
AESTHETIC & PICTORIAL C O M M U N I C A T I O N 

represent), what we learn about caricature will help us understand 
how faces themselves are perceived. '" '8 

Symbolic interpretations that make one concrete object stand for an-
other equally concrete one are almost always arbitrary. We cannot 
really tell whether a certain association was or is in the conscious 
or unconscious mind of the artist or beholder unless we obtain di-
rect information, which needs analysis. The work ol art itself does 

' J 

not offer the information, except in the case of symbols standard-
ized by convention, or in those few individual instances in which the 
overt content of the work appears strange and unjustified, unless it 
is considered as a representation of different objects of similar ap-
pearance. 

OBSERVING PICTORIAL ELEMENTS 

Pictorial art attempts to capture the three-dimensional structure of a 
scene, some chose view of particular objects, people or a landscape. 
The artist's goal is to convey a message about the world around us, 
but we can also find in art a message about the workings of the brain. 
Many look to art for examples of pictorial depth cues, perspective, 
texture gradients, and so on. Pictorial art can tell us a great deal about 
vision and the brain if we pay attention to the ways in which paint-
ings differ f rom the scenes they depict. We might learn that artists 
get away with great deal impossible colours, inconsistent shading and 
shadows, inaccurate perspective, the use of lines to stand for sharp 
discontinuities in depth or brightness. These representational mod-
ifications do not prevent human observers f rom perceiving robust 
three-dimensional forms. Art that captures three-dimensional struc-
ture of the world without merely recreating or copying it, offers a 
revealing glimpse of the short cuts and economies of the inner codes 
of vision. The non-veridicality of representation in art is so common 

90 



AESTHETIC & PICTORIAL C O M M U N I C A T I O N 

that we seldom question the reality why it works. R.L. Gregory writes 
in The Intelligent Eye that perception is not a matter of sensory infor-
mation giving perception and guiding behaviour directly, but rather 
that the perceptual system is a 'look up ' system; in which sensory 
information is used to build gradually, and to select from, an internal 
repertoire of 'perceptual hypotheses'.179 

The size of a retinal projection varies with the distance of the physical 
stimulus object f rom the observer. That is how the distance dimen-
sion distorts the perception. The eye may see an object, which is 
actually maintaining its size, as changing it during the movement. 
So there are these perceptual modifications, which effect and vary 
depending on the object's location relative to the observer. When 
the image of an object changes, the observer must know whether the 
change is due to the object itself or to the context or to both; other-
wise he understands neither the object nor its surroundings. The ob-
servational object must then be abstracted from its context, and this 
can be done differently: one thing is perhaps the way of performing 
an abstraction because the observer may want to peel off the context 
in order to see the object as it is, in complete isolation, and the other 
way is to observe all the changes it undergoes and induces because of 
its place and function in its setting.180 

There is a need for an image-maker to create actively certain kind 
of views, so, that for example the patterns inside the image would 
appear as three-dimensional as possible. Overlapping is particularly 
useful in creating a sequence of visual objects in the depth dimension 
when the spatial construction of the picture does not rely on other 
means of perspective.181 For example, the space-building role of su-
perposition in Chinese landscape painting is well known. The relative 
location of mountain peaks or clouds is established visually by over-
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laps, and the volume ot a mountain is of ten conceived as a skeleton 
of echelons or slices in staggered formation.182 

Also transparency can bring super-positional effects into the image. 
Physical transparency is obtained when a covering surface lets enough 
light pass through to keep the pattern underneath visible. It is by no 
means a guarantee of perceptual transparency, which can be obtained 
without physically transparent materials. Superposition of shapes is a 
prerequisite of transparency, and a necessary but not always sufficient 
perceptual condition.185 The rule of simplicity predicts the function-
ing of transparency. Purely on shape relations based transparency is 
perceived also in painting and sculpture. The notion of two things 
appearing in the same plane is sophisticated and found only at refined 
stages of art like in Renaissance, and Modernism. 

Objects can take part in the third dimension in two ways: by tilting 
away from the frontal plane and by acquiring volume or roundness. 
This differentiation of spatial conception can be observed in all the 
visual arts, in architecture, sculpture, stage design, and choreogra-
phy, and it represents a particularly important factor in the pictorial 
medium. There is still much experimentation to be needed before 
we can establish the comparative weight of different factors, and not 
without a greater knowledge of the physiology of vision. When visual 
perception must make a choice between a simpler shape and a spatial 
orientation, it usually chooses the former.184 

For a stationary eye and a stationary observer, the image of an ob-
ject at any point in space is simply projected to some point on the 
retina and thence to the cortex. Given the position of the point in 
the retinal image, it is not difficult to understand how we manage to 
perceive the object's direction in space. The viewer's body is in al-

92 



AESTHETIC & PICTORIAL C O M M U N I C A T I O N 

most constant motion in the world, his or her head is in motion with 
respect to his or her trunk, and his or her eyes are in motion in his 
or her head. Julian Hochberg thinks that moving observers need two 
kinds of eye movements to look at moving (or stationary) objects in a 
three-dimensional world: "Compensatory movements, smoothly and pre-
cisely executed, permit the eye to remain fixed on some point while 
the body moves. In addition, we have skilled pursuit movements that 
swing the eyes smoothly to keep them fixed on moving objects, and 
the adaptive mechanisms of accommodation and convergence that bring 
any object to which we are attending into clear focus and central 
location on the retina. In addition to these saccadic eye movements 
bring the fovea f rom one point in the visual field to another, in rapid 
jumps that take only about 1/20 of a second to execute. '"8 5 

That is why the normal vision would be impossible without the co-
operation of these muscular actions, and according to Hochberg the 
viewer's perceptual system must in some fashion "make allowanc-
es" for the eye movements they produce before it can assign spa-
tial meaning to any stimulation of the retina.186 So the perception of 
movement depends upon certain physical condition. The movement 
must attain a certain velocity before it is perceived as movement. The 
contrast between a moving object and stationary background makes 
the movement clearer and more obvious. Primarily the movements of 
the images of objects do not produce perception of movement across 
the retina, because the eyes are also moving to and fro in the head, 
and thus images of stationary objects are constantly moving across 
the retina. 

