
Julia Buntaine 

Interview for Interalia Magazine (April 2015) 

 

Richard Bright: To begin with, can you say something about your background in neuroscience and 

art? 

Julia Buntaine: Art has always been an important part of my life – I was the kind of kid who took my 

doodles very seriously. While I wasn’t always sure I wanted to be an artist, it is something I’ve always 

done in my downtime, in the wee hours of the night, as a sort of compulsion and mode of self-

expression. I ended up going to an arts high school and was trained across the mediums of 

printmaking, photography, drawing, painting, and sculpture. I was very lucky to attend a high school 

where art class was considered as important as chemistry class. It very much formed my foundation 

as an artist. 

When I went to college, though, I knew I wanted to expand myself academically – I knew there was 

more for me to be interested in than just art. I attended Hampshire College, where you design your 

own curriculum. My first semester, along side a few random classes and a sculpture course, I 

decided to take Introduction to Neuroscience, and something clicked. I had long been interested in 

mental illness, and the problems with how we define normal vs. abnormal behaviour and moods. 

But neuroscience opened my eyes to a way to investigate these topics in a concrete, objective way, 

and that appealed to me like nothing else has previously. To think of the mental – of the self – in 

terms of biology, was what I had been looking for. 

My college career was spent double majoring in neuroscience and sculpture. Unable to choose 

between the two disciplines for my thesis, I realized that I could combine them in my own way, and 

that is when I began creating neuroscience-based art. While neuroscience is what I love to think 

about, art is what I love to do. I went on to get my MFA of Fine Arts from the School of Visual Arts, 

and with many ties in the scientific community it is relatively easy to keep up with the most recent 

findings in neuroscience. 

RB: What is your aim as a science-based artist? Is collaborating directly with scientists important to 

your work? 

JB: As an artist the ultimate goal of my work is to provide my viewer with an alternative way to 

understand the wonders of biology we have discovered in ourselves. The problem with science is a 

problem of communication – it is not always accessible, and many lay people feel that they’re not 

able to enjoy it, and get turned off of science early on. With visual art, which has always been for the 

public, people can understand science through color, form, texture, and metaphor – they can 

understand science in a more bodily and conceptual manner. Being such a huge fan of neuroscience, 

I can only hope that people walk away from my work feeling they know a little more about, and 

appreciate more, the beautiful complexity of their own brains. 

While I think that collaboration is essential for many artists interested in science, because of my 

background in science and the type of conceptual work that I make (at least right now), it doesn’t 

require direct collaboration.  

RB: Imagery in science is primarily used to communicate findings and, in some sense, can be seen as 

being both ‘illustrative and ‘provocative’. Would you say that your images are ‘scientific’? 



JB: I would say that my art is only scientific in concept. While the science is certainly in there, each 

work goes beyond illustration through the use of visual metaphor, scale shifts, material meanings, 

and form relationships. My work has, on occasion, negatively provoked those in the art world, which 

I always found to be a strange reaction. Those were the times when the didactic quality of my work 

was not appreciated. 

RB: And, an extension to the previous question: In making your work, what takes priority, the art 

object or the scientific information? 

JB: In my work I strive the find that perfect balance, the perfect marriage, of the art and the science. 

Each piece poses that challenge in a new way, and what I have learned is that not all of my ideas are 

suited for the medium of the visual arts. It is of the utmost importance to me that the science in my 

work is impeccable, which is why in each work I begin with the science (be it a biological form, data 

point, brain scan, etc.), rather than trying to work it in later on in the piece’s process. After starting 

with the science, I depart in to the world of aesthetics, maintaining while manipulating, and 

elevating, the core idea of the work. Most of my work is very conceptual, and it is my aim to convey 

what I consider beautiful concepts in an equally beautiful artistic manner. 

RB: Can you describe your work in progress ‘Binding Problems’? 

JB: The brain is in many ways a perception-processing machine. Each moment we take in countless 

points of auditory, visual, and other sensory input. If we just take the example of visual processing, it 

is obvious that all input is received through our eyes. Once this information reaches the back of the 

brain where the visual cortex is, however, it is broken up, and different kinds of visual information 

gets processed in different areas. Moving stimulus is processed in different cell groups than red 

stimulus, and in a different place than the shape of the stimulus, etc. If you picture the scene of a 

woman wearing a red shirt standing in front of the blue sky, it is amazing, given how we process this 

information, that we never mistake the woman’s shirt as blue, and the sky red. This is especially fun 

to think about as someone concerned with the visual. 

The piece is called Binding Problems, named after the very same biological phenomenon. It is only a 

‘problem’ in that we have no idea how the brain weaves together such a swath of disparate 

information seamlessly, seemingly effortlessly. The piece itself (the first of many parts I have 

planned) is an example of how the world might be if this processing went awry. The apple in the 

piece has lost its color and is white, where the color has ended up in a sort of blob over to the right 

on the floor. I picture doing an installation of many objects whose color is elsewhere in the room.  

