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Aesthetic Eespbnsves" to visual stimuli are difficult phenomena tQ.
define and measure. Most of ~u$ look at a painting or a photograph and ’knowv
whether we like it or not, Some of us are even able t§ identify specific el-
ements of that visual field which contribute to our aesthetic appreciation,
Successful ’pain,ter's, bhotogr'apher's, film-makers, énd television directors
"usé certain aesthetic principles to cémpose the visual images that serve to
elicit an aesthetic resbonse. The intuitive choices one makes in organizing
and presenting a visual’ rmessage, whether conscious or unconscious, affect
the perceptual pr'oceés by which an observer r'esponds to the visual stimuli.

Several scholars have recognized. the principle of asymmetry as an i
important factor in the composition of a/visual message. Expanding this
principle to an informal theory; Zettl (1973) makes a distinction between " asym-
metr; of the frame'" and "asymmetry of the screen." The distinction is derived
from the recognition c;f motion as an integral element of film and television.
Hence, asymmetry of the m generally refers to a static visual field,
Whereas asymmetry of the scr;een is g'ener'allly used in rei’e;ence tclf'hthe dynamic

a

- and ever-char;ging images found in television and motion pictures. Zettl (1973,
p. 129) offers the following definition of asymmetr"y:

Asymmetry of the screcen means that we do not divide our

attention cqually between the left and the right side of the .

screen area. We tend to focus more readily and carefully

on objects on the right than on the left side of the screen.
Thig notion-is supported by earlier works of‘ Heinrich Wolfflin (1944) vzzho claimed

that the right side of a painting appears "heavier" than the left.

Arnheim (1974, p. 35) attributes differences in perception between the

right and left sides of a visual field to a cultural bias of reading from left to righ_i::

J




Since a picture is "read" from left to right, pictorial
movement toward the right is pe rceived as being easier,

- requiring less effort. If, on the contrary, we see a rider
traverse the picture from right to left, he seems to be
overcoming more resistance, to be mvestmg more eﬁ’ort,
anthherefore to be going more slowly. :

N Arriving at a competing explanatior\, Dondis (1973) uées the argument
that learning to read from left to right makes the eye favor the left side of a
vigual ficld. She contends that elements placed in the right side of a visual -
field are placed in areas of stress and take on more weight. She deﬁneé .
"weight" as the ability of an object placed within the frame to attract the cye
of the cbserver. Suggesting an alternative hypothesis, Millerson (1966, p. 293)
ascribes a preferencé for the right side of the screen to a right-handed bias:

Our ;‘ight—'handed bias seems to ;inFIUence too the ease with S o

which one can concentrate attention within the frame. Broadly’ -

speaking, the eye tends to wander over to whatever is on the

right of the picture. Ewven with a highly—-dominant left-hand

subject, this still seems liable to happen. But the situation is

not reversible; for [if] subjects are placed on picture~right,

anything left of them may go almost unregarded.
Obviously, there is no unanimity as to whether the left or right side of a visual
field éonnotes greater importance or affects viewers' perceptions of elements
placed within eithar ficld.,

Y

s The most consistent body of knowledge within this general arca can be
derived?vv@m neurological research. It is here that‘on@‘ can find convincing
evidence that the processing of visual and verbal information occurs in different

hemispheres of the brain. Qr"nsteih (1972, pp. 51-52) chronicles more than a

century of neurological research to gupport the hypothesis: -

S

The left hemisphere (connected to the right side of the body) is
praedominantly mvolved with ana.lytlc, logical thinking, es peclally
S in vbrbal and mathem:tttcal f unctzonu. «» sfwhereas] the right

4
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hemisphere (connected to the left side of the body) seems ;
specialized for holistic mentation. Its language ability is '
quite limited. This [right] hemisphere is primarily re-
sponsible for cur orientation in space, artistic endeavor,

3 crafts, bedy image, rcecognition of faces.

