Rhythm and the significance of the kinesthetic relation between the senses in the visual
arts.
Our digital age is culturally dominated by the power of the visual image. Through the medium of
photography and the cinematic there is a constant flow of imagery generated for personal,
commercial or political purposes. In this global flood of imagery it is the ‘iconic image’ which has
the power to stand out from the flow and to hold our attention. An iconic image has the power to
embody a value system, an aspiration or belief, or to signify the portent of an event. The Icon is
also a focus for the devotional. The iconic image, originally the preserve of the church, is
associated with the divine and the spiritual state of devotion. It has equally been used and
abused by those in power to validate or reinforce their status through the associative power of
imagery, giving them a devotional ‘god like’ status. The psychological power of the iconic image
has migrated to the political world, and in our secular society it has inexorably become central to
the success of the commercial world of advertising and entertainment.

Michael Wright ‘Mao-‘ digital print Beijing 2005

With the recent ascendency of social media, Facebook Instagram and Tinder, it is telling that
one of the most popular forms of personal communication has become the ‘Selfie’ which is an
expression of a self-consciously narcissistic desire to create an idealized icon out of one’s own
image.
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The cult of appearance and arguably the cultural supremacy of appearance over content has
privileged the camera lens with an almost mystical sense of import in the capacity of the camera
to impart iconic significance to an insignificant subject. (Warhol’s prediction of 15 minutes of
fame) The power of the lens is so persuasive that culturally it is accepted as the ultimate image
of the ‘real’ even to the point where people will say that an experience is like a film….
Simulacrum….. that the measure of reality, by inversion, is the degree to which it corresponds to
the cultural filter of film. Film has become our common visual culturally agreed norm of depiction
of ‘reality’.
In one positive sense the universal accessibility and ease of production through digital
technologies has led to a democratization of photographic and video practice, in that globally,
every individual with a smart phone, has the means to generate their own iconography and
visual narratives. There is also an almost universally understood language of visual signing
which has been assimilated by consumer culture and is possibly the most extensive
manifestation of the globalization of technology and shared cultural language.
When we think of the process of seeing we think in terms of optics, of the lens of the eye
passively receiving an image of the world. The camera mechanically replicates the eye and in
correspondence is capable of visually replicating what the eye sees. However this limited
understanding and assumption of a direct equation between the camera and the eye has given
rise to the most common naïve conceit ….that the camera replicates human vision. But this is so
only in the most limited understanding of the correspondence between optical vision and the
camera. On reflection it is obvious that the photographic lens ultimately fails to register or
correspond to the full complexity of relation between the eye and the processing of human
vision. Human vision operates in a radically other manner to the mechanical process of fixing an
image either chemically or digitally.
Our human vision is inexorably linked to our binocular spatial vision, the mobility of the eye and
our body movement through space and time. If you consciously monitor your own or watch
another person’s eye movement you will see that the eye is constantly scanning a scene with an
unexpected rapidity and multiplicity of movement. Eye motion is replicated to a limited degree by
the motion of the camera in time based film, directing our gaze or simulating movement through
an event. The camera in this sense more accurately replicates the projection of our consuming
gaze rather than replicating the way we actually scan and visually perceive the world.
The eye has a very limited scope of focus, if you focus on your finger, the space before and aft
and to the sides will acutely fall out of focus. If you focus on a fixed point in the room you will be
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aware that by far the greater part of your field of vision is deeply out of focus and unreadable. It
is the movement of the eye that gives us the illusion of everything being simultaneously in focus.
The photograph, in which all the scene is in focus, is a reality which we do not experience. The
reduced depth of field in an image more closely corresponds both to the optical spatial and
emotional relation we have to reading a subject.

