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PAINTING AND DRAWING AS MANIFESTATIONS OF 
VISUAL PERCEPTION 

Paul Pratchenko* 

Abstract-The author discusses definitions of visualperception demonstrated by his painting and drawing. He refers 
to the motivations, painting theories, and other influences on his artwork that result from his definitions of visual 
perception. 

1. INTRODUCTION 

"There is a widespread assumption that if one is interested in the 
visual, one's interest must be limited to a technique of somehow 
treating the visual. Thus the visual is divided into categories of 
special interest: painting, photography, real appearances, 
dreams and so on. And what is forgotten-like all essential 
questions in a positivist culture-is the meaning and enigma of 
visibility itself' [1]. My self-portrait (Color plate No. 3) depicts 
the artist considering this 'enigma of visibility' in the presence of 
four manifestations of visual 'categories of special interest': 
memory, real appearance, fabrication, and suggestion of dis- 
appearance. 

Over the past dozen years I have produced approximately 
three hundred drawings and paintings. My initial inquiries into 
how we perceive visually (with eye and brain) increasingly 
generated images and pictorial narratives that describe how we 
react to our visual perceptions and how these perceptions 
directly produce concepts of truth and human values. Central to 
my intentions in painting are the visual art constructs whereby 
we accept the illusion of depth (the third dimension) upon a flat 
surface or picture plane (the second dimension). This illusion of 
depth in second dimensional art is inexorably bonded to the 
illusions of reality we construct based upon our visual 
perceptions. In the staged portrait 'Margaret as Queen of the 
Hunt' (Fig. 1) the impossibly foreshortened 'real space', inhabited 
by the sitting figure, is offset by the illusions of two additional 
planes of depth painted on the illusion of a backdrop curtain. Each 
of these three illusionary planes of depth has its own vanishing 
point. One question raised by viewing the painting is which of 
these three planes represents reality; or does the sum perspective of 
all three planes (a curving bird's-eye view) constitute the indicated 
reality? The painting asks viewers to question their personal sense 
of reality (based on what they've seen and perceived) through a 
presentation of multiple contradictory points of view, all of which 
seem believable. 

My paintings and drawings are reconstructions from memory 
(about remembering) or constructions from the imagination 
(about how I think I see). My images are metaphors for my 
process of visual perception, my understandings of the world 
that result from these perceptions, and the way new information 
influences the evolution of this world view. 

II. PAINTING AND DRAWING AS ILLUSTRATIONS OF 
VISUAL AND WORLD PERCEPTIONS 

Sight predominantly determines how we perceive our 
environment. Although seeing and understanding are separate 
processes, the linguistic implication inherent in seeing some- 
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thing is that we thereby understand what we've seen (e.g., "I see 
what you mean"). We often extend mental visualization 
processes to perceptual understandings (e.g., "To see in the 
mind's eye"). Albert Einstein's use of visual constructs to 
explain relativity illustrates how our collective sense of reality 
has been modified through sight-related linguistic constructs. 
For example, Einstein induced us to see in our 'mind's eye' by 
conjuring images of trains, rulers, and clocks that alter with 
changes in relative velocity to illustrate concepts of continuum 
in his papers on relativity. In a similar manner, paintings and 
drawings illustrate some world view through the painter's 
depiction. The use of 'altered images' (as previously suggested in 
the Einstein example) is integral to paintings, particularly 
narrative paintings. Altered images inevitably occur through the 
artist's world view and visual perception. As Svetlana Alpers 
stated, "Meaning dominates over representation and its 
functions. In its ordering of the world and in its possession of 
meaning, such an art, like the analysis art historians have 
devoted to it, assets that the power of an art over life is real" [2]. 

Much of the 'power of art' lies in the fact that how and what 
we see is closely associated with what we do and believe. For 
instance, the human eye responds to wavelengths of between 
approximately 4000 (violet) and 7000 (red) angstroms (units of 

Fig. 1. 'Margaret as Queen of the Hunt', acrylic on canvas, 107 x 107 cm 
(Collection of the artist, San Francisco). 
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wavelength). It is easy to visualize a human eye constructed to 
see other than 4000-7000 angstroms. Imagining such a modified 
eye, one can conjecture as to the reality the mind would 
construct, based on the modified information received. Perhaps 
the modified eye would see wavelengths shorter than violet- 
let's say X rays would constitute the range of sight [3]. With X- 
ray sight we would see our fellow humans as skeletons. Would 
the collective concept of human beauty revolve around the 
symmetry of the revealed ball joints? What would become of 
racism as it now exists if skin were invisible? Paintings and 
drawings can suggest such possibilities. 

