
 

Experiments show most people find the same
pieces of artwork memorable
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Methods for Experiments 1 to 3. (A) In an online experiment (Experiment 1),
3,216 participants performed a continuous recognition memory task, where they
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viewed images and pressed a key when they recognized an image from earlier in
the sequence. (B) In an in-person experiment (Experiment 2), 19 new participants
freely explored the Art Institute of Chicago, and then afterwards rated their
memory for a set of target and foil paintings on their mobile phone. (C) In an
online experiment (Experiment 3), 40 new participants provided ratings of
beauty, emotion, interest, and familiarity for each painting. Credit: Proceedings
of the National Academy of Sciences (2023). DOI: 10.1073/pnas.2302389120

A pair of psychologists at the University of Chicago has found that when
showing multiple paintings to a group of people, most of them will find
the same few memorable. In their paper published in Proceedings of the
National Academy of Sciences, Trent Davis and Wilma Bainbridge
describe three kinds of experiments they conducted to learn more about
memorability of art, and what they learned from the results.

Logic suggests that viewing art is a personal experience; most who look
at a painting or statue come away with their own thoughts or feelings
regarding the piece. This is because people bring their own persona and
experiences when interpreting art. But such an experience may not be as
individualistic as some might expect. In this new effort, Davis and
Bainbridge have found that more often than not, people leaving an art
gallery will almost all remember the same paintings.

To learn more about what makes a piece of art memorable, the research
pair conducted three kinds of experiments. The first involved asking
over 3,000 online volunteers to look at a series of paintings and then
afterwards to look at the same paintings mixed in with other paintings
while asked which of those they remembered from the first series. In
looking at the results, the research pair found that most of the volunteers
remembered the same paintings.

In the second experiment, the researchers asked a group of 19 volunteers
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to wander around an art museum, making sure to look at all the paintings
that were there. After the visit, each of the volunteers took a memory
test of the paintings they had just viewed. Like the first experiment, the
volunteers tended to all remember the same paintings.

In the third experiment, the team took a different approach, they asked
online volunteers to rate the beauty, emotional tone and how familiar
paintings looked to them and how interesting they seemed. They found
that the only factor that played a role in memorability was how
interesting the volunteers found the paintings.

As an added twist to their work, the researchers also used a deep-
learning AI application called ResMem—it was designed to predict how
memorable paintings would be when viewed by people. They found that
the app tended to pick the same paintings as the volunteers in all three of
their experiments. Because of that, they found that it could predict
which paintings the volunteers would best remember.

  More information: Trent M. Davis et al, Memory for artwork is
predictable, Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences (2023). 
DOI: 10.1073/pnas.2302389120
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