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INTRODUCTION:
The Study of Visuality

“Just as fish are not aware that the water is wet,
we live in a sea of images and barely know it.”
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The Image Transplosion

(Photo-illlustration of media saturation)

The world we live in is changing before our eyes. This transformation began, as
far as we know at the moment, about 70,000 years ago. That was when our
ancestors first created marks and markings on stones that represent the first
human-made images in the world. It has continued at a blinding pace through all
the various image-making innovations and technologies since then. And, of
course, it is in full swing today now that digital technology has given us a vast
new imaging capability.
Turn on the TV, go on the Web, open any publication, visit any public institution,
or even step out into a busy street in any major city, and it is easy to see that
images are becoming more and more prominent. By some estimates each of us
sees thousands of images every single day on screens, paper, buildings, and so
on. In fact this number is growing so quickly that it cannot even be calculated.
The word evolution refers to change, a slow change brought about by tiny
alterations that remain in a system over a long period of time. The word
revolution points to a more sudden shift in direction, when a system stagnates
and must suddenly adapt to new circumstances. But the growth of images in our
world is a different kind of change…more like an explosion that transforms the
environment. We might even use a unique word – transplosion – to refer to it. In
this sense, we are in the midst of a transplosion of images that is altering the way
in which we see the world, think about ourselves, and even communicate and
understand.
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Millennia in the Making

(Early Human Markings on a shell from Java)

They do not look like much. Just some scratches on a shell. But these simple
lines are now thought to be the oldest markings ever made by humans. They
were probably made by Homo Erectus, an extinct species of hominid, and date
back 500,000 years ago. As rudimentary as they appear, they mark the
beginning of the world of the image, at least as far as we know for now.
Exactly when the first images were made depends on current discoveries and on
what we mean by the word “image.” The shell scratches, found in Indonesia, are
simple geometric lines but they were made by someone for some
purpose…perhaps as decoration or maybe to represent something. A bone plate
found in France from 30,000 years ago has carvings that seem to show the
phases of the moon, a true representation. The famous cave paintings created
during the Ice Age in Europe are complex, sophisticated renderings of animals –
pictures meant to truly mirror the world – and were made about 17,000 years ago.
Markings, diagrams, renderings…the term image can be used for any of these.
But no matter how you look at it, one thing is clear. Our love affair with images
has always been with us. From simple markings made by a small number of
individuals and seen by an even smaller number, all the way to the vast shared
environment of images today. We have always been and continue to be
surrounded by, immersed in, and even obsessed with pictures. It is part of
human nature.
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Immersion

(Photo of Times Square at night)

What the transplosion of modern life has done is to turn the world inside
out…whereas we once held the images we make, they now hold us. But it is
more than just the sheer number of images, that is changing the world. We are
not just surrounded by images but immersed in them. We live inside the reality
that they create. We admire the portrait as though a person were there before us,
we laugh at the TV as though real life were unfolding in it, we cry at the movies
even though we know we are just watching flickering lights, we trust that the
product in the ad will serve our needs and is not just dots of ink. In other words,
we put our faith, our hopes, our desires into our encounter with images. In this
way, from the earliest cave paintings to the latest blockbuster movie, images are
among the most important objects that we make. The newest imaging techniques
in entertainment, communication, astronomy, medicine, microscopy, and physics
have only upped the ante, as we come to rely more and more on images to tell
us what our world is like, and even what we are like.
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The Study of Visuality

Because they are so common, we think that we know images. We feel familiar
with them and talk casually about images as though we know just what they
mean. We say things like…a picture is worth a thousand words, photographs
don’t lie, seeing is believing, you can trust your own eyes. We say these things
because we consider the act of understanding images to be a fairly mindless,
simple activity. Look, see, notice, move on…an uncomplicated series of actions.
But as you think more about it, you begin to see that this view is too simple to be
true. In fact, evidence suggests that the opposite is the case. The act of seeing is
complicated and far from mindless. Our brains are constantly working, whether
we are aware of it or not, to make sense of what we see. This is the case for all
seeing and especially when what we are seeing is a picture in front of us.
Understanding images is really a complex process because brains are complex,
images are complex, and understanding itself is complex.
There are a number of different fields of study that focus on this complexity…art
theory, design criticism, the psychology of perception, the philosophy of mind.
But the idea that images in and of themselves – in any form and any medium –
and the ways in which we understand them can be the subject of a focused study
is a newer field. The term Visual Studies is often used to refer to this field, as is
the name Visual Literacy. But in this course we will use the term Visuality to refer
to the same field of study…understanding images of all kinds on every level.
Visuality is interdisciplinary; it draws on ideas from the philosophy of art,
cognitive psychology, communications theory, art and design theory, linguistics,
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and semiotics. It is ahistorical; it concentrates on the experience of the image
right there before you rather than on chronological themes or historical patterns.
It is personal; the ultimate question in Visuality is what your response to the
image is, but always trying to keep wider influences in mind.
The broadest definition of this approach to understanding images is this: Visuality
is the study of the use and impact of images in culture, communication and
cognition. The narrowest definition is: Visuality addresses the question of what
happens when you look at an image.

The Matrix of the Image

Still frame from the movie The Matrix 1999

The word matrix originally came from the word for womb. It was used to refer to a
source or an origin. That use has changed in modern times with the advent of
computers and has come to refer to a complex, constructed system. The wildly
popular sci-fi movie The Matrix changed the meaning of the word again. Based
on the story in that movie, we casually use the word matrix now to refer to an
artificial system so complex that it competes with reality itself.
The premise of the movie is that is that the world we live in, our familiar day-today reality, is just such a matrix…a complex artificial world created by computers
and pumped into our brains in order to control us.
This is a fascinating idea, that the world we think we know so well is not the truth
but instead is some kind of trick or illusion. In fact, this is a very old idea that has
been repeated throughout history. The philosopher Plato wrote about a related
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concept 3,500 years ago in a work called the Allegory of the Cave. In this story,
Plato suggests that the world we take to be real one is only a dim, imperfect copy
– a shadow play – of a real and more perfect world that can only be understood
through rationality and clear thought. The reading for this chapter is a summary
of the ideas in the allegory and you might also take a look at this video version of
Plato's Allegory and notice the connections to the film The Matrix.
The movie is science fiction and a warning about technology. The Allegory of the
Cave is philosophy and a warning about accepting our perceptions as the whole
truth. Yet both of these ideas are related to the way in which we use the word
matrix now…as an alternative world that we live in and take to be real.
By referring to the matrix of the image, we can draw both of these ideas into our
study of Visuality, our understanding of images. The matrix of the image
suggests that we too are living in a kind of cave or dream world but this time it is
one of our own devising. The immersive, expanding world of images is one that
we are carefully constructing and building…on purpose and with full speed. No
tricky computers, no ironies of philosophy. We are doing it to ourselves. That is,
we are constructing a matrix – an artificial world of images – and living in it as a
kind of new reality.
This matrix is becoming so total and so complete that we live much of our
conscious lives in it, perhaps even more than in the natural world. Just think of
how much of your time is spent looking at images. Think of how much of your
understanding of life – how it works, what it looks like, what matters, who’s who
and what’s what – comes from images in the media, in the news, on the web.
This is why it is important that we study this process and understand its impact
on us psychologically, emotionally, socially. We ought to understand the
influences on our lives. And there is another reason understanding images is so
important. There will be moments – as there was for Neo in The Matrix and for
the searcher in the Allegory of the Cave – when it will be critical for us to
understand what is happening, to step outside the matrix and see the truth. Only
in this way can we make sure that we will be intelligent users and not simply
victims in the world of the image. Only then can we know when we are being
manipulated and how and why.
“You’ve been living in a dream world, Neo,” Morpheus says in the movie as he
drags the hero out of his reverie and forces him to see the world as it really is. To
the extent that we have been doing this too in connection with the matrix of the
image, this course is designed to wake us up.
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KEY IDEAS
TRANSPLOSION
Combining "explosion" (a rapid release of energy) with the Latin prefix "trans"
which means "across" or "beyond" to refer to a sudden change that alters the
familiar world.
THE MATRIX OF THE IMAGE
Thinking of the both power and ubiquity of images as a form of alternate reality
that influences our ideas, attitudes, and behavior.
VISUALITY
The study of the use and impact of images in culture, communication, and
cognition.
ALTERNATE REALITY FILMS
The Matrix
The Thirteenth Floor
Vanilla Sky
eXistenZ
Dark City
Waking Life
The Truman Show
Inception
Pleasantville
Source Code
LINKS
Plato’s Allegory of the Cave
https://web.stanford.edu/class/ihum40/cave.pdf
Plato’s Allegory of the Cave – Video
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=d2afuTvUzBQ&feature=related
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Introduction Reading: On Plato’s Allegory of the Cave
From wiseGEEK.org

The Allegory of the Cave is a narrative device used by the Greek philosopher
Plato in The Republic, one of his most well known works. It is an extended
allegory where humans are depicted as being imprisoned by their bodies and
what they perceive by sight only. Plato plays with the notion of what would occur
if people suddenly encountered the divine light of the sun and perceived “true”
reality — in other words, he examines what would happen if people actually
embraced philosophy and became enlightened by it. The allegory has been the
subject of many scholarly interpretations, and has many resonances is modern
culture.
Context in The Republic
The Republic is structured as a fictional dialogue between Socrates and Glaucon,
two Greek thinkers. The Allegory of the Cave becomes a seminal piece of the
work when Socrates asks Glaucon to imagine a scenario in which people actually
live their entire lives in a dark world where shadows and light refractions from
fires behind them are the only constants. The people are chained up, Socrates
says, but because this is the life they have always known, they do not
understand or appreciate the limitations they face.
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Socrates goes on to describe how these prisoners would likely react if they were
to look directly at the fires they can only see flickers of — or, more importantly,
how they would respond if they were ever brought out of the cave and into the
world. Scholars have extensively analyzed the Allegory of the Cave, and though
interpretations do tend to vary somewhat, most agree that the allegory speaks to
man’s condition in the world, the power of knowledge and truth, and how easy it
is for humans to become blinded by their own immediate limitations.
Man’s Condition
According to the allegory, man’s condition is one of bondage to perceptions.
When man is chained up with only a fire behind him, he perceives the world by
watching shadows on the wall. He does not realize that there is more to be seen
or known, and as such leads a largely passive, disinterested life. So long as his
basic needs are met, he does not ask questions. Many believe that this is a
statement about people who do not overtly seek knowledge or truth, but rather
accept what they are told or what they can immediately experience.
The Search for Truth
Socrates next describes what would occur if the chained man was suddenly
released from his bondage and let out into the world. He describes how some
people would immediately be frightened and would want to return to the cave and
its familiarity. Others would look at the sun and finally begin to see the world as it
truly is. These people, the allegory suggests, are wiling to seek the truth.
Truth-seekers would come to understand the limitations of their previous
existence, and would question the deception of their former lives. A few would
embrace the sun and the “true life,” and would therefore have a far better
understanding of truth, knowledge, and wisdom. Many would also want to return
to the cave to free the others in bondage. They would be puzzled when people
still in the cave would not believe the now “enlightened” truth bearer.
Common Interpretations
Allegories are subject to numerous interpretations, and the Allegory of the Cave
is no exception. Some interpret Plato’s work as related to Socrates’ life.
Throughout The Republic, Socrates spent his life trying to unchain others by
helping them arrive at “truth.” That he was dismissed, discredited, and ultimately
sentenced to death suggests that “telling” someone the truth is inadequate.
Truth must be experienced rather than told because language fails to convey
belief. This theme is a constant in Plato’s work. Language is the barest shadow
of reality, and people who are firmly committed to a religious view often echo this
statement — faith can’t be given to other people, but must be experienced to be
known.
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The Allegory of the Cave may also represent an extended metaphor for the state
of human existence and the transformation that occurs during philosophical
enlightenment. When the light of the sun shines on the freed man, he
experiences enlightenment. The minor concerns of the world as he has viewed
them previously are now seen as falsely held perceptions and he is eager to
share his enlightenment with others.
Extension in Modern Media and Culture
Thematic elements from the Allegory of the Cave continue to influence Western
thought. Whether or not a person agrees with Plato’s definition of truth or
enlightenment, knowledge of his argument can inform interpretation of art, film,
and literature since references to it are common and quite popular.

CHAPTER ONE:
How Seeing Works

“These lovely lamps, these windows of the soul.”
Guillaume de Salluste
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Overview
Before trying to understand images themselves, we should develop a basic idea
of how the eye and the brain work together to allow us to see the world and the
things in it. In a sense, our vision is rather narrow - we only see a small sliver of
the natural world at any one time – and for this reason, the brain is constantly
working hard to weave these slivers into a comprehensive visual understanding.

The Vision Thing

(Close-up photo of the human eye)

Seeing is astounding when you think about it.
The notion that the universe, in all its teeming multi-dimensional complexity, can
somehow be grasped by some tiny cells and lumpy gray matter in the skull is
amazing enough. That this is possible because a narrow range of energy in the
form of reflected light gets squeezed through two tiny pinholes in the front of the
head is nothing short of miraculous. And of course that same gray matter can
create visions in the sense of pictures in the head, imagined futures, even
convincing delusions.
Vision is a primary way that we make sense of and come to understand what
there is. It is not the only way of course; people without sight understand the
world too. But for those with vision, seeing is one of the most fundamental ways
of knowing. For most of us, using our eyes is what we do and the vision thing is
the way we live.
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The Eye/Brain System

(PET scans show neural activity at the back of the skull while seeing words but at
the sides of the skull while only hearing them)

As a practical matter, we should not talk about seeing by thinking only about
eyeballs, as complex as they are. We see with our brains as well as our
eyes. Or to put it another way, we see with our eye/brain system. Without the
brain, the eyes would be cold cameras. The eye is a fascinating organ but it is
the brain that makes what the eye sees meaningful. Without the eyes, the brain
cannot see. Only together do they form and inform our vision.
Because this is the case, using the eyes is always using the brain and seeing is
always thinking. PET scans of the brains of people looking at things show this to
be the case. The visual cortex, the area in the back of the brain that handles
vision, explodes with activity whenever we look at something. This firestorm of
impulses goes on as long as our eyes are open. It happens when we dream too
or even visualize something in our mind’s eye because vision, even inner sight,
always involves the eye/brain system.
Those PET scans also suggest that seeing is never a passive act. Seeing is
active all the time. Seeing is a thinking process, a brain process…creative and
constructive. The brain is always working at it, taking tidbits of visual information
and weaving it into a big picture in the mind, struggling to make sense of what we
see and to fit it into the mental image of life that we have.
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The Feeling of Seeing

(Illustration by Chad Hagen)

