Rhythm





Neurobiological data





1. Hierarchical nature of information processing





The importance of rhythm in almost all art forms is undeniable. The explanation of why rhythm is so important lies in the way our brain processes information. First, information processing is hierarchical: it has a hierarchy or a “chain of command.” The brain starts with the simplest data (lowest step of the hierarchy) and gradually climbs higher and higher to the more complex levels of information processing (higher steps of the hierarchy). At the higher levels it deals with whole ideas and concepts (such as: composition, structure), as opposed to simple information, such as whether this object is green or read, square or round.





All this diverse information is processed in different areas of the brain. In order to bring it all together the work of neurons in the brain becomes synchronized, i.e., the brain creates a neural pulse or rhythm that synchronizes its work: just like at a big factory you need a precise schedule of operation, timetables, or the orchestra needs a conductor.








2. Hemispheric specialization





Second, our brain has two parts: lobes or hemispheres. These two lobes act independently and have different functions in processing information: our brain is “hemispherically specialized.” For example, the left lobe is responsible for logical reason, language, and images, and the right lobe is responsible for creative capacities, sequences and durations (and therefore music). When our brain functions, the two hemispheres constantly exchange information with each other. Now in order to synchronize this process of exchanging information and avoid chaos, the brain also creates neural pulse or rhythm.





These internal rhythms of the brain can be reinforced by the rhythms that exist in artworks, such as music or poetry. For this reason rhythmically organized artworks are perceived as more pleasant. Rhythmical organization is to be expected both in temporal arts, such as music and poetry, and in visual (spatial) arts: because the processing of visual information is also a temporal process. For example, cf. the theory of visual maps: although it seems to us that we perceive images simultaneously, in fact the process happens in stages and sequences (first lines, then contrast, then color), and therefore takes time.





