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One of the most important aspects of visual perception has to do with how we inter-
pret stimulus arrays as consisting of objects and backgrounds. Consider, for instance, 
Figure 3.2. This stimulus pattern can be seen in two distinct ways: as a landscape with 
two people standing in the lower right or as a baby framed by black lines. This seg-
regation of the whole display into objects (also called the figure) and the background 
(also called the ground) is an important process known to cognitive psychologists as 
figure–ground organization.

Reversible figures aren’t just for perceptual psychologists either! The artist Salvador 
Dali exploited the existence of reversible figures in his work The Slave Market With 
Disappearing Bust of Voltaire, shown in Figure 3.3.

The segregation of figure from ground has many consequences. The part of the 
display seen as figure is seen as having a definite shape, as being some sort of 
“thing,” and is better remembered than the part of the display interpreted as ground, 
which is seen as more shapeless, less formed, and farther away in space (Brown & 
Deffenbacher, 1979). Form perception is a cognitive task most of us perform quickly 
and easily and thus take for granted. We assume, intuitively, that we perceive 
objects and backgrounds because there really are objects and backgrounds and 
all we do is see them.

But consider Figure 3.4. Almost everyone sees this figure as consisting of two 
triangles overlaid so as to form a six-pointed star. The corners of the top triangle 
are typically seen as resting on three colored circles. Now look closely at the 
figure, in particular at the top triangle. Recall that a triangle is defined as a closed 
geometric figure that has three sides. Notice that in the figure itself there are no 
sides. There is only white space that you, the viewer, interpret as a triangle. You, 
the viewer, are somehow adding the three sides or contours.

Gregory (1972), who studied this phenomenon (called illusory or subjective 
contours), believed that this relatively complex display is subject to a simplifying inter-
pretation the perceiver makes without even being aware of making it: A triangle is 

 Figure 3.3: Salvador Dali, The Slave Market With Disappearing Bust of Voltaire. The two nuns standing in the archway at 
left-center reverse to form a bust of Voltaire. The painting exploits the reversible figures phenomenon.

Source: Slave Market With Disappearing Bust of Voltaire (1940). Oil on canvas, 18¼ × 25 3
8  inches. Collection of the Salvador Dalí Museum, St. Petersburg, Florida. © 2006 Salvador Dalí Museum, Inc. © Kingdom 

of Spain, Gala–Salvador Dalí Foundation, Figueres/Artist Rights Society [ARS] New York.

 Figure 3.4: Subjective, or 
illusory, contours.