You are seeing right now of course, as you read this. Hopefully you are so
interested in what you are reading so that you are not aware of guiding your eyes
across the words of the page. If you take a break from the text and look away for
a moment, you will be seeing something else. And as you continue through the
day, you see an endlessly shifting pattern of light.
Studies of babies show that early seeing involves a massive attempt to make
sense of this swirl of color as the brain begins to assemble a catalog of shapes,
objects, motion, etc. We are experts at this process so that once we master it,
seeing does not feel like much of an effort. We are barely aware of any qualia
connected with seeing. The word qualia refers the way something feels and if
you stop to consider how it “feels” to see, you generally come up blank. Seeing
just does not feel like anything. We have no sense – no awareness while it is
happening – of the activity of the eyes, the processing of the light, the explosion
of impulses through the visual cortex at the back of the brain. And no awareness
of the mind struggling to absorb, categorize, assess, analyze, file and store what
we see in every moment.
That is why, unless something unusual happens, we are generally not aware of
ourselves seeing and looking and watching. These actions feel like nothing
much at all going on. But that is an illusion. In reality, it is a firestorm in the brain
because while looking at anything – even mindlessly watching paint dry – the
visual cortex is exploding with signals.
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The Visual Tapestry

(Diagram of the "Inner Eye" theory of vision from a
Medieval manuscript)

Why is this the case? What is the brain doing when it is engaging in all this
activity? Exactly what happens when we look at something?
One answer is that the brain is trying to build a model of the world out of very few
blocks. The problem is not that vision is so vast but the opposite. Although there
is a great deal of data to take in and organize, the scope of vision is rather limited
because the eyes can only take in a thin sliver of the world at any one
time. Because of this, the brain has to work hard to use this limited information in
more complete ways. The visual cortex works constantly to sew tiny amounts of
information together into a tapestry of what we see. That is the reason for the
frenzy of brain activity when you use your eyes, even though it does not feel like
much is happening at all.
Historically, there have been many theories about how the eye or the brain or
both together accomplish this. The Greeks thought that the brain sent out light
through the eyes to illuminate the world; during the Middle Ages it was thought
that a little man inside the brain called a homunculus, studied what the eye took
in and made sense of it. By the time of the Renaissance, when people began
actually opening up the brain and looking at it, it was clear that what you find
inside are no mechanisms or men, just brain mash. Not until the 20th century did
studies of the mash reveal hidden structures of neurons that make up the brain
and the cells at the back of the eye that translate light into electrical impulses.
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Structures of Vision

(Diagram of the structure of the eyeball)

In the first place, the eye itself is an orb, a roughly spherical organ. This shape
allows muscles that surround the eye to move it in its socket easily. This is
important because it allows the brain to direct the movements of the eye
independently from movements of the head, giving greater control over seeing.
The eye is one of only six organs in the body that allows information from the
world to come directly into it. The ear, nose, mouth, tongue, and skin are the
others. The eye does this through a small hole in the front called the iris. It is
through this tiny hole that light rays from the world enter the body and begin the
process of visual perception. It is amazing to realize that the entire visual
experience of life has all come in through these two tiny holes.
Just behind the iris is the lens. The word lens comes from a Latin word that
means lentil, and in fact the lens is shaped like a bean. It is this shape that
allows the lens to focus rays of light from outside onto a tiny area at the back of
the eye where they can begin to be processed by the brain. The lens too has
muscles than can alter its shape and therefore alter how the lights rays are
focused. These muscles allow us to focus our vision, to both see objects in the
distance and also read fine print with the same lens.
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To prevent dust and other debris in the air from damaging the lens, the eyeball is
covered with a thin film of mucus that is constantly wiped clean by the blinking of
the eyelid. The size of the iris can be changed by another set of muscles called
the cornea. This allows more or less light to enter through the iris, which gives
us the ability to see in both bright sun and dim light. This is equivalent to the
aperture of the camera.
The inside of the eyeball is filled with a fluid. If you have ever seen floaters while
looking at a white surface, little transparent assemblies of cells, these are
actually hardened bits of the fluid that float inside the eyeball, not on the surface
of it.

The Retina

Illustration of the multi-layered cells within the retina.

Perhaps the most extraordinary part of the eye is a postage-stamp sized group of
cells on the back of the eye, directly opposite from the iris. This is the retina and
it is the most delicate and complex structure of the eye. The retina is basically an
array of photosensitive cells and in this way is very much like the chip inside a
digital camera. It is a flat surface (but curved because it is part of the rear of the
eyeball) packed with two types of light sensitive cells, about 130 million of
them. Cones, so called because of their shape, are sensitive to colors. Rods are
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more sensitive to changes in tonality or light and dark and help us to see in dim
light. The third kind, called bipolar cells, transmit signals to the optic nerve. The
bipolar cells are connected to neural cells that gather together and pass through
a hole in the back of the eyeball (like a video cable), then to other cells in the
brain and eventually to the visual cortex at the back of the head.
The eye/brain system is a lot like a digital camera in that both convert photons of
light into electrical signals. But that is where the similarity ends because the eye
is connected to the brain and the brain makes visual sense of what is
seen. Exactly how the brain with its 100 billion neurons accomplishes this is still
a mystery.
Slivers of the World

(Chart showing the narrow bank of visible light within the broad range of
electromagnetic energy)
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If you close your eyes, you can easily visualize the world around you…in great
detail and depth if you need to. What you know of the visual world is based in
large part on what you have seen of it. This includes your own direct personal
experiences (what your room looks like, for example), images you have seen
(pictures of Saturn, for example) and other visual representations (a chart in a
newspaper that shows crime on the increase, for instance.)
Of course there is infinitely more to the universe than you have not seen at all.
As incredible as the eye is, it is quite limited in its ability to take in the world.
Note for example the idea that the world is filled with radiant vibrational energy of
all kinds from radio waves down to gamma rays….all completely invisible to us.
The room you are sitting in, wherever you are, is filled with these waves but you
cannot see any of them. Your phone can detect some of them.
In fact, we only see a tiny little slice of the universe through our eyes. We can
only detect a tiny range of energy we call visible light and only within certain
boundaries of time, motion, brightness, etc.
As suggested earlier, this means that the brain has to constantly work to convert
this limited information into a useable visual model of the world. And that model
is seamless, complete, full. You do not tend to think of the world around as
having gaps or holes or missing parts. On the contrary, you think of the visual
world that you know through your experience as being all there is to see.
Seeing in this sense is therefore not just active…it is constructive. We build the
visual model from bits and pieces; we create the visual world as we look at it.
Brainwork

(Illustration of the activity of the brain)
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We are so adept at all this that we do not notice the effort and in fact take all the
brainwork that goes into it for granted. The reading connected to this chapter
demonstrates this vividly.
In a fascinating section of her book of essays – the linked reading for this chapter
- writer Annie Dillard focuses on experiments that allow patients who have been
blind from birth to suddenly be able to see. These studies show just how much
work is involved in every visual act, all the tiny calculations the brain makes to
makes sense of what we see, all the things we must learn in order to see.
The experiments demonstrate how the perception of depth, size, distance, color,
shape, space are things that have to be learned, sometimes with great anxiety
and frustration. One patient, for example, cannot conceive of the idea that the
house might be bigger than the room he is in because this is a visual
understanding. Another cannot distinguish objects but sees everything as a
confusion of colors. One woman thinks that shadows are objects themselves
and complains that the world looks flat with dark patches. Another thinks that an
object blocked by a closer one is not just hidden from view but is simply no
longer there. A surprising number of these individuals would prefer to return to
their familiar unsighted environment.
This video about the work of Pawan Sinha demonstrates just how complex the
act of seeing is beyond having functioning eyes. (You can jump to 4:36 to begin
it). His experiments and treatments indicate that we tend to take vision for
granted while in fact it is something we endlessly rehearse as we go about the
world with open eyes.

LINKS
Pawan Sinha
https://www.ted.com/talks/pawan_sinha_on_how_brains_learn_to_see
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Image Assignment #1
Find an image from any source and on any subject that you think is fascinating,
intriguing, captivating, mind-blowing, or startling (or to which you have any other
strong positive reaction).
Write a short essay explaining what it is about this particular image that makes
you feel this way about it or have this response to it. What do you see in the
image that attracts you to it?
Things to Consider
What do you see in the image that has an impact on you:
Is it the subject matter (what the image shows) and if so, what about it?
Is it the look and feel of the image (the appearance of it) and if so, what
aspects of it?
Is it something else about what the image is communicating to you
(personal, emotional, visual?) and if that is the case, what is it exactly?

KEY IDEAS
QUALIA
From the Latin for "what sort" or "what kind." The word has many different
interpretations but it is used here to refer to experiences that feel a certain way.
like the pain of a headache or the taste of wine.
EYE/BRAIN SYSTEM
The structure of eyes and brains that have evolved to allow most creatures to
absorb visual data from the world and process that data into potentially usable
information.
THE VISUAL CORTEX
The area in the back of the brain that primarily processes visual information and
allows us to form a complex visual model of the world.
THE RETINA
The cells at the back of the eyeball that convert light frequencies into electrochemical
signals that the brain uses to create vision. This is the point at which the world of light is
transformed into the world of thought.
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Chapter One Reading: Learning To See
From Pilgrim at Tinker Creek
Annie Dillard ©1974 Harper & Row

I chanced on a wonderful book by Marius von Senden, called Space and Sight.
When Western surgeons discovered how to perform safe cataract operations,
they ranged across Europe and America operating on dozens of men and
women of all ages who had been blinded by cataracts since birth. Von Senden
collected accounts of such cases; the histories are fascinating.
Many doctors had tested their patients' sense perceptions and ideas of space
both before and after the operations. The vast majority of patients, of both sexes
and all ages, had, in von Senden's opinion, no idea of space whatsoever. Form,
distance, and size were so many meaningless syllables. A patient "had no idea of
depth, confusing it with roundness."
Before the operation a doctor would give a blind patient a cube and a sphere; the
patient would tongue it or feel it with his hands, and name it correctly. After the
operation the doctor would show the same objects to the patient without letting
him touch them; now he had no clue whatsoever what he was seeing.
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One patient called lemonade "square" because it pricked on his tongue as a
square shape pricked on the touch of his hands. Of another postoperative
patient, the doctor writes: “I have found in her no notion of size, for example, not
even within the narrow limits which she might have encompassed with the aid of
touch. Thus when I asked her to show me how big her mother was, she did not
stretch out her hands, but set her two index-fingers a few inches apart.”
…
For the newly sighted, vision is pure sensation unencumbered by meaning: "The
girl went through the experience that we all go through and forget, the moment
we are born. She saw, but it did not mean anything but a lot of different kinds of
brightness." Again, "I asked the patient what he could see; he answered that he
saw an extensive field of light, in which everything appeared dull, confused, and
in motion. He could not distinguish objects."
Another patient saw "nothing but a confusion of forms and colours." When a
newly sighted girl saw photographs and paintings, she asked, "Why do they put
those dark marks all over them?"
"Those aren't dark marks," her mother explained, "those are shadows. That is
one of the ways the eye knows that things have shape. If it were not for shadows
many things would look flat."
"Well, that's how things do look," Joan answered. "Everything looks flat with dark
patches."
But it is the patients' concepts of space that are most revealing. One patient,
according to his doctor, practiced his vision in a strange fashion; thus he takes off
one of his boots, throws it some way off in front of him, and then attempts to
gauge the distance at which it lies; he takes a few steps towards the boot and
tries to grasp it; on failing to reach it, he moves on a step or two and gropes for
the boot until he finally gets hold of it.
"But even at this stage, after three weeks' experience of seeing," von Senden
goes on, "'space,' as he conceives it, ends with visual space, i.e. with colourpatches that happen to bound his view. He does not yet have the notion that a
larger object (a chair) can mask a smaller one (a dog), or that the latter can still
be present even though it is not directly seen."
In general the newly sighted see the world as a dazzle of color-patches. They
are pleased by the sensation of color, and learn quickly to name the colors, but
the rest of seeing is tormentingly difficult. Soon after his operation a patient
generally bumps into one of these colour-patches and observes them to be
substantial, since they resist him as tactual objects do. In walking about it also
strikes him --- or can if he pays attention --- that he is continually passing in
between the colours he sees, that he can go past a visual object, that a part of it
then steadily disappears from view; and that in spite of this, however he twists
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and turns --- whether entering the room from the door, for example, or returning
back to it --- he always has a visual space in front of him. Thus he gradually
comes to realize that there is also a space behind him, which he does not see.
The mental effort involved in these reasonings proves overwhelming for many
patients. It oppresses them to realize, if they ever do at all, the tremendous size
of the world, which they had previously conceived of as something touchingly
manageable. It oppresses them to realize that they have been visible to people
all along, perhaps unattractively so, without their knowledge or consent. A
disheartening number of them refuse to use their new vision, continuing to go
over objects with their tongues, and lapsing into apathy and despair. "The child
can see, but will not make use of his sight. Only when pressed can he with
difficulty be brought to look at objects in his neighbourhood; but more than a foot
away it is impossible to bestir him to the necessary effort."
Of a twenty-one-year-old girl, the doctor relates; her unfortunate father, who had
hoped for so much from this operation, wrote that his daughter carefully shuts her
eyes whenever she wishes to go about the house, especially when she comes to
a staircase, and that she is never happier or more at ease than when, by closing
her eyelids, she relapses into her former state of total blindness.
A fifteen-year-old boy, who was also in love with a girl at the asylum for the blind,
finally blurted out, "No, really, I can't stand it any more; I want to be sent back to
the asylum again. If things aren't altered, I'll tear my eyes out."
Some do learn to see, especially the young ones. But it changes their lives. One
doctor comments on "the rapid and complete loss of that striking and wonderful
serenity which is characteristic only of those who have never yet seen." A blind
man who learns to see is ashamed of his old habits. He dresses up, grooms
himself, and tries to make a good impression. While he was blind he was
indifferent to objects unless they were edible; now, a sifting of values sets in ...
his thoughts and wishes are mightily stirred and some few of the patients are
thereby led into dissimulation, envy, theft and fraud.
On the other hand, many newly sighted people speak well of the world, and
teach us how dull is our own vision. To one patient, a human hand,
unrecognized, is "something bright and then holes." Shown a bunch of grapes, a
boy calls out, "It is dark, blue and shiny. ... It isn't smooth, it has bumps and
hollows."
A little girl visits a garden. "She is greatly astonished, and can scarcely be
persuaded to answer, stands speechless in front of the tree, which she only
names on taking hold of it, and then as 'the tree with the lights in it.'" Some
delight in their sight and give themselves over to the visual world. Of a patient
just after her bandages were removed, her doctor writes; the first things to attract
her attention were her own hands; she looked at them very closely, moved them
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repeatedly to and fro, bent and stretched the fingers, and seemed greatly
astonished at the sight.
One girl was eager to tell her blind friend that "men do not really look like trees at
all," and astounded to discover that her every visitor had an utterly different face.
Finally, a twenty-two-old girl was dazzled by the world's brightness and kept her
eyes shut for two weeks. When at the end of that time she opened her eyes
again, she did not recognize any objects, but, the more she now directed her
gaze upon everything about her, the more it could be seen how an expression of
gratification and astonishment overspread her features; she repeatedly
exclaimed: "Oh God! How beautiful!"

