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An exploration of the relationship between imagination and intuition and the workings of visual perception, in light
of Polanyi’ s epistemology, helps us to under stand aesthetic seeing. The artist and contemplative learn to see anew
and accordingly grasp extraordinary coherences of meaning.

Preface

These reflections descend from personal experience in both artistic expression and contemplation. In the
interest of clarity and brevity, | have limited my discussion to acts which focus on objects of natural reality. | do not
intend to limit art or contemplation to concentration upon objects outside of ourselves. Both artistic expression and
contemplation can and do involve interior and exterior reality in a variety of ways. The sections on intuition and
imagination, and onvisual perceptionderivefrommy book, Visual ArtasTheology (New Y ork: Peter Lang Publishing,
Inc.,1994),56-66.

I ntroduction

Michael Polanyi’ sepistemol ogy detail stwo kindsof awarenessinherentinall knowing: thesubsidiary parts,
details, or particularsfromwhichweattend; and thefocal wholeor meaningtowhichweattend. Thisisthecharacteristic
structure of tacit knowing and isthefundamental basisof Michael Polanyi’ spost-critical epistemology. Thefirsttype
of awareness, the subsidiary, isthat of which we have knowledge but are unableto tell. We know thefirst term only
by relying on our awarenessof it for attending to the second type of awareness, thefocal (TD, 10). Werely onour eyes
subsidiarily, towhichwepay nofocal attention, inorder to seethepersonfocally forwhomwearelookinginthecrowd.
We use our own body, without being focally aware of it, in order to attend to things beyond ourselves. Important to
note isthat our subsidiary awarenessis not the same thing as unconscious, pre-conscious or subliminal awareness,
nor isit fringe awareness. “ What makes an awareness subsidiary isthe function it fulfills; it can have any degree of
consciousness, so long asit functions as a clue to the object of our focal attention” (TD, 95-6).

When we attend from the particulars of an entity to the whole they constitute, we may be unable to specify
theconstitutiveparticul arswhilerecognizing thewhole. Wemay beunableto specify facial featureswhilerecognizing
aface. Thisachievement of acoherent understanding isintegration not deduction. One cannot formally explain how
one knows the face. And the achievement is irreversible, we can only retrace our steps when we disintegrate the
comprehension attained.

Knowing, inPolanyi’ sschema, isacombination of two tendencies, “ dwellingin and breaking out” . Webuild
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up frameworks into which new experience is assimilated, and we adapt these frameworks to accommodate new
experience. The ability to hold these tendencies together establishes our reality as aperson and our relation to truth.

Indwelling isour extending ourselvesinto something known so that it becomes an extension of the self and
atool for further exploration of reality. Whenapainter first picksup apaint brush ¥hefocusesonthebrush asan object;
but oncethe painter acquiresthe skill of using the brush, the brush becomes an extension of the painter’ sbody so that
the painter may attend from the brush to the painting. The painter dwellsin the brush, reaching out from thisknown
entity in order to discover an asyet unknown, anew reality, the painting. The particularsinwhichwedwell areclues
for extending ourselvesinto the discovery of external reality; and by doing so we find meaning not in the particulars,
but in their integration. We dwell in our perceptions, former encounters with paintings, iconographic and formal
features, and such to form aprogressively more meaningful relationship with works of art.

To sort out how this basic structure of tacit knowing helps us understand contemplation and artistic
expression, further nuances of Polanyi’ sthought need to be considered. Oneistherelationship between intuition and
imagination, the other isthe workings of visual perception.

I ntuitionand I magination

The relationship between intuition and imagination is one of empowerment and infusion. The imagination
implementsour intentions. Itis“thenucleusof all discovery, inventionand artistic creativity” (M: P, “ From Metaphor
to Perception,” 5). Theintegrative powersarelargely spontaneous; thus, Polanyi namesthem “intuition.” However,
rather than an alternation between imagination andintuition, thethrustsof theimagination propel and supply intuition
withsuitablematerial that |eadstowardsdiscovery. Imaginativeeffort andintuitive observation aremerged to account
for al apprehensions of meaning. In the process of inquiry

we have aways the same story. An idea appears, given by intuition to be pondered by the
imagination. Second, theimaginationislet looseto hammer out apath of possible clues, guided by
intuitive feelings. And thirdly, an idea offers itself intuitively as a proposed conclusion to be
pondered initstruelight of theimagination (M: P, “Works of Art,” 18).

Our intuitivefacultiesareempowered by theimagination. Theimagination, inturn, isinfused withintuition.
Theimagination is guided by the intuition in its future-oriented quest to implement performance, be it movement,
perception or discovery. Theimagination thrustsforward with adeliberatefocal intention and intuition integratesthe
subsidiary cluesimagination lightsupon. Intuition workson asubsidiary level, sensing and integrating cluesthat are
largely unspecifiable while the deliberate focal acts of the imagination seek reality and its meaning.

