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At a general level, there is an organisation of the visual world, as we know it, in which things seem to 

fit in as real, or familiar, phenomena. Normally, we trust in what we see. Although the picture shares  

in this visual confidence (Merleau-Ponty 1944,  Lindekens 1971, Brøgger 2001), pictorial meanings 

are  not  entirely  explained  by  conforming  to,  or  diverging  from,  visual  expectations  in  ordinary 

perception. Being an extension of perception, and given that it  is  inscribed in a specific realm of  

human communication,  the picture  sign also provides a surplus  of  meanings – meanings that  are 

related to the use of other signs, and, in addition, meanings related to other pictures. For these reasons, 

pictorial meaning is regulated by its prominence relations to expectations on visual worlds on the part 

of someone (cf. Sonesson 1996) - but is nevertheless not “completed” by its attachments to iconicity in  

real world of perception. 

Early in life, a world of priority emerges in children (Yonas & Granrud 1985, Liben 1999, Spelke, Lou 

& Baillargeon 2005). At about  the age of five month,  when perception is ready for it  (the visual  

fixation in the pursuit  system being for instance sufficiently controllable for the perception of the  

picture being stabilized in the child, Posner 2007), the picture doll seems to diverge from a toy doll in 

the ordinary perception of the child (DeLoache et al. 1979). This divergence (which we can notice in  

the laboratory by calculating gaze duration), however, does not indicate the nature of the difference in 

the  child’s  understanding.  On  a  global  level  of  differentiation  between  pictures  and  objects,  

respectively, changes in manual and oral exploration of pictures can be argued to indicate a change of  

expectations regarding the picture-objects,  i.e. the objects read into the picture surface. In controlled 

observations of manual explorations of pictures, Pierrosakos and DeLoache (2003) have recorded that 

children until the latter part of the first year recurrently try to pick-up, scratch or grip depicted objects  

as if they were “real” objects. Moreover, in an parallel study, Callaghan (2004) argues that, at the age  

of 18 month, children’s imitation of adults’ manual actions towards pictures, but not towards objects, 

indicates  the  ambiguous  understanding  of  picture  things  at  that  age.  Hence  in  a  communicative  

situation the picture thing seems to offer specific difficulties for the child.


