Innovations Report

March 2003

Interpretations of emotions, utilising light, shadow, colour and composition, with a minimum of geometry.
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 “A fully understood idea is a dead idea.  My work has taught me that places of shadow are far more interesting than fully illuminated rooms.”

Bill Viola, unpublished notes on The Passing, “Rites of Passage” catalogue, Tate Gallery.

Abstract.

In this report I talk through my research, and then explain why I made the choices that I did on the final images that I produced.  Finally, I analyse how successful I think the images are at evoking the chosen emotions.

Introduction.

I have studied art and photography in the past, so have an eye for what looks nice compositionally.  But I don’t always know why it looks good, and I don’t know how to use composition to do more than just make an image look nice.  I chose this project so that I could learn and experiment with just how much I can express by limiting myself with the geometry of an image, and concentrating on the less tactile aspects – composition, colour, light and shadows.  I chose five emotions; lonely, relaxed, lost, excited and grief.  I wanted the images I created to express the emotions to the audience in a new, and innovative way, which didn’t rely on tired, old stereotypes. My brief was to express these emotions through images, or sequences of images.
Composition is the arrangement of visual elements in a frame.  Usually when we talk about composition we are aiming for an image that is pleasing to the viewer’s eye.  However we are presupposing that we want the image to be agreeable to the audience.  Different pictures have different functions.  Adverts often work by producing images that are unexpected or shocking.  This was an issue with this project.  The majority of the emotions that I chose were unpleasant, uncomfortable feelings; if an image is to express these then the function of the composition is no longer to be easy o the eye.

The composition of an image is a series of choices, which are usually made by one person.  How ever (if the image is being created for other people to see) the subjective choices need to be interpreted as the same meanings by other people. Feelings are private and subjective, and are borne out of differing situations.  The way someone perceives an image is based on personal experience and beliefs, and is therefore totally subjective.  Perception is “the intuitive recognition of a truth, aesthetic quality.”(Collins Dictionary)  Due to commonalities in our lives, and the often universal language of television and film there are certain widely recognised symbols.   A visual language has been developed, and we understand it through exposure.  But, how can I communicate a personal expression of an emotion to other people?  One option was to use stereotypes to communicate my message to as many people as possible.  However Peter Ward wrote “the strongest design element that can be used in a composition to capture people’s attention is for the content to have a strong emotional or psychological connection with the viewer.”( Ward, 1996, p56)  The Gestalt theories describe perception as a continuous quest to solve visual confusions (Zettl, 1999).  If this is the case then stereotypes point the mind straight to the answers, and are unlikely to encourage people to draw on their own related emotional experiences.  I chose to create images that represent to me the emotions, and I used the composition rules to heighten and emphasize them.
Basic principles of composition.

We are so used to translating two-dimensional pictures into three-dimensional space we don’t even realise we do it.  In life our head movements and binocular vision allow us to find and assess as many depth indicators as we need to understand the space we’re in.  You can’t move within two-dimensional images, so your mind assesses what it can from the depth indicators (i.e. perspective lines, objects obscuring other objects) from the image.  Every image is created in order to make a statement whether it is mundane or profound, apparent or abstract.  The viewer seeks to understand the images and will always find the easiest solution posed by a problem.  It has several time saving mechanisms, to simplify the information.  The first is mind-grouping objects, where elements are placed into groups based on attributes that they share, such as size, shape, colour etc.  Good composition uses this, by emphasizing structural patterns.  A classic example of this is in crowd shots; one person is winding through the crowd moving against the flow.  When shot from above the mass of people are grouped into a crowd due to the similar direction they are all moving in, contrasted with the main characters movement.

Within the frame there are several forces, which we read unconsciously, but which when used well, can add a lot to pictures.  The first is that objects in close proximity to the edges of the frame feel like they are being attracted towards them.  A good example of this being used to heighten the emotional content of the image is the one Zettl uses in  “Sight, sound and Motion”(p94).  The artist, Antonello da Messina minimised the headroom of Christ in his painting “The Calvary” (figure. 1.) which made the subject seem suspended, adding to the pain and torment of the image.  Had the crucifix been placed lower in the image then it would have appeared to be resting on the bottom of the frame rather than hanging from the top.  In an empty frame a ball placed in the centre is at rest; if it’s placed anywhere else then the nearest edges of the frame will be exerting a pull on it.
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Figure 1: “The Calvary”, Antonello da Messina.  Illustrated the magnetism the edges of the frame exert on objects placed near them.