Thus, intuition sparkstheimagination which implements our intentions; imagination imbued with intuition
informs and enriches our tacit mindbodily being. This process of knowing is not primarily a dialectic between
imagination and intuition but a unique and entwined aspect of the act of extending ourselves mindbodily into tacit
integrationsthat achieve an aim and appreciate acomprehensive whole. | would call this procedure“ open empower-
ment.”

Whileall meaning isachieved through the sameimplementation of theimagination and intuition, thethrusts
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of the imagination required to perceive asimple scene, to make a painting, or to contemplate are not the same. The
imaginative performance required to create apainting or to focuson awarenessismuch greater thanisrequired to scan
ascene. Likewise, the complexity of anintuitiveintegration bears directly on the measure of imaginative effort. The
morecomplex anintegrati on, themoreimaginative-intuitiveeffort will berequiredfor itsachievement. Theintegrations
required to scan a scene are much less complex than are those needed to create a painting or to concentrate
contemplatively.

Weattend from our tacit knowledge of the subsidiary partsto our focal knowledge of thewhole. Itisthrough
theintegration of particularswhichwehaveembodiedintuitively that thereality theseparti cularscompriseisendowed
with the meaning imagination lights upon. Thismeaning isgrounded in our reliance on the framework or locationin
whichwedwell. One’ suniqueepoch, race, geography, social history, idealogy, training and so forth affect one’ sview
of thewhole. Knowledgeisgroundedinbodily indwel ling so asto make sense of theoutsideworld. Welivemindbodily
in the world, open to change and discovery.

Visual Perception

Visual perception consistsin the integration of clues evoked in our body by the impact of light to produce
thesight of their joint meaning. Visual cluesincludetheretinal image, thefeeling of our eye muscles, thefeeling of our
bodily musclessupporting theposition of our head, thesensationsfrom our inner ear, the hidden memorieswhich shape
our interpretation of objects, aswell asthe neural tracesevoked by thelight reaching our eyes. Perceptionisgrounded
inthesefeatsof bodily indwelling whichjointly make sense of the objectspresentedto our vision. Werely ontheclues
of visual perception subsidiarily to integrate them into their joint meaning, the sight of the object.

Perception is not instantaneous, nor is it effortless. The simplest scanning of a scene requires time and a
remarkablefeat of integration. Our eyesintuitively seetheobjectsbeforethemin aseriesof imaginative snapshotstaken
from consecutive positions at the rate of about three to four shots per second. Thus, in a period of ten seconds spent
looking at an object, we collect thirty to forty different snapshots. This collection of snapshotsisthen integrated into
asingle view of the object looked upon. It isacuriousfeat of integration that enables usto mergeinto asingle sight
thewhole collection of consecutive pictureswe have built up. The collection of imagesisnot random. Vision selects
the detailsthat are of the most interest (M: P, “From Perception to Metaphor,” 6).

The effort of the eyeto present animage of clarity istheresult of self-set perceptual standardsin which we
dwell. The muscles of the eye adjust the thickness of itslensand the collection of images are selected and integrated
inaccordancewith alearnedinterpretiveframework. When ababy movesarattletowardsitseyesand away again, the
baby’ s perception must choose between seeing the rattle swell up and shrink alternately, or seeit changeits distance
while retaining its size. The baby chooses the latter alternative. This choice guides our perception into a universal
interpretiveframework which seesobj ectsasretai ning their sizeand shapewhen seenat different distancesand angles,
and their color and brightness when seen under different types of light (PK, 96-97). Even whenretinal evidenceisto
thecontrary, wemakeperceptual adjustmentsto maintai nthestandardsof correct seeing. Thesubsidiary cluesof visual
perception work toward a coherence of the world we see about us. The process of uniting visual cluesinto their joint
meaning is a lifelong course of application and reliance on established sensory clues. We dwell in sensory clues
subsidiarily in order to attend to integrated, and thus meaningful sightings.
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Making art compels the artist to acquire a new way of seeing things that re-integrates their established
perceptual interpretiveframework. Contempl ation dissol vesintegrative seeing, not toreverse perception, but to deepen
it. Theartof learning“tosee” aesthetically and contemplatively isabreaking out fromtheperceptual standardsinwhich
we dwell. The artist and contemplative, rather than relying on what they have learned to see in the past, learn to see
inanew way. For example, an artist learns, when setting out to draw aperson lying horizontally with feet closeto the
artist and the head at a distance, to see the body differently than it is ordinarily seen. The artist learnsto see the feet
swelled and the head shrunk rather than the seeing the feet closer and the head at a distance. The opposite choice of
the baby rattle experience is made. The feet are drawn proportionately larger than the whole of the rest of the body;
thebody isdrawn progressively smaller asit movestoward thehead. Inart thisiscalled foreshortening. What iscloser
isdrawn larger, what isat adistanceisdrawn smaller. Objects, inthe artist’ seye, do not retain their size, but change
when seen at different anglesand distances. The sameistruefor color. Theartist |learnsto seevariancesin color rather
than consistency due to illumination changes. This ability to break out from existing perceptual frameworks
demonstrates our ability intentionally to prompt our perception to explore and assess perceptual cluesin new ways
in the quest of artistic expression.