CHAPTER TWO:
Encountering an Image

“The question is not what you look at but what you see."
Henry David Thoreau
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Overview
Understanding images is a complex business because seeing itself is complex,
the eye/brain system of information processing is complex, and the world is
complex. Noticing, recognizing, identifying, studying, and analyzing are all
different ways of interacting with an image. And there are many factors and
forces that determine how and how deeply we get into any image that we see.

The Activities of Seeing

There are a number of common words that refer to the ways in which we use our
eyes. We talk about looking, seeing, recognizing, noticing, observing, gazing at,
glancing towards. Each of these, and many more, has a slightly different
meaning and implication. The act of seeing is a complex process that might
include, for example, noticing but not knowing that you noticed, seeing but
forgetting or deciding to ignore, inspecting but being wrong about what you think
is there, forgetting that you have already seen a thing, seeing but not paying
attention, and more.
The many different words associated with seeing reflect this wide range of
actions, some of which are subtly different from each other, some quite
varied. We use the phrase “encountering an image” to mean all of this. When
you encounter an image, that image becomes something within your perceptual
range but as you can tell from all the words we use to describe how we see, we
may mean many different kinds of experiences during this encounter.
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Looking at an Object

James Elkins, who writes a lot about issues of Visuality, presents an interesting
challenge in his book The Object Stares Back that relates to this and is excerpted
as the linked reading for this chapter. Exploring the impact of a very simple
sentence – the observer looks at the object – he reaches the conclusion that
such a statement does not make any sense because it is far too simplistic to
explain the complex act of seeing. His examples show that every word in that
sentence is ambiguous and filled with contradictions.
The observer, the person looking at the image, is not any one clear
identity. Different people, different situations, even different moments in one
person’s life can all produce a different kind of observer looking for and seeing
different things. As discussed earlier, the word "looks" also covers a vast range
of activities and Elkins writes, as an example, about ten different acts of looking
that might go on at the same time while facing a painting in a museum.
And finally, the object itself – the image in our case – is not a fixed entity. It is
never one simple thing because social, cultural, and historical factors constantly
change what we perceive to be that visible thing in front of us.
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Defining An Image

(Cartoon by the author)

Even the word image itself is challenging. For one thing, there are a number of
different ways in which we use the word image. The three most common uses of
the word image are all slightly different but also related in important ways.
Meaning #1…All that is visible
The broadest use of the word image refers to looking in general, in other words
to anything that registers in the eye/brain system. Even the random lights of the
newly seeing might be called images in this sense of the word. The mere fact
that we can use the word image to refer to all that is visible suggests just how
central vision is to our experiences.
Meaning #2…Mental pictures
It is an amazing power of the mind that we can close our eyes and easily imagine
all sorts of things that are, are not, never were, or could be. We do this all the
time when we sleep and dream, or daydream, or simply think in visual terms. The
word image in this sense refers to an infinite source of imaginative power that we
have through visual thoughts, visualizations, mental images, dreams.
Meaning #3…Human-made objects
The third and most specific use of the word image relates most directly to the
topic of Visuality. This is the sense in which image is used to refer to humanmade artifacts...paintings, photos, movies, webshots, etc. In other words,
images as visual objects that we produce in order to communicate, entertain,
record, understand, explore.
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All three of these uses of the word image are related. We see the world with our
eyes and brains, create a visual understanding of the world in our heads, and
then make images that add to this world. To put it another way, the images that
we make change what we see in the world and this changes the way we
visualize, which in turn changes the kinds of images that we make and so on,
round and round.
You might think of this as a kind of engine that constantly generates change as it
expands visual thinking, leads to new pictures, and alters the world. This idea of
a constantly churning engine is a good analogy to keep in mind as we consider
the revolutionary impact that images continually have in our lives every day.

Encountering an Image

To encounter an image is to have one present itself for possible perception. To
encounter an image is to have one within your realm of experience and once that
happens, decisions must be made about what to do regarding it. This is where
the complex possibilities of seeing come into play.
We can ignore, notice, glance at, see, focus on, or even study an image once it is
there before us. In fact, we make these decisions all the time as we navigate the
complex visual world.
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Not all encounters are the same, not with people or objects in the world, and not
with images either. Every single experience – every encounter – requires a
decision about how involved, how connected with that experience, we are
prepared to be. And this depends on many personal and environmental factors
influencing us all the time.

Engaging with the Image

If encountering the image means that it is there for you to see, engaging with it is
a question of how you deal with it once you do encounter it.
You could think of engaging with an image as a kind of graph from minimal
engagement at one end (images that you barely notice), through moderate
engagement in the middle (images you do notice and that affect you in some
way), all the way up to a high level of engagement at the other end (images that
you study or focus intensely on).
These levels matter because they help determine what you see, what you notice,
what you recall, what registers, what has an impact on you, and what does not.
It determines what images become part of the visual model we use to understand
the world. There are many factors that influence these levels, among them the
fact that we all have different cognitive abilities for focus and memory.
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Take a look at this video about an amazing young man with a mind-boggling
ability to see and notice details and create images from what he remembers.
This raises the hypothesis that we may all have much more ability for visual
attention and memory than we use because it becomes impractical for most daily
life in which we necessarily have to put our energies into other mental skills.

Levels of Engagement

An encounter with an image means seeing it at all, on any level, even barely. An
engagement with an image means how deeply we get involved with any
particular image that we see. But the degree to which we become involved –
perceptually, emotionally, psychologically – with any particular image is based on
a number of factors.
While the world of the image continues to expand at a growing pace, not all
encounters with every image are equal. The environment and the culture
influence how we encounter an image. Where images are placed and what
function they serve in our culture also lead to differing experiences with the
image.
In addition, your own personal direction, focus, or needs at any given moment
also influence how you see an image and what you get from it. You might focus
on one aspect of an image if it is neutral or insignificant to you, but look at it very
differently if you need information from it. You would look at the image of
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someone you love in a snapshot very differently from someone in an
advertisement that you have never seen before. Or look at an x-ray very
differently than a doctor would. We encounter images through many different
levels of intention, need, time, focus, etc. that are themselves always changing.
In the ordinary course of living in a world of images, we are constantly making
decisions about these levels of engagement every single time we encounter an
image in a complex visual world.
With all of this in mind, you can begin to see how some researchers suggest that
75% of the brain may be devoted to visual processing alone.

Image Assignment
Find an image (from any source, from any field) that you feel is confusing,
upsetting, troubling, annoying, unsettling, repellent, or that otherwise disturbs you
or even forces you to look away.
Explain what it is about the image (or maybe about you) that you think is having
this effect.
Things to Consider
Remember to explore, think about, and write about the image you have
selected…rather than your feelings in general. In other words, what is
uniquely unsettling about this one image? What is uniquely unsettling
about it? Is there an overall mood or tone to it that makes you feel a
certain way? Do colors or textures play a role? Does your reaction rely on
specific details in the image and if so, what about them?
NOTE: Try to go beyond the obvious choices for this assignment. Graphically
repulsive images of accident victims, or images of fetuses, or tortured bodies are
all obvious choices but they don't challenge you to probe the image personally for
your own private response. See if you can find an image that is more unexpected
or personal.
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KEY IDEAS
IMAGE
An imitation, representation, or similitude of any person, thing, or act, sculptured,
drawn, painted, or otherwise made perceptible to sight; a visible presentation; a
copy; a likeness; an effigy; a picture; a semblance.
ENCOUNTERING AN IMAGE

To have an image one present itself for possible perception. To encounter an
image is to have one within your realm of experience and once that happens,
decisions must be made about what to do regarding it.
ENGAGING WITH AN IMAGE

How deeply you get involved with any particular image that you see. Cultural,
perceptual, emotional, psychological and other factors come into play to
determine the level of engagement.
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Chapter Two Reading: The Observer Look at the Object
Excerpted from The Object Stares Back
by James Elkins

Once I wanted to write a book with the title The Observer Looks at the Object. It
would have been an academic exercise, designed to destroy its own title, to tear
it apart and show how little sense it makes.
...
The whole sentence is suspect: there is no such thing as just looking, and there
is also no such thing as an object that is simply looked at by something else
called an observer. Looking is much too complex to be reduced to a formula that
has a looking subject and a seen object. If I observe attentively enough, I find
that my observations are tangled with the object, that the object is part of the
world and therefore part of me, that looking is something I do but also something
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that happens to me—so that the neat architecture of the sentence becomes a
morass.
Paintings are an interesting example, since we often think of them as isolated
objects: There is the Mona Lisa, protected by its glass shields, cordoned off from
people and placed apart from the other paintings in its room in the Louvre. There
is the “sofa painting” hanging by itself on the white wall. There is the picture that
is up above my desk as I type this. (It’s a ferocious battle scene of swimming
centaurs and demure mermaids clubbing one another with bones ant sticks.)
Paintings seem to be exempt from the world, as if their frames were parentheses
letting the text of the world flow on around them, or little fences keeping the
picture from straying into the world.
But objects do not exist one by one in isolation, so that an observer could look at
just one object. My picture of enraged centaurs looked quite different when it
was in the bedroom, hanging over the bed—then it seemed to be more of a
romantic fable and less of a story about hard work and fighting. I noticed that the
centaurs seemed to protect the nereids and that it was really a love battle. Now,
when it’s over my desk, I tend to look at the clubs and sticks. The Mona Lisa
would tum into a diva if she were hung in the Paris opera, and if she were hung
in the Paris Metro she would look like a homeless person, wrapped in rags. The
room in the Louvre that houses the Mona Lisa is transformed by her presence.
The painting and its case are like a reliquary or an altar, and they make the room
function like a little church. People line up to see it like worshipers waiting for the
Eucharist. The other paintings look somehow less sacred—which is odd,
considering that the Mona Lisa is not a religious work and the room contains
several wonderful religious images.
For the same reasons a movie in a suburban theater is different from the same
movie in an inner-city theater. I saw John Carpenter’s The Thing in a huge old
theater in downtown Chicago that has since been destroyed. It was a deep,
cavernous space, decorated in faux-Baroque shields, twisting columns, parapets,
and plaster statues. There was garbage under the seats, and people were
talking and lobbing popcorn across the aisles. The sound was turned way up so
that it could be heard over the noise. The people who were watching would yell
at the screen, as if they were helping the hero: “Look out!”, “Oh, my God, you
idiot!”, “Don't look in there!”
Later I saw the same movie in an affluent suburban shopping mall. It was the
kind of theater in which the cheapest available purple polyester curtains covered
cinder-block walls painted in blue enamel. The audience was stony and silent,
as if they were trying hard to scare themselves. Afterward they left grumbling and
snickering. In effect, I have seen two movies: one that is mingled in my mind
with a fusty ancient theater, with noises and smells and interruptions, and
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another that I remember along with a slightly cold, cryptlike space that smelled
like a new car. There is no such thing as the movie The Thing in my mind apart
from those two experiences.
...
I am simplifying a little here, since I am pretending there are only two players in
this drama: one object and one person looking at it. But seeing and being seen
is more complicated than that. Say you’re in a museum, looking at a painting
that has a number of people in it. There may be up to ten different kinds of
looking involved: (1) you, looking at the painting, (2) figures in the painting who
look out at you, (3) figures in the painting who look at one another, and (4)
figures in the painting who look at objects or stare off into space or have their
eyes closed. In addition there is often (5) the museum guard, who may be
looking at the back of your head, and (6) the other people in the gallery, who may
be looking at you or at the painting. There are imaginary observers, too: (7) the
artist, who was once looking at this painting, (8) the models for the figures in the
painting, who may once have seen themselves there, and (9) all the other people
who have seen the painting—the buyers, the museum officials, and so forth. And
finally, there are also (10) people who have never seen the painting: they may
know it only from reproductions like the ones in this book or from descriptions.
...
How can the observer look at the object if it is multiplying and changing under his
very eyes? The supposedly static object is a moving target, like the exit door in a
hall of mirrors. In a good hall of mirrors, the exit cannot be seen at all, and it
seems there is no way out—and then a moment later, with a slight change in
position, there are nothing but exit doors wherever you look. Some of them are
only half visible, and you can’t get a clear look at them. Others send out curving
streamers, copying themselves into infinity. The elusive exit door is the analogue
to the fixed object. Any object dissolves and shatters itself if it’s seen too long or
sought for too carefully. Perhaps “the observer looks at the object” should be
“the observer looks for the object” or “the observer looks among the objects.”
And all this so far supposes there is an observer. We need to think this, even
when we have given up the idea that looking is straightforward or that objects are
stable. I need to think that I am the one doing the looking and sifting one version
of an object from the next. But what if I were changing along with the objects?
What if the sentence were “The observers”—the multiple moments of myself—
”look among the objects”?
...
My sentence, “The beholder looks at the object,” is in serious trouble. There is
no simple looking, there is no fixed object, and there is also no fixed observer. If

CHAPTER TWO: ENCOUNTERING AN IMAGE

UNDERSTANDING IMAGES ID3230

9

I were a logician I would be tempted to write a syllogism something like this: The
beholder looks at the object, but the object changes the beholder, and therefore
the beholder does not look at the object.
But it’s not as dry as that. The beholder is many beholders, and the object is
many objects, and there is no scene in which a single beholder stands and
absorbs facts and forms from an object while remaining impassive. The
sentence is true only for a split second, before there is a chance to think about
what is being seen or who is doing the seeing—which is to say it is never true.

CHAPTER THREE:
The Search For Meaning

“Meaning means something matters,
in some way, for some reason.”
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Overview
There are many different ways of looking at images and many different things
that we take from those encounters. All of these together can be thought of as
the meaning of any image. In this sense, the word meaning can be used as a
shorthand when we want to understand the impact, effect, importance,
significance, or relevance of any image that we encounter.

What Meaning Means

(Cartoon by Saul Steinberg)

We try to understand things that matter. If something does not matter to us in
some way, on some level, then we would not make the effort to make sense of
it. Understanding anything is therefore an effort that we make for a particular
reason...because the thing in question has some relevance to our lives or needs.
Pictures matter to us because, as we have said, they are part of a growing
artificial world – a matrix – that has enormous impact on our lives. If we want to
talk about exactly what this impact is, there are a lot of words we can use. We
can say that a painting has a powerful effect, or that a film has a big impact, or
that a video was really cool. We can use the words important, significant,
powerful, thought-provoking, disturbing, and many others to nail down more
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clearly just what kind of effect or influence we mean. But there is one word we
can use to stand in for all of these effects and that word is…meaning.
To discuss what an image means is to introduce this idea that the image we are
looking at matters to us in some way or in many ways. To ask “what does this
image mean?” is to begin to explore all of the ways that it may matter. The
meaning of an image is therefore any and all of this…its impact, effect,
importance, influence, and all the rest.
To say therefore that an image has meaning is to say that it has some effect on
us. But exactly what that effect is can be very hard to determine. We derive
meaning from an image simply by looking at it. But to truly understand the many
levels of meaning we would need to think about, study, explore, talk and write
about the image. The focus of this entire course is to provide an opportunity to
do just that…to explore the meaning of images by thinking, looking, and writing.

