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This essay will explore the complex relationship between the human mind and the realm
of art, responding to the question, “What role does memory serve in creating and
interpreting art, and what do they reveal about the relationship between mind and
aesthetics?” At the core of both the artistic process and its reception lies the cognitive
process of memory, a significant component that exceeds recollection. It is defined as
the mental action in which the mind stores and remembers information (Stevenson,
2010). However, it is much more than the ability and action of remembering, it serves as
a repository of experiences and a source of evolving identities, perceptions, and
emotions. Memory is a multifaceted psychological phenomenon and a key component
of cognitive processes. It influences learning, decision-making, and the continuousness
of personal identity over time. The concept of memory can be linked to many studies,
such as psychology, neuroscience, and philosophy, each providing a unique

understanding of its mechanisms, types, and impact on the human experience.

Memory is essential in art and design; it transcends its conventionalrole and becomes a
muse and a medium through which artists explore and express their individual
experiences. It enhances creativity, forms identity, creates emotional connections,
preserves culture, and shapes perception. Memory interweaves personal and collective
identity, enhancing interactions with art. Art can be the most effective form of
communication of memories, it creates an active dialogue between the artist and the
viewer, but also the past, present, and provides future opportunities for exploration,

expression, and connection.

The investigation begins with the enquiry of scientific and psychological underpinnings of
memory, exploring how memories are formed, stored, and retrieved and how these

processes influence individual experiences and identity. This will provide the foundation
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for a better understanding of memory's significance in art. The essay will then transition
to phenomenological studies of perception, illuminating how memory impacts art,
particularly with light and colour. The psychology of light and colour bridges the gap
between the mind and practical approaches in art and design. | will be investigating the
works of Roland Barthes and Tracy Emin, examining how they explore memory within their
work, and this will provide more insight into memory's impact on the application of art,
identity, perception, and experiences. Finally, the essay will examine and synthesise the
findings, as well as look at the broader significance of the complex relationship between

memory, mind, and aesthetics.
Contextual Foundations: Memory and the Mind

Memory can be broadly categorised into three main types: sensory memory, short-term
memory, and long-term memory. Atkinson and Shiffrin (1968) developed the multi-store
model of memory, which is one of the most influential theories in the field of cognitive
psychology. The model describes how information flows through a system of memory
storage from sensory input to short-term memory and finally through long-term
recollection. Sensory memory happens first when the brain is presented with external
stimuli, the sensory data is received through the senses and processes at high capacity
but only lasts up to a few seconds. Short-term memory also referred to as working
memory, is limited in storage and holds information temporarily for about 30 seconds.
Long-term memory, on the other hand, serves as a relatively permanent storage of
information. This storage system has a vast capacity and can store a wide array of
information. It can also ‘transfer’ information from the short-term store, this works in a
way of copying rather than moving from one store to another. This form of memory is
crucial for the recollection of knowledge and experiences (Atkinson & Shiffrin, 1968, pp.
90-91). The focal application of memory in this essay will explore long-term memory and
the subtypes within. Long-term memory is a crucial component of our cognitive
processing and greatly contributes to artistic expression and understanding of art for

audiences.

Long-term memory is also a complex set of systems. The two main types are declarative
and nondeclarative memory (see Fig 1), these are pivotal for understanding the depth of

human memory. Larry Squire, a neuroscientist who specialized in understanding and
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making distinctions between the memory systems, explains that declarative memory
also referred to as explicit memory, is the memory which can be consciously recalled and
verbalised (Squire, 2004, p. 173). It encompasses the knowledge of facts and events and
allows individuals to recount past experiences and learn information, this is crucial for
artists to draw on past experiences to create art. In contrast, non-declarative or implicit
memory includes the retention of skills and procedures. These memories are not
consciously accessible but are demonstrated through the performance of tasks. These
skills do not require recall of where or when they were learned, they are a demonstration
of the brain's ability to encode complex sequences of actions into automatic routines
(Squire, 2004, p. 173). Non-declarative memory impacts are particularly significantin art,
where practised skills become second nature, allowing for greater depth in artist

expression that transcends conscious thought.
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Figure 1: A taxonomy of mammalian long-term memory systems (Squire, 2004, p. 173)

