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Portions of the following are based on an interview with the
artist on November 28, 2013.

When Arthur Shimamura’s friend looked at the photo
Graceful Aging, she started to cry: The photo reminded her
of her mother. Her deep emotional resonance with the
image did not surprise Shimamura, a photographer whose
“day job” is as a psychologist at the University of Califor-
nia, Berkeley. He studies memory and understands the
beholder’s experience of art as involving seeing, knowing,
and feeling.

Shimamura became interested in art through his own
early engagement in photography. During his teens, his father
bought him a Nikon camera and some lenses. He was allowed
to convert an unused back room in their house to a darkroom,
took a photography course, landed a job in a camera store, and
“plowed most of [his] earnings back into the cash register”
there. His interest in art continued through college, where he
took courses in art history. Graduate school, however, and the
demands of a career as a psychological scientist shifted his
focus away from art for a number of years.

In the late 1990s, Shimamura’s interest in creative pho-
tography resurfaced with his purchase of a new Nikon camera.
He took a photography course from Cole Weston, youngest
son of the influential photographer Edward Weston and him-
self a photographer. Shimamura describes the “formalist”
approach to photography, exemplified by Weston père and his
contemporary Ansel Adams, as a “style of using photography
to capture very sharp images but then focus on the lines and
shadings as if they were an abstract painting, form without
meaning.”

As a psychological scientist, Shimamura is known for his
research on the biology of memory and his studies of patients
with brain disorders such as organic amnesia and Alzheimer’s
disease. With the availability of brain imaging, he has devel-
oped an increased understanding of the nature of perception,
memory, and emotion. Appreciating the opportunity to “learn
through teaching,” Shimamura applied his reburgeoning in-
terest in art photography to teaching a freshman seminar at
Berkeley. He developed a course—now in its 12th year—on
the psychology of art, addressing aesthetics from a psycho-
logical perspective.

As a psychologist, Shimamura is especially interested in
people’s direct experience of art, “the ways in which an
artwork enhances sensation, knowledge, and emotion” (Shi-
mamura, 2013, p. 24). It is, he comments, “a way to bring in
what we know about psychology and the brain to looking at
art.” A sabbatical fellowship in 2008 presented him with the
opportunity to explore the relationship between art and the
brain more fully, culminating in his recently published book
Experiencing Art: In the Brain of the Beholder.

In this book, Shimamura (2013) suggests that we expe-
rience the work of artists from various perspectives. He de-
lineates four different approaches to any particular artwork,
while recognizing that the beholder’s response becomes an
individualized combination of these aspects:

With a mimetic approach, the beholder interprets an artwork as a
window to the world and evaluates the degree to which it succeeds
in depicting realistic scenes and events. With an expressionist ap-
proach, the beholder seeks an emotional experience, such as beauty
or the sublime. With a formalist approach, rather than seeing objects
or scenes within an artwork, the raw sensual qualities of colors, lines,
and abstract shapes are brought to the forefront. With a conceptual
approach, it is the thought or story behind an artwork that is crucial.
(p. 14)

In Graceful Aging, the flower is depicted without distor-
tion as it actually is—although the artist has made deliberate
choices regarding angle, placement within the rectangular
frame, and isolation of the subject against a black velvet
background. With his formalist penchant, Shimamura re-
flected, “The first thing that caught my eye was how beautiful
the rose looked, even though it was dying. When I try to do a
photo, it’s almost as if I’m making an abstract painting. I love
the visual qualities, the lines, shapes, shadings, and forms. I
almost think of it as an abstract.” At the same time, he
recognizes that to some degree, “all art is a sensory phenom-
enon and an emotional experience.” Thus the reaction of
Shimamura’s friend, mentioned earlier. The viewer can expe-
rience that evocation, the nearly anthropomorphic sensation
that a dying flower is an aged adult, conveyed so vividly in the
photograph’s title and in the elegant “gesture” of the leaf to
the right; the bowed, nearly broken flower head; and the
textural softness, wrinkles, and brittle fragility of the flower
petal “skin” and leaves.

As with art, we are likely to approach the Guidelines for
Practice With Older Adults in this month’s American Psy-
chologist through sensation, knowledge, and emotion. We
may experience them from a number of different angles,
whether as practitioner, researcher, educator, or student, from
the perspective of our own aging, or as evocations of those we
have known in their late age. Both the image on the cover and
these Guidelines serve to remind us that ours is a very human
enterprise.
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