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Introduction
Ø Colours are important tools in visual art that may convey emotions.
Ø Studies demonstrated that brighter and more saturated colours were associated
with positive emotions and darker and less saturated colours with negative
emotions (Valdez & Mehrabian, 1994).
Ø To test whether colours might have an impact on which emotions are perceived,
we used self-portraits of the Belgian painter Armand Henrion (1875-1958). He
depicted himself as with a face painted in white, each time with a different facial
expression and wearing a headscarf of different colours. We obtained 16 highresolution scans of original Henrion’s self-portraits from the Klewan Collection,
located at the Belvedere Museum in Vienna.
Ø In this first study, we investigated what emotions participants perceived and
their intensity on each self-portrait. We also tested whether prolonged exposure
to the self-portraits affected emotion choice or its perceived intensity.

Self-portrait paintings, Armand Henrion

Methods
Ø We showed 16 Henrion’s self-portraits in randomized order to 20 participants (8 males,
mean age 25.35 years). Participants chose one of 20 emotions displayed in a circle positive
and negative; (Scherer, 2005).
Ø They also rated the intensity of the selected emotion on a scale from 1 (low) to 5 (high).
They were allowed to choose the same emotion for as many self-portraits as they wished.
The self-portraits were shown twice: in the first run for a duration of 1s to collect intuitive
ratings; in the second run for an unlimited amount of time to collect more elaborate,

Surprise

qualitative descriptions (e.g. in which situation the person might be).

20 emotions ordered according to:
valence (positive/negative) and scale (1-5)
Geneva Emotion Wheel (Scherer, 2005)

Results
Ø Participants most frequently attributed surprise, fear, contempt, disgust, sadness, joy, love,
or pride to the self-portraits.
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Ø For four self-portraits, participants agreed on one predominant emotion – contempt, fear,
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or surprise.
Ø For the other self- portraits, participants were divided on which emotion they could
attribute:
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Ø We found two predominant emotion choices – sadness or disgust, pride or amusement,
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Ø We found more than two emotion choices for the remaining nine self-portraits, and could
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and disgust or contempt – for three self-portraits.
not

deduce

a

single

predominant

emotion

for

those

self-portraits.
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However it seemed that participants attributed a larger diversity of positive (i.e., joy, pride,
pleasure, admiration, contentment, amusement, relief, or surprise) than negative (fear,
surprise, anger, or disgust) emotions.
Ø The

majority

of

the

participants

agreed

on

the

selected

valence

on both runs ( 1st and 2nd run).
Ø When tested in the second run, participants generally evaluated the emotion displayed on
the self-portrait with higher intensity than in the first run.
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Results: 3 representative examples
A

Qualitative Data

Quantitative Data
ØOne predominant emotion

A
• « Surprise and admiration. When you read
something like Guinness book, that you learn
something incredible. »
• « At circus, when the clown watches acrobats
perform acrobatics. He is stupefied. »
• « I show him something precious like a
diamond. »
• « I will do the same, if I learn something that
surprises me positively. »

B

B
ØTwo predominant emotions

• « Intense sadness, when you lose somebody
important. That make me think of mourning. »
• « He has an emotional sadness, like pain. When
you lose somebody from your family or relative.
Or when you ask yourself existential questions and
do not have the answer then it is destabilizing. »
• « It’s for people who do not like the lemon so
much, it’s a disgust. »
• « As if he had eaten something super bitter. For
example green almond or nuts skin. »

C

C
ØMore than two predominant emotions

• « Satisfaction. When you finish a huge delicious
meal. »
• « Fun with a little bite of pride. Expression that
mocks a little not necessarily negatively. »
• « Completely satisfied, he makes a nice mischief
or joke, nobody realised that it was him, he is
really happy, good contentment. »
• « Proud, contentment. Somebody who did a nasty
joke, a little naughty but proud of him. »

Conclusion

• Henrion’s self-portraits provide an interesting set of emotion images, in particular considering that several
different emotions could be attributed to most images.
• The results indicated that different participants might interpret emotional information displayed on the selfportraits differently, and therefore attribute a different emotion. These stimuli could be used in various research
domains to, for example, test emotion recognition, or encourage a debate about emotions.
• They open avenues to test an association between colours and emotions by varying the colours of the images.
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