1)    Why were you initially drawn to the study of images?

I grew up in Budapest, Hungary, where, at least back in the early nineties, there were more than one hundred operating movie theatres, many of which were independent cinemas showing old subtitled black and white films. As a 14-15 year old, I mainly watched mainstream Hollywood films with my friends, but this all changed when at age 16 – for very non-aesthetics reasons –, I happened to sit through a retrospective of Michelangelo Antonioni’s early films. 

What really shocked me – and shocked is the right word – is how each and every one of the images were perfect – one amazing composition after another, for two hours (besides the themes of alienation that are bound to be fascinating for a 16 year old). So I went on to watch all the Antonioni films several times – again, it was easy to do so on big screen at that time in Budapest. And then on to the other grand Italian and then French directors of the 1960s and then on to the silent classics of the 1920s, and so on. So the question really began to bug me: what is it about images that makes some of them beautiful and some others perfectly ordinary? What is it that Antonioni’s compositions have but the framing of, say, Pretty woman doesn’t? 
I wound up working as a film critic for much of my 20s – but this, again, worked out differently in Hungary with its very strong presence of cultural quarterlies, monthlies and weeklies, where it was possible to work as a professional film critic without doing any weekly (ie, Hollywood) film reviews. I could write about my favorite auteurs, Godard, Resnais, Antonioni, Pasolini, Buñuel, Straub-Huillet, Kiarostami, Tarkovsky, Jarman, and to go closer to the present, Wong Kar Wai, Raul Ruiz, Tsai Ming-liang, Jia Zhang Ke, Lisandro Alonso, Apichatpong Weerasethakul – and get paid for it. It was not a bad life. 

But I became increasingly frustrated by the fact that I still didn’t really understand what makes beautiful images beautiful. So while working as a film critic, I also continued studying philosophy and aesthetics, graduating with a triple degree of philosophy/aesthetics/film studies. I went on to the philosophy PhD program at the University of California, Berkeley – mainly in order to study with Richard Wollheim. 

During graduate school, I was trying to juggle academia and film criticism, as I became a member of FIPRESCI, the International Association of Film Critics, and spent a significant amount of my grad student time at film festivals. One good thing about FIPRESCI is that it sends jury members to various film festivals – I served on the jury at the San Francisco International Film Festival, the Chicago International Film Festival, the Miami International Film Festival, the Mar del Plata International Film Festival, the Pula International Film Festival, etc. And life on the ‘festival circuit’, as it is called, is very different from, and much more glamorous than, the grad student life of sitting in the library and going to seminars. 

One important thing I learned during this time on the ‘festival circuit’ is how radically critics differ in their assessment of the artistic merits and demerits of films. This really becomes more than a theoretical issue during those long and heated discussions about which films should get the award. Some critics – many working at very prestigious journals/magazines – seemed to have diametrically opposed taste from mine. But it was also reassuring, and philosophically interesting, to see that some other critics had the almost exact same preference for films as I did – in spite of cultural and age differences. 
In spite of the glamour of the world of international film criticism, I decided to focus on philosophy, mainly because given the everyday politics and pragmatics of film criticism, the burning question that made me choose this path to begin with, namely, the one about what makes good images good, took the back seat and I was itching to get back to try to answer this question. In the mean time, Richard Wollheim, who had became a really close friend, besides being my supervisor, died and I changed dissertation topics to focus on philosophical issues concerning the human mind – with an eye to understanding how the mind works when we are looking at pictures and especially at good pictures. 
2)    What do you consider your contribution to the field?
I firmly believe that if we want to understand images, we need to understand how we see them. I have argued that all the interesting questions about images are at the end of the day questions about our perception (Nanay 2013, 2014). Thus, if we want to understand what makes pictures pictures, we need to consider how we perceive pictures (this is a thought I inherited from Richard Wollheim). And, importantly, in order to understand what makes good images good images, we also need to examine how our perceptual system functions. 

I want to talk about four questions that I have been trying to answer. They are intertwined in various interesting ways. (i) What happens in our mind when we perceive pictures: how is it different to see a drawing or a photograph of an apple and to see the apple face to face? (ii) Why do we like looking at pictures? Is there something about picture perception that is in itself somehow enjoyable or gives rise to an aesthetic experience? (iii) Can we make sense of the claim that it is the formal features of a picture that play a crucial role in explaining why we like some pictures and dislike others (and do so without falling prey to the objections to classic formalism)? (iv) How can we explain that we like some pictures and dislike others? Is this a difference between the intrinsic value of the pictures themselves or a difference between our own experience? 
(i) What is the difference between seeing a drawing or a photograph of an apple and seeing it face to face? Is there something that makes picture perception special? My answer is simple: when we see pictures, our perceptual system works differently from the way it works when we see something face to face (Nanay 2004, 2005, 2008, 2010, 2011, 2014). To put it very simply, we see both the depicted object and the surface of the picture. The crucial issue is to clarify what is meant by ‘seeing’ in this claim. Seeing here does not mean conscious perception. Perception does not have to be conscious and in fact it is very often unconscious. So in order to see something in a picture, we don’t need to consciously attend to both the picture surface and the depicted object – this can happen, but not very often. What is needed for picture perception is that we see (consciously or unconsciously) both the surface and the depicted object. 