The Search for Meaning

(Painting by Chris Dawson)

Understanding the meaning of an image is not simple. Our brains do this very
quickly in the natural process of looking but it is still not simple because images
affect us in many different ways at the same time. One way to think about it is

CHAPTER THREE: THE SEARCH FOR MEANING

UNDERSTANDING IMAGES ID3230

3

that every time you look at an image, any image, you are searching for its
meaning. It may not feel like you are doing anything much at all but you
are. This is what the brain, the visual cortex, is so busy doing as you look. It is
questioning, probing, testing, grappling, guiding the eyes and attention, and
trying to figure out, fill in the gaps, and understand what you are looking at.
This happens naturally all the time. The simple fact that you can see the image
before you, and can distinguish it from other things in the world, means that you
are struggling to make sense of it. Yet it is still a complex process and in a sense
the search for meaning is never complete. Depending on the circumstances and
the type of image, we may settle right away on a limited meaning or become
confused by it, reach a deeper understanding or never know exactly what a
particular image means. And of course we may think we know and be wrong or
right about that.
The search for meaning is a search in the most exciting sense…like a quest or
an adventure. We are explorers when we look at images, searching for clues to
solve the puzzle of what we see. But this can also sometimes be
frustrating. The meaning of images is not always clear, not necessarily neat, and
rarely conclusive. In natural looking, we do our best with the time we have to
establish the meaning that matters to us at that moment. By analyzing images
we can slow down and focus more on them, thus trying to make the process
clearer and probe deeper into the image to extend the meaning.

Three Implications

(International Graphic Symbols)

Every time we encounter an image we try to make sense, to grasp, to fit what we
see in it into the big picture. It is this struggle that makes images meaningful but
there are three basic implications of this in terms of understanding images.
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First, any image that we encounter – that we notice – has meaning on some
level. The simple act of taking it in, seeing what it is and what it shows,
responding to it in some way…all this imbues the image with meaning. All that
eye/brain work we do to make sense of it tells us its meaning. Some images
may have a concentrated impact on us (graphic symbols that tell us where to go,
for example) and some may have a much broader effect (movies that move us)
but either way, as we make sense of any image we see, we establish its
meaning. Just seeing an image is therefore the same thing as understanding
what it means.
Second, no image has one single meaning. The process of making sense of
what we see is too complex, multi-layered, and multi-faceted to be reduced to
one simple truth. Your frame of mind, how much time you have, what kind of
image it is, the context you see it in…all of these can alter the meaning of any
image for each person looking at it. Even a clichéd image whose impact has
been standardized can still be ambiguous and seen differently by different people.
Third, deciding the meaning of an image is never simple. Because the meaning
is established on many different levels, it is often hard to pin down, describe
completely, or put into words. Understanding in general can be a messy,
incomplete process and that is true about images as well. The search for
meaning, this struggle to understand images through lo0oking and thinking, is a
process not a conclusion.

A Complex Process

(Ice Age cave art from Altimira in Spain)
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Fully understanding what images mean, what exactly we understand about them
and what we are probing for when we look at them, takes us into a complex
process or looking, noticing, and interpreting. Almost every book about the
subject of understanding images takes multiple approaches and explores many
pathways to this process.
To take one example, in her book Looking at Pictures, Susan Woodford
discusses four very different images. Read this except and you will see that her
attempt to probe the meanings of these images covers a lot of territory. To
simply understand the meaning of her images, she discusses the purpose the
image serves, what the image tells us about the culture in which it was produced,
how realistic it seems, and the impact of its visual design.
As you read through her analysis, you will get a sense of just how complex these
issues are and why most people who look into it conclude that every image has
many meanings. Or to put it another way, the meaning of any image is multiple
and varied.

The Detective in the Cortex

(Sherlock Holmes comic book circa 1960)
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You can think of the visual cortex - that part of the brain concerned with making
sense of the visual world – as a kind of detective searching for clues. The clues
are anything within or about the image that helps form its meaning, or to put it
another way, that helps us make sense of what we are seeing. In the same way
that a forensic detective probes for remnants of those actions that took place in a
crime scene, the visual cortex probes for bits and pieces of information that will
help in the understanding of the image. As Woodford points out in the reading
mentioned above, these can be specific details of what the image depicts or
more general impressions we get from the image, or even things we know about
the image. Anything, in other words, that will help us build up a case to answer
the fundamental question...what is the overall meaning of this image?
With all this complex brainwork involved in even the simplest act of seeing, one
wonders whether we are the only creatures on the planet capable of making and
seeing images. If it is all a matter of neurons, there are other creatures with big
brains too. Can they make images? Can they understand them? The answers
are not conclusive but take a look at this intriguing video about an animal with an
unusual skill along these lines. Is it an ability, a trick, or a hoax? See what you
think.

Image Assignment
Find a photographic image from any source (not a painting or drawing but a
photo. And not an advertisement or an image with words in it) that you find
interesting or compelling in some way. Describe your reaction to it in terms of
what it shows and why you think it was created in the first place and how these
affect your reaction to it.
Things to Consider
What does the image show? What do you think are the most important
things shown in the image and what makes them important?
What is your emotional response to the image? Does the image make you
feel a certain way and, if so, what in the image do you think might be
causing this response? Is there anything about the look or feel of it (the
colors, textures, etc.) that contributes to this?
Why do you think the image was created? What was the motive behind
making it in the first place? Do you think the image is supposed to
convince you of something or communicate something?
Is there any other information - anything that you already know or any
information that comes with it - that you think might effect or even change
its impact on you?
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NOTE: You may not know the answers to these questions, but think about them
and try to make good guesses, if you can. Please write your response as a short
essay, using full sentences and paragraphs, not as an outline of answers to the
questions.

KEY IDEAS
MEANING
What is intended to be, or actually is, expressed or indicated; signification;
import: the end, purpose, or significance of something:
THE SEARCH FOR MEANING
What we are doing in the few seconds of natural looking as our brains guides our
eyes around in a search through the image.
COMPLEXITY OF MEANING
Because we are building up the meaning as we probe the image, and searching
for a number of different kinds of effects, the meaning of any image tends to be
complex and multi-layered.
DETECTIVE IN THE CORTEX
As an analogy, we can think about the visual cortex, the area in the brain
primarily responsible for vision, as a kind of detective searching for clues to solve
an ongoing mystery….what am I looking at right now and how does it make
sense to me.
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Chapter Three Reading: Looking at Pictures
Excerpted from Looking at Pictures
by Susan Woodford

FIG 1
Ways of looking at pictures
We can begin by asking ourselves what purpose a picture served. This lively
and convincing picture of a bison (Fig.1) was painted some 15,000 years ago on
the ceiling of a cave in what is now Spain. What, we might wonder, was the
function of this beautiful and vivid painting, placed in a dark recess a little way
from the entrance of the cave? Some think its purpose may have been a magic
one, and that the image was supposed to enable its maker (or his tribe) to trap
and kill the animal depicted. We find a similar principle in voodoo, where a pin
stuck into a doll made to resemble a person is supposed to injure the person
represented. The cave painter may have hoped that capturing the image of the
bison in the cave would lead to the capture of the bison itself.
The second picture (Fig.2) is very different; it is a mosaic from an early Christian
Church. Its subject, the raising of Lazarus, is easy for us to identify. Lazarus
had been dead for four days when Jesus arrived, but Jesus had the tomb opened,
and then, according to the gospel of St John, he ‘raised his eyes to Heaven and
said: “Father…I act for the sake of these people standing round me, so that they
may believe that thou didst send me here.” ‘Then he cried in a loud voice:
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“Lazarus, come out.” And the dead man came out, wrapped hand and foot in
grave-clothes…” John 11:41-44

FIG 2
The picture illustrates the story with wonderful clarity...The picture is arranged
very simply with flat, clearly defined figures shown against a gold background. It
is not as lively as the cave painting, but it makes the story immediately
recognizable to those who know it.
What purpose did this picture serve as part of the decoration of a church? At the
time this mosaic was created, in the sixth century, few people could read.
Nevertheless the Church was anxious that as many as possible should learn the
teachings of the gospels. As Pope Gregory the Great explained, ‘Pictures can do
for the illiterate what writing does for those who can read’- that is, simple people
could find out about the Holy Scriptures from looking at such easily
comprehended illustrations as this one.
Now look at an oil painting from the brush of the sophisticated sixteenth-century
painter Bronzino (Fig.3). He has depicted the pagan goddess of love, Venus,
embraced in a very erotically suggestive way by her son, the winged youth Cupid.
To the right of the central group we see a happy little boy who, according to one
scholar, represents Pleasure. Behind him there is a strange girl in green, whose
body, we note with surprise, emerges from beneath her dress in the form of a
coiled serpent. She probably represents Deceit, an unpleasant quality- fairseeming above, but ugly under the surface - which frequently accompanies love.
To the left of the central group we see an angry old hag, tearing her hair. She is
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Jealousy, that combination of envy and despair that also often accompanies
love...

FIG 3
The picture therefore conveys a moral maxim: jealousy and deceit can be just as
much the companions of love as pleasure is. But this moral is not conveyed
simply and directly, as is the story of the raising of Lazarus (Fig.2); it is embodied
instead in a complicated and obscure allegory involving what are called
personifications. The purpose of this picture was not to tell a story lucidly for the
illiterate but to intrigue and to some extent tease a highly literate and
knowledgeable audience. It was made for the Grand Duke of Tuscany and given
by him to Francois I, the King of France. This was a painting, then, designed for
the amusement and edification of a cultured few.
Lastly, let us look at a picture made in our own time, a work by the American
painter Jackson Pollock (Fig.4). It shows no recognizable part of the ordinary
world, no bison to be captured, no religious story to be conveyed, no complex
allegory to be unravelled. What it does instead is record the action of the painter
himself as he hurled paint onto the enormous canvas to create this exciting and
animated abstract pattern. What is the purpose of such a work? Its intention is
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to reveal the creative activity and downright physical energy of the artist, to
inform the observer of the action of his body as well as his mind when he
undertakes the labor of producing a painting.
A second way of looking at pictures is by asking what they tell us about the
cultures in which they were produced. Thus the cave painting (Fig. 1) can tell us
(obscurely enough, to be sure) something about the early men who moved about
from place to place, some times sheltering in caves, who hunted wild animals but
built no permanent houses and grew no crops.
The sixth-century Christian mosaic (Fig.2) reflects a paternalistic culture in which
the enlightened few provided instruction for the uneducated masses. It tells us
that in the early days of Christianity it was important to convey holy stories to the
people as clearly as possible so that they could absorb the meaning of this
relatively new religion.
Bronzino’s painted allegory (Fig.3) speaks volumes about an intellectually refined,
perhaps even jaded, courtly society that loved riddles and puzzles and used art
to play sophisticated games with.
The twentieth-century painting (Fig.4) tells us something about people living in an
age that cherishes an individual artist’s personal vision or unique action, an age
that seems to reject the traditional values of the privileged classes and
encourages artists to express themselves freely and originally.
A third way to look at pictures is to ask how realistic they are. Resemblance to
nature has often been an important and challenging consideration for artists,
particularly during classical antiquity (from about 600 BC to 300 AD) and from the
time of the Renaissance (starting in the fifteenth century) up to the beginning of
the twentieth century.
Making pictures look convincingly real presents
fascinating problems, and many generations of artists worked with great
imagination and application to solve them. But this concern was not always
uppermost in an artist’s mind. Often it is irrelevant to apply our own standard of
naturalistic achievement to a picture, for this may not have been the standard
towards which the artist himself was working. For instance, the medieval
mosaicist who wanted to tell a bible story as vividly as possible (Fig.2) did not
make his figures seem as rounded and natural as, for instance, Bronzino (Fig.3),
but he did make the main figures of Christ and Lazarus easily recognizable and
placed Christ’s significant gesture in the centre of the picture, isolated against the
background. Clarity was what he sought above all else; he shunned even a hint
of ambiguity, and the complexity and confusion of what we consider natural
appearances might have seemed to him only a distraction.
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Similarly, the modern artist who created Fig.4 and sought to express himself in
paint so vigorously should not be judged in terms of any resemblance to nature,
with which he was not in the least concerned. He aimed to convey some aspect
of his feelings and had no desire to record his visual surroundings.
Thus although we are often entitled to ask how much a picture resembles reality,
we must be careful not to do so when the question may be irrelevant.
A fourth way to look at pictures is by thinking about them in terms of design that
is, the way forms and colours are used to produce patterns within the picture.
For instance, if we look at Bronzino’s Allegory (Fig.3) in this way, we can see that
the main group of figures, Venus and Cupid, forms a pale-coloured ‘L’ that
follows the shape of the frame of the picture. Next we notice that the painter has
balanced this ‘L’-shaped group by another, this time inverted, ‘L’ formed by the
figure of the little boy representing Pleasure together with the head and arm of
Father Time. These two ‘L’s form a rectangle which anchors the representation
firmly within the frame; and the stability of the otherwise highly complex
composition is thereby assured.
Now look at other aspects of the design. Notice that the entire space is filled with
objects or figures; there is no place for the eye to rest. This restless activity of
forms throughout the picture is related to the spirit and subject matter of the
whole work, which is agitation and lack of resolution. Love, pleasure, jealousy
and deceit are all entangled together in a formally and intellectually complicated
pattern.
The artist has painted the figures with cold, hard outlines and smoothly rounded
surfaces. They look almost as if they were made of marble. The sense of
hardness and coldness is intensified by the colours that are used: almost
exclusively pale blues and snowy whites, with touches of green and darker blue.
(The only warm colour is the red of the cushion on which Cupid kneels.) All this
coldness and hardness is the opposite of what we normally associate with the
sensuous activity that is at the centre of the picture. By such means a gesture of
love or passion, usually tender or burning, is here rendered as calculating and
frigid.
A kind of tension is set up between the form and colours on the one hand and the
subject matter on the other - a tension altogether in keeping with the paradoxical,
perhaps slightly ironic idea behind the allegory that is represented.

CHAPTER FOUR:
Terms of Understanding

“The least of things with a meaning is worth more
in life than the greatest of things without it.”
Carl Jung
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Overview
We encounter images on many different levels depending upon the image itself,
the circumstances, our own state of mind, and social and cultural implications.
How much of an image's meaning we establish or focus on, changes depending
upon all of these factors. The four approaches we will use to the meaning of an
image tell us what the possibilities are, but these can be different for each
encounter. We will refer to these four possibilities as the Content, the
Appearance, the Use, and the Context of the image.