I believe a great many things about visual perception. For 
example, visual perception must involve some combinations of 
our knowledge about what is observed and what is directly 
viewed. Our understandings (based on this rectified view, this 
qualified sight) are always subjective to some degree; we see 
something of what we expect to see. Figure 2 shows 'The 
Professor of Philosokeys' at the moment of his appearance before 
the gathering crowd. They gather to accept the keys to perceptual 
locks. The keys do not exist. The keys are merely manifestations of 
the crowd's belief in simplistic answers coupled with the seemingly 
logical and mechanical method of dispersal. The crowd sees what 
they expect to see. 

Of the myriad visual phenomena available to the eye at any 
given moment, the human brain selects for examination items 
that are important to the observer. These are ascribed 
importance (given attention) because something is previously 
known about them. The remaining 'unseen' visual phenomena 
might be stored subconsciously or ignored. New information 
risks not being noticed if the brain has no previous information 
concerning it. 

A painting also consists of combinations of what the viewer 
previously knew about the painting's content and what the 
painter depicted on the picture plane. Our understanding of a 
painting is always subjective. Our sight is altered by previously 
stored information; to some extent we see a painting as we 
expect to see it, our questions determining our answers. Of the 
visual depictions available to the painter through historical 
convention, direct observations, and intuition, the painter 
selects those that are dominant in his or her world view (often 
tempered by cultural and social beliefs). These idiosyncratic 
choices as well as the possible responses these idiosyncratic 
choices elicit from the viewer, are reflected in my work by 
vignettes or subplots. I have found the viewer's response often as 
valid as the artist's intent in ascribing meaning to any painting. 

Our understanding of a painting or drawing and our ability to 
gather new information from painting systems are only possible 
through the systems previously known by artist and viewer. 
Perhaps unfamiliar information presented in an artwork will be 
seen but not understood. These conditions are inherent to 
painting. 

These processes of sight, the manner in which sight-based 
perception is processed and stored by the brain, and the 
physiological limitations of sight, have shaped much of the 
narrative content of my work. 

III. MY PAINTING AND DRAWING AS 
MANIFESTATIONS OF MY PERCEPTIONS 

Like sight-based perceptual reality, painting involves choosing 
believable illusions to express a narrative, a system of 
representation selected and modified by the painter from many 
available systems (just as eye and brain must select from millions 
of visible phenomena available at any given instant). In selecting 
illusions, I try to permit viewers enough access to my intent to 
allow them to complete the narrative suggested by the illusions. 
My selection is also governed by known formal requirements of 
painting (internal unity of the parts to the whole, visual balance 
and imbalance, etc.). In addition, I consider those components I 
deem important to the work's narrative (adherence/non- 
adherence to original intent, parts given narrative dominance, 
and those parts ascribed lesser importance within the work's 
orchestration). 

I continue to work with recognizable objects, forms, and 
emblems, albeit altered and out of expected contexts. My 
intentions may not be communicated in total, but viewers will 
understand most component parts of a given work. 'Puppet 
Tears' (Fig. 3) refers to the puppets' reactions to the strings of 
memory that govern their movements, strings so insidious, they 
control an occasional shadow. I intended the painting to reflect the 
ways memory and knowledge are transferred, and altered through 
transference. The right side of the image set apart by a sharp, 
jagged edge represents my reference to cellular memory. The 
painting contains several other references and narrative subplots 
that reinforce my intended meanings. The objects are mostly 
recognizable but their meanings are not easily accessible. 
However, I have been surprised at the number of viewers who have 
precisely understood this image as it was intended. I not only 
allow for the Heisenberg principle of indeterminancy (as applied 
to artworks, the act of viewing affects what the viewer Fig. 2. 'Professor of Philosokeys', acrylic on canvas, 76x 46cm, 1979 

(Collection of Ulrich Schreier, Inc., San Francisco). perceives); I encourage it as much as possible in my work. The 
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viewers, I hope, are often left to conclude these emblematic 
stories for themselves. 

Both formal and idiosyncratic elements are essential for 
realizing a work of art. I find focusing on the idiosyncratic 
aspects most important for looking at and doing artwork. 
Representational painting, and my idiosyncratic use of it, best ask 
those questions that interest me. Paintings only about art 
(minimalist, color field, or those springing from formalist and 
abstract criticism) I find to be appealing fabrications within an 
artistic or spiritual context, but these often do not convey the 
intended meanings to those excluded from the necessary art 
vocabulary. In this respect, artwork that attempts to ignore 
content and ideas excludes viewers not skilled in a particular 
language of painting or art history. Since I don't believe in the 
possibility of a purely abstract painting (all have meaning and 
content for me), I have experimented with groupings of 
recognizable images, objects, and emblems easily understood by 
most people. Nonrepresentational paintings often contain the 
artist's unique response to the world as product of particular 
culture, but the artist's response may be lost for want of a 
context viewers can share. Nonrepresentational paintings do 
not convey my questions and answers; I came to my current 
work largely by rejecting formalist attitudes in art. 

