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To understand the relationship between art and science or art and the brain, it behooves
one to know a little bit about art and a little bit about the brain. The famous artist and
scientist, Albert Einstein said, “Most of the fundamental ideas of science are essentially
simple and may as a rule be expressed in a language that is comprehensible to everyone.”
One simple idea that we have about the brain relates to how memories are stored. The
fundamental ideas of this relate to the topic of emotion and memory -- or how emotional
arousal influences how the brain makes memories.

One example relating to how memories are stored is taken from a story in the Los
Angeles Times of a man who recently experienced an emotional event. He was driving
across a bridge and the bridge collapsed. One hour later he was quite upset. He is
probably going to have an exceptionally good memory of this event, and we are starting
to understand why. The answer involves the relationship between emotional arousal,
memory, and the body’s stress hormone or adrenaline response. In high school biology
classes, many people learn about the fight-or-flight syndrome. It is possible that this
same fight-or-flight syndrome that helped the Neanderthal Man escape from the saber-
toothed tiger also helped him remember the incident better. Therefore, he could use it

better the next time.
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The key player when it comes to the brain in this story is a little structure called
the amygdala, which is Latin for almond. It is a s@que about the size of an almond,
which is located a couple inches in from the ears on either side. Most people have two
amygdalas. This little structure called the amygdala seems to be the key brain player for
creating strong memories for emotional events. One famous example of this would be a
person’s ability to remember where she was, and what she was doing when she heard that
President Kennedy had been shot. The amygdala got activated around that time, and that
is why a person would remember this event better.

People are routinely experiencing many things. The brain has wonderful
mechanisms for storing memories of these experiences. Different parts of the brain store
different kinds of memory. We think there is a different part of the brain that is involved
in storing memories of how to play a piano than there is in storing memories of what
piano pieces a person has played, and when a person has played them. This is also
different than the part of the brain a person uses to remember where she parked her car
this afternoon. In relatively non-emotional situations, we think the amygdala is not
particularly éctivated. The stress hormones are not fluxing, and the amygdala does not
care. If a room starts shaking the chandeliers and a person is diving under the table, the
adrenaline is flowing, and ten years from now the person might remember everything
about that event. The stress hormone serves the fight-or-flight response and feeds back to
the brain through the amygdala, which in turn tells the rest of the brain to remember that
event better because it is important.

To better understand how the brain works, it is important to realize that the brain

is not a sponge. The brain is a very active mechanism. It actively builds things that
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