Test 2

Part 8

You are going to read an article about scientific interpretations of modern art. For questions 47-56,
choose from the sections (A-D). The sections may be chosen more than once.

Mark your answers on the separate answer sheet.

In which section does the writer...

mention certain viewers being able to relate to what artists had in mind? 47
refer to a doubt about the merit of a piece of artwork? 48
highlight a need for artists to strike the right balance? 49
indicate a possible reason for difficulty in reaching a consensus? 50
state that people may have a shallow reason for liking a piece of art? 51
suggest that some artists are aware of how they can satisfy the brain? 52
refer to a shift in her own perception? 53
point out shortcomings in a specific piece of research? 54
mention the possibility of extending the scope of an existing research area? 55
describe a procedure employed in the gathering of some scientific data? 56
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A Standing in front of Jackson

Reading and Use of English

A scientific view of modern art

Kat Austen investigates scientific research on modern art and why we appreciate it

Pollock’s
Summertime: Number 9A one day | was struck by
a strange feeling. What | once considered an ugly
collection of random paint splatters now spoke
to me as a joyous celebration of movement and
energy. It was the first time a piece of abstract
art had stirred my emotions. Like many, | used
to dismiss these works as a waste of time and
energy. How could anyone find meaning in what
looked like a collection of colourful splodges
thrown haphazardly at a canvas? Yet here | was, in
London’s Tate Modern gallery, moved by Pollock’s
work. So, why are we attracted to paintings and
sculptures that seem to bear no relation to the
physical world? Little did | know that researchers
have already started to investigate this question.
By studying the brain’s responses to different
paintings, they have been examining the way the
mind perceives art, and how masterpieces hijack
the brain’s visual system.

B Studies in the emerging field of neuroaesthetics

have already offered insights into many
masterpieces. The blurred imagery of paintings
of the Impressionist era towards the end of the
19th century seems to stimulate a part of the
brain which is geared towards detecting threats
in our rather blurry peripheral vision. The same
part of the brain also plays a crucial role in our
feelings and emotions, which might explain why
many people find these pieces so moving. Could
the same approach tell us anything about modern
art, the defining characteristic of which has been
to remove almost everything that could be literally
interpreted? Although such works often sell for
vast sums of money, they have attracted many
sceptics, who claim that modern artists lack the
skills or competence of the masters before them.
Instead they believe that many people claim
to like these works simply because they are in
fashion.

C In an attempt to make sense of how we perceive

art, scientists have designed experiments that
play with volunteers’ expectations of the pieces
they are viewing. The volunteers viewed pairs of
paintings — either creations by famous abstract
artists or the doodles of infants, chimps and
elephants. Then they had to judge which they
liked best. A third of the paintings were given
no captions, while the rest were labelled. The
twist was that sometimes the labels were mixed
up so that the volunteers might think they were
viewing a chimp’'s messy brushstrokes, while
they were actually seeing an abstract piece by a
famous artist. Some sceptics might argue that it
is impossible to tell the difference, but in each set
of trials, the volunteers generally went for the work
of the well-accepted human artists. Somehow it
seems that the viewer can sense the artist’s vision
in these paintings, even if they can’t explain why.
Yet, the experiment did not explain how we detect
the hand of the human artist, nor the reason why
the paintings appeal to us. But how does the artist
hold our attention with an image that bears no
likeness to anything in the real world? Of course,
each artist’s unique style will speak to us in a
different way, so there can be no single answer.

D A few studies have tackled the issue of how

people process images, a case in point being
Robert Pepperell’s attempt to understand the
way we deal with works which do not offer even
the merest glimpse of a recognisable object for
the brain to latch on to. But they may instead
catch our attention through particularly well-
proportioned compositions that appeal to the
brain’s visual system. We may also be drawn in
by pieces that hit a specific point in the brain’s
ability to process complex scenes, which, in turn,
may be why certain artists use a particular level
of detail to please the brain. According to one
psychologist, if there is too little detail we find the
work boring, but too much complexity results in a
kind of perceptual overload.
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