Graphic mass is attracted to graphic mass as well as to the frame edges.  The larger the object the more of a magnetic pull it can exert.  Therefore larger masses appear more stable than smaller ones, and smaller objects orbiting a larger one will feel like they are being drawn towards it (figure.2.).
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Figure 2: To illustrate the magnetic forces that work within the frame.

Zettl describes asymmetry of the frame as being due to “the two sides of the screen being structurally unequal”(Zettl, 1999, p97).  Perhaps due to the way we read text from left to right, we understand figure.3 as being uphill, and figure. 4 as downhill.  This assumption is overwritten if there is any information to contradict it (such as a vehicle in figure. 5). This rule is sometimes used to explain why we pay more attention to the right hand side of an image rather than the left.  Your eye tends to skip across the left and pause on the right, so generally the main subject should be placed on the right.
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Figure 3: To illustrate how we read this image as uphill.

Figure 4: To illustrate how we read this image as downhill.

Figure 5: To illustrate how other information (the car) can cancel out our natural tendency to read this image as downhill.

When trying to interpret an image, we sometimes make some assumptions in order for it to fit our understanding, we fill in gaps to complete our patterns, and this is called psychological closure.  Although this image (figure.6) consists of three circles, you probably register it as a triangle.  This triangle is referred to as a gestalt (German for form or shape). Zettl describes it as “a perceptual whole that is larger than, or at least different from, the sum of its parts”(Zettl, 1999, p102).
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Figure 6:  To illustrate how we perceive these three circles as a triangle.  The triangle is referred to as a Gestalt.

The shape and direction of lines within images evoke emotional responses.  These lines can be physical (edges of objects) or invisible such as the line created by a person’s gaze, or the direction vector of an object.  
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Figure 7: Line 1, balanced but could fall.

Figure 8: Line 2, unbalanced, is falling.

Figure 9: Line 3, balanced and at rest.

Line 1 (figure.7) is balanced.  It could “fall”, but is at rest.  Line 2 (figure.8), is in an unbalanced, dynamic position, it is moving/falling.  Diagonal lines evoke a feeling of tension or movement.  Line 3 (figure. 9) is a t rest, but has no potential for movement (unlike above line 1), there are no forces acting on it.  

Good composition can control the way an eye travels around an image.  Ideally you would lead the eye round and round the image, so that each time it takes it a little more.  Eyes get led by vectors (physical and perceived).  To get the best effect these vectors should make up either a triangle or a circle shape, to keep the eye looping around.  Care should be taken not to allow the eye to be led to the edge of a frame, and get distracted by imagining what lies outside the boundary.  Strong horizontal lines can form a barrier to the rest of the image, but intersecting objects will provide a route for the eye to travel over them.  For example, in figure 10, the tree allows your eye to cross the barrier created by the fence.
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Figure 10: Showing how vertical objects can be used to help your eye cross strong horizontal lines.

Research into other artists.

Before I began to create my own images, I researched into other peoples.  I particularly looked at photography, and how the photographer had manipulated the image to express what they wanted.  I looked at the work of Imogen Cunningham, Edward Weston, Dorothy Norman and Tina Modotti. 

This is an example of Edward Weston’s work (figure.11).  The pepper fills and exceeds the boundaries of the frame.  The soft lighting and the angle the camera looks along, emphasize the voluptuous curves of the pepper.  For me the image seems to invite comparison to photographs of nude women.  Your eye enters the picture at the top right hand corner, where the highlights are largest.  The curves of the surface result in interesting negative shapes, and oddly shaped highlights.  These lead your eye around the pepper, which is essentially a circular shape – one of the two most effective shapes for your eye to follow around an image.
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                                     Figure 11:  “Pepper no.35”, Edward Weston (1930).

