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‘I SEE FACES’: POPULAR PAREIDOLIA AND THE PROLIFERATION OF MEANING

“‘I see faces’: Popular Pareidolia 
and the Proliferation of Meaning” 
in Anna Malinowska & Karolina 
Lebek (Eds.) Materiality and Popular 
Culture: The Popular Life of Things, 
Routledge, 2017.

This chapter, a contribution to a 
book in the Routledge Research 
in Cultural and Media Studies 
series, presents findings from an 
inquiry into the human propensity 
for making meaning with and from 
ordinary things and materials. It 
forms part of Lee’s broader artistic 
research project concerned with 
investigating ‘the everyday’ and 
enlarging what can be generated 
critically and aesthetically from the 
objects that surround us in our daily 
life. 

The research focuses on the 
phenomenon of ‘pareidolia’, a staple 
of popular online culture where the 
hashtag #iseefaces designates 
photographs of cheese graters, 
parking meters, coat hooks and 
buildings whose form seems to 
suggest a facial appearance. It 
explores how pareidolia, which 
occurs because of the human 
visual system’s tendency to extract 
patterns from noise, leads to people 
perceiving ‘meaning’ from random 
source material and to it playing 
a considerable role in creativity, 
religion, mythmaking, science, 
psychoanalysis and psychiatry. 

The research draws together 
a constellation of references, 
responses and reinterpretations to 
broaden the scope and propriety of 
what it is possible to think, and the 
species of knowledge generated 
when ‘possible thoughts’ are 
pursued creatively and critically.

The research was initiated through 
artistic-research for an edition of the 
Pam Flett Press, Lee’s independent 
artists’ serial publication. Aspects 
of this work were tested through 
invited research seminars in the 
Department of English, Liverpool 
John Moore’s University, and the 
Department of History, English, 
Linguistics and Music at the 
University of Huddersfield. 

A substantive presentation of 
research for this chapter was 
presented at the international 
conference ‘The Popular Life of 
Things. Material Culture(s) and 
Popular Processes’ hosted by The 
Institute of English Cultures and 
Literatures, University of Silesia, 
Sosnowiec, Poland in 2014, at which 
Lee was also an invited plenary 
speaker. 

Above: I See Faces, Alex Regen’s Instagram images
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Book Chapter‘I SEE FACES’: POPULAR PAREIDOLIA AND THE PROLIFERATION OF MEANING

Above: Cover of The Popular Life of Things: Materiali-
ty and Popular Culture.

Book Chapter: Lee, J. “‘I See Faces’: Popular Pareidolia and the 
Proliferation of Meaning” in Malinowska, A. and  Lebek, K. (Eds.)The 
Popular Life of Things: Materiality and Popular Culture, Routledge, 
2016. pp. 105-118. Click for content.
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Details of research methods used‘I SEE FACES’: POPULAR PAREIDOLIA AND THE PROLIFERATION OF MEANING

Primary research took place through the analysis of online 
cultural artefacts and through creative practice (drawing, 
photography and writing). Secondary research generated 
and investigated a critical constellation of cultural references.

Primary research into online culture and visual collections 
of pareidolia developed by users of Instagram, Flickr and 
other sites. Exploration of the uses of this phenomenon in 
advertising and news media.

Secondary research exploring key contemporary and histor-
ical theorists of the phenomena through cultural studies, art 
history and visual culture. Key points of reference emerged 
from work by Dario Gamboni, Marina Warner and Roger 
Caillois.

Primary research through practice: drawing, photography 
and creative writing explore instances of pareidolia found in 
everyday life.

Secondary research focusing on the psychological, para-
psychological and perceptual dimensions of pareidolia. An 
analysis of certain errors of interpretation, such as incorrectly 
assuming the presence of a pattern where none exists, or 
wrongly considering that an actual pattern is meaningless, 
This aspect aims to complicate knowing and understanding 

Secondary research examining earlier manifestations of 
pareidolia drawing on perspectives from archaeology. It 
considers studies of Chinese, Korean and Japanese ‘scholars 
stones’ as well as other historical and cultural approaches.

Drawing together the primary and secondary research into a 
critical constellation of references, responses and reinter-
pretations to discuss the epistemological implications of 
findings made through artistic research. This constellation is 
applied to and develops recent theoretical and methodologi-
cal positions in research through creative practice.
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Dissemination of work‘I SEE FACES’: POPULAR PAREIDOLIA AND THE PROLIFERATION OF MEANING

The research was disseminated at an international 
conference, solo exhibition and subsequent 
publication outlined below.   

Conference
The research was presented at ‘The Popular Life of Things: 
Material Cultures and Popular Processes’, an international, 
multidisciplinary conference that took place in 2015 at the 
Institute of English Cultures and Literatures, University of 
Silesia. Here, researchers from media and cultural studies, 
communications, literature, history, sociology, creative 
performance and art practice came together to explore 
different paradigms for addressing the popular and the 
material, from the social experience of things to the vitalism 
of New Materialism. 

Alongside the visual and critical presentation of my own 
research concerning pareidolia, I was a member of the 
conference’s concluding plenary panel, at which we reflected 
on the social and aesthetic aspects of cultural production. 
Aspects of this conference led to the organisers Anna 
Malinowska and Karolina Lebek developing the book Ma-
teriality and Popular Culture: The Popular Life of Things in 
which the output was published.

View PDF of The Popular Life of Things conference website.

Exhibition
A Seven Year Cycle Happens Every Day, a solo exhibition in 
the form of a reading room and thinking space was presented 
at Five Years, a gallery in North London. This exhibition 
brought together the work on pareidolia together with the 
ongoing research practice of my Pam Flett Press independent 
serial publication. This broader project investigates ‘the 
everyday’ and seeks to enlarge what can be generated 
critically and aesthetically from the objects that surround us 
in our daily life. Readings, screenings and discussion with 
critical interlocutors took place throughout the residency. 

View PDF of the project as shown on the Five Years gallery 
website.

Publication
The work on pareidolia and the research method of critical 
constellations is disseminated in ‘Essaying the Pamphlet’, a 
chapter on the Pam Flett Press project which was published 
in ‘Art, Politics and the Pamphleteer’ (Bloomsbury 2020) a 
collection on radical publishing edited by Jane Tormey and 
Gillian Whiteley. 
This chapter discusses the methodological approach 
developed and situates it within the context of artistic-
research and independent publishing. 

View PDF of the published chapter.

Invited Research Seminars
Research was also disseminated in invited research seminars 
at the Department of English, Liverpool John Moore’s 
University; the Digital and Material Artistic Research 
Centre, University of Derby; the Department of History, 
English, Linguistics and Music at the University of 
Huddersfield and Wolverhampton School of Art, University 
of Wolverhampton. 
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