Gazzaniga (1967) and iKimura (19738) have demonstrated that stimuli
which arc presented in the left visual field go to the right hemisphere and
that praesented in the right visual ficld go to the left hemisphere (see Figure 1).
S ‘ Siﬂég the two hemispheres of the brain are connected by nerve tissue (the
corpus callosum), ihtegr'atiop of the functions of the two cerebral hemis—
pheres is possible. Thus, visual information which is sent to the left side
of tha brain is presumably transferred to the right)’ngmiséher‘e to be processed.
Gazzaniga (1967) reports that patients who expericneed gurgical_sepératioﬁ of .
the two cercbral homi’g(éhef‘es performed verbal and \'/isual tasks using two .
independent spheres of consclousness:
In onc particularly interesting test the word "heart" was flashed
‘ aeross tho center of the vicual field, with the "he! porticn to the o
loft of the conter and "art" to the right. Agked to tell what the
word wags, tht paticnts would say they had seen "art" —- the
portion projected to the left brain hamisphere (which is res=
ponsible for speech).  Curiously when, after "heart” had been
flached in the came way, the patients were asked to point with 4

tho left hand to one of two cards == "art" or "he!' =< to identify
the word they had cscon, they invaribaly pointed to "he. "

Using normal subjects, Kimura (1978) found that words and letters were re=
portecd more accurately from the right visual ficld than from the left, and

t:hat gpatial tasks involving tho location éf visual elemonts on two or three

dimensienal plancs were perfarmed more accurately when presented in the

loft visual ficld,

In an erapirical ctudy of the asymmctry of the cereen theory, Metallinos

v) _ | |
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(1975) found that retention of visuals in a newscast was somewhat greater
when placed on the left side of the television screen, a recult which is con=~

Sistent with the neurological studies reported by Ornstein (1972). Howewver,

using data obtained from Lfik@ﬁt—type scales, Metallinos found no difference
botween aficcts of left aﬂé right placement on "perceived weight, impOPtaﬁce,
promincnez, attractiveness and interast value" of the visuals.

Joing collene students in an informal classrcom sctting, it is not

diffteult to dermenstrate that the principle of asymmetry is an operant factor in

-

tho porecption of vicual messages. By reversing the pictorial elements within

a vicual ficld, students claim repoatedly that they expericnce subtle differences
. in what the vicual, exprosces.  Howavor, to identify the specific characteristies
of this difference and ta\@bjectively measure the offcet is an elusive task.

Althoudh we may respend covertly to vicual stimuli, we arc limited in our overt

responce to vicual ctirmuli by a dependeney on verbal language. Thus, the

purpose of this ctudy wis to detormine if the revergcal (.. mirror image) of

. . . . » . '
a two=dimensional visual image weuld affect viewers' perceptions of selected

4
‘ accthotie dimensions, using semantie differential ceales as eriterion measures

- . of vicual moaning.

Proccdurc

i d -

-A total of 125 students who were enrolled in a basie iktrPeduction to mass

ecommunicotion elass at the University of Utah were randemly assigned to twa

oxporimontal troatments.  The cubjects in Treatment Group A (N = 61) vicewed

the feur projeeted visuals (85 mm slides) that are precented in the left column

of Figurc 2. Treatment Group B (N = 64) viewed the mirror image of the samoe
pet
{
O
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Slide 3 . .

Slide 4

FIGURE 2
Visuals Uged in Treatment Groups




visuals (rigf;nt column of Figure 2y,

Using the theoretical considerations of Zettl (1973) as the basis for
tha d@sigr\- of this study, it wés hoped that; thage vi.su'sitls would provide for
the analysis of geveral differcent aésthetic dimensions. Slide 1 ﬁepr‘eéents a
"noutral” pastoral scene without the presence of any dominant visualb glements.
A lake oceupies much of the foreground and hills and a Fﬁountain the backgfot;md s
but without the presence of a prominent pictorial element. This élide was pur- -
posely celected as the first visual in tho series as it.was intended to serve as- |
an approepriate "iﬁtﬁcduétiéh" to the cxperimental sctting., Slide 2 introduced
an ebject (bird) in the f@r‘agr‘*ésund which was balanced by a larger abject (ship)
in thoe baekaround. Dividing the visual field down the middle, the-foreground
ebject eccupics the left half of the frame and the background objcct the right |
(Group Aj, or vice ver‘*éa (Group B). Slidg 3 introduces Ewo dramatic cbjccts
(matador and bull) which cecupy the center of the vicual fi'eld. This visual
afforded the @pg@ﬁtunity to datermine whather either version was more eﬁ’eétive
in.corarmunieating increaced aetion or intensity, and whether the subjécts per=
ceived the action A cecurring tn onc dircetion as opposad to another. Shdf* 4
provided onc principal abject (bridee) which dilsoo@ts tho visual field from upper
right to lower left (Group A) or from uppapr loft to lewer right (Group B). The
angularty of lineg and apparcnt depth seemcd to make this vicual cuitable for

tocting the asymmcetry of the frame theory.