Declarative memory can also be categorised further into two types, episodic and
semantic memory (see Fig 1). Episodic memory is the subtype which involves the
recollection of personal experiences and specific events, contextualised in time and
place. This type of memory enables individuals to engage in “mental time travel” and can
transport a person at will into their past (Tulving, 1993, p. 67). The hippocampus plays an
important role in the consolidation of episodic memories, transforming fleeting
experiences into stable, long-lasting memories. The other type of declarative memory is
semantic. This is contrasted to episodic and contains facts and general knowledge. This

system encompasses understanding concepts, meanings, and facts and occurs when
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artists incorporate more cultural, historical, or conceptual knowledge into their work.
Both systems work together with working and long-term memory weaving in and out
when recalled, living in the subconsciousness and consciousnhess. By understanding
these types of memory and their underlying processes, the relationship between the

mind and art begins to become apparent.

Experiences play a pivotal role in shaping our memories, influencing not only the
formation, and encoding of memories but also how they are later retrieved. The context
and emotional significance of an experience are critical in this process. Both the
emotional intensity and the environmental context of an experience contribute
significantly to memory encoding by linking new information to existing experiences and
emotional states. The phenomenon, known as the emotional enhancement effect of
memory (EEM), means emotional stimuli are more easily remembered than neutral
stimuli (Li, X., et al., 2020, p. 119-120). Stimuli that evoke any strong emotion, whether
positive or negative, enhance encoding and recall, these memories are stored more
vividly and are highly detailed when recalled. This occurs because the amygdala, a part
of the brain involved in emotional processing, becomes active and aids the hippocampus
in better storing these memories. Understanding this mechanism is crucial for artists. By
creating art that evokes strong emotions, artists can enhance audience engagement and
ensure that their work remains memorable over time. The emotional resonance of an
artwork plays a fundamentalrole in how itis perceived and remembered, tapping into the

deeply rooted connections between memory, emotion, and artistic expression.

Other than how art is perceived, experience and memory can also influence the creation
of art. Experience, accomplished through repeated practice, enables artists to refine
their skills. These skills are largely stored and retrieved through procedural memory a
type of non-declarative memory (see Fig 1). Procedural memory is the unconscious
ability to perform various tasks and actions. This type of memory is fundamentally linked
to tacit knowledge, as it manages our learnt skills through experience without the need
for conscious awareness. Ghosh, et al., (2020) expand on Tuvling's concepts of memory
systems, explaining that “procedural memory extracts and saves procedures to solve a
complex problem from the semantic interrelationships about events/episodes” (p. 6).

Procedural memory interacts with declarative memory informing and enhancing skills
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(see Fig 2). This form of memory is important as it powers the physical and cognitive
processes, such as learning, decision making and problem-solving. This helps
immensely in the creation of art, allowing artists to focus on conceptualisation and

emotional expressions.
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Figure 2: The interconnection between procedural memory and declarative memory (Ghosh, et
al., 2020, p.10)

Memory also plays a crucial role in shaping identity, identity is a crucial link between our
past experiences and our sense of self. Memory helps establish personal identity by
maintaining a constant sense of self over time. Autobiographical memory is a subtype of
declarative memory and is the significance of the self, emotions, and personal
experiences (Conway, M.A. & Pleydell-Pearce, C.W., 2000, p. 261). Memories are not
fixed, they are subjective and are subject to reinterpretation as they are recalled and
narrated. Craig R. Barclay describes the continuity of the self in ‘Remembering
Ourselves’ (1993)