The Four Approaches

Our basic definition of Visuality is that it is the study of the use and impact of
images in culture, communication and cognition. In other words, Visuality looks
at all the ways that images affect us as conveyors and recorders of information,
as emotional and intellectual messages, and as influences on our thinking and
feeling.
One way of trying to understand this is to look at our encounters with images as
a kind of detective game in which we are trying to find clues that answer basic
questions we have about what we are seeing. You might think of these
questions as the Who, What, Where, When, and Why of the image; the questions
a detective might ask to solve any mystery.
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Four of the most fundamental of these questions are:
1. What is the image a picture OF?
2. What is the visual EFFECT of the image?
3. How is the image being USED?
4. What else do we know ABOUT the image?
In natural, ordinary, everyday looking, these are questions that our eye/brain
system is trying to resolve or answer so that the image makes sense to us. The
brain activity that we see taking place in the visual cortex when we look at an
image is an attempt to fit what we are looking at into our understanding of the
world. What the image shows, how it shows it, how it is being used, and what
else we know about it, are all ways of accomplishing this “fitting in.”
This is something we do all the time without thinking about it. We look at an
image and try understand what it may be a picture of, try get a sense of it from its
visual presentation, try to grasp how it is being used, and try to bring any other
experience or knowledge we have to our encounter with it.
Which of these matters most, how deeply we go into each question, and how
much effort we make to find the answers depends on all the factors that
determine our encounter with and engagement in any image. We naturally
answer these questions all at once, to the degree that we need to in each case.
On the other hand, these are also questions we can overtly and formally ask as
we try to consciously and systematically probe into the meaning of an image. In
this way we can think of the questions as a kind of checklist we can use in the act
of analyzing, writing, and talking about images and their meanings.
But either way – naturally or through analysis – some of these questions are
more important or vital to understanding certain images, others less
so. Depending on the image at hand, some of these questions we can probe
with great depth, others we can pass over rather quickly. Sometimes they can
be answered readily, other times only with great effort. Sometimes focused on,
other times ignored. Each image and situation is different, although the need to
understand it remains constant.
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1. What is the image a picture OF?

(American Gothic by Grant Wood, 1930)

Images are mostly pictures of things…people, objects, events, processes, and so
on. It is common therefore for us to look at an image and say “that’s a picture
of…” In fact, one of the most fascinating things for us about all images – from
simple cartoons to high-tech 3D movies – is that they are pictorial, they look like
the world in some way.
Images can depict objects that we can recognize and identify. It is one of the
magical effects of pictures that they look the world and seem real to us in some
way. So it makes perfect sense to ask what the image shows, what it depicts.
But asking even this simple question leads to a new set of questions: What is
familiar to me in the image and what is not? How much does the image look like
the world I know? Which details matter and which do not? What aspects of the
world does the image seem to capture or copy and can we all agree on this? Do
we all see the same things in this image? How truthful or accurate is the image
regarding what it captures about the world.
The word Content refers to this aspect of the image. The content of the image
refers to all these questions about how what we see in the image relates to the
world we know.
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2. What is the visual EFFECT of the image?

(Silence=Death by Keith Haring, 1989)

All images (in the sense in which we are using the word here) are human-made
objects. They are constructed out of materials and built up from basic visual
components like colors, lines, shapes, textures, and so on. Our second
approach to meaning therefore focuses on this aspect of the image. It asks what
the visual effect on us is of those colors and shapes, or of the overall composition
or arrangement. Although intertwined with the content, this aspect of the
meaning of the image can be understood separately, on its own terms.
Probing into this aspect of meaning – not what the image shows but how it shows
it – also leads to a number of new questions: What are the shapes and colors
and textures and what kind of impression do they make? What is the impact of
their organization or arrangement? What is the visual quality of the image and
how do we respond to it? What kind of overall sense do we get from the look
and feel of the image? Does the way the image appears affect or influence what
the image shows?
The word Appearance refers to this aspect of the image. The appearance of the
image refers to all the questions associated with the visual impact and
impression of the image, often as separate from what the image shows.
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3. How is the image being USED?

(Coca-Cola advertisement, circa 1940)

Images, these artifacts of our culture, do not just appear out of thin air. We do
not yet have the ability, so popular in sci-fi stories, to generate images directly
from our thoughts. Rather, images are objects in the world….things that have
been made. Someone somewhere made every image we see for some
reason. Someone showed it so that we could see it. Someone used it for a
purpose. These facts about images as objects in the world also affect our
response and therefore are part of the meaning of the image.
Questions emerging from this approach are these: Why was the image created
in the first place? What purpose did it serve for the person who made it? How
did it fit in to the culture of the time? How did we come to see the image? Why
did we find it where we did? Who put it there and why? What did the people
who made it or displayed want from us, if anything? Is the image useful to us in
any way?
The word Use refers to all these questions about the reasons that the image
exists at all and was put in a place where people could see it. A related set of
questions focuses on the function that the image might serve as an object in its
original or in our culture.
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4. What else do we know ABOUT the image?

(Anonymous war photo, circa 1940s)

Once made, images do not just float around in space. Every image always
appears in a location and in the general environment of information. We often
know things about the image we are looking at and we almost always encounter
that image along with other visual or textual material around or connected to
it. This last approach to the meaning of the image addresses the issue of how
much we know or can you find out about the image. In other words, any extra
information that is not actually within the frame of the image itself.
This may include a whole new set of questions such as: What is the story behind
the image? What historical details are connected to it that might affect its
impact? What other clues like anecdotes, rumors, trivial facts, background
information come into play? What additional information can we get from
captions or titles or other words that come with it? What other material near the
image might influence our response to it?
We can use the word Context to refer to all of these kinds of questions. The
context of the image refers to anything not within the frame of the image itself –
anything we know, think we know, or find out – that may affect its impact or
meaning.
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The Flexibility of Meaning

(Pioneer plaque, 1972)

In both natural and analytical looking we are searching for the answers to these
questions in varying degrees, depending on the image, the environment, our own
needs. Some kinds of images, for example, stress one approach over
others. Abstract art, for instance, have little impact on our search for what a
picture shows – its Content - because purely abstract paintings do not depict
anything at all. Instead their impact comes from the shapes, textures and
compositions they present….in other words from their Appearance.
Advertising Images, on the other hand, have both Content and Appearance, but it
is their Use for communicating a message to influence us or make us want to buy
something, that is their most powerful impact. To understand the impact of an
iconic image, like the Mona Lisa for example, we would have to focus on its
meaning through Context….that it is one of most familiar, overused, clichéd
images in history.
Therefore, keep in mind that these four approaches are simply a guide, a method
for organizing your thoughts as you begin to talk about and write about
images. Sometimes you may focus on one approach more than another, or one
may seem more relevant than another, or more obviously important.
The overall goal in analyzing is to become engaged in the image, to probe and
reflect, to make the attempt, to look and see and question…and write and
think. In other words, to reveal the meaning of the image that you already know
just from having looked at it, and to expand that meaning by further study. The
list, the words, and the structure used in this course are simply meant to help you
with that process.
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Also note that even with a comprehensive approach, understanding images is
challenging, tricky, and often incomplete. Take a look at this video about the
famous Pioneer plaque. It was designed specifically to communicate clear
information about us to extraterrestrials but was it clear or confusing, straightforward or ambiguous. A debate about it has raged since it was first sent into
space…but what do you think?

Other Approaches

Lester Faigley and his co-authors in the book Picturing Texts, takes a similar but
slightly different approach to structuring the meaning of an image. As you can
see in the reading linked to this chapter, the categories he uses to compare two
famous photographs are different from the ones we use in this course. But you
will also notice that he addresses all the same issues, although with slightly
different categories…. the purpose of the image, the subject matter, the audience
for it, the background of it, and of course your own personal reaction to it.
As you read his approach, think about where his questions might fit into the four
approaches we take in this course. Note that Faigley's method of analysis is
based on the same basic idea…that we understand images by answering key
questions about them but naturally in ordinary looking and more self-consciously
in analyzing an image.
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Image Assignment
Once again, find any kind of image from any source that you think is interesting,
intriguing, compelling, or that otherwise attracts your attention and write about
what you think is the most important thing in the image, what effect the colors
have, why the image was placed where you found it, and any extra information
you have about it that seems to matter.
Things to Consider
Describe what you see in the image that you think is important in terms of
its impact on you. Which parts matter and why do they matter?
Try to find words to express the effect of the color and texture of the
image. What kind of overall visual feeling do you get from it? Does the
visual impact itself tell you anything important about the image?
Explain where you found the image and why you think it was put
there. What do you think - or guess - the image-maker (or person who
published it) was hoping to achieve or maybe make you think or feel when
you saw it?
Find out any supporting information (title, creator, style, time frame, etc.)
that you think is relevant to the impact of the image and explain why you
think this matters. If there isn't any to find or it does not seem to matter,
explain why not.
KEY IDEAS
THE MEANING OF AN IMAGE
Any way and every way in which the image has some form of impact on us.
FOUR APPROACHES TO THE MEANING OF AN IMAGE
Content….what the image shows or depicts. What we see in the frame that
we can identify and make conclusions about.
Appearance…the visual aspects of the image that contribute to the look and
feel of it including color, shapes, arrangements, visual balances, and more.
Use…the reasons the image was created and shown, the purpose for which
the image was made and what message that might communicate.
Context….what else we know or might find out about the image or any
information that connects to the image that affects its impact.
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Chapter Four Reading: Picturing Texts
Excerpted from Picturing Texts
by Lester Faigley, et. al.

(US Marines raising the flag on Mount Surabachi, Iwo Jima, Joseph Rosenthal, 1945)
(Firefighters raising the flag at the World Trade Center, Thomas Franklin, September 11, 2001)

WHAT IS PURPOSE?
Asking about purpose might seem like a straightforward question, but you will
quickly discover that most communication has more than one purpose and that
the purpose shifts as a text is placed in different contexts. It is obvious, for
example, that the Franklin and Rosenthal photos were initially taken as visual
representations of news events. It is the job of photojournalists to report the
news through pictures.
However, once the firefighters photo is reproduced on a T-shirt by a designer, for
example, the purpose shifts. It becomes a kind of memorial, a way of identifying
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loyalties, and even a fashion statement. That same photo is presented in this
textbook as an example of a familiar and complex piece of visual
communication.
It is the same image, but it takes on additional meaning as its purpose changes
with use and reuse.
The same can be said of the Iwo Jima photo. Almost immediately after it was
first published, it was being used for a number of different purposes. Only five
months after the picture first appeared in newspapers, the U.S. Post Office
issued a stamp featuring it. By 1995, when a second version of the stamp
appeared, even those Americans who knew nothing about the image had
probably seen it in countless versions, including the memorial statue that now
stands in Washington, D.C.
In 1945, the stamp was produced as a memorial representing courage under fire.
In 1995, it was a piece of history. For stamp collectors, the image is an artifact. A
postage stamp itself is simply a proof of purchase, but an individual stamp design
either survives—becomes popular—or not, depending on how many people
decide to buy it.
WHAT IS THE SUBECT?
Look again at the Iwo Jima photo. Two days after its publication, Congress
already was talking about it as a model for a memorial statue. Somehow, in
addition to recording a single moment in time, the photo also carries a symbolic
and emotional message. The same is true of Franklin's firefighter photo. Within
months after it had appeared, the photo was being talked of as a model for a
future memorial. Its symbolic significance was obvious to everyone who saw it.
How is that possible? To begin with, the subject of both photos was newsworthy.
The public wanted to see the real people, places, and events depicted. Many
news photos are significant solely on the basis of what they depict and the
context in which they depict it. As press photos, then, both simply showed
people at the actual scenes of events of international significance.
In addition, the subjects of these photos carried a powerful emotional impact.
Both depicted a moment of triumph after devastating defeat. The battle that
ended with a marine victory on Mount Suribachi had gone on for four days in
some of the fiercest fighting of World War II. By the time Rosenthal took his
picture, 40 percent of the company engaged in this battle had been killed.
Similarly, the firefighter photo was taken on the evening of September 11, 2001,
at the end of a day of national tragedy. In Franklin's words, the photo “had
drama, spirit, and courage in the face of disaster.”
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So, the subject depicted by each photo and the significance of that subject are
key elements we need to consider as we read these images.
Both photos carry strong symbolic meaning. The U.S. flag, an easily recognized
SYMBOL of U.S. patriotism and nationhood, is at the top and is the focus of both
images. The individuals in each photo also carry symbolic significance: marines
and firefighters are historically associated with courage and self-sacrifice.
Not everyone who sees these images will have positive associations with
patriotism, the flag, or marines and firefighters, however. That is why it is very
important to consider the audience when you think about how an image
communicates meaning.
WHO IS THE AUDIENCE?
You can sometimes identify the intended audience for an image very precisely,
but that is not always the case, and it might not be necessary. It is necessary,
however, to think about how an author might expect an audience to receive the
work. A photojournalist expects the audience to be readers of the news
publication in which the photo appears. Ideally, that audience will accept the
photo as a piece of news—a faithful reproduction of something that actually
happened. The news photo allows readers to witness an event they would not
be able to see for themselves.
Of course, no designer or author can control audience response. The best you
can do is know something about the audience you are aiming for and make
choices based on what you know. That is what happened when the Franklin and
Rosenthal pictures were placed side by side on posters after the World Trade
Center attack. These posters were designed for an audience that would see the
two moments (1945 and 2001) as corresponding—not just in the way the photos
looked but in their reference to war and tragedy and triumph. Those who did not
see the correspondence or who did not agree that the September n attack was
analogous to World War II very likely dismissed the message of the poster as
overly simple— even manipulative.
HOW IS IT ARRANGED?
When we talk about arrangement or composition, we mean the way an image is
organized within its frame or visual space. In the case of these two photos, the
arrangement is a classic and stable triangle, with the flag forming the apex and
the figures below forming the base. Like verbal composition, visual composition
is a process of selection and emphasis—what is included in the space and what
is left out, what is placed in the foreground (at the front of the picture) and what is
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relegated to the background. In other words, the way a text is arranged or
organized suggests what the author believes is important about the subject and
influences the way the audience reads the text.
Designers and visual artists must choose between a closed or open form when
they compose an image. With a CLOSED FORM the entire image is inside
the visual frame and the viewer’s attention is focused within the picture. The
Rosenthal and Franklin photos are arranged in very similar ways and both are
closed forms…the men at the base seem to be moving in a mass toward the flag,
which then forms the top of the closed triangular form. A similar form is made in
the composition of the Franklin photo.
Most readers don’t think of news photographs as carefully arranged. News
photos are assumed to be moments in time, captured just as events happened,
with little thought about composition beyond the quick decisions a skilled
photographer might make while looking through the viewfinder. And yet even
here composition is rarely a matter of chance. The Iwo Jima photo, for example,
was cropped from its original longer shot, which had much more sky and
landscape, making a tighter, more closed composition—and a greater visual
impact.
WHAT IS THE HISTORICAL CONTEXT?
All texts are created at a time, in a place, and sometimes in response to specific
events or feelings. Visual texts, like all others, derive their meaning partially from
their historic context. We have already seen some of that in our discussion of
two photographs. To read either the Franklin or Rosenthal photograph, it helps
to understand events in history, but, again, the historic context will not guarantee
a single reading of these photos.
On the one hand, many Americans know that the Iwo Jima photo was taken
during World War II. However, because most of us do not know the details of the
event depicted, the image has come to be understood as a generalized reference
to Americans at war, perhaps to heroism or to the horrors of war. The firefighter
photo, on the other hand, is still current. Most of us know some details of the
events of that day, and that knowledge affects the way we read the image.
Not all images have such an easily defined historic context, but all are created at
a particular historical moment and all are read at particular moments in time. The
way readers understand an image will depend on when they read it, when it was
made, and what was happening in the world at the time.
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WHAT ARE THE CULTURAL AND SOCIAL CONTEXTS?
In addition to having historical contexts, images take on meaning within certain
cultural and social contexts. Our two photos are good examples. Firefighters
have traditionally been considered heroes in U.S. culture, which is why television
producers and filmmakers often position them at the center of the action willing to
sacrifice themselves to save others. In that way they are like soldiers—or, at
least, like the idealized soldiers of movies and novels.
Moreover, the firefighter photo takes on much of its meaning because it reminds
viewers — especially once it is compared to the Iwo Jima photo—of World War II
and other battles that Americans have fought. Once the reference to World War
II — a war some have called America's last “good war”— is made, the image
evokes some of the pride that Americans felt at winning the war with Hitler. The
meaning of the photo, then, begins to shift from an inspiring moment at the end
of a long day of catastrophe to what the press quickly began to call “America's
New War.” All of the films and photos and novels that we have seen and read
about World War II and especially about Iwo Jima influence how we understand
this new image. It might even bring to mind John Wayne in the 1950S film The
Sands of Iwo Jima. Of course, if you are not familiar with the Rosenthal photo or
have never thought of World War 11 or of any war as a “good” war, or if you are
from a different culture entirely, the meaning you take from the firefighter image
will differ. You will still very likely see it as a patriotic image, but patriotism in this
form might not appeal to you.
...
WHAT IS YOUR PERSONAL RESPONSE?
Images often evoke memories or quick reactions…. Although there are likely to
be many similar responses to a photo such as this one, there will also be
responses that differ significantly from yours. The fact that people have different
reactions should not be surprising given that the way we read or react to a text
depends on what we bring to it. For example, if you live in New York City, if you
are a firefighter, or if you lost friends or family in the September 11 attack, your
response is likely to be very different from the response of someone who does
not have your experience.
Think, as well, of your response to the Iwo Jima photo. Is it the same as your
response to the firefighter photo? If you were to ask a World War II veteran for a
response to Rosenthal's image—which, of course, you could do—how would his
or her reaction differ from yours? Very likely, the veteran would know a lot about
the Iwo Jima photo—and would, of course, have different memories and thus a
different response to the photo than you do.