RB: Exploring perception is important aspect in many of your works. It has long been know that 

perception can occur without consciousness. As an artist, is this an area you are interested in? 

JB: While I have never made a work about the specific phenomenon of perceptual blindness, I would 

love to in the future, as it is a fascinating subject matter!  

RB: The neurosciences are profoundly changing our conception of ourselves, how do you see this 

progressing? 

JB: Neuroscience has been in the media more and more, and it has absolutely changed the way that 

many people think and talk about themselves. How many times a day do you hear someone say “Oh 

well I’m not going to do X, because I just read about a study that said Y.” It’s very interesting to see 

people adopting these quick opinions about what is right and wrong, or what is true and untrue, 

because of headlines about neuroscience. It is a double-edged sword in many ways, the propagation 

of new information about the brain in the media. On the one hand, more people are thinking about 



the brain, and we’re more worried about hurting the brain. On the other, movies like Lucy will have 

many people believing, for far too long now, the 10% myth. 

I made a project about this question of how the media has shaped our cultural conception of the 

brain, and thus ourselves, in July of 2013. I went through the New York Times archives and took a 

screen shot of every brain-related headline since its inception in 1851. Headlines are major shapers 

of culture – they’re these crafted snippets that get propagated and take on a life of their own. I 

arranged each headline in chronological order, printed them six to a sheet, and hung the 130 or so 

pages as an installation. The piece is called Brainlines. 

In looking at the patterns of words and ideas, I had a guess as to what I would find but was also 

surprised – I learned that we have definitively been talking more and more about the brain as a 

culture since the year 2001. The number of headlines each year is exponentially rising now. I learned 

that the first instantiation of “This is your brain on X” was about marijuana back in the 80s. Now we 

have “This is your brain on spray-tanning” and “love, ” and “cats.” It’s not all fluff though, the piece 

showed that we now talk a lot more about the problem of sports- and war-related brain injuries 

than we used to, and the importance of exercise and diet. One of the most interesting things I found 

is the persistence, or perhaps revival, of a dualistic attitude. There were a number of headlines that 

read like “Your Brain is Lying to You” – meaning You are not lying to yourself, but your brain is lying 

to yourself. I think many people still think about the brain as this separate thing that is them but 

somehow not all of them, conveniently taking away a sense of accountability. I’m not sure that will 

ever change.  

Generally speaking, though, I’m glad that the media has brought the brain to the forefront, made it 

‘cool’ to talk about or reference in conversation. People are excited by new findings, and that can 

only be a good thing. We have a lot to figure out about the brain, and hopefully its media presence 

will inspire more and more budding neuroscientists. 

RB: What do you think are currently the most important questions, problems, or challenges 

confronting the understanding of the relation between the brain and consciousness, and what are 

the prospects for progress? 

JB: The relationship between physical states of the brain and consciousness is without a doubt one 

of the most important problems in all of science right now. Consciousness is the day to day job of 

the brain but despite all these sub-disciplines of neuroscience (studying things like attention, 

emotion, cognition), no one knows how consciousness actually works.  

One of my favorite philosophers, David Chalmers, is best known for his work on ‘qualia’, or the 

subjective aspect of consciousness, and this is what makes consciousness so difficult to relate to 

biology. The idea is that is it something that it is like to be. How qualia comes to be via the brain’s 

activity is known as ‘the Hard Problem’– it is completely undeniable and completely unexplainable at 

the same time (some would beg to differ, I admittedly am a qualia proponent – as an artist it’s 

impossible not to be). The feeling of the color red is something in itself, and is totally different than 

the feeling of the color blue. Both red and blue have deeply distinct feels but are each just similar 

chains of neurons firing in the visual cortex. Why should this be so? More broadly, why should any 

brain activity feel like anything?  

Prospects for progress? Well, research in theoretical neuroscience is definitely a start – in order to 

understand consciousness and its variety of aspects, we need to be able to define and measure it. It 

will be interesting to see how other approaches, such as those taken by the brain mapping 

initiatives, pan out.  But it doesn’t seem that just knowing a lot more about how all the connections 



of the brain are connected in fine detail is going to help solve this problem. You’re always going to 

need that theoretical side to make real advances. 

RB: What has been the reaction from the scientific community to your work? 

JB: To my delight, members of the scientific community continue to be my biggest fans. I think this is 

because the more you know about the subject matter of a work, the deeper level of enjoyment you 

can have for it. I think it is also nice for scientists to see non-scientists delving into their work, and 

presenting it through the lens of art, which can make come alive the words and graphs in scientific 

papers. 

RB: Collaboration between the arts and sciences has the potential to create new knowledge, ideas 

and processes beneficial to both fields. Do you agree with this statement? 