One needs the kind of eye movements that Hochberg ment ioned 
earlier to keep everything in balance. That is why M.D. Vernon asks: 
"Why is it that our surroundings appear stationary although their 
images are always moving on the retina?"187 It has been hypothesized 
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that sensations to the brain from the muscles, which rotate the eye-
balls, change continuously as the eyes move, and that these changing 
sensations offset and compensate for the changing retinal impres-
sions. Another explanation is that the changing retinal impressions 
are compensated for in some way by an awareness of the motor im-
pulses proceeding from the brain to the eye muscles, which cause 
them to move the eyeballs. Whatever the explanation, it seems that 
we are able to differentiate between movements ol the retinal images 
caused by movements of the eyes, and movements within the retinal 
image caused by movements of objects in relation to their surround-
ings, which appear stationary.188 It seems likely that with all its limits, 
our storage capacities allow us to reconstruct earlier segments in the 
light of later information. There is a need to extend present per-
ceptual psychology, which is still largely confined to the study of the 
individual event, into the sequence of perceptual consequences. It 
might be helpful in the programming of interactive, and virtual me-
dia, and in cases where the narrative itself is of a special visual event. 
It seems likely that with all its limits, our storage capacities allow us 
to reconstruct189 

As we look at the real world, we can see a very large visual field within 
which there is rather small area of special attention, and within that 
there is a surprisingly small area of sharp focus. No clear or definite 
boundary separates these zones. If the turn of our head establishes 
the larger field, the smaller areas depend on our glances, running 
at about two per second, and a maximum of four. Changes in the 
scene may stop the eye movements, for example, when montage is 
produced by the filmmaker, so, the spectator doesn' t have to produce 
his or her own. These glances do not register everything we notice, 
and our attention of ten shifts about the visual fields independently 
of them. The act of seeing necessarily involves associated thoughts, 
which may briefly replace visual attention. The eyes make many ex-
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ploratory movements, saccadic glances, which are prompted largely 
by expectations associated with the preceding glances, or by attrac-
tion f rom conspicuous feature within larger zones. Even in periph-
eral areas of vision movements swiftly pre-empt attention for obvious 
bio-functional reasons. In contrast, the screen picture is one large 
visual field, which ends very abruptly and arbitrarily at each edge. Its 
overall texture as one picture, with its consistent type of semi-ab-
straction renders conspicuous a relationship ol parts, which becomes 
a graphic unity, a pictorial composition. This has no real equivalent 
in normal world looking, yet it seems to act as a powerful source of 
significance. Around this picture, the head, eyes, and thoughts move, 
not necessarily following the compositional structure, but constantly 
encountering its conspicuous features. Thus the picture becomes a 
succession or sequence of visual fixations, albeit retaining a continu-
ous overall presence. The succession constitutes an internal editing 
or montage, though this is distinguished f rom editing or montage in 
our special sense, where succession replaces continuity of presence, 

Normally the internal relationships of the shot pre-occupy us, since 
most of the information lies there in front of us. One doesn ' t only 
overlook the edges of the shot, but one also hears the sound as being 
in the scene, even when a single loudspeaker is placed well to one side 
of it. If the source of the sound is so ill-placed, for example, behind 
the projector as to threaten the illusion, one usually contrives to get 
used to it, to make a sustained mental-constructivist effort to re-co-
ordinate the cues, and mentally return the sound into the image. 

We as observers do not reconstruct a light source in order to re-
cover the depth from shading and shadow, we do not act as optical 
geometers in the way that computer graphics programs do. We do 
not notice inconsistencies across different portions of a painting but 
recover depth cues locally. In the real world the information is rich 
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and redundant, so we do not have to analyse the image much beyond 
a local region to resolve any ambiguities. When faced with the cues 
of pictorial art, the local cues are more meaningful, albeit inconsist-
ent with cues in other areas of the painting. Like many aspects of art, 
discrepancy between art and the scene it depicts, informs us about 
the brain within us as much as about the world around us. 

PICTORIALISM IN A LANDSCAPE 

There is a complicated inter-relationship between the perception of 
the movement of the surroundings and the movement of the body, 
which is displayed in what is known as 'parallactic movement ' . For 
example, as we move forwards in a car along the road, the retinal im-
age of the landscape in front of us expands, flows around on either 
side of us, and then contracts and becomes sucked in behind us.190 

This effect is not usually very noticeable in ordinary daylight, when 
the whole visual surroundings are perceived as rigid and stable while 
we ourselves move. But it may be apparent in driving at night, when 
the surroundings are not clearly perceived. And if we look at objects 
on either side of us, we may see them moving rapidly in the direc-
tion opposite to that in which we are moving; but the farther away 
they are, the slower the movement, and the horizon is stationary. 
In fact, the retinal image of the landscape is continuously distorted 
or deformed as we move, but we are not consciously aware of this 
deformation; instead we perceive it in terms of our own movement 
across the landscape. This is something that film can also pick up in 
relation to perspective and visual thinking. Thus a rough generaliza-
tion may be made that the total amount, which can be attended to at 
any one moment , is constant. If attention is concentrated on a small 
part of the field, little will be perceived in other parts; if attention is 
diffused over a larger area, no one part will be very clearly and ac-
curately perceived.191 
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