CHAPTER FIVE:
The Imitation of Life

“Did you ever have a dream you were so sure was real…”
Morpheus in The Matrix
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Overview
Each of the four approaches to the image that we have discussed has an
important impact on us. Content, which is about what the image shows, is the
matrix part. We are able to have such profound experiences with images, in part,
because on some level we take them to be real. Appearance, how the image
looks, has a deep impact on our feelings. Color, texture, tone, balance all affect
our emotional state very directly. Use, which is concerned with the various
functions that images serve, can powerfully affect our attitudes, opinions, and
even our behavior. And Context, what else know about the image, is significant
because it connects the image to the model of the world we have in mind so that
images become part of our knowledge base.

The Image Frame

(Still from film short “I fell in love with a painting” by Zach King)

Images fool us all the time since they are, in fact, only gobs of pretty colors in the
form of chemicals, inks, or points of light on some kind of surface. When we
shout for our team on TV, or sob when the movie hero dies, or are amazed by
the painting…we have been responding to ghosts. The pretty gobs become real
to us, a reflection of life itself. To understand an image is therefore to be caught
up in the matrix of it – even if only for a few moments - and take it as a kind of
reality. In the act of simply seeing the image, it becomes as rich and real as
anything else before our eyes.
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At the same time it is unusual to be completely fooled by images. The history of
the image is filled with stories about people responding to images as though they
were looking at the real thing. Current ads for high-def television play off the
same idea. But in fact, just as we are pulled into their illusion, we also know that
images are what they are...representations of the world, usually less detailed,
almost always flat as pancakes, and on a different scale than real life.
But it is largely because of another aspect of images that we can keep in mind
that they are not the world. Images have frames. Unlike the world itself, images
end at their borders…the frame of the painting, the edge of the computer screen,
the ends of the movie screen. Yet we love being fooled and so the best illusions
– 3D, Imax, virtual reality – are ones that attempt to destroy our perception of the
frame.
Interior and Exterior

You will notice that the first two approaches – Content and Appearance – involve
looking into the image, visually probing it, interacting with its look and
substance. In that sense, we can say that they are interior to the image…they
refer to what we see inside the frame of the image. The other two approaches –
Use and Context – concern things that are largely exterior to the image. To
understand their impact, we tend to pull back, to think about the image as an
object used in certain ways and about which we may or may not know certain
things.
In natural looking, these assessments are all happening at once; but in analyzing
an image we can look at them systematically and in that case it will help to keep
in mind this sense of moving “in” for the first two approaches and stepping “back”
for the other two. Both moves together help us establish the overall meaning of
what we are looking at.
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Meaning Through Content

(Cartoon by Charles Addams)

Content refers to how images relate to the world...what they are pictures of,
whether they seem realistic or not, how accurately they reflect what we know.
Understanding the content of an image is a constant struggle to decide two
things...to what extent we recognize and can make associations to what we are
seeing, and to what extent we trust or believe the image to represent the world
we know.
The fact that the images that we create with various materials and technology
have the capacity – which can be quite magical – to somehow look like the world
we know is an astounding aspect of them. It is amazing that gobs of paint on
linen, chemical particles on paper, pixels of light on a screen, or even simple
lines drawn with a pencil on paper can look like the complex world we are familiar
with and can capture aspects of the world in its details, its colors, its depth.
To engage in the Content meaning of an image (another way of saying “to ask
what it is a picture of”) is in a sense to play a game, a reality game. We know
that images are not the things they depict yet on another level we ignore this and
think of these images as the things themselves. This is how it is possible for us to
feel something when we look at a photo of a loved one or to refer to the portrait
as a woman. It is this ambiguity that allows an erotic image or a horrific one, for
example, to elicit very real responses on the part of the viewer.
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This is an odd game in which we both know we are being fooled and allow
ourselves to be fooled at the same time. We know the movie is a movie but also
immerse ourselves in it as though it were real life. In this constant and
momentary process, we go back and forth between thinking of the things images
depict as actual things and as representations of things. In fact, this trick, this
game, is one of the things that makes images so compelling in the first place.

Three Aspects of Content

(Slave Market with the Disappearing Bust of Voltaire by Salvador Dali,1940)

As we try to understand what an image is presenting to us, there are three things
that we can focus on...identification, association, and trust.
Identification
Identification means the simple and direct identification of familiar things in the
image. But keep in mind here that images do not only present or represent
objects, they can also show us processes, relationships, invisible terrains, and
more. A photo can show a face that may or may not be familiar to you, a painting
can show an object you may or may not have seen before, a chart can show the
relationship between two properties you may or may not have thought about
before, an x-ray can show a physical structure you would never be able to see in
any other way.
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This broadens the questions we might ask that fall under the category of
Content. Not only what am I looking at and what looks familiar to me, but also
what aspect of life is depicted? What piece of the world is being
represented? What kind of things are inside that frame…people, objects, events,
processes, measurements? All of these are Content questions.
Identification is similar to what is called denotation...the things that images refer
directly to, those things that come to mind because we recognize them in the
image. The denotative meaning of an image is what the image directly brings to
mind.
Association
Association is a broader aspect of Content. Besides recognizing and being able
to identify familiar things in the image we also have the ability to relate those
things to wider ideas and concepts. To understand a photograph of a soldier, for
example, we would have to be able to identify a face, a uniform, a weapon, a
location, etc. But such a photograph might also bring to mind ideas and feelings
about war, patriotism, danger, etc. These kinds of ideas are not actually depicted
in the same way that a helmet and a rifle are, but we can easily associate what
we see in the image to those wider concepts.
This too broadens the Content of the image by going beyond simple depiction
into the realm of suggestion and connection. Associations made to the Content of
an image may be shared by viewers (in the same way identification may be
shared) because we share cultural, historical, or life experiences. On the other
hand, associations to any image might prove to be different from one person to
the next because we also all have unique personal experiences.
Association is similar to what is called connotation...ideas and concepts that
come to mind in the process of viewing the image and that usually are not
directly depicted. The connotative meaning of an image is what we make of what
we see, beyond direct identification.
Trust
Trust refers to another assessment that we make in terms of what the image
shows. Do you believe what you see? Do you accept it as being accurate? Are
you convinced that the content of the image represents reality in some way or
does it seem false? Does the image seem lifelike or vivid…or not? Does it show
life as you know it and, if so, how much? Is the image, to the degree that it
represents something familiar in the world, telling the truth?
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These are Content questions too and they are very important to our sense that
the image is informative and relevant to our lives. Just as with all other attempts
to understand the meaning of the image, we struggle to establish a sense of how
truthful or trustworthy each image is to us.
All of these ideas – depiction and association and trust -- refer to the attempts we
make towards understanding what we are looking at. We naturally probe images
to determine what we are being shown, how this relates to our own experience
and interests, how accurate or truthful this seems. We struggle with these issues
as a part of natural looking, resolve them to the best of our needs at the time,
then move on. Analytically we can return to the image and ask these questions
again and probe deeper.

Images and Reality

(Artist Mike Dargas working on a photorealistic painting)

Understanding all three of these aspects of an image involve comparing what
you see in the image to what is familiar to you in the world. Words like
representation, depiction, imitation, and realism focus attention on this
comparison, on the Content of the image and how it relates to reality.
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One word that is often used to describe the relationship of images to reality is
mimesis. A mimetic image means one that looks like the real world. We often
think of mirrors as being highly mimetic in this sense, and movies too. There can
be many reasons that an image might work in this way; highly detailed images
can fool us, and the movement known as trompe l’oeil was designed to do just
that. Images in which the frame is no longer visible can also be so mimetic that
they fool us. And certain 3D illusions are highly mimetic in the way they capture
the sense of the dimensional world.
On the other hand, images can look realistic but not mirror the world at all. Take
a look at this video to see a very vivid representation of a world that only exists
inside the computer. Is it realistic or not? That depends on what matters to you
when you use that term. Video games also present highly vivid unreal worlds.
But looking like the world is only one way in which images strike us as seeing
real. Images can capture truths of the world in other ways too. An economics
graph, for example, may reveal certain facts about the way people behave and
represent an important aspect of life even though it is not mimetic, that is, does
not mirror details of the visual world.
The reading connected to this chapter – an article entitled The Culture of
Deception – points out other ways in which images seem real to us. The author
uses the word simulation to refer to images that are so real they fool us into
thinking they are the world and gives a number of obvious examples of this. But
perhaps the most striking one concerns local TV news, which the author
suggests is simply a powerful a form of simulation. Are the stories in the news
factual reports of real-life events or just simulated realities controlled by the
media for the purpose of manipulating our feelings and thoughts?
The author challenges us to think about this while also suggesting that we
become so enamored with and trusting of the images we see in the media that
we commonly confuse them with reality and rarely question their relationship to
the real world.
The relationship of images to reality is important because we often blur the
difference. Images can be used in court to convince juries of the truth of an
actual event. We use medical images to tell us how we feel and whether we are
well or ill. We rely on scientific images to tell us how the world is
constructed. And sophisticated charts and graphics tell us about social realities.
But can we truly put our trust in all of these?
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Because we are relying more and more on images to tell us about the world, the
relationship we establish between images and reality becomes an important
component of our understanding. Questions about the degree to which violence
in video games, pornography on the web, or how the political content of a
documentary film affects us are also examples of this delicate balance we sense
between images and reality.

Image Assignment
Find an image from any source that strikes you as seeming very real, that
captures something about the world in a very truthful or accurate way. Photo,
map, chart, drawing, graph...it's up to you. Write about what you meant by the
word "real" in this case and why the image you picked is a good example of it.
Things to Consider
Once you've found an image (and hopefully not a terribly obvious one) then
answer these questions about the image you have picked. (As always,
write out your answers in full paragraphs without listing the questions.)
1. What is it about this image that seems real to you and why?
2. What did you take the word "real" to mean in this case? Visually
accurate, emotionally truthful, culturally correct? Something else?
3. What parts, pieces, or aspects of the image seem to matter most in
achieving this effect?
4. Do you think everyone seeing this image would have the same opinion
about its realism? If so…why do you think so? If not…why not?

Key Ideas
CONTENT MEANING
The word Content refers to the meaning of an image through what it shows or
how it mirrors or copies the world.
Semantic Meaning refers to the same thing. It comes from a Greek word for
"sign" or "signify." The semantic meaning of an image is what we make of the
Content of it.
DENOTATION
The explicit or direct meaning of a word or other communication, as distinguished
from the ideas or meanings associated with it or suggested by it. The denotative
meaning of an image is the things we identify inside the frame.
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CONNOTATION
The associated or secondary meaning of a word or other communication in
addition to its explicit or primary meaning. The connotative meaning of an
images is the ideas or connections or associations that come to mind beyond the
simple and direct identifying of things.
MIMESIS
The imitation or representation of aspects of the sensible world, especially
human actions, in literature and art. Mimetic images copy the visual world in
certain aspects like details, light, shapes, etc. Not all images that seem real to us
are mimetic, only the ones that “mirror” or “look like” the world in some way.
SIMULATION
An assumption or imitation of a particular appearance or form; counterfeit; sham.
Simulation images are so mimetic in some way that they may, for a instant, fool
us into thinking we are looking at reality.
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Chapter Five Reading: Simulation Confusion
From Culture of Deception
At transparencynow.com
On February 6, 1992, the police station in Oxford, Pennsylvania, received a
telephone call, reporting that an armed intruder had been seen on the second
floor of a local apartment building. In response, two officers rushed to the scene,
prepared to make an arrest. As they stood outside the building, one peered
through a crack in the door and spotted what looked like the intruder, lurking in
the dark hallway at the top of the stairs, holding a gun. Twice, the officer ordered
the apparent intruder to drop the firearm. Twice, the command was ignored.
Moments later, as the officer continued to look into the hallway, he noticed that
the "intruder" bore a striking resemblance to a well-known actor. In an instant, he
realized that he and his partner were in a tense standoff with a cardboard cutout
of Eddie Murphy holding a gun, that had been taken out of a video store, where it
was used to advertise a movie. Both the person who called the police, and the
officer, had mistaken a semi-realistic imitation, created by mounting a life-size
photograph on cardboard, for the object it imitated.
The two officers were the butt of some department humor after this incident,
which was reported by the local press and a few national news organizations. But
their experience was only an exaggerated version of something that happens to
millions of people every day now that simulations are a pervasive element of our
surroundings. Like them, most of us routinely suffer from simulation confusion in
which we mistake realistic fakes for what they imitate.
In some instances, such as the one described above, we are tricked by accident,
by simulations that were never intended to be deceptive. Realistic toy guns, for
example, are frequently mistaken for genuine firearms, an error that has led to
numerous shootings. Similarly, Polaroid's photographic replicas of famous
paintings are often mistaken for actual paintings although they are primarily
intended to let buyers enjoy the pleasures of famous works of art, in facsimile.
But, more often, we are being deliberately tricked, by people who have
something to gain by manipulating us with misleading appearances. Indeed,
much of America's economy is based on providing consumers with deceptive
simulations, from knockoffs and fake IDs to padded shoulders and tinted contact
lenses. As a result, we find ourselves in a new kind of surroundings, in which we
can no longer always rely on the evidence of our senses to tell us what is real.