Many of my idiosyncratic groupings of images result from 

first and early learning. I have used childhood memories as the 
subject of many paintings (to express their importance in 
pattern forming). Painting and visual perception were important 
to me at an early age. Because of my proximity to the National 
Gallery of Art in Washington, D.C., I made many trips to look 
at the paintings in my youth. I was fascinated by how various 
artists represented a scene on a flat surface; how they used and 
extended the rules and systems of form and space; how they 
physically constructed illusions in paint and how that con- 
struction was dependent on their historical perspectives (via 
philosophy, religion, politics, science, and visual art). Painting 
became a conveyance for understanding history (the image, not 
the written word, conveyed this understanding). With this bias 
toward the historical role of painting, I attempt to accommodate 
contemporary world views as I construct objects and narratives 
in paint. 

Through these and other forms of visual inquiry, it became 
clear to me that we mostly see what we think we will see and have 
seen historically. Painters, and others, often see what they did 
not expect to see by using pattern-breaking operations. These 
modes result in idiosyncratic modifications to painting systems 
and constitute the arrival of novel information leading away 
from existing formats (as with the early work of French and 
Belgian surrealists). Paintings and drawings become documents 

Fig. 3. 'Puppet Tears', acrylic on canvas, 148x 185 cm, 1976 (Anonymous Collection, Gaithersburg, Maryland). 
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of modifications to a historical and common visual language 
tradition resulting from an artist's idiosyncratic response to a 
particular milieu. 

For me the essence of a painting is not its flatness or its 
potential to convey reductional cores of meaning graphically or 
consideration of the paint alone. The essence of a painting is the 
idea expressed, the story told through the individual choices 
made by a painter. These individual choices have meaning 
within the context of a tradition of painting. Information from 
personal experience defies and extends known categories. I 
value it for this reason. 

These views on painting's purposes have often determined the 
narrative and ideation in my work. Figure 4 is entitled 'The 
Inventor at the Moment of Invention.' It refers to a two-year 
period when I was employed as mold maker and micro-parts 
fabricator for an inventor working on roto-craft. The 'spark of 
invention' appears in the hand at the right of the painting. It was 
our goal to create a flying machine as efficient as a bird; perhaps 
research scientists use similar pattern-breaking modes of operation. 

Elements and situations I think unique to my age have 
modified how I paint. Quantum mechanics and contemporary 
subatomic physics have changed how I see the physical world 
and how I have painted about it. The photograph and rapid 
reading of linear groupings of pattern (video and film) and the 
credibility of the cycloptic photographic image have changed 
how I see. The interconnectedness of seemingly separate objects 
grouped on a picture plane has changed how I see. We live in an 
age of information and inquiry into the workings of all things. I 
have made repeated reference to this age of information 
synthesis and modern circumstances in my work. My paintings 
are in this way diary and autobiography. They reflect my early 
interest in a mechanistic view of the universe (parts and whole, 
cause and effect) changing into a phenomenalistic and cyclic 
view. This view can be seen in Fig. 4 in the bird's after-images 
indicating the relationship of past to present and in the bird suit 
indicating relationship of present to future. 

While attempting the evolution of nonexclusionist forms of 
visual language based in my knowledge of painting traditions, I 
used the symbolic content of my reveries, memories, and 
dreams. I trusted my artwork to proceed from what I knew, 
remembered, and thought rather than from critical review, art 
publications, or geographical location. Reconstructed and 
remembered events indicated in narrative and allegorical 
contexts helped uncover idiosyncratic tendencies in the ways I 
store visually based information in memory. The construction 
of a memory (the parts that are given prominence, the parts that 
are forgotten, the association of the parts in commonly readable 
yet anomalous patterns) became central to the narrative of my 
paintings. The process of visually associating emblems within a 
painting is similar to mentally recalling units of information 
from memory. I see each painting as quanta (informational 
energy packages contained by my skill and the painting's 
physical boundaries) just as memory of an event is quanta 
(contained by inherent distortions through personal patterns of 
information grouping). I have also come to view direct visual 
perception (contained by eye-brain groupings based on previous 
knowledge of similar events) as quantum groupings. 