Michael Wright ‘Cane’ Digital print 2005

Effectively the value of the photograph is that prior to any creative mediation or editing in post
production the camera simply replicates the optical appearance, no more no less. It is a kind of
cast of the subject and like the death mask it holds the fascination of having been in contact with
the subject and in being a faithful replica. It’s emotional charge is that we are subjected to a
trope, akin to visiting Madame Tussaud’s wax works, the verisimilitude of the image generates
the frisson of mis-taken reality, it is the illusion of semblance. But it is fundamentally dead,
lacking the animation which we associate with a vital living presence.
On both a conceptual and emotional level photography gives a heightened sense of the distance
between the ‘then’ of the imprint of the image and the ‘now’ of viewing. Paradoxically the
presence of the image induces an acute sense of the absence of the subject, inducing either a
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feeling of nostalgia or pain in the sense of the loss of the subject. Viewing the image asserts the
untouchable and irretrievable nature of the absent subject. The photograph generates an acute
sense of appearance but equally the sense of the impossibility of trying to communicate through
an impenetrable distance of time and space. Photography also amplifies an uncomfortable
sense of being a consuming voyeur and in this sense all photography tends to the state of
pornography. The dead mechanical imprint of the image amplifies the difference between a
mechanized replication of appearance and the subtle complexity of mind and body memory
articulated by the performative action of making a drawing or a painting.

Mich
ael Wright ‘Leaves on Decking’ New York 2008

However, while the photographic image, on one level is a dead mechanical cast, there is a vital
human connection via the empathetic projection of our human imagination which connects us via
the image’s verisimilitude to the subject, and a subsequent connection is also generated in
reading the empathetic projection of the photographer. The miracle of photography is that while it
is a detached mechanical process it is also, in common with all other visual art forms, capable of
carrying’ intention’. The mechanical image will carry the indexical narrative of the subject and
also carry the meta-narrative of the artist/photographer’s vision expressed by the ‘intentions’
made visible in the composition of the photograph or other intervention in the process. This
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perceived ‘intentionality’ subsequently reveals not just the relation to the specific subject but the
artist’s wider view of the world. In this sense every art form is subject to the ‘intentionality’ of the
maker and it is the enactment of this ‘intentionality’ which constitutes the ‘real’ cultural content of
the art work. It is this ‘intentionality’ which redeems and humanizes the otherwise mechanical
detachment of the photograph.
The photographic and cinematic forms of communication are essentially variations of forms of
realism. It is my concern here to look at other kinesthetic modes of visual expression and in
particular the relationship between the ‘concrete’ nature of art; materiality, body, touch, rhythm
and the poetic impulse within the construction of ‘embodied’ art works rather than image based
realism.
To come back to the title of this essay, the term kinesthetic, essentially refers to the relationship
between movement and the senses. The etymology of the word being kinetic (of movement) and
aesthetic (of the senses). The kinesthetic sense detects bodily position, weight, or movement of
the muscles, tendons, and joints. Kinesthetic intelligence is using the body to create (or do)
something…to make art.
Psychologically, our reading of space is generated by two distinctly different modes of perception
which are articulated by Anton Ehrenzweig in his publication ‘The hidden order of Art’. One
mode is ‘scanning’ in which we have an awareness of the whole field of vision, noticing changes
of edges or movements in the field. When we are moving through a space we rely on this
unconscious or semi-conscious scanning process. It is essentially a survival mechanism but it
also has profound aesthetic significance as ‘scanning’ allows us to sense the complex visual
relationships in our field of vision, sensing both the harmonies, contrast and the connecting
rhythms within the field of vision. In the process of forming a composition the artist will actively
alternate between scanning and analytical modes of vision, squinting to reduce the detail so as
to sense the relation of the parts and then focusing a high level of attention on a detail. The
viewer also uses both modes of vision, assimilating the aesthetic arrangement of the
composition, sensing the relation of the whole, while enjoying the diversity in the detail of the
image.
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Michael Wright ‘Megiligar Rocks’ Acrylic and pastel on paper 2014 150 x 120 cms

The second mode is conscious analytical directed looking where we direct our gaze to a small
point of focus which in reality is like passing a small lens of high focus and consciousness over a
subject or through a space. In this sense the protracted time based activity of drawing and
painting from observation much more accurately corresponds to, and is subsequently a more
accurate record of how we actively direct our gaze through both a spatial terrain and through
time.
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Michael Wright: ‘ dry stone wall Cornwall 2014 chalk on paper 50 x 20 cms

There is a third way of looking which is ‘syncretistic’. Given our common beginnings as children
there is an essential and universal childhood tendency towards a ‘syncretistic’ shorthand for
visually describing experience through the activity of drawing. Our visual skill in childhood is to
articulate the essentials through a holistic perception of experience. This combines different
forms of visual communication including ‘schematic’ representation to tell a story, a kind of
simplified mapping of the space, exaggerating form according to an emotional sense of what is
most important or significant in the subject, compounded by an essential delight in the physical
material nature of the medium. Early and non-western cultures adopt and use these non-realistic
‘syncretistic’ modes of description, as from a visual communication point of view they more
effectively communicate the psychological understanding rather than the optical appearance of
reality. It is these ‘syncretistic’ qualities of non-western cultures and children’s art which
prompted Picasso to exclaim that while he could draw like Raphael by the time he was fourteen
he was preoccupied for the rest of his career with rediscovering the creative (syncretistic ability)
vision of a child.
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C
hild’s drawing of plant patterns pencil on paper, collection of the author