JB: I do agree – collaboration has come to take on a very broad meaning, where anything from a 

helpful conversation to literally working together over great lengths of time can be called 

collaborating. I think the best kind of collaboration is that of the two-way street, where each party 

really gains something from it, either tangible or meaningful in some way. I like the idea of 

collaboration, especially between the arts and sciences, because it actively bridges the gulf between 

art and science C.P. Snow is famous for publicly reproaching. Collaboration promotes what has been 

too long lost in our culture, the ideas of inter- and transdisciplinary, working at the same problem 

from two different angles. The benefits of collaboration for artists are obvious – they get material to 

work with, or access to interesting equipment in laboratories. For scientists, the benefits of 

collaborating are less tangible, aside from a few stand-out cases. That being said, I have never 

known a scientist to be sorry they were involved in a collaboration, and most often times they were 

happy for it, and enjoyed being able to talk about their work with someone who could act as a sort 

of artistic sounding board.  

Collaboration also helps to address the problem of how our fields are so specialized now that people 

often have tunnel vision for their field only, never having been exposed to another point of view. 

Working across disciplines dispels false rumours we may have about one another, while enlightening 

each collaborator to a new kind of working process, which can absolutely have positive impacts on 

both sides. While the products of any collaboration are going to fall within the purview of one field 

over the other, that work is being done across fields is valuable, culturally speaking, in itself. E. O. 

Wilson called art and science ‘creative siblings’, a metaphor I find very appropriate. 

RB: In addition to being an artist you are also director at SciArt Center and founder and editor-in-

chief of the magazine, SciArt in America. What are their aims? 

 JB: I started SciArt in America about a year after I moved to New York, as I was half-way through 

graduate school. When I moved here I became very proactive about immersing myself in the 

science-art community, and expected to find that community pretty easily (being in the art capital of 

the world), but that was not the case. I was looking for an online resource which compiled the latest 

in science-based art, told me what shows to go see, told me about artists in New York and the U.S., 

and when I realized it didn’t exist, I decided to create it. SciArt in America’s aim is to celebrate the 

movement of science-based art, and bolster that movement by promoting it in a serious way. 

One thing which kept coming up as the magazine grew was the idea of hosting events – but to me 

SciArt in America was always very much a publication, not a multifaceted organization. This desire to 

host science/art minded events, paired with some lucky circumstances and chance meetings, lead to 

the founding of SciArt Center about a year later.  



In short, SciArt Center is an organization dedicated to bringing together scientists and artists for a 

common cause. Art and science are two sides of the coin of our culture; artists and scientists are 

both concerned with the same fundamental questions. They have too long been separate in our 

culture, and we are aiming to fix that in our own way, so we have built an online platform and host 

monthly pop-up events. As a membership-based organization, we actively support the work of our 

scientist and artist members via social media posting, grant opportunities, online features, and the 

like, building a virtual transdisciplinary community. The monthly events serve to bring these two 

groups together in person, and experience science through the lens of art or vice versa. Types of 

events we hold include professional mixers, film screenings, exhibits, panel talks, guided art or 

science walks, and workshops. 

RB: Sciart, or Artsci - artists working with scientific ideas is on the increase. How do you see this 

progressing in the future? 

JB: As science has made its way to the center of our culture, artists have responded to that as they 

always do to what is culturally central, and make work about it. I think that science has permeated 

culture far more than most people realize, guiding daily decisions in a way it never used to. Every 

day there is more science, and it seems that every day there are more science-based artists. I think it 

is likely that the amount of science-based art, currently a small but invigorated movement, will rise 

to a tipping point in the art world. I hope to see the positive and progressive attitude of science-

based art finally push out the bad consequences of cynicism and anti-science attitudes that the reign 

of postmodernism left us with. Not to say that all art will be, or should be, science-based. But the 

days of major New York galleries being anti-didactic and not showing work explicitly related to 

science will certainly not last forever.  

RB: What projects are you are working on now? 

JB: Right now I’m working on a series of drawings called Day In, Day Out. I have about 20 out of 30 

done – 30 being the number of days in a typical month. The first drawing, representing the first day, 

is based on data from the Connectome project out of MIT. Based on a scanned and digitized brain 

cross section, the drawing is an enlarged version of this cross section, colored according to my taste. 

Each drawing, or each ‘day’, the morphologies and colors of many neurons caught in this cross 

section change – not too much, but just enough. Playing off of the ideas of plasticity, memory, and 

learning, this piece illustrates how a person’s brain can change every day with new experiences, but 

remain the same enough to still be ‘you’. 

RB: What are your future projects and aims? 

JB: I always have a few ideas for future projects percolating…it’s just a matter of figuring out how or 

where to build them. One that has been on my mind lately – and I won’t say much – involves 

creating a c. elegans on a monstrous scale. In terms of my other aims, growing SciArt in America and 

SciArt Center is definitely what takes up most of my mental energy these days. Both companies are 

young and have their growing pains to go through, but are basically doing well and have been an 

amazing experience. I’ve gotten an enormous amount of positive feedback from the science-art 

community, which tells me they’re both initiatives that are needed. So for now they are in large part 

a labor of love for me and those who I work with, but we do it gladly, because it’s what we’re 

passionate about. 