In my paintings based upon the idiosyncracies of my 
rememberings, I began to recognize personal, nonlinear, and 
circularly recurring patterns of conceptualization. These per- 
sonal paths of recognition fostered unique tangents that were 
inherent to my memory and a great source of information in the 
evolution of modifications to learned systems of pictorial 
representation. The painting 'In the Blue Room' (Fig. 5) depicts 
the memory of waking from a dream in a foreign hotel room. At 
that instant of waking, my conscious and unconscious under- 
standings of the room merged to form a unique understanding of 
'place'. This fusion of objective and subjective reality formed a 
complete personal knowledge that inspired this painting. I believe 

innovative change in individual and collective art constructs 
most often follows a circular, recurring pattern rather than a 
linear progression toward a terminal goal or absolute ideal. I 
view most art-historical, linear progressions in painting as an art 
relay race staged by nonartists wherein some alleged art baton is 
passed from artist to artist within an arbitrary historical context. 
A related point of interest for me is that a person doing artwork 
might accept the notion of a learned linear system of progression 
and thereby create under an assumed (fixed) consistency. 

IV. OTHER INFLUENCES ON MY WORK IN PAINTING 
AND DRAWING 

Although I have attempted to adhere to the policy of 
nonadherence to policy for the generation of paintings and 
drawings, systematic procedures have been central to some 
aspects of my work. Certain sequential systems of adding paint 
to a painting-for example, fifteenth-century egg tempera 
systems as adopted to accommodate acrylic polymer paints- 
were arrived at in a linear and systematic way. Considerations of 
the painted illusion of three-dimensional space and form and the 
endless compositional potential within the implied confines of 
component parts of a painting (or narrative) often fit into 
geometrical, linear, or analytical systems. I consider placement 
of 'parts' of paintings in a three-step manner: (1) The 
relationship of individual parts to the intended narrative of the 
work, (2) the compositional relationship of the parts to the 
whole work, and (3) the compositional relationship of the parts 
to the parts for narrative subplots. Spaces between parts- 
emblems, forms, and objects depicted-and the visual tensions 
and affinities that exist therein, both psychological and spatial, 
have been necessary considerations in developing the narrative 
potential of my paintings. 

The paradox of visually accepting a third-dimensional 
illusion on a second-dimensional picture plane (the flat illusion 
generating a sense of depth) fascinates me. The increments on 
that illusionary space (front- to rear-focus to nonfocus) have 
proven personal stepping stones toward an expanded under- 
standing of visual perception. This visual paradox raises 
questions that frequently emerge in modern art. For example, if 
the second dimension can generate the illusion of the third 
dimension, can the third dimension generate the illusion of time 

Fig. 4. 'Inventor at the Moment of Invention', acrylic on canvas, 
137x 130 cm, 1976 (Collection of Ulrich Schreier, Inc., San Francisco). 
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and the fourth dimension? Can the second dimension generate a 
fourth-dimensional illusion as well, for instance, as the eye of 
the viewer follows the painter's visual choreography, in time, 
with perhaps an inclusion of multiple perspective points? Could 
traditional painting formats induce fluctuations of visual 
equilibrium by distortions within the format's rules, and would 
the viewer thereupon question and rethink personal concepts of 
reality? In '1-2-3 Alchemy' (Fig. 6) I used a distorted three-point 
perspective. The cast shadow of the hand holding the vessel (lower 
right) transforms the depth of the 3-D illusion indicated by the 
floor tiles. The floor then reverts to 2-D, and back again. The 
pelican is an alchemical symbol of the 'transformation' (similar to 
the transformation of flat surface into depth in painting) as is the 
vessel and hermaphroditic figure. '1-2-3' in the title refers to first, 
second, and third dimensions. Several other similar references, 
including the sequence 1-2-3, influence this painting. 

Considerations of personal sight and sight-derived reality 
constructs lead to extensive painting about sight-derived 
states-reveries, dreams, and memories. All three conditions 
distort the normal physio-mechanical processes of direct seeing 
by imposing personal hierarchies on recollected or invented 
events. The categorizational idiosyncracies of my painting were 
present in these three states. In my visual translations of these 
three conditions of invention into painting formats, emblems 
(those central to the event) often assume a visual importance 
within the painting beyond conscious, logical, and direct seeing. 

I subscribe to the primacy of an ever changing idiosyncratic 
mode of operation in realizing artwork. These paintings were 
generally a solitary effort. I was innovator and participant in the 
work from beginning to end. I value such involvement in a 
complete cycle as an experience that is increasingly rare today. 