Thus the self, if remembered, is not a description of a pre-existing essential self

somehow discovered and described in terms of 'who | am', but a reconstruction

and expression of self-knowledge in the context of feelings and relationships that

serve some contemporary sociocultural, interpersonal or psychological purpose.
(p. 298)
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Self-concept is not simply a collection of static facts but rather a continuous reshaping
of recollecting and relating to our personal life experiences. This ongoing process reflects
how artists can grow and evolve their work; each new experience and artwork impacts

their journey and aesthetics.
Conceptual Foundations: Memory and Perception

In this section of the essay, the foundational concepts of philosophy, phenomenology,
and psychology will be closely examined, exploring their connections to memory as well
asthe creation and interpretation of art. The discussion begins with exploring perception,
a critical element when engaging with art. Perception is deeply intertwined with memory,
both of which are key components of cognitive psychology. These cognitive processes
play a crucial role in how individuals interpret and understand the world around them,
influencing their interactions with and responses to art. Perception, in general terms, is
the processing of sensory data (Styles, 2005, p. 7). This involves detecting stimuli through
sensory organs and translating these inputs into neural signals that the brain processes
to form perceptions. Memory plays a critical role in this process by providing a framework
of past experiences that shape and colour current perceptual interpretations. This
connection between perception and memory is essential in cognitive psychology and is

vital to understanding how audiences engage with artworks.

To enhance understanding of perception, this discussion explores phenomenology,
particularly how this philosophical approach is used to understand the connections
between perception, sensory experience, and memory. Phenomenology as a
methodology, delves into the structures of experience from the first-person perspective
and provides a deeper understanding of subjective experience. Merleau-Ponty, a notable
French phenomenologist, closely explores the connection between memory and
perception in his book ‘Phenomenology of Perception’ (2002). He argues against
conventional views that memory is just a raspatory of data but instead an active and
embodied phenomenon, explaining that perception transcends the receipt of sensory
data, and involves enduring inherent significance from the environment.

To perceive is not to experience a host of impressions accompanied by memories

capable of clinching them; it is to see, standing forth from a cluster of data, an
immanent significance without which no appeal to memory is possible. To
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rememberis notto bringinto the focus of consciousness a self-subsistent picture
of the past; itis to thrust deeply into the horizon of the past and take apart step by
step the interlocked perspectives until the experiences which it epitomizes are as
if relived in their temporal setting. To perceive is not to remember (p. 26).

Perception, therefore, involves extracting essential meaning directly from our
environment. Without perceiving significance there would be no framework or 'horizon'
against which memories could be referenced or understood. Phenomenology
emphasises the role of consciousness in integrating sensory experiences with personal
history, thereby impacting memory. This understandingis pivotalfor framing and enabling
the act of memory. By focusing on the role of consciousness in integrating sensory
experience with personal history, phenomenology impacts how individuals recall,
interpret, and emotionally relate to their experiences, highlighting how perception and

memaory are interwoven.

Visual perception is not just about seeing but about interpreting and feeling. It is a
complex cognitive process that decodes and interprets visual stimuli, integrating
information with prior knowledge and memories. As Richard L. Gregory (1990) refers to
visual perception as ‘seeing’, he explains, “when we know its past or can guess its future,
an object transcends experience and becomes an embodiment of knowledge...” (p. 10).
Artist James Turrell, a light and perception artist manipulates fundamental visual
elements such as light, form, dimension and colour in his work to alter perception. ‘Afrum
1’(1967) (see Fig 3) demonstrates well how pre-existing memories and visual stimuli work
together to create visual perception. Turrell manipulates light and space to make it
appear that there is a three-dimensional cube floating above the ground, playing with
visual perception. This artistic technique plays with viewers' visual perception, creating
confusion and curiosity. This impacts emotional responses and, therefore, leaves lasting
impressions on those who experience this. In the realm of art, understanding how visual
elements like pattern, light, colour, and form are processed is crucial. By altering
elements such as perspective, artists effectively change how the viewer perceives depth,

dimension, and sometimes even movement. Further exploration of the relationship
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between visual perception and memory reveals art is a powerful medium that engages

and deepens complex cognitive processes.

