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FREE GUIDE · PAUL FREMES

Why Some
Images Stop
You Cold

A visual secret revealed in the greatest paintings, photographs,
films and architecture ever made.

PAUL FREMES

Photographer · Visual Composition Researcher · Workshop Host · Invited by members of the American Society of

Cinematographers · Featured in British Cinematographer Magazine
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THE QUESTION

You already know.
Some paintings stop you. Others don't. Some photographs feel alive. Others feel flat, even when the subject is the

same. Some buildings make you want to stand in front of them. Others you walk past without a second thought.

You've been responding to this difference your whole life — in museums, in films, on walks. You just haven't had a

name for what's causing it.

This guide introduces the mechanism behind that feeling. It's a specific, verifiable principle — rooted in perceptual

psychology — that connects Monet and Van Gogh to Kurosawa and Cartier-Bresson. It operates across painting,

photography, cinema, and architecture.

It has a name: the brightness–weight illusion. And once you see it, you won't be able to unsee it.

THE PRINCIPLE

Our visual system does not perceive size and brightness equally. A small, dark form carries more psychological

weight than its size alone would suggest. A large, bright area carries less. This is not a stylistic preference — it is a

property of human perception, documented in empirical research on luminance and visual weight.

Small, dark = Large, bright

A small, dark element can balance a large, bright one — not because they are equal in size, but because they carry

equal perceptual weight. This is the mechanism that the greatest visual artists have used, often intuitively, for

centuries.
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THE EXAMPLE

Monet’s Haystacks, 1890.
Claude Monet’s Meules (Grainstacks) is one of the most beloved paintings in Western art history. People feel

something in front of it without knowing exactly why. The answer is in the structure.

Look at where the weight falls. The haystacks occupy a small fraction of the canvas — but they are the darkest forms

in the image. The sky and ground are vast and luminous. By the logic of the brightness–weight illusion, the small,

dark haystacks carry enough perceptual weight to balance the enormous, bright field beside them.

Claude Monet, Meules (Grainstacks), 1890. Oil on canvas. The Art Institute of Chicago. Public domain. Right: the dark haystacks
(outlined in yellow) balance the vast bright sky and ground (outlined in red). Small, dark = large, bright.

The composition resolves through this asymmetry. Two unequal parts — one small and dark, one large and

bright — achieve perceptual equilibrium. Monet did not do this accidentally. He did it in painting after painting,

across decades, across subjects. It was a grammar he had mastered.

Van Gogh did the same. So did Kurosawa and Fellini in cinema. Frank Lloyd Wright did it in architecture.

Cartier-Bresson did it in photography. Japanese woodblock masters did it centuries earlier — and their influence on

all of the above is documented and acknowledged in the artists’ own words.
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A SECOND EXAMPLE

Matisse’s The Sheaf, 1953.
Henri Matisse’s The Sheaf is a late papier découpé — cut coloured paper arranged into composition. The medium is

different from Monet’s oil on canvas; the mechanism is identical.

Three small black forms sit in the upper left, close to the frame edge. Their distance from the centre increases their

apparent weight — the way a child further out on a seesaw can balance a heavier one closer in. Against them: four

red forms and a large angular green shape in the lower right. The tension resolves.

Henri Matisse, The Sheaf, 1953. Public domain. Right: three small dark forms (outlined in red, upper left) balance the aggregation
of coloured forms (outlined in black, lower right). Small, dark = large, bright.

This is not a stylistic preference or a cultural convention. It is a perceptual mechanism — operating the same way

across all viewers, regardless of their familiarity with art. What Matisse applied in papier découpé, Monet applied in

oil, Kurosawa in cinema, Wright in architecture. One principle. Centuries of images.
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THE SAME PRINCIPLE — IN REAL TIME

Applied in the field.
The brightness–weight illusion is not a property of canonical paintings alone. It operates across every

medium — including photographs made in the moment, before the shutter, with the frame resolved in real time.

The small dark shadow on the left balances the combined large, bright area — the lampshade and the protruding wall section on
the right. Photograph by Paul Fremes, Vancouver.

WHY IT MATTERS

That feeling in front of a great image — the one you couldn’t explain — turns out to have a precise, scientific

explanation. And once you have it, you have it for the rest of your life.

The framework operates across five disciplines: painting, photography, cinema, architecture, and Japanese

woodblock — the source that introduced this visual grammar to Western artists in 1854. Understanding it does not

reduce art to a formula. It gives you language for something that has always been felt but rarely named.

This is a tool, not a rule. Compelling images don’t require balance — but understanding why balance works gives

you a choice you didn’t have before.
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READY TO SEE IT — IN EVERYTHING?

This guide introduced two examples. The
Level 1 workshop goes further — in one hour,
live, with Paul Fremes.
You’ll discover the complete visual grammar behind the images that have always moved you — across three

principles, illustrated across painting, cinema, and photography. You’ll leave with something you can’t unfeel.

THE WORKSHOP

Level 1 — The Foundation

1 hour · Live on Zoom · Limited seats · Open to all levels · $75  Book

Participants also have the opportunity to compose an original image live in a virtual environment, with guidance from the

host.

paulfremes.com

HEARD FROM THOSE WHO’VE BEEN IN THE SESSION

“I came away from the workshop excited. It will open up a whole new avenue for art appreciation. There was a method to

their madness.”

Brett Maly — Art Appraiser & Art Expert, History Channel’s Pawn Stars  Watch

“I will not watch films the same way. What you showed — I will certainly be much more attentive to those things when I

am watching a film.”

Jeffrey Smith — Director, Wisconsin Film Festival · Professor of Communication Arts, University of Wisconsin  Watch

paulfremes.com · YouTube: @seeinghidden · Featured in British Cinematographer Magazine · Street Photography Magazine Podcast

https://paulfremes.com/workshops.html
https://paulfremes.com
https://youtu.be/tCFnoJ23ua4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TqEZq8k51r0
https://paulfremes.com
https://youtube.com/@seeinghidden