When we remember an event our memory edits to the essentials. Memory is a form of
distillation, it also reconfigures. The drawing process expresses this exchange between the
conceptual filter of memory and the editing of the imagination. At its most vital, drawing records
this exchange between the optically perceived, the internalized conceptual and emotional sense
of reality. In this sense drawing is an accurate articulation of perception as it is ‘bodily’ and
‘culturally’ rather than ‘mechanically’ processed.
From a phenomenological perspective, human vision and the assimilation of visual information is
subject to the complexity of exchange between vision and the other senses. In developmental
terms, it is understood that in our fetal state the separation of the senses is minimal, that at an
early neurological stage there is a synesthetic connection between the senses. In later
development some of this synesthetic sense remains. Even outside of the extremes of having a
synesthetic correspondence between the senses there remains for all of us an acutely
connected exchange between the senses. We navigate the world through a seamless flow
between the senses, moving between auditory, visual and tactile stimuli. In this sense perception
resides in the exchange ‘between’ the senses. We often under-estimate the degree to which the
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senses work in relation to our perception of space. We tend to think of the perception of space
being predominantly linked to our visual perception, however our perception of space is as much
auditory as it is visual. We can acutely sense the scale of a space through the way sound travels
and reverberates in a building. We hear and feel the scale of a cathedral just as we can sense
the confines of a small room through the way sound reverberates through a space. If you shut
off the sense of sound the spatial sense of the world collapses.
There is also the profound relation between the senses through the linkage of imaginative
association…. the image of something abject or repugnant will generate a visceral body
response. The sight of something can make us feel physically sick. We are creatures driven by
our imagination and on a cultural level the experience of the world is overwhelmingly coloured by
association. From poetry to the economy the primary drive is the mechanism of association.
From our earliest scribbles as infants we are hard wired to using shape by association. Most
children, instinctively manage shape and composition to articulate and express their
understanding and relation to the world. The development of drawing skills are part of a common
developmental arch but there is also the distinctive articulation of an individual psyche. The very
being of the child is articulated through their physical, performative and imaginative manipulation
of material.
I would argue that the visual language is a more fluent and comprehensive form of expression
for most children under seven years of age and that they can articulate far more complex
relations visually than they can verbally. A key attribute of children’s drawing is the way they
kinesthetically re-enact events. The marks they make are more often a performative record of
their re-enactment of an event. They will draw not so much what the subject looks like but will
effectively enact the dramatic motion of the subject.
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Child’s drawing of insects in flight ink on paper, collection of the author

In the plastic arts by the very nature of the medium there is a multi-dimensional capacity for
articulating the correspondence between the senses. If we consider the potential of drawing and
painting, the power of these media resides in the capacity for articulating the relation between
the visual, sensory and conceptual modes of being. The full correspondence between the
senses and our interior imaging is assimilated both through conscious and unconscious
performative action in relation to a surface or plastic form.
Anton Ehrenzweig in ‘The Hidden Order of Art’ explains the necessary capacity of both the
maker and the viewer to relax the hold of the ‘analytical mode’ of seeing and shifting into the
‘scanning mode’ which allows for an experiencing of the ‘simultaneity’, of the full interaction of all
the elements of a composition. To experience the aesthetic pleasure of either listening to or
viewing a composition requires the audience/spectator to relax into a scanning mode to
experience the ‘simultaneity’ of the complexity of relations in the art work.
The picture plane is simultaneously a surface, a palimpsest, which records performative
gestures and the overlaying of actions through time. The picture plane is also perceived as
depth space, akin to a stage in which we project and read spatial activity. These visual traces
can be read as the residue of a mental and physical performance like the traces of a dance. The
picture plane doubles as a spatial field of light and colour while simultaneously being a tension
of pigmented shapes across a flat surface. All this visual complexity is then subject to the
imaginative projection and personal associations of both the artist and the viewer.
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Alison Dalwood ‘Curtain’ oil on canvas 2016 168 x 137 cms

