








Magnifying the Eye of Culture: Visual Cognition through a Comparative 
Sociocultural Progression of Christian and Islamic Image 
Veronika Tzankova  & Thecla Schiphorst

PARSONS journal FOR INFORMATION MAPPING
volume I  issue 4,  FALL 2009
[page 5]

© 2009 PARSONS JOURNAL FOR 
INFORMATION MAPPING AND PARSONS 
INSTITUTE FOR INFORMATION MAPPING

structural details. This phenomenon demonstrates itself in 
the type of artifacts artist from this cultural background 
create. Resulting from a historical process of non-ideolog-
ical representations reflected in highly detailed complex-
ity, these artists have generally succeeded in expunging 
the concepts of abstraction by elaborating hyper realistic 
elegance and refinement. 

Textual content within imagery is perceived ‘directly’ in 
a “strictly verbal” context and does not produce a true sys-
tem of signs.15 Words are words with a meticulous verbal 
meaning and are neither treated as a way of structuring a 
graphic unity nor as an iconic message.

Varieties in visual perception and  

their reflection in digital technologies 

The developmental process of visual arts has served as a 
basis for many other generic categories. Although visual 
arts originated in analog environments, the models of 
representation and perception they structured have now 
been translated to other media as well. As image-based 
perception can be instant, reliable, and effective, there is 
no question why it is widely considered in the production 
process of new technologies and in particular interface 
design. The field of digital interface design can be treated 
as an extension and consequence of the historical line of 
visual art forms. 

Despite the different technical characteristics of 
visualities in analog and digital environments, their 
conceptual resonance remains the same and is implied 
in a history of visual cognition. Following this line of 
logic, cultural differences in human visual perceptions 
(semantic- and semiotic-oriented) are reflected and find 
significant evidence in the terrain of interface design. 

An interesting feature of most digital software systems 
is the combination of signs, symbols, and textual con-
tent which creates a homogeneous medium of visualiza-
tion. The visual clues are then used by users as a form of 
orientation within the platform. What strikes the atten-
tion is the extraordinary expansion in ways of seeing and 
interpreting these visual clues. A vivid depiction of this 
phenomenon may be observed when users are presented 
with a digital software interface that uses a language (an 
ethnic language such as English, French, Farsi, etc) that is 
not familiar to them. 

In our particular case, we observed the use of  
Windows in English by individuals having Turkish as a 
native language who were not fluent in English, even as 
second language. Within the overall setting and practice 
of software use in the territory of the Republic of Turkey, 
where the Turkish language is primarily used, spoken and 
written, these individuals had problems completing simple 
tasks such as copying or pasting and required a significant 
amount of time to learn, recognize, and map functionality 
across native language use. 

Conversely, German and Italian users using Windows 
in Turkish for the first time, were able to easily complete 
the same tasks in a limited amount of time. Both the 
German and the Italian users had no familiarity with the 
Turkish language in written or spoken form. In the post-
task discussion, the Turks expressed the experience as 

“being completely lost” because of the lack of “explanatory 
words.” The German and the Italian explained they used 
the location of the commands within the menu panels 
and the shortcut signs where applicable as visual clues to 
navigate through the platform. Both declared uncertainty 
despite the successful completion of the tasks.

On examining the cases above, one notices that the 
two types of visual cognition (semantic and semiotic) 
are situated on the opposite sides of the ‘visual mean-
ing derivation’ spectrum. In the semantic one, language 
is the vehicle for exploring the possibilities of the visual 
medium; in the semiotic one, symbolic clues and more 
abstract relations (such as location) between the parts of 
the image are the locus of visual cognition and experience.  
These examples illustrate how visual perception can affect 
and frame cognitive creativity, cognitive tasks, and the 
comprehension of meaning in everyday activities.  With 
the impact of digital culture, particularly in respect to 
the globalization of new media, personalization of digital 
systems requires more than mere language translation.  
Forms of visual and cultural perception and integration 
of visual cultural norms can affect design in the cultural 
ecology of image production.

Figure 5: A hyper realistic effusion of the matter by  
Roham Sheikholeslami
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Conclusion 

This paper has argued for the importance of cultural 
perception in the discernment and interpretation of image 
by comparing the historical meaning and interpretation 
of image within Christianity and Islam, illustrating that 
socio-religious factors can be seen as a predominant 
source of cultural differentiation in visual cognition. It 
examined the role of religious art in the developmental 
process of cognitive formation and the ecology of image 
in visual culture. By putting an emphasis on the patterns 
in art, two models of visual perception were proposed —  
a semantic and a semiotic one. These models provided a 
theoretical base for addressing the socio-cultural context 
of perceived reality and its implications in contemporary 
visualities. Defining the differences in cultural visual 
perception and preferences is important as they form the 
continuum between cultures, art, and technology.
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