1It shosuld be noted that the ropreduccd half-=toncs presented in Figurc 2
provide enly an approximatien of the original vicual. Color, detail, chading and

acoeetated pictorial clements arc regrcetably aboent.

Q . ﬂ .




Subjects viewed the projected viguals in an amphitheatre—-type class—

room with eleyated seating. All subjects had an unobstructed view of the

~ visuals, and‘no subject was positioned at an angle in excess of 20° from a

. line perpendicular to the center of the screen. Each visual was viewed for

AN

exactly 15 seconds, irnmediately after which the lights were brought up and the
cubjects ware requested to complete a set of comantic differential scales. The
15-coceond time period was deemed appropriate since cubjects were forced to
recall the visual elements from memory as they completed the testing in-

strument. The seven=-point, bi-polar scmantic differential scales used in this

study represented those drawn fram a pool of items utilized ;\ earlier vigual

communicaticn rescarch by Osgocd (1963) and those developed spacifically for
this study. Given the theorctical oricntation underlying this iﬂQ@stigati@:ﬁ and
the speeifie stimulus materials preparcd to test it, tho following acsthatic
dimensions and corrocpending scales were selected: Témp@r*al (beginning-=
end, firct=last, start-finish, ini.tialz-final); Balance (balance-imbalance, light—
hoavy, ctable=unstable, cven—uneveny; Clocure (@peﬂ=@1©ged, frec-rectricted,
comploto=incomplete, part=whole); Activity (tonce-relaxed, oxeited=calm,
activo=passive, dynamie=ctatie); Spatial (near=far, close=distant, teward=
away, front=roar, @©mirwgag©ﬁﬁg); Dircetion (horizantal-vertieal, high=low,
loft=right, asecnding=docecending).

Analysio and Roeoults

w2
The preliminary data for caeh slide were submitted to prineiplc com=

ponents facter analysis with ebliguc rotation (SPSS, FACTOR). In ordor for

10
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a variable to be considered loaded on a factor, a loading of .50 or higher was

~

required with a loading of no more than .40 on any other factor. For the accept-
anece of a factor, two or more scalecs had to meet the 50/4P criterion. AR cigen-

value of 1.0 was establishad as the criterion for termination of factor ex-

=

traction.2

Slide 1: Using these criteria, three factors emeraed from the analysis
of Shide 1 data and were labeled "Haldnc_e," "Ci.’cémporal" and "Distanece. "
Those three factors accoumt@dfor‘ 54.6% of the total variance. (Table | reports
tha scale loadings, accumulated variance and cigenvalues for cach factor.) The
"Ralance" factor contained two gcales (balance-imbalance, cven-uncven) and -
accountzd for 23.49 of the t@éal véﬁianc@. -The "Temporal" factor consisted of

four scales (beginning-end, initial=final, first-last, start-finich) agd contributed

=lose=distant

17.75 of the accumulated var*izc;c.” surprisingly, the two cealeg
aﬂd‘ ricar=far did not corrclate highly with the other scales which had been scleeted
a priort to constitute the spatial dimension (toward=-away, front-rear, coming=
aoingy.  Since theose two seales appearced to represent & subcet of the dimengion
as ortaginally dofincd, the wreiters choose the Tabel "Distance, "

shide 2: Factor analyuiu of the ~eeond slide reculted in o five=factor

selution which accoyntod for 85,590 of the total varianee (Table 1. As in the ease

a

‘ZTha misuce of factor analytic tecehniques i eomrmunication rescareh
has roecived eonsidoroble attention in recont menths,  Whoncver pocscible,
doeisiens eoncerning the utilization of factor analysic in the precent ctudy
were guided by the suggectiens of James C. MeCrogiiey and Thomas J. Yound,
"The Use and Abuse of Factor Analyorsin Communication Rescarceh, " paper
proconted at the Intepnational Cormmunieation Convention in Chicago, April,
1975,

11
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of Slide 1, "Balance" was the initial factor emerging from the analysis,
with the seeend factor," Temporal," again léadihg on all feur pre~gselected
scales, and "Distance" cengisting of cloce=digtant and near-far (Factor 4).
Threc new scales (Qgcit@@—éiﬂm s acttvcfpasswe, dyﬁami@=5téti©) loadad on
slide 2 to form an "Activity" factor. And two additional ceales (light-heavy,

froowrestiricted) compw’i’)gd a fifth factor that was namcd "Weight. " Similarly

to the "@tg anece" factor, the a priort clection of oeales had not providod fop

o separate "Woightt factor. The seales composing "Weilght!" were initially

J2en as representing tkg\@%tiwetic dimengsiens of balance ond elesurc.,

\\

. . . RS ! . rs
Slide 8: Faur factors cmoeged from the analysis of Slide 39 and wero
\\