Imogen Cunningham had a very different style, and always seemed to express the magic of a scene.  Your eye enters this picture (figure,12) at the top left, the brightest part of the image, and you follow the blobs of light that are visible through the trees.  The lighter coloured branches which are almost central to the image stop your eye from being led out of the picture by the blobs, and redirect you towards the ground; then you follow the lines of the trees down towards the figure.  The figure waits to be discovered rather than standing out, mainly, I think, because it’s out of focus that abstracts it slightly.
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                               Figure 12: “On Mount Rainer 6”, Imogen Cunningham (1915).

Colour.

“Color, a visually orientated symbol, carries more information than words, but is less exact in its signification.” (Hope and Walch, “The Color Compendium”, 1990, p 280).  People’s interpretation of colour, like composition, should not be over generalised.  Many of the associations we have, we have learnt, so they vary from culture to culture.  For example red is the colour universally used for stop signs, except in China, where green is used for “stop” and red represents “go”. Colours can evoke certain universal emotions but only when used in circumstances supporting that reaction.  Zettl summarises this as “a colour produces a specific perceptual effect only if it operates within positive tendency field (Zettl, 1999, p57).”  He goes on to compare the expressive quality of colour to music, “an excellent vehicle for establishing or intensifying a mood.”(p91)

Colour doesn’t tend to create a reaction transcending all the other evidence in the image.  For example, green is associated with growth and fertility; in a picture of a green apple the green emphasizes the naturalness of the subject.  But would it have the same effect in a picture of a green, mouldy loaf of bread?  “Colour enriches the subjective non-rational aspects.  Associations are irrelevant in specific situations” (Bloomer, 1990).  Carefully chosen colours can complement and heighten the message of an image.

Lonely

Lonely was the second emotion that I begun work on.  At this point I realised just how similar I viewed lost and lonely as emotions.  So I needed to emphasize the feeling of isolation as much as I could with “lonely”.
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              Figure 13:  A still from the sequence illustrating the emotion “lonely”.

The setting was a nighttime street, with streetlights shining down onto the pavement from above trees that are moving in the wind.  The streetlights (which are themselves invisible, so are represented by the cones of volumetric light that they emit) are the repeated element, and the camera angle extenuates them disappearing off into the distance.  Converging lines create visual excitement; and the perspective of the camera angle means the lines created by the tops and bottoms of the streetlights converge.  The point of convergence is outside of the frame, and your eye is drawn to the point of convergence (Peter Ward, 1996, p21).  I was hoping this would give the viewer a feeling of initially overlooking the subject, and although I’m not sure that it works on that level, the converging lines are a successful design element.  

The subject is placed in the centre of the frame, which is unusual.  The centre is the point of balance and here is used to represent the character’s stability both emotionally and physically.  This is a stark difference from “lost” which is unbalanced and uncertain contrasted to “lonely” which is stable yet still unhappy.  There’s a lot of empty space, especially on the left of the frame.  Empty space is often used to represent a sense of loss, which is exactly the function it carries here.  Its quite a bold composition, which creates some dynamic tension, you want to try to balance the image.  Peter Ward wrote,  “A well structured dissonant shot evokes feeling of a composition seeking to achieve balance.”(1996, p60)

The gap between each streetlight decreases each time because of the angle of perspective.  I used this to heighten the impact of the image by exaggerating the gap between the main streetlight and the next one.  This resulted in the main streetlight looking quite separate from the rest; so the character felt even more isolated.

There’s a pecking order of what grabs your attention first, for example you’ll usually look at red objects before you look at blue ones.  Moving elements will attract your attention over still ones regardless of colour, contrast or any other attributes.  Using the shadow movement here created more interest for the viewer compared to if it had been a still image.  This enabled me to use a minimum of geometry.  Also, because the subject and main streetlight are largest, the movement is most obvious there.  This makes this point the entrance for your eye, which follows down the converging lines.

This image is quite successful, when asked people replied with similar emotions if not  “lonely”. It does seem a little too empty, to me, although this is quite expressive I would like to have found a more attractive interpretation.  The composition is different and does break the rules of balancing an image.  Figure.14 is a frame composed in a more traditional way.  It doesn’t have the same effect as my final version.  As an image it’s pleasing to look at but it doesn’t have any emotional effect on me.  

