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The subset of art presented in this Leonardo Gallery has counterparts within the 
recent history of neuroscience, but with notable differences, involving emotion 
and political content. The gallery curator raises the question whether the varied 
and original presentations of situated context in such art could be valuable to 
neuroscientists.

Sleuthing the Mind [1] invites the viewer to consider 
how artworks can explore processes of the mind-brain 
that resist easy comprehension. The artworks featured 
in the exhibition encourage us to consider the basis of 
our intuitions, how we resolve conflicting sensations, 
and how we make sense of ambiguous phenomena. 
They cast attention on varied states of “mindedness”; 
as the viewer engages with these artworks different as-
pects of sensory processing are tapped. In several works 
the viewer’s attention is directed to mismatched sen-
sory impulses, or elsewhere it is tasked to disambiguate 
a puzzling object. Such investigations are generally the 
province of neuroscientific research but the artists in 
this exhibition deploy them to very different ends. All 
the works engage ideas of embodied perception, and 
many reflect on our current technological moment. The 
viewer is likely to sense that the works were not only cre-
ated as objects for self-knowledge but also structured to 
explore how culture may mark the mind.

Some of the art in Sleuthing the Mind permits ac-
cess to an otherwise invisible entity: “attention.” It often 
acts behind the scenes, even as it manipulates our gaze, 
emotions and memories. Propelled by my own artistic 
investigations of “inattention blindness,” the inability to 
see something directly in front of you due to distraction, 
I sought to locate other art that implicitly referenced 
related neuroscientific experiments. Stealing Attention, 
the result of a collaboration between myself and neuro-
scientist Michael E. Goldberg, Director of the Mahoney 
Center for Brain and Behavior at Columbia University, 
was exhibited at Michael Steinberg Fine Arts (2009) and 
in a group show at Ronald Feldman Fine Arts (2010), 
both in New York City [2]. The work was modeled after 
Daniel Simons and Christopher Chabris’s Gorillas in our 
Midst, but with notable differences relating to emotion 

and politics. In this work the “distracters” were images of 
hands with flashing cards playing the con-game Three-
Card Monte, while images of stolen antiquities from the 
2003 invasion of Iraq were present but largely unseen, 
disappearing one-by-one in the background. My aim 
was to see whether an art installation could re-set the 
viewer’s focus and allow him or her to see something 
previously missed. I looked for this kind of “re-direction” 
in the subset of works that I selected for this Leonardo 
Gallery—works very close to specific neuroscientific ex-
periments but taken to entirely different ends.

In addition, I assembled artworks for Sleuthing the 
Mind that together could highlight the many kinds of 
attention that artworks elicit, including directed, medi-
tative, selective, involuntary and divided attention. Pro-
cesses of both focused and defocused viewing, ranging 
from conflicts of divided vision to the automatic produc-
tion of afterimages, distinguish some of the numerous 
attentional states created. Experiencing them can tell us 
something valuable about the mind.

This curatorial project, operating in the space between 
a thematic exhibition and an experiment, analyzes how 
both new and traditional media may induce new experi-
ences by directing our attention, emotion and memory. 
The dynamic expansion of artistic practices through 
video, performance and virtual reality offers new ways 
to explore the mind. Sleuthing the Mind asks visitors to 
explore how art focused on the body and the constraints 
of vision can impact the systems of the brain, while tech-
nology and staging can bring adjustments of the body 
and our spatial positioning to conscious recognition.

The training that artists have undergone offers in-
sights about the mind that can be valuable to others, 
particularly the field of neuroscience. Much art can be 
characterized by refusing to compartmentalize feelings 
from cognition and assigning high value to subjective 
experience and social and political context. These ap-
proaches offer a window to understand how experience 
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See <www.mitpressjournals.org/toc/leon/47/5> for supplemental files associated  
with this issue.

Sleuthing the Mind, Pratt Manhattan Gallery, New York City,  
17 September–5 November 2014.

This gallery section in Leonardo is dedicated to Roy Ascott and 
Jill Scott in recognition of the instrumental role they have played in 
helping to foster neuroscientific inquiry among artists.
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searchers Suzanne Dikker and Matthias Oostrik con-
ducted experiments about synchronization that display 
influence in the opposite direction, from art to science, 
indicating some of the impact that art might have upon 
scientific research. The neuroscientific counterparts to 
the subset of artists just listed are John N. Buck’s pro-
jective psychoanalysis technique that relates to Robert 
Beck’s drawings; Vilanynur S. Ramachandran’s mirror 
box that inspired Jennifer Bornstein; Michael Gazza-
niga’s split-brain research that influenced Greg Garvey; 
Olaf Blanke’s work about autoscopic phenomena [3] 
that inspired Nicole Ottiger; Donald Broadbent’s dich-
otic listening task that relates to Jane Philbrick’s work on 
audio-processing; and the influence of Paul Bach-y-Rita’s 
work on HCI upon Jill Scott and cross-sensory substitu-
tion. Dikker and Oostrik have explored synchronization 
based upon Marina Abramović’s work The Artist is Present.

Like a magic act, the exhibition attempts to set up an 
environment in which viewers might see themselves as 
strangers, while teasing apart components of attention, 
perception and consciousness and, by so doing, examine 
their interdependence. Might art exhibitions add new 
paths into the understanding of intuition, insight and 
attention?

Ellen K. Levy
Curator, Sleuthing the Mind
Email: <levy@nyc.rr.com>
Web: <www.complexityart.com>
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relies upon specific memories, resisting summarization 
as models of cognition. To the extent that natural phe-
nomena and simulations are “staged” within exhibition 
settings, they can resemble interactive science experi-
ments and seemingly encourage observation in similar 
ways. But they also depart in significant ways. The exhibi-
tion proposes that the knowledge of images, perceptual 
tools, emotional states and social context that is deeply 
embedded in art practice can supplement neurosci-
ence’s understanding of the mind.

This project implicitly touches on extended notions 
of brain plasticity that hold that the brain can change 
as a result of experience. The exhibition proposes to 
stimulate debate about how minds shape culture and the 
reverse, how culture shapes the mind. Technology has 
extended the parameters of artistic research and opened 
up new possibilities for learning. For this exhibition, in 
addition to traditional artworks, I gathered examples of 
artistic explorations of the body that utilize techniques of 
virtual reality and human-computer interfaces (HCI). In-
creasing numbers of artists now share experimental pro-
cesses with scientists, enabling comparisons with respect 
to the testing and training of cognitive functions. The ex-
hibition discriminates between resources and processes 
shared by artists and neuroscientists and their different 
aims. The fact that art and neuroscience encompass an 
expanding range of intellectual and technical concerns 
necessitates integrating information from several fields; 
no single discipline provides the answers to questions 
regarding the mind. In this exhibition, the art frames 
some of the practices of science and vice-versa in order 
to pose questions of context and culture.

The exhibition at the Pratt Manhattan Gallery includes 
works by Susan Aldworth, Hans Breder, Jim Campbell, 
Kurt Hentschlager, Nene Humphrey, Mike Metz, Warren 
Neidich and Patricia Olynyk as well as a performance 
by George Quasha and Charles Stein. Most of the art-
ists in the exhibition are aware of some of the scientific 
research within their own sphere of interest and have 
refashioned it intuitively to interpret the science and to 
probe realms that may include politics, emotion, identity 
and memory. A subset of the artists in the exhibition has 
fashioned artworks that appear to be near counterparts 
of scientific experiments or products of medical therapy. 
Their contributions are visible on the subsequent pages 
of the Leonardo Gallery. These artists include Robert 
Buck, Jennifer Bornstein, Greg Garvey, Nicole Ottiger, 


