally intended.
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The uncompleted second part was conceived as a way to show that 
incongruities and commonalities across lines of research offer a rich perspective 
on the individual/communal exchange as well as specific aspects of art/science 
relationships. Concepts like learning, memory, synesthesia, ethics, and so forth 
were to be the organizing topics for what was conceptualized as a parallel 
commentary. In other words, just as the historical chapters juxtapose an array 
of people and projects within numerous paradigms, these topical discussions 
would have compared and contrasted investigative emphases within and 
across domains. For example, as briefly discussed in Chapter 15, contemporary 
research that has identified a genetic basis for synesthesia has also shown that 
a number of philosophical fallacies about sensory experience misdirected our 
thinking for centuries. Artistic work was interwoven with the earlier research 
and related theories in a number of ways.

The second part was also where I intended to explicitly address the ten-
sions among learning, memory, and creativity. Essentially, learning sometimes 
 includes memorizing something and then, once learned, “forgetting” we know 
it as the new learned material becomes a part of who we are operationally. 
Since educating each new child is an ongoing part of the human dance; mem-
ory alone is neither a fixed commodity nor comprehensively descriptive of our 
range in terms of biological, social, and environmental factors. All are involved 
with how we learn, how we learn to ask questions, how we compensate for 
bodily trauma, and so forth.

Two chapters in Part ii that sadly fell by the wayside were intended to 
comment on the many known qualities that were left out of the study. 
Admittedly, this is a curious kind of double omission. The first would have 
surveyed excluded lines of thought directly related to Western history, with the 
second offering a non-Western overview. Mentioning these two lost chapters 
here does offer an opportunity to once again point out that something can 
appear as a “whole” and yet remain incomplete, an unclosed circle. Our lives 
are ongoing. What we do feeds into whatever comes next.

The details left on the cutting room floor are less noteworthy than those out-
side of this book’s conceptual scope. At the beginning of the book I  mentioned 
a number of questions on my mind that related to change and constancy. 
Beginning in the present allowed me to frame the study on these terms from 
within the paradigm in which I live. Doing so in effect served to acknowledge 
that the contemporary paradigm provides the lens through which we see. If 
the initial chapter presents the questions related to change and constancy that 
initiated the lines of thinking within this study, the return to the present in the 
last chapter tries to capture the present as a part of the larger chronology, in 
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effect sketching where we are in relation to the prevailing lines of thought that 
comprised the earlier chapters and created this lens, our current paradigm.

Perhaps the most noteworthy lacuna is that this book does not answer 
the change and constancy questions raised at the beginning in relation to art 
or the brain, despite its broad sweep. It was not my intention to propose an  
answer to the question of how we bootstrap into terrain formerly unknown to 
us — even as this question serves as the heart of this study — because I do not 
believe we benefit from reducing either the biological how or the contextual 
why of bootstrapping to a mechanical, scientific, or philosophical formula. If 
the details of cultural change from period to period led me to argue against  
designing a one-rule-fits-all kind of rubric, they also served to frame an  
implicit question that threads through the volume: do we want to close the 
circle by developing theories that tie all the details together in a nice, clean 
package? Obviously, I, for one, do not. This is also why the bootstrapping  
discussion is presented without seeking a clear origin or an end point.

In terms of leaving the question open within the neuroscientific purview, 
as shown, we find that change is both based on the careful and systematic 
unpacking of evidential clues and nonetheless ideas swing like a pendulum 
from one view to another as discoveries unfold and realign foundational  
assumptions. Art similarly shows both change and constancy, as is evident in 
its relationship to formalism, contextual realities, the ongoing entry of new 
media practices, and the variances of artistic praxis. As shown here, interactive 
technologies are currently altering the artistic landscape as artists continue 
to introduce new modalities even as they remain connected to old traditions.

This book also demonstrates that change and constancy are ongoing opera-
tives regardless of whether art and science practitioners collaborate or work 
independently. Most striking is that advances in science come about precisely 
because scientific results generally raise new questions. Each time one ques-
tion is resolved ten new loose ends emerge. Artistic forms similarly leave unde-
fined spaces through their range of sensory, critical and contemplative prod-
ucts, and investigative practices.

One challenge in talking about the interplay of change and constancy  
involved trying to clarify that I am not proposing all things are relative or equal. 
Nor am I proposing that practicing a particular way of being allows us to consis-
tently change the world or one’s self in productive (or disruptive) ways. Rather, 
I have tried to caution against the overgeneralizations and undercharacteriza-
tions that are now so prevalent in many art and brain discussions. I have also 
tried to explain why I am asserting that science cannot tell us what art is, and 
that statements like “art is philosophy” are misguided efforts to reduce art to 
something else. In my view, there are manifold ways of knowing and being that 
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contribute to individual pursuits and human endeavors. Art and science are 
among them.

In summary, I hope that the variations from historical period to historical 
period serve as an open model of human complexity, one that encourages us to 
value an ongoing engagement with varied modalities. To my mind, each gener-
ation must rethink the conclusions the society passes along. As the individuals 
who comprise it formulate a unique relationship with the world and gravitate 
toward what is of interest to them, they do so in relation to personal, social, 
and natural arenas.

Obviously, this volume has focused on what is of interest to me. Having 
 sifted through a great deal of information in writing this book, I would like to 
add that, even if the journey did not follow my initial map, I do, nonetheless, 
retain my fascination with the interface of art and the brain as an investigative 
point of entry. I find it alluring that each generation explores its terrain on its 
own terms and that so many diverse frames of reference demonstrate  abiding 
concerns within particular, dynamic environments. Given our inability to ex-
plain what is unknown concretely and in advance I, for one, like  keeping the  
art-and-brain-conundrum unresolved, an unclosed circle of investigation. No 
doubt this speaks to the intergenerational question that I find most captivat-
ing: why is it that the human mind gets creased into particular ways of seeing 
things over the course of time and that in time we, nonetheless, conceptualize 
formerly unknown and often transformative perspectives?
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