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The naked human body is arguably the central subject of art and unlike
other subjects it elicits varying intensities of erotic response.
Aristotle stated that art conpl etes what nature cannot bring to a finish.
This notion of art striving for an ideal has been in continuous play for
mllennia but it raises a paradox when it cones to the erotic. This
paradox can be introduced with a digression. In his novel “The Unbearable
Li ght ness of Being”, MI|an Kundera suggests that nen who pursue multitudes
of wonmen fit into two categories: “sone seek their own subjective and
unchangi ng dream of a wonman in all wonen. Qthers are pronpted by a desire
to possess the endl ess variety of the objective female world”. It should
be apparent that these two categories, when brought to bear on the
depiction of the fermal e nude, are distinct fromthe idea of the perfect
uni ver sal wonman because every man has his own type and because all wonen
are different. Thus in both cases, when it conmes to the erotic, it is the
particular rather than the general that is forenpst. Kundera went on to
define those men who seek out their one idealized woman as lyrica

worrani zers and those who cel ebrate the sheer diversity of fenale beauty as
epi ¢ wonani zers. Alvin Booth, in his photography, is clearly both a great
lyrical and an epic wormani zer, both Don Juan and Casanova. His gift is
alarming inits intinmacy because he lets us see what he sees. There is
tenderness and a hint of sadness in his photographs of wonen, seen as
though slunmbering in a latex cocoon. It is a private vision shared, of
girls suspended, as though caught after falling froma great height, an

i mpossible, privileged view |ooking up at themfrominside a mattress.

This essay will discuss some of the cognitive processes that Alvin Booth's
phot ographs exploit in order to exert their effects. It is apposite that a
scientific perspective be brought to his work. He loves his materials and
hi s machines. There is something of the N neteenth century Victorian
inventor in himbut the photos at tines also evoke the sleek m nimalism of
a computer image. Thus he is difficult to place in terns of a geneal ogy of
i nfl uence and hi s photographs float free of easy |abels.

Erotic hyperstinul

In a provocative essay published in a special issue of The Journal of
Consci ousness Studies (1999), Ramachandran and Hirstein proposed a
neur ol ogi cal theory of aesthetic experience. This essay offers a
perspective on Alvin Booth's photographs as art. The central idea in the
essay can be appreciated through the exanpl e of Tinbergen's ethol ogica
research on sea gull chicks. Tinbergen found that a chick induces its

not her to regurgitate food by pecking on a red spot near the tip of her
beak. Surprisingly, a disenbodied beak alone will do the trick. Mst
pertinently, a very thin long stick with three red stripes is nore
effective than a real beak. The conjecture as to why this happens is that
this is a “superbeak”, which stinulates formrecogni zi ng neurons even
better than a regular beak and a stronger signal is sent to |inbic areas.
In this way, a super stinmulus induces greater excitement or pleasure than
the regul ar stinulus. Ramachandran and Hirstein then say that if seagulls
were to have art galleries then “long stick with three stripes” would



fetch mllions. Thus what artists do is create hyperstinuli, objects
transfornmed so as to elicit stronger responses than ordinary objects
encountered in everyday |ife. Exaggeration of an image can occur along a
mul titude of dinmensions but clearly howit is to be achieved with

phot ographs differs fromhow it can be achieved in painting. In painting,
al nost anyt hi ng goes whereas i n photography there are constraints within
whi ch the artist nust work.

Alvin Booth is creating woman as phot ographi ¢ hyper-stinul us: he uses
shadow, contrast, texture, posture, and conposition to enhance the fenale
form s capacity to cause linbic excitation. Before discussing how sone of
these effects may be working, a few sentences here in anticipation of the
objection that art is not supposed to arouse the viewer, that’s what
pornography is for. It is indeed the case that sexual arousal is not the
true artist’s goal and that photography poses a greater risk than painting
for causing such arousal. However, erotic response and |onging are not
synonynous with arousal. Pornography is easily recognized; its telltale
signature is a heavy tedium Alvin Booth's photographs are the opposite,
for they are light and indirect, sex is nowhere to be seen. Erotic
phot ogr aphy nakes reference to the connection of a person to their body -
their body as a clue to who they are, their individuality signal ed through
what and how they desire. A photograph of a stranger always alludes to the
nystery of not knowi ng that stranger, to wondering what it would be |ike
to know her. A nude photograph can nmake this nystery nore acute. The
erotic can be a formof know edge just as conversation or biography is.

