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Brief Report: Visual Perception—a matter of ’filling in’ the gaps

Semiotics, phenomenology and (perceptual) psychology seek to explain how knowledge about, 
for instance, object categories comes about —that is, why we interpret certain configurations 
as parts of a whole, and vice versa. In the particular case of pictures, Sonesson (1989) defined 
this  process as “re-semantization.  For  human beings,  the visual  resource is  the cognitive 
modality, which is the most important to our process of navigating in, and knowing about, the 
world. The world we take for granted, the Lifeworld, is based on this basic cognitive resource. 
We categorize the objects in our world in order to decrease the cognitive load and to make 
naming, and thereby communication, possible. Husserl’s phenomenology assumes that the 
object perceived in the lifeworld is always given from a particular point of view, while also 
containing an inner horizon of possible (and sometimes expected) perspectives the object may 
be given in (Thompson, 2007: 279, Brough, 2005: xxxvi). This process is based on a natural, 
active and embodied agency in the world (a body-mind interaction, se for instance Overgaard, 
in press). For the inner horizon to emerge a sense of a dynamical temporal lapse is needed. 
One may say that perception includes the present (impression), the past (retention) and the 
expected (protention). This gives us a sense of the continuity of the world (Thompson, 2007: 
280–297). If this schema of continuity had been arbitrary (absence of rules and regularities) 
anticipation (and even protention) would be impossible. We have an inner experience of how 
things in the world operate, present themselves—thus, our perception and categorization of 
things and events in the Lifeworld stem from our previous experiences. The visual system of 
perception therefore sometimes needs very little information in order to ‘fill in’ (Bartlett, 1997) or 
create a Gestalt. In the semiotic tradition this was a main occupation for the Prague School, 
very  much  inspired  by  phenomenology,  when  elaborating  their  theses  on  art  as  a 
communicative act (notably Mukarovsky) and stressing the importance of the ‘receiver’ in this 
act.  Put in another way, we are already perceptually acquainted with many objects in our 
Lifeworld and therefore, often enough, do not need a detailed information to distinguish the 
objects correctly. The inner horizon of a temporal lapse shapes the Gestalt which is presented 
for  us as an invariant  structure recognised independently  of  its  two dimensional  facet,  or 
perspective—we understand how the front side of the object at hand relates to the back side of 
it.  Generally,  we may say that  our perception relies on memory structures,  organising our 
previous  experience  with  things  and  events  in  our  ordinary  world  (Bartlett,  1997).  In  our 
presentation we will exemplify this on the basis of our perception of so called Mooney pictures. 
A Mooney picture is a binary picture—i.e. it consists of a binary separation between fore- and 
background. Such a picture is much reduced of information. Therefore the perceiver needs to 
fill in the missing information. These issues will be discussed. 