laazled "Tomporal , " "A@‘tivity," "[%ala%@q"" and "Dictanee" (Table 1), Whoyeao

- 4

rpalance” had provided the laraest Linagle cource of variance on Stides 1 and 2, the

analyoto of Slide 4 data idicated that the firot factor was "Temporal" (beginning=

ond, ditial-final, firot=last, start-fint_hy and compriced 80,09 of the tetal
variance faceumulated varianee for all four factors cqualed 78.190).  In fact,

rpalanec” was the third foetor to recult from this analysis (16,59, following
N . :

"Activity" which cmoersed as Factor 2 (20,8305, "Activity's" rolaxcd=tence
P ¢ a
. . . . <f "
ceale appearcd for firct time, roplaeina the gmamic=ctatie cealo whieh hac

factorcd eut on Slide 3. Alco mocting the coleetion eriteria for the first timoe

wore eomplote-incomplote and whole=part. Initially scon As-eenctituting Q

¢ <

4
clocuro dimensien, theose two ceales loaded with b‘a@aﬁgq%mb&l“an@@ and oven=
1

’ - R v
e . % [
uncven (MBalanec! . L
: ‘ . .‘7" ’ iv ‘41,-
Shide 4 The final factor onaly oty eooulted ana five fastor cotuticn

N 5

(Table V). The camc seales wihteh compriced tho f@&mﬁzﬂ@t@m s "Tornporal, ™
v . : Y oo Lo
20 a K




.~

' of the Sltde 4 datga. The ﬁfth factor‘ produced thr-ee scales (toward—away,

‘rear—ﬂﬂont comtng—gomg) whtch were contalned in the a pmom llst for "Sp ki

. Collecttvely, these ﬁve i"actors accounted for 79 0% oF the total vamance.
The Pesults oF the four Factor analyses ar~e summamzed in Flgure 8..
” - \. . T R - R !

s 'The Factors labeled "Balance, " Temporal" and "Distan u_e" wer‘e common to
. all fouh slides. "Act1v1ty" resulted fr'om the analyses oF Slldes 2 3 and 4. .

' i .""Welght" emerged as a factor* on Sllde 2 only, and "Spatlal " was umque to .
'Shde 4.-{ On Shdes 1 and 2 ance" pr~ov1ded the lar'gest smgle source of‘
& ' . s : ‘Y . : : . .

3 vamance > and on, Sllde;s 3 and 4 "Temporal" was the lmtlal factor.

3

Compamson of Gmup Means UtlllZlng only the scales emergtng From

‘the factor‘ analysts ~cxf da‘ta generated by each sllde, tndependent t tests of‘ sample ’

w

, medns wer*e performed (SPSS T—\TEST) Tables V, VI, VII and VIII sum- .
s X
L mamze the flndlngs oF two-—talled t tests oF group means For~ the Factors demved

fr‘om each shde. Only one of' the seventeen t values was Found to be slgntﬁcant N
e 'at the .05 level‘ ) Thls slngle slgmﬁcant t value (t —2 76) resulted from a com—‘-»;,',;

'-pamson oF group means for* F—'actor I ("Balance") on Sllde 1. -

A Dlscusslon

RS Q . B .’)_~

\ The tntent of thts e><plor~atdr~y lnvestlgatton was two-—f‘old 1) to assess.
o 'the value of semantlc»dlfferentlal scales as a means of Ldentlfytng the aesthetlc

i

_",:dtmenstons whlch affect v1ewer~s' perceptlons of v1sual messages, and 2) to utlllze :

>
.‘-; . \?-~,

’ f.'these scales to test the‘asymmetr’y of‘ the Frame theor‘y. Whlle conSLderable .

Y

cautlon must be taken m generallztng the r'esults oF thts preltmlnar‘y study to -

other v1suals and other~ p0pulatlons, there appears. to be httle doubt as to the‘

g . . PR
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'SLIDES - 1.

" Batance
- palance

i Temporal

Temporal

Temporal

“Ternporal *

Activity .

Balance

Di'sfanCe:

Actlv 1ty .Distah;’:’ev

‘Activity, u_Dis'tanCe '

Balance f  Dlstahce T

gpatial’

3

| F1gure 8 A Summary of the F‘actors Resultmg fr‘om Analy51s of Data on the - B

Four Shdes. o
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o ’f»‘{;‘i potentlal value oF semantlc dlﬁ"erentlal scales For Future v1sual commumcatlon

research The extent to Wthh the scales can ellClt tnformatlon concerging

’ "non-content" _dlmen‘sions‘remains largel_y. unknown.