Shadows and contr ast

Proj ected shadow is a local relative deficiency in the quantity of |ight
reaching a surface. Shadow is also shading — the local relative variation
in the quantity of light reflected fromthe surface to the eye. For Alvin
Booth, shadows are his central effect and his photographs are stark
exanpl es of these two shadow phenonena. Shadow perception is of great
interest to cognitive neuroscience because it likely involves both
bottom up and top-down processing. Bottomup sinply inplies that
processing is guided fromthe outside world, and top down inplies that
processing is guided from hi gher cortical regions. The functiona
architecture of the visual cortex has hel ped shape the traditional view
that visual input is processed serially, in a bottomup cascade of
cortical regions that analyze increasingly conplex information. This view
has been chal | enged by nodel s proposing a sinultaneous bottomup and
top-down flow of information in the cortex. Recent findings support those
proposal s by show ng that top-down nmechani snms might play an inportant role
i n shadow processing, which inplies that high-level information is
activated earlier than sonme | ower-level information

Shadows ai de vi sual perception of objects and bodies through edge
detection and | umi nance discontinuity — in essence information is conveyed
by a dark Iine. Second, the variations of shadow within the body give us
“shape-from shadi ng”. W can discuss these ideas nore concretely by

| ooking, scientifically of course, at the chiaroscuro effects on the
nodel s breasts in figure 9911330. The outline of the breasts, denarcated
by the boundary between background | um nance and foreground shadow, is a
very salient stinulus for edge-detecting neurons. Transfornmation of
gradations of inner shading into shape provides us with the three

di nensi onal breast. Machine vision can do using conplex mathematics to



extract slant/tilt, whereas in human vision this bottomup process is
likely aided by previous top-down know edge of the human body.

Touchi ng the photograph with your eyes

A puzzling phenonenon alluded to by Ernst Gonbrich in his nmonograph “Art
and Illusion” is that the body covered in a veil is nore erotic than when
it is naked. Rol and Barthes nakes a similar observation in his book
“Canera Lucida”, when he coments on a self-portrait by Robert
Mappl et horpe. He locates the erotic content in the “blind field”, in what
is not shown directly. The photograph is enjoining us to act upon its
implied rather than shown promise. It is as if the need to act in order to
uncover what is desired | eads to the enhancement of desire itself. After
all, when all the seagulls at the gallery see that three striped stick
behi nd gl ass, etiquette denands that they just |ook but they all secretly
desire to peck it. It is the idea of action that provides the
neuroscientific clue here. Recent research supports the notion of
connection between perception and a feeling of action, show ng that when
we perceive an object we often link a specific notor response to it. For
exanpl e, when we see a red light this can prine a braking novenent with
our foot. Using functional brain inmaging, a technology that allows us to
detect and visualize brain areas active during a behavior, researchers
have shown that when we perceive objects associated with actions, brain
areas associated with novenent are activated even when we do not in fact
nake a novenent. Functional brain inmaging has al so been used to attenpt to
identify the neural correlates of beauty. Are there brain areas
specifically engaged when subjects view art that they consider to be
beautiful ? The answer seens to be yes and, surprisingly, notor areas are
part of this activation. Thus it could be conjectured that when we see
Alvin Booth's nmodel s covered in |atex, their nakedness is enhanced, and
the pleasure of viewi ng themincreased, by the activation of brain areas
associated with the imagined act of pulling the latex off their bodies or
of waking themup from sl eep.

In addition, the latex likely evokes sensory as well as mptor responses.
Latex is like a second skin, |ike a nenbrane. The phot ographs rem nd us
vi sceral | y of biol ogical nmenbranes sticking to and envel opi ng the nodel s.
It is remniscent of that unwanted tactile sensation we get watching a
filmof a tarantula crawl i ng over soneone else’s arm Seeing |atex up
agai nst soneone el se’'s skin nmay invoke a feeling of tactile closeness to
the nmodel’s skin. Synesthesia (G eek, syn = together + aisthesis =
perception) is the involuntary physical experience of a cross-nodal
association. That is, the stinulation of one sensory nodality reliably
causes a perception in one or nore different senses. In a recent study, a
new form of synesthesia was described in which visual perception of touch
elicits conscious tactile experiences in the perceiver. The woman in
guestion experienced a tactile sensation on her own body when observing
anot her person being touched on the equivalent body part. It can be
conjectured that Booth through clever use of latex's texture, is able to
elicit a mld version of visuo-tactile synesthesia in all of us.

Artists like Alvin Booth are undoubtedly tapping in to cognitive processes
that in their sumrepresent the esthetic experience. This statenent is
sure to be considered reductionist and even frightening to those who | ove
art. This is to msunderstand. Geat art will always retain its spooky



quality. Freud referred to it as the uncanny; the residue that is left
over after explanation is finished. It is the separation between the third
person objective and the first person subjective. Just as explaining the
structure of a joke or stimulating the human amygdala in the absence of a
joke will not substitute for the artistry and joy of the joke itself, the
uncanny effect of great art will never go away because of scientific

expl anati ons. The term spooki ness nmay i nvoke ghosts and darkness. However,
what we have here is the female formin all its bright life, a brightness
accentuated by the contrast introduced by splashes of sleep and shadow.



