
-W-UJ:'''VH Vi M:t:mg LInCOln WIth small blocks):v I find that the Dalmatian, 

like a block portrait, does break up reliably into mere flat spots when enlarged . 
(or approached) to make the spot spacing exceed 0.3°. 

Testing a wide range of sizes revealed that the division between seeing a 

block portrait as flat or solid Occurs at a critical mark size of 0.3° (which is in­

dependent of the number of marks per face). This refutes the size invariance 

of shape perception and Harmon and Julesz's critical-band theory of the 
block-portrait effect. It seems that the blocks (or their edges)ll compete with 

the face to capture the visual shape-from-shading process. The size and type 

of the marks determine Uleir power of attraction. This competition is bottom­
up, determined by the stimulus, not top-down, controlled by the observer. 

Close concedes that, painting at arm's length, even he cannot see the face un­
less he backs away.2 

One might suppose that Close was a naIve artist, obsessed by grids, who in­
nocently produced the coarsely gridded paintings that we use here to reveal the 

size dependence of shape perception. In fact, Close has devoted his career to 

studying just that: "The self portrait from 1967-68 is the first portrait head that 
I painted.... The idea was to make something that was so large that it could 

not be readily seen as a whole and force the viewer to scan the image in a Brob­

dingnagian way, as if they were Gulliver's Lilliputians crawling over the surface 

of the face, falling into a nostril and tripping over a mustache hair." 2 He was 

more thorough than his scientific colleagues; the size of the marks in his block 

portraits increased by 15% per year from 1973 (0.4 cm) to 1997 (9 cm). He made 

sure that exhibitions of his work would convey the idea, canceling a retrospec­

tive that could not provide long viewing distances. So credit Chuck Close with 

discovering this size-dependent breakdown of our ability to extract shape 

from shading, well within the bounds of our visual field and acuity. 
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