Figure 3: Afrum 1 (Turrell, 2004)

Light, as just demonstrated, can greatly shape perception of the visual world, influencing
both the aesthetic and emotional dimensions of an artwork, which in turn impacts
memory formation. Research in the field of visual neuroscience has shown that light not
only determines visibility but also influences mood and perception, which are crucial for
memory encoding, light conditions can enhance or alter the way objects are perceived,
affecting the emotional tone of the memory associated with those perceptions. The
intensity, direction, and colour of light can change the perceived importance or meaning
of an object or scene, which influences how memorable that perception is. Dim light can
create a sombre mood and lead to memories that are more reflective or introspective,
while bright light can enhance clarity and detail, leading to more vivid memories. Artists
manipulate light in their works to guide viewers’ attention and to evoke specific

emotional responses that make the viewing experience more memorable.
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Colour is another powerful element in artistic expression that profoundly impacts
perception, memory and emotional responses. colours not only enhance the aesthetic
appeal of artworks but also evoke different emotional responses, which are key to
forming lasting memories. Studies in colour psychology suggest that certain colours can
trigger specific emotional responses, “colors reflects subjects' emotional states”(
Whitfield & Wiltshire, 1990). Artists use colour strategically to create particular moods
and themes within their artwork. These emotional and cognitive responses are encoded
into the viewer's memory, associating certain colours with specific feelings or messages.
This association means that when similar colours are encountered later, they can trigger
recollections of the artwork and the emotions expressed during the initial viewing. Thus,
colour does not only enhance the immediate perception of artworks, but also

contributes to how those artworks are remembered and recalled.

Moving on to other forms of associations, semiotics can also be a framework for
understanding how artworks communicate and how these communications are
interpreted. As defined by Ferdinand de Saussure, one of the pioneers of semiotics, a sign
consists of a 'signifier!, the form which the sign takes and the 'signified', the concept it
represents (Saussure, 1916, p. 66). This relationship is fundamental in art, where
elements. In the context of visual arts, artists use various semiotic elements to construct
messages that are decoded by viewers based on their cultural and personal
backgrounds. Understanding semiotics as an artist and employing the right signifiers is
essential to ensure viewers can decode these symbols more effectively, enriching their

interpretation of the artwork and restoring the memory of their experience with it.

Semiotics deeply influences memory, by shaping the associations formed between signs
and their meanings, which help in encoding and recalling experiences. This process
involves the creation of meaning through the interaction between the sign, its object, and
its interpretant, which is the understanding that the viewer derives from the sign. In art,
the signs and symbols used by artists can trigger specific associations in viewers’ minds,
helping to anchor memories of the artwork with emotional or cognitive responses. These
associations are crucial for memory, as they allow the viewer to not only the artwork itself
but also the complex web of meanings and emotions experienced during the initial

viewing.
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Case Studies: Living Theories in Art
Roland Barthes

Roland Barthes, an influential figure in semiotics, literary theory, and cultural studies,
provides profound insights into the interplay of memory, identity, and the roles of both
artist and viewer in his works ‘Camera Lucida’ and ‘Death of the Author’. His exploration
of photography and text challenges conventional perceptions and enriches the
understanding of how images and narratives affect and reflect personal and collective

memory.

In ‘Camera Lucida’ (1980) Barthes delves deeply into the personalimpact of photography
on memory and emotion. Barthes introduces the concept of the 'punctum’, a detail in a
photograph that impacts the viewer, evoking a personal response rooted in the viewer's
memories and experiences. He describes the punctum as “that accident which pricks
me” ([1980]2010, p. 27) and retains “a power of expansion” (2010, p. 45). The punctum
demonstrates how unexpected details in photographs can connect deeply with personal
history, triggering emotional reactions that extend beyond the visual elements of the
image. These reactions are not always driven by the artistic intent of the photographer
but can be random and cause individual connections for viewers. Barthes notices the
role of chance in how these elements affect the viewer, “from my Spectator's viewpoint,
the detail is offered by chance and for nothing; the scene is in no way ‘composed’
according to a creative logic” (2010, p. 42). This illustrates the power of memory and
emotions, emphasizing the importance of episodic memory and the influence of EEM. It
could be argued that art is perceived not only visually but is also felt through memory-
infused experiences. Therefore, Barthes explores that memory enriches the aesthetic
experience, allowing for a more profound engagement with art that is entangled with the

observer's identity and perceptions.