I substantiate these claims with some emphasis on an important fact about the human perceptual system. Neuroscience teaches us that visual processing happens in two more or less independent channels. To put it very simply, the ‘dorsal system’ helps us to perform actions, while the ‘ventral system’ helps us to identify and recognize objects (Milner and Goodale 1995, Jeannerod 1997). These two subsystems work in unison most of the time, but they can come apart, for example in those patients who have brain damage in either the dorsal or the ventral stream. If they have a functioning dorsal stream, but lesions in the ventral stream, they will (I’m simplifying a bit) be able to perform visually guided actions, like posting an envelope, without much trouble, but they will not be able to recognize or identify the objects they are performing these actions with. And conversely, if a patient has lesions in the dorsal stream, but a healthy ventral stream, then she can recognize, identify and describe her environment, but will have trouble performing even the simplest perceptually guided actions (again, I am simplifying a bit). 
In the case of some perceptual illusions, the functioning of these two visual subsystems can come apart even in healthy adult humans. Some perceptual illusions can fool the ventral processing, but not the dorsal one. But in this case, the two subsystems still represent the same object, but they represent them differently (one incorrectly, one more or less correctly). 

My proposal is that when we perceive pictures, the dorsal (action-guiding) stream represents the picture surface, whereas the ventral (identification-focused) stream represents the depicted object. There are empirical reasons to think that this is the right way of thinking about picture perception (people with lesions in one of the two visual subsystems have problems – different problems – with picture perception). And this way of thinking about picture perception could also be thought of as an elaboration on my old teacher’s, Richard Wollheim’s, concept of ‘twofoldness’, the idea that picture perception involves twofold perception, one fold directed at the surface, the other at the depicted scene. 

(ii) This account of picture perception is supposed to be true of any and all instances of picture perception. Not only of admiring the brushstrokes on a Corot painting in a museum, but also of watching television shows or looking at postcards or family photographs. But picture perception is sometimes more than this. It sometimes leads to the appreciation of pictures as pictures. Sometimes we like looking at pictures not because of what they depict but, to put it simply, because of the way they depict their subject. What happens in these cases?
My proposal here is that in these cases (that I call, following Michael Podro, ‘inflected’ experiences) we are consciously attending both to the picture surface and to the depicted scene. One way of putting this is that we are attending to the relation between the two: to how the depicted scene emerges from the brushstrokes on the surface (Nanay 2010, 2012a, 2012b, 2014). 

Although this may sound similar to my story about picture perception in general, it is a very different claim. It is true of all instances of picture perception that we see (that is, perceptually represent) both the surface and the depicted scene. This does not imply conscious attention to the surface. And, as the perceptual processing in the dorsal steam is normally unconscious, we normally perceive the surface unconsciously. But in those special cases when we appreciate pictures aesthetically, it is not only dorsally and unconsciously that we perceive the picture surface, we also allocate some conscious attention to it. While the claim about picture perception in general was a claim about twofold perceptual representation, the claim I make about the aesthetic appreciation of pictures is about twofold conscious attention. 
In other words, the aesthetic appreciation of pictures requires some degree of distributed attention: we need to attend, simultaneously, both to the surface and to the depicted scene (and maybe also to the relation between the two). I think that this distributed attention is a very important feature of aesthetic experiences in general (not just the aesthetic experience of pictures, but also of nature, of everyday objects or of non-pictorial works of art). As the appreciation of pictures as pictures necessarily involves this distributed attention, it may be an important step to understand aesthetic experiences in general (without necessarily leading to the controversial claim that we can only have aesthetic experiences of a natural landscape because we have seen many pictures of landscapes). 

(iii) I consider myself to be a formalist in some sense – in a sense that I’m sure many genuine formalists would not call formalist at all. Formalists claim that it is only the formal properties of pictures that are responsible for their aesthetic value. Or, to put it somewhat differently, when we appreciate pictures aesthetically, we are appreciating their formal properties. It is an open question just what these formal properties may be. Some paradigmatic formal properties are colors, shapes and their combinations – properties of the picture surface, including the picture’s composition. 
Formalism is remarkably unpopular these days – in academic circles. But academics – philosophers, art historians and cultural theorists – still find it important to argue against it because of its popular appeal. I think we may be able to salvage the gist of formalism in such a way that would retain this popular appeal but avoid the various problems with this view that philosophers and art historians like to emphasize. 

