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ABSTRACT

Subjects carried out a paired comparison experiment in which they were
asked to make a preference judgement between a computer facsimile of an
original Mondrian painting, and a modified version of the same picture in
which the proportional relations of the compositional lines had been modified
by a relatively small amount. Subjects were significantly better than chance
expectations in their preference for the original Mondrians, suggesting that
these paintings may encapsulate some universal principle of compositional
order which can be detected by subjects.

INTRODUCTION

In principle, it is easy to paint a picture; as Gombrich put it, it is a matter of
“framing and filling”—the delineation of a pictorial area followed by its filling
with pigment [1]. A moment’s consideration reveals however that there are many
ways in which this can be done; and indeed if one considers that there are p pixels
within a frame, each of which is drawn from a palette of ¢ colors, then there are c?

possible pictures. One of the problems of painting is to choose a single one of
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quite clear that not only does it matter, but that to a large extent it is such choices
which form the central problem of the artistic endeavour.

If composition is a major problem to the artist, it is also the most difficult of
the problems facing the experimental psychologist interested in the nature of
aesthetics and the arts, principally because of thc mhcrent problem of d¢v1smg
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dating back to Fechner (2], has resulted in psychologists studying aesthetic
preference for very simple stimuli such as rectangles and triangles (e.g., McManus
[3)), or colors (e.g., McManus et al. [4]). However, because of their very nature
these stimuli cannot be used to study composition, which is essentially concerned
with the arrangement and the inter-relation of elements, rather than with the
elements themselves. Some studies have brushed the fringes of the problem,
although few have altacked it fromally McManus et al. looked at the effects upon
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Figure 3. Number of correct judgements made by each of the pictures.
The binomial distribution was used to calculate the significance of
individual pictures, those shaded in dark being significantly different
from the chance expectations at the 5 percent level of significance.

were judged correctly on more than ninety occasions (compared with an expected
value of 2.5%). These results suggest therefore that there are particular Mondrians
which can be distinguished reliably from pseudo-Mondrians.

Comparison of M vs P1, M vs P2, and P1 vs P2 pairs found that subjects
were equally likely to be correct with M vs P1 pairs (722/1293 = 55.8%) and
with M vs P2 pairs (712/1298 = 54.9%) but were less likely to be correct with
P1 vs P2 pairs (672/1300 = 51.7%). Taken overall the psychology students were
more likely to be correct (861/1495 = 57.6%) than the Foundation Arts students
(1245/2396 = 52.0%).
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Figures 4 and 5 show 1\ hrome reproductions of two pairs of images, as
seen by the subjects. Figure 4 shows an original Mondrian to the left and a
pseudo-Mondrian (P1) to the right; 71 percent of fifty-two subjects preferred the
original Mondrian. Figure 5 shows an original Mondrian to the right and a
pseudo-Mondrian (P2) to the left; 73 percent of fifty-two subjects preferred the
original Mondrian.
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the original Mondrian out of a total of twenty-five, with the three types of stimulus
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