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Paul Snell: The Persistence of Vision

The concept of persistence of vision is over 100 years old. The main premise of the theory is that 
the human eye retains images for a fraction of a second thus making our reception of the world 
via the eye a combination of the present and the past. In film this theory accounts for our ability 
to perceive 24 frames per second as a continuous moving image because the persistence of the 
image in the eye completes the gaps between frames.

Early experiments saw scientists exposing the eye to all sorts of flashing lights and spinning 
contraptions in order to prove the theory. For example, in one such experiment the subject’s eye 
was held open while a disc composed of alternative black and white sectors was rotated at a speed 
just sufficient to give the surface the appearance of a uniform illumination. By replacing the white 
sectors in turn with others of red, yellow and blue, scientists found that the duration of the images 
was different for different colours.1  These basic cognitive experiments reveal not only the time 
effect on perception but also colour’s important role in the phenomena and signal the potential 
for complexity within simplicity through a physiological motivated interrogation. 

Paul Snell’s non-representative, non-figurative images can be understood as extending abstract and 
minimalist legacies with an investigation into pure form and colour but as with those artistic ‘isms’ 
this would establish an overly reductive reading. Like the early ‘persistence of vision’ experiments 
the formal components of the work belie its conceptual sophistication. Absent of worldly external 
references Snell’s images direct their ‘hold’ back to the viewer as a perceptual experience. The 
artist confirms this suggesting that the work creates its own internal reality, speaking to the 
cognitive processes to contextualise any external relationships with the actual work itself.2 

In her book, The Address of the Eye, Vivian Sobchack explains that the experience of the moving 
image is marked by the way in which significance and the act of signifying are directly felt, 
sensuously available to the viewer. She explains that through the address of our own vision, we 
speak back to the creative expression before us, using a visual language that is also tactile, that 
takes hold of and actively grasps the perceptual expression, the seeing.3  So while Snell’s work 
is purely formal, self-reflexive and anti-illusionistic in its intention it also seeks a dialogue in the 
sense of perceiving and using visual levels of perception to create a physical, mental and sensorial 
experience. 

Pulse # 201207 Cover image: Chromophobia # 201206 (detail)

Snell’s images literally attack the eye. Targeting a specific colour palette and dynamic range - the 
artist’s tactic is to initiate visual reception as a felt experience – the result of colour’s effect and 
its visual persistence on the eye as a physiological strategy. Snell’s images work in this way – they 
call for what Sobchack terms a reflective turn away from the works as objects – belying our initial 
response – and towards the act of viewing and its existential implication on the body-subject: 
the viewer. Curator Norbert Pfaffenbichler in the catalog for the 2003 exhibition Abstract Now 
reinforces this idea. He states that the theme of all abstract art is relations, between individual 
elements within the image’s surface (colour and form), between the individual surfaces and 
between the surfaces and the space in which they exist, in other words the viewer.4 

In his essay ‘Abstraction and Complexity’ Lev Manovich asks what kind of images are appropriate 
for the needs of a global informational networked society—the society which in all of its areas 
needs to represent more data, more layers, more connections than the industrial society 
preceding it?5  Snell’s images – undeniably computer generated – offer us an alternative vision of 
the never-ending stream of information via digital data. Manovich concludes that if modernist art 
followed modern science in reducing the media of art to basic elements and simple structures, 
contemporary software abstraction instead recognises the essential complexity of the world.6  
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