-

Although 1t is lmpos51ble to separate the content of‘ a v1sual message

o _»_From the manner in wtuch the v1sual elements are dlsplayed, ices 1n the rlght C

as opposed to the left s1de of the Frame a less reahstlc set: of v1suals than - o

those employed in the present stUdy mtght serve to reveal the subtle differences

3

,wh1ch contlnue to elude the researcher. ;The overall fallure of th1s 1nvestlgatlon V

o

| .to demonstrate drff‘erences between v1ewers perceptlons of the tWO sets of slldes'_“' : o

L is not: S0 much an tndlctment of‘ the asymmetry of- the Frame theory as lt ts a-
potentlal llmltatlon of-' the stlmulus materlals selected A cursory examlnatlon
- VoF the results from the Four Factor analyses suggest that some Factors mlght be

‘a product of' the Sllde s content rather than the less obv1ous aesthet1c elements., '
_ Both the lbength of' vlewmg (15 seconds) and the degree of reallsm dep1cted in

.

the Slldes may have mlnlmlzed the aesthetlc 1mpact of subtle dlﬁ’erences re—

' '-"’sulttng From e1ther lef‘t or rlght placement The re’allsm and relatlvely long

L@

' v1ew1ng perlod may have prompted a personal assoc1atlon Wlth the v1suals that
| permltted sub_]ects to create a "storylme. "o | ’
'~ This study suggests » theref'ore that a more amblguous v1sual presentatlon )
: ‘may ﬁacllltate the measurement oF responses toaesthetlc elemehts. It may also |
’be necessary to ellmlnate color, at least 1n1t1ally, slnce there is llttle knOWn |
‘about: the poss1b1e mteractlon of various colors with other v1sual dlmenslons.

of 1nterest is the fact that the only s19n1ﬁcant t value produced by the

1ndependent comparlson of‘ group means resulted from the "Balance" factor <

1}}‘ |




‘tl'ﬁs statlstlcally 51gn1ﬂcant result IS the only one (of seventeen t-tests) it 1s

R

. o . .‘ - : o ' -
. . - . ‘»\'

on Sllde 1 Whlle the most obv1ous explanatlon is to attmbute thlS 51gmﬁcant

'”‘“‘__‘observatlon to chance, one is tempted to speculate as to plau51ble hypotheses

which ar~e based upon the theoretlcal omentat'ion of this study. Analy51s of the

. 3
©

L ,sample means reveals that sub_]ects 1n Group B hated the sllde as hav1ng better~

. balance . Thls ﬁndtng would tend to support DOhdlS' hypothe51s that the mght

51de of the frame naturally has more welght and to cr~eate balance w1th1n 'the

frame, heavier obJects (such as the mountatn and the land mass in the fore—

L ':ground) should appear~ on the leﬁ:. However, the Wr*lter‘s empha512e that smce

liKely_to bedue to'chance. ' I '  "

% Because’ of the eXplorato_ry natur‘e' of‘this study, no attempt was made

e

L3

“to group subJects on the basts of v1sua1 or ver‘bal aptltudes. Yet, a’ growing
body of ..mstr'uctlon l med1a research 1s dra,wmg 1ncr~eased attentton to dlﬁ"erences
in v1ewer~ pr‘edlspOSlthI’lS, SpeCIflC mtellectual abll1t1es, personaltty tralts and

1nd1V1dual prefe rences as vamables wh1ch mteract w1th v1ewer~s' per~cept1ons of

v1sual Stlmull. Snow and Salomon (1968), Salomon (1970) and D1 Vesta (1975)

- are among the COrps of researchers who have demonstr*ated that WLthout ac~

v

' countmg for the intereaction of: these subtle vamables N compamsons ‘between

tneatment means may fail to reveal meaningful diff’erences.'

As in the case of most exploratory 1nvest1gatlons N thls study ser~ved to
ralse questlons r'athe‘h than provide concr~ete answers. Selectlon of new semanttc
differential scales, -the \./ar‘iati‘on of stimulu‘s matehials, and the use of larger
samples pr~ov1dmg a greater crossv—sectmon of the population s Will ObVlOUSly con— :

tmbute to our understandmg of the 1mpact of’ vamous aesthetzc d1menswns.
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