The significance of ‘touch: We talk about being touched by a subject, the touch of reason, being
touched by madness, or light touching a surface. Touching forms both a physical and
psychological connection. In art we are conscious of the touch of the hand in a musical
performance, in the way the artist manipulates materials through the touch of a mark or a note of
colour. Touch performatively expresses and forms a record of an emotional and conceptual
response. Objects that have been touched carry the residue of connection. Given the choice
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between a photographic image and an actual object taken from the event most of us would
choose the object as carrying more residual significance. These objects function as ‘relics’. The
object/relic affords us some physical, visceral and emotional connection to the event, effectively
bridging and connecting us rather than amplifying the separating distance of space and time. We
are able to touch the event. This, I would argue is the primary difference between the plastic arts
and the photographic image, the plastic arts transcend the replication of appearance and give
experience form, becoming a performative embodiment of the mental and visceral relation to
subject.

Veronika Wenger 2016
Like the relic, the plastic art work is a bridge/connection to the mind of the maker and the
experience they were responding to. The physical work holds the traces of the mind at work and
allows an intimate contact with thought process which is effectively ‘embodied’ in the art work.
The ‘embodied’ art work affords the viewer an intimacy and visceral connection. The plastic art
work is experienced as the residue of a performative event imbedded in the plastic fabric of the
medium. The art work caries both the degree of heightened consciousness, and conversely the
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limitations of consciousness of the artist. It effectively, not only records, but becomes the visceral
embodiment of a mental, physical and emotional state of being.
In this sense a kind of alchemy is at work, ‘inert’ matter is invested not just with symbolic
signification through signing but is invested through touch and performative manipulation with a
palpable physical and emotional energy.

Veronika Wenger 2016
In this respect the plastic arts have a great deal more in common with the literary language of
poetry than with photography. In the act of writing one is using words to connect both the body
and mind to the subject through the emphasis on using words which evoke and provoke mind
and body sensation. The process of constructing a poem has a commonality with the physical
process of constructing a plastic art work out of marks, form and colour in response to an
experience. It is not copying but ‘translating’ experience into an ‘equivalent’ ‘poetic’ language.
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The poetic relies on essential principles; on the power of language to ‘evoke’ both concept and
sensation, on the principle of association, and on the orchestration of the parts to a particular
rhythmic structure.
Poetry has a musicality in its meter and rhythm which connects to the body rhythms, the pulse,
the rhythm of breathing, walking etc. The sounds, whether heard or iterated in the mind,
generate a pitch and tonality to the poem. There is equally a correspondence between the
process of mark making and the rhythms and pulses of the body. In this sense also there is
some truth in the proposition that all art forms aspire to the condition of music. Music as an art
form, is the most direct route to affecting our state of being and consciousness. Music literally
penetrates and inhabits our body and mind, breaking through the meniscus of our being, the
liminal sense of body boundary. T.S.Eliot proposed that before unpicking the complex conceptual
and intellectual referencing at work in reading his poetry you would first feel the meaning through
the intonation and meter of the poem, asserting the power of the musicality of the poem.
Active viewing: While the visual sensation of an art work will impact optically and by
correspondence emotionally, to appreciate a visual work of art the viewer has to actively project
their imagination into the space of the art work. The work is effectively brought to life by the
active imaginative engagement and reading of the viewer. In reading marks the viewer not only
reads signing but similarly to the musical performance reads the weight, rhythm and tension and
counter balance of the mark making, re-living both the mental and physical performance of the
creation of the art work. In this sense drawing transcends optical simulation and symbolism,
becoming a visual embodiment.
The reading of an art work provokes not just the mental but also the ‘body memory’ of
experience and the corresponding connection between the senses.
The issue is that we do not solely read with the conceptual and culturally trained mind’s eye.
This is the restricted remit of graphic design. We also read at a much more primitive and visceral
level via body memory. In the plastic arts it is possible to articulate the sensory touch as well as
the appearance. And more, the complexity of the weight, movement and psychological state of
the subject. The act of forming a plastic work of art both requires and generates in the viewer
charged correspondence between the senses, effectively a kinesthetic experience.
A simple analogy: when we look at a cactus our body remembers the sensation and pain of
having touched a spikey form. We mentally wince as we effectively re-live the sensation of a
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spike penetrating our skin. This is not a conceptual act of will but an involuntary mind/body
response to prior experience.