My way of doing this is to loosen the concept of formal properties: I take formal properties to be properties that cannot be fully characterized without reference to some of the surface properties of the picture (Nanay 2014). So classic formal properties (like shape and color) would count as formal properties in my sense, but the set of formal properties in my sense would include much more. Importantly, the relation between the surface properties of the picture and some properties of the depicted scene would also count as formal properties in my sense – something some of the classic formalists, like Clive Bell or Clement Greenberg, would clearly not be too happy with. And even the relation between the surface properties of the picture and the socio-historical context or the author’s intention would count as formal properties – classic formalists would be even less happy with this. 
Does this broadening of the concept of formal properties make formalism a completely vacuous view that has no opponents? No. Formalism in my sense is incompatible with the views according to which what is valuable about a picture has nothing to do with its surface properties (and these views have a lot of proponents, especially in the tradition of psychoanalytic and Marxist art criticism). 

(iv) The last two questions were about the aesthetic appreciation of pictures. My view is that it is a matter of consciously attending to both the surface and the depicted scene – to a formal property in my sense. But one very important question remains open. What makes us enjoy some pictures and not others? Why do we appreciate aesthetically some pictures and not others? Is this a difference between the intrinsic value of the pictures themselves or a difference between our own experiences? 
This is really just a different way of asking probably the most basic question of aesthetics: is beauty a real feature of the work of art or is it in the eye of the beholder? The default view among academics and definitely among analytic philosophers is that beauty, or aesthetic value, is real – it is out there waiting for us to discover and enjoy it. The view is called aesthetic realism. In contrast, in all the aesthetics classes I have taught, the vast majority of students did not buy this picture at all. Almost all of them were convinced that beauty was in the eye of the beholder. Of course, this question leads to various grand debates in metaphysics about the nature of aesthetic properties, but the focus on perception in understanding images and the aesthetic value of images may help us if not to argue for the aesthetic antirealist position (according to which beauty is in the eye of the beholder), but at least to make this view a plausible alternative to aesthetic realism. 
The starting point here is the well-known psychological phenomenon called the Mere Exposure Effect. Very simply, it shows that the more we are exposed to a stimulus the more likely we are to evaluate it positively. Most of the research on the Mere Exposure Effect has been on non-aesthetic and non-pictorial domains, but it has been shown that the same is true of the aesthetic evaluation of pictures: the more we see them, the more likely we are to evaluate them positively. 

There is a lot of further research that would need to be done on this. Most of the research on the Mere Exposure Effect regarding picture perception was on the aesthetic evaluation of the very same token picture as the one we had been exposed to. But the relevant finding from the point of view of aesthetic antirealism would be if mere exposure to a type of picture, or, even better, to some higher order visual property such as composition, made the positive evaluation of pictures of the same type (or of different instantiations of the same higher order visual property) more likely. Further, our encounter with pictures is very rarely value-free. When we see pictures in a museum or in an art album, there is an implicit assumption that these pictures must be aesthetically valuable (otherwise they wouldn’t be there). And we know from the psychological literature that if the exposure is value-laden, then the effect is even stronger than in the case of mere (that is, value-free) exposure. 
How does this help the antirealist? It could at least begin to explain how the reason why we like some pictures but not others may have to do with the pictures we have seen earlier in our life (and maybe not with the intrinsic quality of the perceived picture itself). It may also give an antirealist explanation to a phenomenon that has been the trump card in the realists’ hands: aesthetic agreements. Very few people would say that Jack Vettriano’s paintings are better than Vermeer’s. How can we explain this? The realist has a simple answer: Vermeer’s pictures are just better. What can the antirealist say? If beauty and aesthetic value is in the eye of the beholder, how can we explain that almost all of these beholders prefer Vermeer to Vettriano? 

And here is where the Mere Exposure Effect (or, the value-laden exposure effect) can help. Most people have seen more Vermeer pictures (or pictures that share higher order visual features, such as compositions with Vermeer paintings) in a value-laden context than Vettriano pictures (or pictures that share higher order visual features, such as compositions with Vettriano paintings). Vermeer (and painters whose paintings share higher order visual features, such as compositions with Vermeer’s) is part of the canon and we have way more visual access to pictures in the canon than other pictures. And because of the Exposure Effect, this, and not some opaque reference to intrinsic value, is what explains why we tend to like them. 
Is this a depressing view? A little bit. But maybe not that much. According to this view, it is not the intrinsic properties of the painting that make you like it, but your own perceptual history. This shouldn’t take away from one’s enjoyment – in some ways it could even be argued that according to this view, there is something much more special about this picture for you specifically. 