Barthes's essay ‘Death of the Author’ (1977) further explores themes of textual
authorship, expressing for separation between the author’s intent and the interpretation
of the text, proclaiming that the "birth of the reader must be at the cost of the death of the
Author." (p. 148). This proposes that the meaning of a work is created by its receivers

through their interpretive acts. This shifts focus from the artist's intended message to
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how the artwork resonates with the viewer and demonstrates the significance of memory
in art, this responds to the essay question relating memory and interpretation to the
audience. By applying this notion to art and photography, Barthes emphasizes that the
interpretation of an image or artwork heavily relies on the viewer’s own memories and
identity to imprint onto the work. The interpretive freedom not only enhances
engagement but also the remembering of the piece, as each viewer brings unique

personal contexts to their experience.

Barthes's exploration of photography in ‘Camera Lucida’ is an emotive journey that
demonstrates the power of photographs to act as a display of memory and identity,
particularly after the death of his mother. Barthes sifts through many photographs of his
mother and disappointedly finds none that truly encapsulates her ‘being’. He describes
this effort as “painful labor; straining toward the essence of her identity” ([1980]2010, p.
66), expressing emotional discomfort from these photographs. Eventually, he finds the
photo of his mother when she was young in a ‘Winter Garden’, which he felt represented
her true ‘essence’. Nicole King in ‘Memory, Narrative, ldentity: Remembering the Self’
(2000) notes that memory can be found in Freud, amplifying “the past still exists

‘somewhere’, waiting to be rediscovered by the remembering subject, uncontaminated by

subsequent experience and times attrition” (p. 4). Accentuating that memory does ‘exist

in objects and can be remembered. This photograph is not just filled with Barthes's
intermate experiences with his mother but with her as well. This illustrates how art can
capture the undefinable qualities that represent an individual identity and display how

memories can conjure strong emotions.

This case study on Roland Barthes has provided a theoretical context for how memory is
vital for perception. The following case study will look at an artist who uses her own

memory as a key aspect of her work.
Tracy Emin

Tracy Emin, a prominent British artist known for her provocative and deeply personal
works, explores themes of memory, identity, and experience in a manner that creates an
instinctual connection between the artist and her audience. Emin's art, which includes a

wide range of media such as drawing, painting, sculpture, film, photography, neon text,
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and sewn appliqué, often features autobiographical elements that invite viewers into her

most intimate experiences, making her work a touching exploration of personal narrative

as a form of art.

Figure 4: Everyone | Have Ever Slept With 1963-1995 (Emin, T, 1995)

Emin’s ‘Everyone | have ever slept with 1963-1995’ (see Fig 4) provides a vivid exploration
of memory and its intrinsic link to identity and personal experience. The artwork, often
referred to as ‘The Tent’, was a tent embroidered with the names of everyone she had ever
shared a bed with. This included family members, friends and lovers capturing a broad
spectrum of intimate connections (Emin, 2002, p. 33). Emin’s decision to externalise
private memories in a physical space transforms the subjective experience into a
communal exhibit. The physical display of personal connections not only challenges
traditional boundaries between public and private experiences but also invites the viewer
to reflect on the fluidity of their own relationships and memories. Emin expressed in an
interview with Illuminations Media (2007) how taxing creating this piece was for her: “It
was like carving out gravestones for me... it was a painful piece of work” (0:24-0:32),
highlighting the deep emotional labour involved with its creation, how potent emotions
and memories can be even years later. Through this artwork, Emin demonstrates that art
can be a powerful form for exploring and expressing individual identity, revealing the
profound connections between mind, memory and aesthetics. The artwork allowed
audiences to enter the tent and experience for themselves the names. The physical
structure of the tent was simple yet intimate and served as a tool for reflections,
enhancing the viewer's engagement through relatable forms. ‘The Tent’ was sadly
destroyed in 2004 and ironically amplifies its themes of loss and the passing nature of

memories, emphasising the fragile yet impactful nature of art and human connection.
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Through this loss, the artwork's transition from a physical to a remembered form mirrors

how personal memories fade and transform over time.