CHAPTER FIVE: THE IMITATION OF LIFE

UNDERSTANDING IMAGES ID3230

11

The growing role of deceptive simulations is particularly evident in fields that use
props and disguises as part of larger strategies to outwit opponents, including the
military, crime, security and police work. Thus, we find that military strategy is
now based on inducing confusion in opponents with such visual deceptions as
missile decoys, stealth aircraft and camouflage. Perhaps the most impressive
example was the creation of a dummy invasion force -- including inflatable rubber
tanks and canvas airplanes designed by a movie studio -- that was used to
mislead the Nazis about where the Allied invasion would take place. Less noble
are the con artists who placed a counterfeit ATM machine in a Connecticut mall,
to trick customers into feeding in their bank cards, and revealing their account
numbers and personal identification numbers.
These fields provide a good model of contemporary society, which has become a
Hobbesian world of simulators and dupes, con artists and the conned, in which
people routinely manipulate appearances to get what they want. When we look
behind these invented appearances, what we often find are advanced forms of
art and technology that make it possible for people to present an image of
themselves, and of products, situations and ideas, that tells a story.
Indeed, society is now governed by various groups that use deceptive
simulations to gain and hold on to money and power. The most important of
these groups can be found in business, entertainment, politics and news. And
their most important tool of deception is our society's primary simulation machine
-- television -- which allows them to create complex simulations that can trick
people, en masse. Americans, glued to their television sets, are exposed to
(although not always fooled by) hundreds of these deceptive simulations in an
average day, which are fabricated in an effort to falsify their view of the world and
control their behavior.
Among these deceptions, advertising presents a utopian world of human
perfection and endless celebration, to sell products. Politicians give scripted
performances for the cameras, with adoring crowds as the extras, to create an
identity for television that will embody the desires of voters. The public relationsdriven world of celebrities portrays an invented world of glamour and mystery.
And the national news media which claims to provide a window onto events, is
itself increasingly in the business of producing entertaining dramas about danger
and villainy, that has a lot in common with the fictions of the movies.
All use some combination of the same techniques, relying on scripts, staged
performances, "creative" narration, video editing and electronic image
manipulation. And all end up telling stories that include the same elements
described on other pages: the mastery of danger, the satisfaction of desires and
the ultimate restoration of morality. But here, an effort is made to lead people to
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believe that the story accurately depicts people and events. As a result, all end
up profoundly falsifying what they portray, once again mixing faithful and
manipulated images, and fact and fiction in seamless ways so that it can be hard
to tell where one ends and the other begins.
An example can be seen in local television news. These programs are well
known for reciting the daily litany of crimes, and personal and community
disasters, with all the potential that has for evoking sympathy, fear and anger in
audiences. But this trail of mishaps and mayhem is always framed by a larger
message of safety, which is conveyed by the staged expression of helpfulness
and friendliness on the part of the newscasters, and by all the stories about
public ceremonies and community efforts to deal with problems. The overall
effect is to create another kind of symbolic arena, which gives viewers the sense
that they are members of a community that is competent to contain danger and
suffering.
What is particularly telling is just how similar this symbolic arena is to those found
in many of the forms of fiction. Both evoke anger, fear and sympathy in an
audience and then convert these emotions into reassurance and hope. Fiction
accomplishes this primarily with a happy ending. Local news does it by placing
stories about danger and suffering in a program that overflows with benevolence
and camaraderie -- and by throwing in a good measure of stories with happy
endings. Each, in a different way, is designed to provide a satisfying emotional
experience to audiences.
In fact, local television news is a lot like Back to the Future...The Ride. Its daily
collection of news stories also uses images to take audiences on a kind of
journey to other times and places, so they can escape the limits of physical
reality. At the end, after (vicariously) facing various adversities, they are
deposited where they were picked up, feeling reassured that the world is safe. It
even throws in computer-generated special effects, to make the journey more
exciting. The difference, of course, is that with the news, people are misled into
believing that the experience provides them with direct information about the
world.
Fortunately, as simulations increase in number and influence, a learning process
is taking place in which we are developing new ways to unmask illusions. One
might say that humanity is involved in a game of catch up: every year simulations
are becoming more convincing and every year, we are getting better at not being
fooled.
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As part of this learning process, society is finding ways to protect itself. Among
them, it is passing laws, such as a federal law regulating the appearance of toy
guns, and it has developed new techniques and technologies for exposing fakes.
It has also developed new professions for exposing fakery and fraud, such as the
career the stage magician, James Randi created for himself, investigating fake
psychics and faith healers who use the tricks of stage magic to bring about their
effects.
As these trends become more pronounced, we will need more people who take a
principled stand against these deceptions. We also need educational institutions
that teach children to see through simulations.
Unfortunately, a great many of the new "simulation-busters" who expose
misleading appearances for a living are, themselves, also fabricators of
simulations. This is most obvious when it comes to television news, which
exposes the deceptions of politics and business even as it turns those exposes
into its own complex story-based simulations. Television news is increasingly
concerned with creating the appearance that is is exposing deception, whether or
not it is actually doing so. This reaches a point of absurdity with all those pseudoexposes that create the appearance the government is involved in a great UFO
cover-up. Here, simulation-busting itself becomes the ultimate con: a fraud that
creates the fraudulent appearance of fraud.

CHAPTER SIX:
Shadows of the World

“All that was once directly lived has become mere representation."
Guy Dubord
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Overview
Images trick us into thinking that they capture the world through a number of
illusions. Details, shadows, the way light reflects from surfaces, motion, the broad
range of colors, and more. One of the most powerful of these is the illusion of
depth in flat images created by a number of optical tricks including shading,
overlapping, and perspective.

Probing the Content

To think about, or to write or discuss, the Content of an image is to be drawn into
the familiar aspects of life that the image presents. There are a lot of levels to
this process alone, which only proves how deeply we are pulled into the illusion
that pictures create.
Description
The first aspect of Content involves focusing on, or describing, what you see in
the image. Not everyone sees or notices the same things in each image, so your
description will reveal those things that resonate with you. What do you notice
first, second, third? Why do you think you noticed these things in this order?
Which details matter and which do not?
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Inspection
With most images, especially more complex or detailed ones, the more you look,
the more there is to see. There may be details that are quite significant that you
may not even notice at first. Or ones that you notice after inspecting the image
but then decide do not have an important role to play in the impact. What do you
notice after careful looking? What do you recognize only after seeing other parts
of the image? What makes sense in the image after spending some time (even a
few more seconds) exploring it?
Representation
We can use the word representation here to refer specifically to that aspect of the
world that the image is presenting. It is common to think of the Content of
images as people and objects but of course maps and charts and diagrams and
symbols are images too. So another thing to think about is what aspect of the
world the image presents. Is it showing a thing, a person, a process, a hidden
world, a theory, a mathematical relationship? Some combination of these?
Images can depict or represent the world in many different ways.
Realism
Content calls on us to compare what we see in the image with what we know
about the world. We are therefore constantly comparing the world we see in the
image with the model of the world that we have in our heads. We are, in other
words, always relating the image to reality and asking how closely related the two
are. When you think about this, ask yourself…does the image seem real to you
or not? Does it seem to accurately represent life as you know it or not? Do you
believe what you see in the image to be truthful or not?
Reaction
The issue of Content is not simply about recognizing or trusting. If that were true,
images would not have to the profound impact on us that they do. Responding to
the Content of an image is also an emotional question. What are your responses
to what the image shows? How do you feel about those details that seem to
matter and in what way do they matter to you? What kind of reaction do you
have to what is depicted? How does the “reality” inside the frame of the image
make you feel and why?
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The Story of the Image

(Young Girl Smoking by Sally Mann, 1992)

Images tell stories. Or perhaps a better way of saying that is: we tell stories
through the image. After all, images are just gobs of color on a surface, it is we
with our active, probing looking who bring all this meaning to the image. Stories
– narratives, linking things together, making connections that make sense – are
one of the ways we think about the world and the world of the image as well. It is
the Content illusion of the image, the notion that we are looking at familiar things,
that allows us to pull those gobs of color into our storytelling ability.
There are a number of ways to think about the story of any particular
image. One is to think of the image as telling you a tale…as though a portrait of
a lady were speaking to you and saying: “once upon a time there was a woman
who looked like this and dressed this way and wore these kinds of clothes.” This
kind of narrating is another part of the natural process of looking because by
doing it, we are tying together the gobs of color into a coherent whole that we can
understand.
A second way of thinking about the story of the image is to think of images as
slices of life. In this sense, what you see in the image is not a complete story
unto itself but only a moment in a longer narrative. The questions of what might
have come before and what might happen after the story within the image
become relevant here. Imagine a photograph that shows some action and
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makes you wonder what happened next. We do this too all the time in our
attempt to turn those gobs into a story and then to complete the story so that it all
makes sense to us.
There are other aspects of this idea that pictures tell a story too. The story of
how they were made, for example, is sometimes used to tell us something about
the person who made them. The story of the culture from which they came is
often used to give us clues about the people of the past. But these aspects of
the story of the image will be covered in later chapters on the Use and Context of
images.

Preferring the Illusion

(Advertisement for SKY HDTV)

Content is largely about illusion and we love being fooled. In fact, perhaps the
most magical quality of images – the crux of the matrix of the image – is their
ability to present a convincing world to us. We have already mentioned trompe
l’oeil painting as an example of images that attempt to make their illusory reality
as vivid and real as real reality. The history of images is filled with attempts to
use the latest technology to make “really real” images. From stories in Ancient
Greece about skilled artists who made works that competed with reality to the
latest TV ad for high-resolution screens that fool viewers into thinking they are
looking at real life, the trick of Content is one that we have always, and always
will, love to be fooled by.
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Julian Beever is an artist who uses and stretches the rules of perspective
(created in the West to make paintings highly realistic through their depiction of
depth) to produce some eye and mind-boggling sidewalk chalk drawings. Take a
look at some of his work here and elsewhere on the web and notice how
delightful it is to be fooled into the matrix of his work.
Ada Louise Huxtable, who writes about architecture for the New York Times, also
points out something interesting about this in her article “Living with the Fake and
Loving It,” which is the reading connected to this chapter. Although she is largely
writing about the architecture of Las Vegas, her point is relevant to our study of
the Content illusion in images.
As her many examples show, we not only love to be fooled by images, but in
many cases prefer the illusion to reality itself. More visitors to a fake recreation
of the Alamo – a famous national monument – than to the real one miles away
where the actual battle took place? The simulation becomes more real than the
real and the idea that something is fake – that it is only a copy of – is starting to
be less and less important to us as we take the image or the illusion to be a more
interesting choice.

The Tricks of Content

(Section of Las Meninas by Diego Velasquez, 1656)

Images present an illusion of the world by a series of visual tricks. They allow
gobs of paint to look like a man wearing a certain kind of costume, or chemicals
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on a piece of paper look like you are standing in Disneyworld, or flashing lights
on a screen look like cars crashing. They accomplish this by imitating — or
perhaps a better way of saying it – by translating key aspects of the world that we
are familiar with into the components of various visual media.
Some of these key aspects are:
The Details of the World
The world our eyes take in is rich with details, the peculiarities and particulars of
materials and objects. A skilled painter can wield daubs of color, a photograph
can capture light, even a cartoonist can use simple lines to convey the edges of
things. These are all ways in which an image can represent the details of the
world and draw us into the illusion that the content we are seeing in the image is
a powerful representation of reality.
Our Understanding of Depth
We live in a 3D world but our eyes only take in that world on two flat retinas. It is
the brain that calculates the difference between these two incoming perceptions
and creates – maybe recreates is more accurate – the depth that we
understand. Images have the ability to present this aspect of the world to us very
vividly through overlapping, shading, and most of all through the illusion of
perspective. Technologies that present a different image to each eye –
mimicking the way our eyes really work – can create this illusion even more
powerfully.
The Dance of Light
In spite of the fact that we can only perceive a small band of radiant energy that
we call the visible spectrum, we are experts at seeing subtle differences in the
way light bounces off surfaces. In fact, seeing itself is based on this fact and it is
the reason that we cannot see in the dark. As a result of our evolutionary talents,
and through our own experiences, we can understand the world as a world of
reflected light. Images too can capture this aspect of reality through brightness
or luminance, and through tonality or light and dark, and thus create a compelling
illusion within the matrix.
The Shape Game
Another power of our vision rests with our ability to distinguish shapes. We will
discuss this in more depth in a later chapter on the Appearance of images, but in
terms of Content, we can focus on our skillful ability to see the differences
between colors and tones and edges to quickly understand the shapes within an
image and how those shapes relate to the unique shapes and contours of objects
in our natural environment.
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The Mark of Color
Color, as you will see in the later chapter on Appearance, has its own powerful
and direct impact on us. For the moment though, consider how color helps us
distinguish what we see in images and relate this to the world we know…the red
of an apple, the blue of a sky, the various tones of a face. Color here is another
aspect of the familiar world that can be captured and displayed by the various
media of images.
The Sense of Motion
The world we see before us is not a static world, it is constantly in motion. Yet up
until the 19th century this was not part of the illusion of images. It was only
beginning with the various animation toys of the 1800s – the zoetrope, for
example – that motion too could be included in the illusion of the image. Now of
course, especially with the video revolution, motion is a basic component of
Content and a powerful illusion that draws us into the reality of the image.
These are just some of the tricks of content that draw us into the reality – or false
reality or alternate reality, however you want to put it – of the image and allow us
to immerse ourselves so powerfully in that matrix.

Image Assignment
There are two parts to this assignment.
PART 1
Find an image from any source that you think presents a false view of the world
in some way. In other words, look for an image that in your opinion, is not
accurate or truthful in what it depicts about the real world. Perhaps the image
seems incomplete or misleading, or strikes you as a fabrication, or maybe even
an outright lie. Write about what you think gives it this impact and the effect it has
on you with this sense of it in mind.
Things to Consider
1. It is the look or the content or the message? Some combination of
these?
Is it due to some important detail or to the overall impact?
2. Do you think the image has been altered or manipulated in some way?
Or is there something else about it that makes you question how truthful or
accurate it is?
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3. What impact does such an effect have on you? Does it make you laugh
or feel angry or lied to? Or maybe you think the effect is amusing or
insignificant. Do you think everyone looking at it would see it in this way?
4. Finally, do you think the fact that this image presents a false view of the
world matters in any big way...is it influencing people in a positive or
negative way?
PART 2
No writing for this part, just do the following:
Go stand in front of mirror, about arm's length away.
Take a crayon, marker, lipstick, or even a wet soapy finger and - without moving
closer to the mirror - draw the outline of your head on the surface of the mirror.
Do you notice anything unexpected about the size of that outline you drew?