                         [image: image10.jpg]



Figure 14:  Alternative version of “lonely”, using more traditional composition, showing that this composition has less impact than the final version.

Relaxed.

I had visualised my interpretation of relaxed from very early on as being an abstract version of being in the bath.  Water, steam, bubbles, candles; I wanted the peace and comfort of these experiences in an image.
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                       Figure 15:  Image illustrating the emotion “relaxed”.

To abstract an image, it needs to first be simplified and then have its depth indicators removed.  This scene lends itself to abstraction, as all the main elements don’t have a definitive size.  The image needed to be easy on the eye; this meant no horizontal lines that forced the eye to jump over them to see the rest of the picture.  It also meant no strong vertical lies – because of gravity they seem charged with energy.

The bubbles on the left against the caustics shape on the right balance the image.  The caustics lead your eye in the depth of the image, implying a fake sense of perspective, and all the curves make interesting negative spaces; these factors help make the image interesting, but still easy to take in.

This image was created using very soft, pastel colours.  Very warm, saturated colours can seem active and energetic.  Blue is thought of as a restful, serene, relaxing, calming colour, often used in meditation.  The soft edges, and subtle, graduated changes in colours of the various elements of the image give a slow paced, calm feel to the picture.

Surprisingly this seemed to be the most successful image.  Everybody asked labelled this image as relaxing or calming.  It’s quite a traditional composition, and is pleasing on the eye, which is appropriate to “relaxing”.  The colours and soft edges seem to have been very effective.  I would have liked to have animated this, maybe make the caustics and bubbles move.

Lost.

The mind always makes the easiest conclusions from the available information.  Mind grouping is one shortcut it takes.  This has been used in “lost” to emphasize the difference between the single character and “the crowd”.  “The crowd” is immediately read as that, rather than as eleven other characters.  Also the crowd is represented by their shadows, so they become a design element that dehumanises them and makes them seem more different from the main subject and more imposing/unknown.  There are two main elements to the picture, the crowd and the main subject.  The crowd needed to seem like an unfamiliar, imposing, intimidating mass.  They are elongated, and have no features to distinguish them from each other.  As a group they exceed the boundaries of the frame, emphasising their size and menacing feel.  One of the shadows falls onto the main character, which feels very imposing.
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                   Figure 16:  Image illustrating the emotion “lost”.

The shape of the image was chosen for a reason.  When your eye perceives an image it scans from left to right, but takes in the detail on the right hand side the most.  In this case the eye scans over the main subject, and pauses on the right hand side, which is also the densest area of the image.  The vectors of the shadows lead your eye back towards the left and to the character.  The character is positioned quite close to the edges giving a feeling of him being pulled towards them, or backing away.  The letterbox format emphasises all the above elements.  If it were a normal PAL aspect ratio the eye would take in all the information much faster and would not have to search for the subject.

This image is my personal favourite.  The results of the questionnaire were good.  Although, “lost” often wasn’t the first choice of emotion, the ones that were were very close, such as lonely, intimidated and scared.  These are actually closer than you may at first think; when I was designing this image the particular occasion I was drawing on for inspiration was when I was younger and got lost in a crowd of people.  I was lost, but I was also intimidated by the people and scared, and this seems to have been portrayed in the image.  For me this is successful on two levels, it communicates my message, and, in spite of “lost” being an unpleasant emotion, the image is still pleasing to look at.

Excitement.

With excitement I’d wanted to try and capture the feeling early on a Christmas day.  The excitement and anticipation you feel as a small child about finally being allowed to open your presents.  The image is a representation of the flashing Christmas tree lights shining through the branches onto the wall.
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                 Figure 17:  Still from the sequence illustrating the emotion “exciting”.

The composition is unbalanced, heavily weighted to the right hand side.  The rest of the frame has a subtle wallpaper texture.  This is to prevent the left hand side becoming completely empty space.  The moving patterns are the centre of interest, and the evolving shapes hold the viewers attention, and keep the eye moving around the area without leading it out.  Generally random movement can be hard to observe and enjoy because there’s no pattern for the mind to latch onto.  In this case though the random light changes are creating the shape of the tree and building up a picture of it for the viewer.  On initial inspection it may not be obvious what the lights are shining through, but as you look for longer your mind should start to solve the puzzle, and realise it’s a Christmas tree.