Figure 5: Mybed(Emin, T, 1998)

Emin's work is often a profound narrative of personal memories and identity, portrayed
through intensely personal items and experiences. Emin’s installations like "My Bed"
(1998) (see Fig 5), which displayed her own unmade, messy bed surrounded by rubbish
such as condoms, blood-stained underwear, and empty alcohol bottles, serve as a pure
visual autobiography. This artwork, which was shortlisted for the Turner Prize, not only
recorded a depressive phase in her life but also challenged conventional aesthetics and
personal space within the art world. The raw honesty of Emin's work ensures that it is not
easily forgotten, embedding itself in the memory of those who experience it. Tracy Emin
uses her art to navigate and express complex personal histories and emotions,
connecting with viewers through shared human experiences. Her ability to intertwine her
memories and identity with universal themes allows her work to resonate deeply with a
broad audience. Emin's exploration of personal narrative invites a reflection that is both
individual and collective, making her a compelling contemporary artist in the discussion

of memory, identity, and experiential art.

Tracy Emin’s artworks provide a compelling exploration of how memory and identity are
interwoven and expressed through art. Her bold and visceral representations of personal
experiences challenge conventional boundaries and provoke viewers to reflect on the
nature of memory, the construction of identity, and their manifestation through art.
Emin's work, marked by its honesty and emotional depth, not only narrates her personal
history but also engages with broader themes that resonate with a wide audience. In

doing so, Emin underscores the transformative power of art in exploring and expressing
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the complex layers of human memory and identity, affirming her status as a critical voice

in contemporary discussions on the interplay between mind, memory, and aesthetics.

In summary, this essay has delved into the connection between memory and art,
shedding light on how the human mind and aesthetics are deeply intertwined. By
exploring memory as both a function and a personaljourney, we have observed its pivotal

role in influencing artistic creation and interpretation.

Within the section 'Contextural Foundations, > we examined the significance of short-
term and long-term memory in shaping artistic innovation. These discussions
underscored how memory empowers artists to recollect, reinterpret and reimagine
experiences, thereby enriching their creative endeavours. Memory not only aids in
recollection but also infuses artworks with emotional depth and perceptual complexity,

enabling artists to imbue their creations with intricate narratives and sentiments.

Building upon this foundation, 'Conceptual Foundations’ expanded our knowledge by
connecting perception, phenomenology, and semiotics with memory. We investigated
how artists manipulate elements to elevate the sensory experience of art, leading
viewers on a psychological voyage that is heavily influenced by their own memories. This
interaction enhances the viewer's connection with the artwork on an intellectual level,

leaving a lasting impact that goes beyond the initial encounter.

In the 'Case Studies section, the conversation delved into Roland Barthes and Tracy
Emin, showcasing how memory plays a role in shaping and being shaped by expression.
These examples highlighted the ways artists explore memory, from Barthes's
philosophical reflections on photography to Emin's deeply personal works. Both artists
use memory to connect stories with broader themes, creating a shared recollection

space between artist and viewer.

Reflecting on the question, "What role does memory serve in the creation and
interpretation of art, and what do they reveal about the relationship between mind and
aesthetics?" it becomes clear that memory is essential in both aspects. Memory not only
drives creativity but also influences how viewers interpret artworks, affecting their

aesthetic experiences and emotional reactions. The relationship between mind and

14



Student number: 2103840 Lecture: Julia Lockheart ADDAG6006 Independent Project

aesthetics is dynamic, with memory serving as a source of inspiration and a lens through

which art's beauty and significance are understood.

This investigation highlights the importance of memory in art not only as a mental
function but also as a fundamental aspect of cultural and personal identity that
consistently influences and transforms our interpretation of art. Essentially, memory and
art mutually influence each other; memory guides art, and art, in return, redefines

memory, enriching our perceptual experiences significantly.

In conclusion, this essay has explored the intricate role of memory in the creation and
interpretation of art, illuminating the profound connections between the human mind
and aesthetics. By examining the multifaceted nature of memory as both a cognitive
process and a personal experience, we have observed how memory serves not only as a
source of past events but also as a dynamic influence on artistic expression and

reception.
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