But regardless of whether this view is depressing, if it is correct, it has far-reaching consequences. If aesthetic value is a matter of previous exposure, then we can’t take it for granted that in a couple (or a couple of dozens of) generations we will still be surrounded by the pictures (or the kind of pictures) we admire today. If we want our grand-grandkids to look at Vermeers and not Vettrianos (we may or may not want this – I do), we need to make sure that the next generation and the one after that gets exposed to the likes of Vermeer. 
Further, if the antirealist story is correct, we really need to be careful what pictures we are looking at. Our taste is determined by what pictures we look at. So in some ways it is dangerous to look at bad pictures! We have no actual defense mechanism against them. Even the mere exposure to them will make us more likely to like them. Be careful what pictures you are looking at!

3)    What is the proper role of the study of images in relation to other academic 

disciplines?

I feel very strongly about the interaction between the study of images and the study of perception and the mind. My approach is based on the assumption that in order to understanding images, we need to understand our mental processes when we are looking at images. This means that the study of images, in my book, needs to rely heavily not only on philosophy of mind and of perception, but also on the empirical sciences of the mind: psychology, cognitive science, vision science, even neuroscience. 
I think of this relation between the study of images and the study of the mind as a two-directional one: I have been mainly focusing on the ways in which the study of images depends on the study of the mind, but the converse is also true: many, maybe even most, experiments in vision science involve the perception of various pictures. In order to interpret these experiments properly, we need an account of what picture perception is. 

I also believe that the study of images has interesting and complex relations to the study of society in general – more about this below. 

4)    What do you consider the most important topics and/or contributions in the 


study of images?

I’ll take this question to be an invitation to talk about my favorite authors. And I’ll start with Heinrich Wölfflin (Wölfflin 1988, 1901, 1915). Wölfflin is not exactly very fashionable these days, but I think he was probably the thinker who knew most about images. Reading Wölfflin invariably makes me happy in a way reading philosophy never does – it’s really the second best thing after actually looking at images. While his distinction between painterly and linear style has been criticized ad nauseam for not being describing appropriately (or fully) the distinction between 16th and 17th Century art, the conceptual apparatus he developed could be argued to apply much more widely – an amazing project (and one I am alas not qualified for) would be to trace various aspects of the linear/painterly distinction throughout the history of images. Of all those who wrote about images, Wölfflin did the most for understanding what difference the composition of a picture makes – any attempts at analyzing different kinds of pictorial organization should start with him. 
I also have an immense appreciation for Michael Baxandall – I used to go about saying that the best book I have ever read is his Painting and Experience in Fifteenth Century Italy. While I would now qualify this claim, this book very clearly demonstrates that an approach that aims to understand images through analyzing the mental processes of perceiving images does not have to be insensitive to various cultural factors – it does not imply biologizing pictures. Baxandall shows how culture can make a huge difference in our perception of pictures and in some ways the analysis of the perception of pictures cannot be accomplished without paying attention to the cultural context. 
Finally, it’s not only because he was my teacher, but I do think that Richard Wollheim had a huge influence on how we (or, at least we, philosophers) think about images. His much criticized concept of twofoldness is probably the most important clue to understanding picture perception (see especially Wollheim 1980, 1987). 
5)    What are the most important open problems in this field and what are the 


prospects/avenues for progress?

 

One topic I have not mentioned but one that is extremely important is the role images play in our society. This is a topic that is rarely touched upon in the analytic philosophy tradition I am working within, but it is one of the most intriguing avenues for research. It has been said that we see more images and more often than at any time before in the course of history and it would be important to examine the consequences of this. 

A related issue that I am more and more interested in (again, not an analytic philosophy subject, although it has a huge literature within cultural studies) is how images can influence our way of relating to society. More precisely, how do images impact our implicit biases? We know that most people have implicit biases towards (or against) certain racial and gender groups (see the famous Harvard Implicit Association Test that anyone can try out online). 

The question is: how do we acquire these implicit biases and how can we get rid of them? And images may play a key role in answering both questions. Many of the images we see on a daily (or hourly) basis could be argued to strengthen our implicit bias and if we want to live in a society where people would have no implicit bias, we may have to change the images that get fed to our perceptual system all the time – sitcoms we catch on the plane, films, the images of television commercials, of ads in glossy magazines, or giant posters by the highway, of the pop-up ads on our computers, etc. 

A lot would need to be done to make this line of thought more precise and cultural theorists and feminist film theorists (among others) have done a lot already. But maybe the study of images as part of philosophy of perception, the line I am advocating, could be especially helpful. In order to understand how our mind changes to form implicit biases in response to images, we need to analyze the mental processes of picture perception and those further mental processes (of forming or getting rid of implicit biases) that picture perception gives rise to. In some ways this project is more important and crucial than any other (including my own) concerning images. If we want to live in a non-racist, non-sexist society, we need to be surrounded by non-racist, non-sexist images.
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