Exciting infers a lot of energy.  To evoke this, the lights are flashing at quite a fast pace.  Originally they were much slower, and a lot of the energy of the piece was missing.  Also the colours are all bright, warm and saturated.  Warm colours seem larger, and saturated colours are often used to render powerful emotions and represent heat and energy.

I don’t think this piece particularly evokes excitement.  I’m not sure how I could improve it.  The questionnaire results were a little mixed, although everyone was in the right area, and answers included happy and cheerful.  The concept is a good one, but there’s room for improvement in the execution.  I tried projecting the lights onto the corner of the room to bring more lines and perspective into play.  This only distracted from the interest (the lights) and also made it seem strange that there were shadows but no tree, when the space where the tree must be was in frame.

Grief.

Grief was the hardest emotion to illustrate.  It’s about an absence of something loved, how do you represent something that’s no longer there?  I wanted to avoid using clichés such as photos (of the deceased) or graveyard scenes, and somehow express the sense of loss in less literal ways.  Initially the image was a sequence, beginning in colour, and with leaves on the tree.  Slowly the colour faded and the leaves fell off the tree, and out of frame.  It was decided that this was too literal an interpretation.  The tree on its own, bereft of leaves speaks a sense of loss, and of better times gone by.
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                    Figure 18:  Image illustrating the emotion “grief”.

The tree and the subject are in opposite corners from each other.  The corners exert a strong pull on each of the elements.  This results in a feeling of them being pulled apart from each other, and the black space between them becomes a chasm.  This empty space not only serves to show the unwanted separation but also is traditionally associated with a sense of loss.

The eye enters the picture at the tree because your eye is naturally attracted to highlights, and this the brightest area of the image. The shaft of light that illuminates the subject also acts as a path for the viewer’s eye to travel along to the subject.

The camera is looking down on the scene from above.  This serves to allow the placement of the two elements in the corners, but also is traditionally used a lot for sorrowful scenes.

The image is black and white for two reasons. Firstly, images that are de-saturated of colour somehow seem to be drained of life.  Secondly, black and white images are associated with facts; sometimes colour can seem like an embellishment, which confuses and cushions the impact of the image.  Black and white is the stark and unsympathetic truth.  Zettl wrote that “when the colors are de-saturated, the scene becomes more low definition and so more accessible emotionally… In black and white, the outer event [the image] often serves as an extension of the inner event [the feelings and emotions].” (1999, p48)

As with “excitement” everyone seemed to place it in the right sort of area, words like sad, unhappy, sorrow were used.  A couple of people reviewed this image as a bit sinister or scary.  When questioned it transpired that the tree, and paved floor have horror movie and graveyard connotations.  This was an unwitting connection, and not a good one.  It distracts from what I’d hoped to express, and some of the right answers on the questionnaire may only have been reached due to the associations with graveyards.  

Conclusion.

The main challenge that I set myself with this project was for me to produce original images that expressed the chosen emotions, without resorting to stereotypes.  I wanted to use composition for more than just making an image look nice, and instead use it as a tool to help articulate the messages of the pictures.  These aims, although not innovative on a wide scale, were innovative to me, and the way that I work.

I have learned about the theoretical side of composition, which has encouraged me to put more thought into how I compose images, and also allows me to appreciate how, and why other people have composed images.  The final results are very different from what I would have produced at the beginning of this project, and I have been surprised at how much people interpret from an image, even when they don’t necessarily understand why.

I would have liked to extend the amount of research I was able to undertake.  In my proposal I mentioned subjects such as shadow puppetry and film noir.  I did look into shadow puppetry, but was unable to find anything that was really relevant.  There was so much information available on composition that this was the topic that I really concentrated on.

The five images are all successful.  The best are lost, lonely and relaxed; because they express the emotions and are interesting images.  “Excitement” has happy implications but doesn’t express the energy and anticipation that I’d aimed for and I don’t know how to improve it.  Not being a horror movie fan, I didn’t notice the horror movie connotations that “grief” had, which distracts from the emotion.  These last two were the hardest emotions that I chose, and were the least successful, so I would like to have another go at designing them.
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