Rhythm: Rhythm is an expression of the most natural optimistic state of being. Rhythm is a
manifestation of dynamic organized energy in a state of movement/progression from one state
to another. It is the most natural expression of the human condition at home in its most vital
dynamic state of being. Rhythms are manifest in speech, in poetry, in music, in dance, in all the
visual arts. There are deep unconscious forces which generate rhythmic forms and structures
which emanate from the very nature of our being and our relation to rhythms in our physical
environment. Our sense of rhythm has as much to do with our limbs, the symmetry and axis of
our body, the proportions of our anatomy. Our breathing, our body axis and proportion generate
particular rhythmic structures which are creatively explored through dance but equally define the
possibilities and limitations of the movements we make in the construction of visual arts.
Rhythm is the fluent coordination of forces in a forward momentum of evolving form, the
expression of will in harmony with movement. This sense of rhythm is the product of connection.
It is an expression of responsiveness, of an attentive ability to perceive and respond to the
pattern of energy and forces at work in a situation. Constructing a rhythmic structure is the
ability to orchestrate forces both as a continuum and counterpoint. With each additional element
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in a composition forming a call and generating a required response, a continuum of forces
requiring counter-balance. In concrete art it is a matter of counterbalancing visual forces. The
physical forces of nature similarly tend towards equilibrium, both in relation to gravity and
ergonomics forming a dynamic rather than a static equilibrium.

Oleksiy Koval 2016

Rhythm operates on an intellectual and an aesthetic level: Regular rhythm is monotonous, a
single regular sound is an irritation, an irregular pattern of sounds becomes a more complex
exchange between regular rhythm and irregular arrhythmic chance, this is aesthetically and
intellectually pleasing in the combination/composition of the predictable and the unpredictable,
between regular and irregular, between rational expectation and surprise. Too much regularity is
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oppressive, eliminating chance and change, it is too predictable and the mind loses interest,
disengaging due to boredom. By extreme contrast total flux is chaotic, lacking inherent structure.
In response to flux the mind searches and imposes structure through the imaginative tendency
to find or create patterns out of the complexity of flux. The human condition seeks both
structure/stability and simultaneously fluidity/transformation.

Rhythm is the vehicle of these

counterpoint desires.
Repetition and the relation between chance and order: Repetition by its very nature creates
rhythm. A simple example is to create a random pattern. As soon as it is replicated and overlaid
or juxtaposed you have created a repeating rhythm. The repetition sets in motion the intellectual
engagement with visual structure and the recognition of pattern, as the mind recognizes the
relationship between same and different structures. Rhythm engages the analytical mind
seeking pattern and structure in the flow of stimuli. This intellectual skill is a vital intelligence, a
vital tool of survival which is endlessly rehearsed and re-enacted through gaming and creative
play.
There is within rhythm a certain predictable readable structure but within a creative rhythm there
is always variation and permutation. Creative rhythm in this sense is the vehicle and celebration
of the human minds capacity for improvisation. Improvisation allows change and development
which is again a vital necessity. The aesthetic pleasure is in the appreciation of variation and
permutation within the evolution of a composition. Aesthetic pleasure is dependent on elements
being continuous, a certain continuum is required to appreciate the nuances of variation and
development. Rhythm requires variation within repetition, thematic continuum of a structure
evolving through permutations of possibilities.
There is a vital difference between mechanical regular and dynamic aesthetic rhythm. Rhythm in
this sense is the expression of both intellect and body, of coordinated collaborative and
synergistic will. This is expressed most vividly through the rhythmic difference between the
mechanical beat of marching and the variation and improvisation of dance. Marching implies a
collective cause and the subjugation of the individual to the collective purpose. The individual, in
abnegating their autonomy, becomes a component part of a larger force and reciprocates
through the agrandizement of their individual anonymity by being an agent of this greater force.
The individual then becomes intoxicated/empowered as the vehicle of a collective power.
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Oleksiy Koval

In contrast creative rhythm implies a willing, responsive, cooperation/agreement in a state of
open exchange rather than imposed mechanical repetition. It is an agreement of consensual
play, a conversation which will lead to unexpected creative outcomes. Rhythm generates a
sense of immanence, of transformation and progression from one living dynamic state to
another and in this distinctive manner rhythm is a preeminent expression of what is most vital in
the visual arts.
Michael Wright January 2017

18

19