The contemplative, rather than aiming to incarnate anew way of seeing things, wholly dissolvesthe screen
of perceptual knowledgeand* sees’ patchesof color foritsown sake. Intellectual control isrel axed asthecontemplative
becomes absorbed in the quality of experience. The contempl ative gaze ceasesto scan the scene before the eyeswith
an aimtowards recognition or representation. Contemplative seeingisintensely focal, subsidiary and participativein
anexperiencethatisineffableandinexpressible. It unifiesfocal and subsidiary awarenessintoadivinewholeby sinking
self-set standards of seeinginto abeyance. Or, following Polanyi’ suseof thevia negativa, contempl atives* seethings.
.. hot focally, but as part of acosmos, asfeatures of God” (PK, 198). The contemplativethen, likethe artist, breaks
out from conceptual frameworks of perception, but unlike the artist, the contemplative does not aim toward novel
integrations of expression.

ArtisticExpressionand Contemplation

Polanyi statesthat the most radical manifestation of the urge to dwell in and break out isthe ecstatic vision
of contemplation. We dissolve the screen of our conceptual framework, we cease to move through experience and
instead pour ourselvesinto experience; “we cease to handle things and become immersed in them” (PK, 197). The
experienceisvividyet dream-like, timelessand without definite spacial location.

It is not an objective redlity; for it is not the focus of an intelligent perception anticipating future
confirmation by tangiblethings, but residesmerely inthe colored patches of various shapeswhich
the things present to the eye (PK, 197).

The person participates, indwellscompletely in what is contemplated. |n contemplation the knower residesimagina-
tively innatural reality in order to experience an imagel ess and namelessreality. Time, space and discursive thought
aretranscended into an awareness of aintuitive coherence which bears meaning in an extraordinary way. Reality is
fused into an ecstatic experience as al is*“ merged with the unfathomable intuition of the universe” (PK, 197). The
contemplative immerses oneself into natural reality so that rather than being aware of the objects of nature, ghe
experiences adeeper now. Contempl ative detachment ishighly imaginative dueto its concentrated effort, but isalso
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anunimaginativesuffusionintoreality that doesnot attend towardsthefuture. Thisparadox enablesthecontemplative
toresideinthe parts, rather than thewhole, without dismembering meaning but deepening it in an extraordinary way.
Contemplationisaskillful seeing into the natural world that reveal s profound meaning.

In an aim to embody extraordinary meaning, the artist, like the contemplative, ceasesto handle things and
instead becomesimmersed inthem. When an artist is questioned about the process of making art, the artist most often
statesthat it isatimelessyet vivid experience. It isfor theartist aspiritual moment of vision. Likethe contemplative,
the artist does not focus on an observation of nature but pours oneself into acommunion with nature. But unlike the
contemplativewhoindwellsthe present, the arti st antici pates afuture manifestation of embodied meaning. Theartist
residesinthecolored patches of various shapeswhich are present to the eye, not asameans of communionwith nature
(thoughthismay occur) butin order tomakeextraordinary meaningvisible, andthustangibletotheeye. Theartist makes
imaginative tacit integrations which are wholly non-specifiable, visible. What art createsis not illusion but intuitive
embodiments of the creativeimagination. The achievement of artistic integrationsare an heuristic leap that incarnate
what cannot be communicated otherwise. Art does not communicate facts of ordinary experienced reality that can be
observed, but novel, tacit integrations or facts of the imagination that can only be indwelled.

The contemplative, likethe artist does not focus on nature but pours oneself into acommunion with nature.
But unlike the contemplativewho indwellswithout an incarnational aim, theartist anticipatesthetangible. Thisisnot
to suggest that embodiment does not occur in contemplation. It must because meaning is grounded in embodiment.
Contemplationisan intense act of union which isembodied into the contemplative’ s mindbodily being in theworld.
Theexperienceof contempl ationisassimilatedintotheself whiletheself isintegrated into the object of contempl ation.
This dual movement lends contemplation its ecstatic character.

Artembodiescluesfromtheself and natural reality that whenimaginatively integrated outsideof theself into
form present auni quely meaningful coherence. Thecontemplativepourstheself into natural coherencesimaginatively
and experiencesthe depths of intuition which arere-embodied into the self. The contemplative residesin the present;
theartist thruststoward future manifestations of embodied meaning. Both grasp deeper coherences of reality thanare
ordinarily experienced. The contemplativeimmersestheself into areality that existsin natureto comprehend adeeper
level than canbecommunicated. Whenthecontempl ativedoesstriveto sharetheexperience, artisticexpressionarises.
Theartist surrendersthe self into natural reality and re-integratesit imaginatively through form. Theartifact’ sreality
reliesonnaturebut doesnotinitself finditsfull meaninginnature. Natural reality hol dsthepotentiality for extraordinary
meaning to be experienced and embodied by the contemplative or incarnated into works of art.
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