The historical impetus for painting was probably the 

painter's conceptualized ability to realize narrative potentials. 
Petroglyphs and pictographs changed to visual formats de- 
signed to tell a story unique to some historical world view. The 
possibility of conveying a story or illuminating meaning 
through constructed emblems is, to me, the important thread 
throughout the history of painting and drawing. The physical 
presence of a painting is central to its power, particularly now 
when many viewers experience paintings and drawings only 
through photographic reproduction. Paintings and drawings 
truly contain the illusion of depth and volume. Experience with 
two-dimensional artwork leads me to believe that illusions are 
not always generated from a flat surface but are generated in 
micro-cross section from the play of light upon and through 
layers of three-dimensional paint. Although painting and 
drawing are often described as a static medium, I view them as 
kinetic. A painting is not a frozen moment of time. It is kinetic in 
a nonlinear time reference as the viewer's eye moves over the 
picture plane. Painting permits the painter to choreograph the 
viewer's sense of real time by guiding the viewer's eye 
movements in time over the picture plane. 

I often attempt to recreate childlike wonder about everyday 
events by depicting objects and events in painting systems other 
than those the viewer anticipates. 'What Will You Do With Your 
Piece of the Cake?' (Fig. 7) is about sitting at a table at mealtime. 
The informational thought bubble, the symbols of vision and 
perception on the slice of cake, and the simultaneous sense of inside 
and outside are examples of other-than-expected painting systems. 

I acknowledge that in a positivist culture artwork that raises 
questions about the structure of objects and experience has 
political implications. Often, political implications are inherent 
in paintings with figurative content. Because of this, I often work 
specifically with ideas about the varieties of the human 

Fig. 5. 'In theBlueRoom', acrylic on canvas, 71 x 112 cm, 1977(Collection of Rolf Muenter, San Francisco). 
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Fig. 6. '1-2-3 Alchemy', acrylic on canvas, 127 x 165 cm, 1981 (Collection of Jeanie Rose, San Francisco). 
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Fig. 8. 'Closer', acrylic, prismacolor, charcoal on paper, 74 x 55 cm, 1980 
(Collection of John Amhold, New York). 

Fig. 7. 'What Will You Do With Your Piece of Cake?', acrylic on canvas, 
122x 122 cm, 1979 (Collection of Dr William Gordon, Chicago). 

condition. The drawing 'Closer' (Fig. 8) is an example. The 
champion pulls the cultural burden of man. He wears a sign in front 
of his eyes with the word "closer" printed on it. He does not see the 
word in the mirror reflection of himself. The entire situation is an 
illusion, as described by the jester in the lower corner. I also try to 
maintain a sense of humor in my work, especially in images 
about the human condition. 

The influences on my art are diverse. I find something of value 
in almost everything people have taken time from their lives to 
assemble. I maintain a continuing interest in Romanesque and 
medieval European art; so-called primitive and 'outsider' forms; 
Peter Brueghel the Elder; true visionaries such as William Blake 
and Hieronymus Bosch; Dada and surrealism, specifically Max 
Ernst, Marcel Duchamp, Rene Margritte, and Joseph Cornell; 
most artwork of an idiosyncratic and narrative nature from 
Chicago since the 1930s; and contemporary San Francisco Bay 
Area narrative and figurative art. 

Of the works reproduced here, the two on paper (drawings) 
were done exclusively from my imagination. The paintings 
evolved from a cartoon, rough sketch, study, or collage. I use a 
variety of mixed drawing and painting materials and techniques 
in my drawings. The paintings are most often acrylics brushed 
onto canvas with an occasional work in oil. As previously 
indicated, the acrylic polymer paintings follow a paint applica- 
tion system similar to the 15th-century egg tempera painting, in 
part because of its rapid drying time. I draw a shape outline of 
the composition on canvas in graphite pencil line. I paint from 
background to foreground as the objects dictate progressions to 
obtain the most clear delineation of object edges. 

These modified traditional techniques emphasize the intended 
ideas, and these ideas are the reason for my work. The drawing 
'Children Discover Music' (Fig. 9), for example, is an image 
generated by the phrase that is the title. Its origin in a phrase 
makes it a work of intentional optical poetics. Increasingly my 
paintings and drawings seem complete at the point when less 
painted information would detract from the intended ideas, and 
more painted information would only serve to embellish them. 

Acknowledgements-All photography credits are to Penny Perlmutter, 
San Francisco. The copyrights of all reproductions are registered by 
Paul Pratchenko. 

Fig. 9. 'Children Discover Music', acrylic, prismacolor, graphite on paper, 
55 x 74 cm, 1981 (Collection of Stanley Westreich, Washington, D.C.). 
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Feldman. 'Vanir', resined fiber- 
glass and rosecane, 168x 300x 122 
cm, 1982. (See page 264) 
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