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Modal and Amodal
Completion in the Artwork of
Coles Phillips

Several decades before Gaetano Kanizsa (1913–1993) became famous
for his drawings of modally completing flat triangles and amodally
completing flat pacmen, there was an American illustrator named
Coles Phillips (1880–1927), who exploited modal and amodal
completion to generate the impression of volumes. At his peak of
creativity and productivity, just over one hundred years ago, he
was among the most sought-after graphic artists for magazine
covers, and the envy of his peers. For example, the now more
famous Norman Rockwell said of his art:

Every artist has his own peculiar way of looking at life. It determines his treatment of his subject
matter. Coles Phillips . . . and I used to use the same girl as a model. She was attractive, almost

beautiful. But in his paintings, Coles Phillips made her sexy, sophisticated, and wickedly
beautiful. When I painted her she became a nice sensible girl, wholesome and rather drab.
(Rockwell, 1988, p. 102)

His work appeared on the covers of Vogue, Life, Better Housekeeping and many other
magazines. The secret to his so-called ‘fadeaway girls’, which were widely regarded as his
signature style, was to depict dresses that were the same color as the background. As such,
they had no luminance or color contrast, or texture difference with the background that
could give rise to an explicit contour in the image. Instead, he took advantage of the visual
system’s own capacity to fill-in or complete illusory contours, surfaces, and volumes.

This fact makes him, I believe, the discoverer of illusory contours and modal and amodal
completion.1 That he took advantage of the visual system’s completion capacities was novel,
and very unlike other illustrators of this period who typically made their contours explicit,
both in America (e.g., Norman Rockwell, Charles Dana Gibson, Wladyslaw Benda, or Nell
Brinkley) and in Europe (e.g., Mary Cassat, Henri de Toulouse-Lautrec, Vincent van Gogh,
and Edgar Degas).

According to Wikipedia, Phillips was born in Springfield Ohio on October 3, 1880 and
attended Kenyon College in his home state from 1901 to 1904. He moved to New York City
after graduating from college, where he took night classes at the Chase School of art for just a
few months. This was the only formal art training he ever received. This did not deter him from
founding his own advertising agency in NewRochelle, NewYork in 1905. By 1908, his first Life
magazine cover depicted a ‘‘fadeaway girl.’’ He worked regularly until his death at his home in
New Rochelle on June 13, 1927, at the age of 46, from kidney failure caused by tuberculosis.

Figure 1 shows scans of his or related art, taken from his pinterest page, sometimes
cropped and then converted to grayscale for the printed version of Perception.2,3
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The color versions, that are available in the online version, are of course more beautiful,
but the grayscale versions here accentuate the contour and occlusion cues that he used to
create illusory contours, surfaces, and volumes. These small grayscale samples cannot do
justice to the quality of the illustrations, and the reader is encouraged to find larger color
versions online, together with many of his other drawings that are not reproduced here.

Figure 1. Nine examples of Phillips’ ‘fadeaway girls’ illustrating volumetric modal and amodal completion.
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It is remarkable to note that Phillips employed virtually all the same image cues that
Kanizsa (1979) and others (including myself) have employed to generate the impression of
modal and amodal completion (Albert & Tse, 2000; Tse, 1998, 1999a, 1999b; Tse & Albert,
1998). These cues include partial occlusion of a background pattern, terminators that end on
a common virtual line, apparent cross-sections of a volume that convey 3D shape (Tse,
2002), self-occlusion, and wrapping of one surface or volume around another. He also
took advantage of his viewers’ tendency to perceptually complete the shape of human
bodies and the shape of everyday objects, such as chairs, tables, and ladders, based on
mental models. Thus, we must give credit where credit is due: Long before modal,
amodal, and volume completion were brought to our attention by Kanizsa, there was an
artist named Coles Phillips who discovered them first.
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Notes

1. However, Phillips’ art may have had a slightly earlier precedent in the magazine covers of the
Beggarstaff brothers; See for example these examples of their artwork from 1899: http://
theredlist.com/media/database/graphisme/History/poster_kodeine/beggarstaffs_brothers/001_

beggarstaffs_brothers_theredlist.gif; https://processandskillsdotcom.files.wordpress.com/2015/03/
b320070b77d5d895fda4935871fa974d.jpg

2. https://www.pinterest.com/bjoyeful/coles-phillips/
3. Coles Phillips’ ‘‘fade away’’ style influenced other artists. For example, in Figure 1, the image top

left, by Robert J. Wildhack (1881–1940), is from a 1910 Collier’s magazine cover.

References

Albert, M., & Tse, P. U. (2000). The role of surface attachment in perceived volumetric shape.
Perception, 29, 409–420.

Kanizsa, G. (1979). Organization in vision: Essays on gestalt perception. New York: Praeger Publishers.
Rockwell, N. (1988). My adventures as an illustrator. New York, NY: Harry N. Abrams, Publishers.
Tse, P. (1998). Illusory volumes from conformation. Perception, 27, 977–994.

Tse, P., & Albert, M. (1998). Amodal completion in the absence of image tangent discontinuities.
Perception, 27, 455–464.

Tse, P. U. (1999a). Volume completion. Cognitive Psychology, 39, 37–68.

Tse, P. U. (1999b). Complete mergeability and amodal completion. Acta Psychologica, 102, 165–201.
Tse, P. U. (2002). A contour propagation account of surface filling-in and volume formation.

Psychological Review, 109, 91–115.

Guest Editorial 1013

http://theredlist.com/media/database/graphisme/History/poster_kodeine/beggarstaffs_brothers/001_beggarstaffs_brothers_theredlist.gif
http://theredlist.com/media/database/graphisme/History/poster_kodeine/beggarstaffs_brothers/001_beggarstaffs_brothers_theredlist.gif
http://theredlist.com/media/database/graphisme/History/poster_kodeine/beggarstaffs_brothers/001_beggarstaffs_brothers_theredlist.gif
https://processandskillsdotcom.files.wordpress.com/2015/03/b320070b77d5d895fda4935871fa974d.jpg
https://processandskillsdotcom.files.wordpress.com/2015/03/b320070b77d5d895fda4935871fa974d.jpg
https://www.pinterest.com/bjoyeful/coles-phillips/