Key Ideas
REAL
Actually existing as a thing or occurring in fact; not imagined or supposed.
Genuine, bona fide, factual, actual, authentic.
REALISM
Realism in images refers to any way in which the image stands for, reflects, or
represents the real world.
Images can seem real to us when they mirror visual details or effects, as
photographs and movies typically do, but in the right circumstances any mimetic
image – even a simple cartoon - can strike us as real. We can also have this
response when images present understandable concepts or relationships, as
charts or graphs for example.
FALSE
Not according with truth or fact; incorrect. untrue, wrong, erroneous, fallacious,
flawed, distorted, inaccurate, imprecise.
We judge images to be false representations when they do not coincide with the
visual model we develop to understand the world.
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Chapter Six Reading: Living With the Fake
Excerpted from "Living With the Fake and Learning to Like It"
by Ada Louise Huxtable,The New York Times, 3/30/97

(The New York, New York Hotel and Casino in Las Vegas)

I do not know just when we lost our sense of reality or our interest in it, but at
some point it was decided that reality was not the only option. It was possible,
permissible and even desirable to improve on it, one could substitute a more
agreeable product. Architecture and the environment as packaging or playacting,
as disengagement from reality, is a notion whose time, alas, seems to have
come. Give or take demolition and natural disasters, architecture is the most
immediate, expressive and lasting art to ever record the human condition. Cities
are the containers and generators of our history and culture. We are what we
build; stone and steel do not lie. But there has been a radical change in the way
we perceive and understand this physical reality.
Surrogate experience and synthetic settings have become the preferred
American way of life. Environment is entertainment and artifice; it is the theme
park with the enormously profitable real-estate bottom line and a stunning record
as the country’s biggest growth industry. Build an “enclave” of old buildings
moved out of the path of development, and you have the past; build a mall and
multiplex, and you have the future. Build a replica of New York in Las Vegas as
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a skyscraper casino with Coney Island rides, and you have a crowd pleaser
without the risk of a trip to the Big Apple.
Distinctions are no longer made or deemed necessary between the real and the
false; the edge usually goes to the latter, as an improved version with defects
corrected—accessible and user-friendly. As usual, it is California that sets the
trends and establishes the values for the rest of the country. Only a Californian
would observe that it is becoming increasingly difficult to tell the real fake from
the fake fake. All fakes are clearly not equal; there are good fakes and bad fakes.
The standard is no longer real versus phony but the relative merits of the
imitation. What makes the good ones better is their improvement on reality.
The real fake reaches its apogee in places like Las Vegas, where it has been
developed into an art form. Continuous, competitive frontages of moving light
and color and constantly accelerating novelty lead to the gaming tables and
hotels. The purpose is clear and the solution is dazzling; the result is completely
and sublimely itself. The outrageously fake fake has developed its own
indigenous style and life style to become a real place. This is an urban design
frontier where extraordinary things are happening.
...
It has finally come together: the lunar theatrical landscape of the Strip and the
casino hotels, the amusement park and the shopping mall, all themed and
prefabricated and available as a packaged vacation for all. Morris Lapidus’s
Miami hotels of the 1950’s—the unforgettable gilded excesses of the faux-French
Fontainebleau and the sluggish crocodiles in the equally faux jungle under the
Americana’s lobby stairs— have evolved into the breath-stopping extravaganzas
of Caesar’s Palace with its heroic Styrofoam statuary and the Luxor’s Sphinx and
mirror-glass pyramid.
The latest drop-dead entry in this pantheon of exuberant terminal pretense is
New York, New York, a hotel and casino complex designed as a pastiche of New
York’s most famous buildings; a collage of pin-striped towers makes its
wonderfully improbable facade.
In front of this mirage-melange of skyscrapers is a dotty row of older New York
landmarks, side by side, almost holding hands—Grant’s Tomb, Ellis Island,
Grand Central Terminal, the Brooklyn Bridge and SoHo’s cast-iron Haughwout
store (a dead giveaway that some real New York architecture buffs have been at
work) all laced together with the airy, looping curves of a giant roller coaster. The
architects, Gaskin & Bezanski, working with the firm of Yates-Silverman, seem to
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have perfected the genre of inspired looniness and outer-edge spectacle of the
best of these undertakings.
The family that games together also shops together in the Forum Shops, a
250,000-squarefoot addition to Caesar’s World, where moving sidewalks take
them through six triumphal arches rising from cascading fountains into the streets
of stores. “Your typical Roman via,” the critic Aaron Betsky reported on the
occasion of the grand opening in 1992, “where the sun sets and rises on an
electronically controlled cycle, continually bathing acres of faux finishes in rosy
hues. Animatronic robots welcome you with a burst of lasers, and a rococo
version of the Fountain of the Four Rivers drowns out the sound of nearby slots.
In Las Vegas, “history repeats itself neither as farce nor as tragedy but as a
themed environment. “
Once the substitute, or surrogate, is considered the more acceptable experience,
remarkable things occur. There are rain forests in Las Vegas that casino guests
find infinitely more impressive than the South American variety; they prefer the
combination of tropicana and silks (the trade name for false foliage) with the
added attraction of live white tigers.
In Texas, when movie makers planned a film about the Alamo and found the real
landmark small and unprepossessing, they built a bigger and better Alamo in a
nearby town. Today both the false and the genuine Alamo are equally popular
tourist attractions. (If one is good, two are better. And the new, improved version
is best of all.) A start has been made on taking the pressure off national parks by
bringing tourists to a high-tech show-and-tell presentation of Zion Park, with a
drive-by en route; one can experience it all that way and still get to Vegas by
night.
Nor are the fine distinctions between the real fake and the fake fake always
clear...In the world of art and scholarship, where they really know the difference,
there is a growing interdependence of the real and the fake, with a disturbing
identification of the values of the original and the copy. The slippage is taking
place at institutional and cultural sources that have always been the defenders
and keepers of authenticity.
...
The blurring of the boundaries has now become a constant in scholarship and
connoisseurship. The computer substitutes the picture on the screen for the
original work of art. Because the computer and the camera have made available
an incredible array of research sources, arcane problems can be explored as
never before; scholars can deal with masses of data and remote collections of

CHAPTER SIX: SHADOWS OF THE WORLD

UNDERSTANDING IMAGES ID3230

12

awe-inspiring completeness and diversity. This is one of the seductive miracles
of the electronic age. Entire dissertations can be written without ever seeing the
originals. Access is increasingly limited to the fragile drawings, documents and
rare books that are primary resources.
Since this is the point of scholarship where the eye is trained, the loss of direct
contact is incalculable. It is through the immediate visual and sensory response
engendered by repeated exposure to the actual work of art that connoisseurship
is created—the related sequence of close knowledge and informed taste by
which works of art can be accurately understood, compared, defined, judged and
enjoyed. There is no replacement for this primary experience—the direct
connection with the hand of the artist in the actual touch of the pen or the stroke
of the brush—no matter how technically perfect the reproduction.
...
With reality voided and illusion preferred, almost anything can have uncritical
acceptance. For those without memory, nostalgia fills the void. For those
without reference points, novelties are enough. For those without the standards
supplied by familiarity with the source, knockoffs will do. Escalating sensation
supplants intellectual and esthetic response.
For all of the above, the outrageous is essential. There must be instant
gratification; above all, one must be able to buy sensation and status; the
experience and the products must be for sale. The remarkable marriage of
technologically based and shrewdly programmed artificial experience with a
manufactured and managed environment, for a real-life substitute of controlled
and pricey pleasures, is a totally American product and the real American dream.

CHAPTER SEVEN:
How Squiggles Mean

“I found I could say things with color and shapes that I
couldn't say any other way--things I had no words for.”
Georgia O’Keefe
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Overview
Besides their Content, all images communicate through their Appearance too,
and this is often a more immediate and emotional aspect of their meaning.
Visual elements like line, color, shape, and texture have an impact on us that can
be examined apart from what an image shows. In this way even abstract images
have meaning, and often very powerful meaning.

The Appearance of the Image

(Textile pattern from the Congo region of Africa)

Our second approach to the meaning of an image moves us away from all the
issues connected with what the image shows or depicts and how it does or does
not look like the world. When we focus on the Appearance of an image, we are
trying to be sensitive to the impression or feelings we get from the image through
its visual impact alone. In other words, the impact not from what it shows, but
from how it shows it.
But keep in mind as you think about Appearance, that in natural looking this is
something we get from the image at the same time, and often intermingled with,
issues of Content. It is in analyzing and discussing the image that we are able to
separate the two so sharply and intentionally focus on one or the other.
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Appearance is based on the idea that the visible components of any image – by
themselves and on their own terms – have an impact on us emotionally,
psychologically, and cognitively. It presumes that when we look at any image we
probe it not only for information related to the world we know, but also for direct
emotional and sensual impact. This explains how images with no Content (as we
are using the term here to mean an image that is not a picture of anything) can
still have meaning.
This effect of images through their Appearance implies that even abstract images
that do not depict anything at all can still have an impact on us through their
visual impression and therefore still have meaning.

The Formal Analysis

(Composition analysis of a scene from the film Drive, 2011)

When we focus on the Appearance of an image we are trying to understand how
its visual look and feel may affect us, separate from what the image depicts. The
idea is that the visual components themselves – the colors and shapes and
textures – communicate something that matters, just as the details do.
For example, shapes that are fluid or curvy have a different effect on us than
shapes that are sharp or pointy. Warm colors like orange impact us differently
than cool colors like blue. A soft texture conveys something different than a
harsh one. A balanced image feels calming, an asymmetrical one more dynamic.
These aspects of the image are part of the overall meaning of that image, just as
much as details of what the image shows. Sometimes (as in still-life paintings)
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these factors are tied up with what the image shows and sometimes (as in
abstract images) they stand on their own. In natural looking we take all this in at
once but when analyzing the meaning of an image, we can try to separate these
approaches for a better understanding. Focusing on Appearance gives us an
opportunity to concentrate on just the visual impact and become sensitive to its
effect on us.
This kind of focus on the Appearance of the image is called a formal analysis
because we are considering the form or the look rather than the content. This is
tricky to do and especially hard to write about. It is generally easier to use nouns
to describe what an image shows than it is to come up with words to express the
impact of color or shape on us. But it is worth the effort because although the
effect may be subtle, it is profoundly important in the impact of images.

Understanding Visual Impact

(Broadway Boogie-Woogie by Piet Mondrian, 1942)

To focus on the Appearance of an image we try to veer away from the
Content. This is not a rule, it is a goal. Something to strive for. The reason for
this is that the illusion of Content, the way in which the image fools us into
thinking it is a world within itself, is so powerful that we can easily miss other
important aspects of the meaning, like the meaning through the Appearance.
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This goal is a bit easier with abstract images in which there is no Content to
seduce us. In fact, one of the impulses behind abstract art is the exploration of
the impact of color, shape, balance, etc. by themselves and on their own
terms. Yet it is common for people to look at abstract images and try to see
familiar things in them. This can be a fun game to play – a kind of Rohrshach
test – but it misses the point of those kinds of images, which is to affect us
directly through their visual components. Focusing on the impact of Appearance
is a worthwhile effort to make with representational images too because it can
reveal certain less obvious parts of the overall meaning.
It is also important to keep in mind that the question here is not about personal
preference…whether you like or dislike what you see. Those kinds of judgments
are important and we make them all the time, but focusing on Appearance for our
purposes here is not an attempt to justify your tastes. What we are trying to do is
understand what aspects of the image affect us and in what ways they do so, like
it or not.

Element and Principles

(Elements of Art by Karla Kulyas)

The standard idea of a formal analysis is to look at the impact of the way the
elements of an image are composed according to principles of organization. The
word “elements” refers to the visual parts or pieces that make up any
image. These are commonly thought of as line, shape, color, pattern, texture, and tone.
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The question in a formal analysis is what kinds of effects these have on us as
viewers.
The phrase “principles of composition” refers to the various ways of arranging or
organizing those elements within the frame to create certain effects. Typical
effects are usually thought of as rhythm, balance, hierarchy, figure/ground, and
contrast.
These terms or categories may appear differently – in different order or using
different words – in various texts but the overall idea is the same…that the visual
components of an image and how they are put together have an effect on us and
are therefore part of the meaning of the image AND that it is valuable to try to
focus on and understand that effect.

The Musical Analogy

(Cover art for the album Jam Session, Verve Records, 1950)

One of the implications of this approach is that a picture that does not show
anything (an abstract image, in other words) can still communicate something to
us. Or to put it another way…that mere squiggles can still mean something.
If you have trouble understanding how that can be the case, just think of
music. Instrumental music without words. You know very well that music can
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make you feel things, change your mood, even affect your body. Lyrics refer
directly to the world and are, in that sense, part of the Content of songs. But
music without words can be equally powerful in an abstract way. This is similar
to the way an abstract image can have a powerful visual impact. Think of the
notes and silences of music as the elements that are organized into rhythms and
melodies and you have a good analogy to the way shapes and colors organized
into visual rhythms and sequences can also have an effect.
Take a look, for example, at this video by Canadian artist Norman McClaren as
an example of trying to match musical sounds with abstract images to create a
common effect. You can also put keywords like "Abstract Music" into the
Youtube search box and find your own examples or, even better, create your
own image or video to visually express what a piece of music expresses.

The Abstract Movement

The reading associated with this chapter is a short excerpt from the book More
Than You See: A Guide to Art by Frederick A. Horowitz. In this chapter, Horowitz
talks about the development of abstract art as part of a wider trend in the modern
world away from clear, orderly, logical understanding of images to a more
mysterious, ambiguous, intangible (but equally powerful) view.
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In this excerpt, Horowitz suggests that abstract images can provide a more
intense, emotional experience than images that only ask us to recognize what we
see. They may also focus our attention on forces and qualities of the world that
would otherwise go unrecognized. And, like music, they can create moods and
influence the way we think and feel in direct ways.
His article is really a challenge for us to become aware of the various ways that
the formal elements of abstract art affect us and he offers some suggestions
about how to approach this issue. But it is important to keep in mind that the
principles he is writing about apply to all images, not just abstract ones and in
this way part of understanding any image relates to the impact of its formal
elements and principles.

Impressions and Perceptions
In trying to explore the impact of Appearance, there are two things we should
keep in mind. The most important is what can be revealed through a formal
analysis, that is, the visual impression we get from the elements and principles of
the image. What feelings we get from them, what emotions might be stimulated,
what level of energy we pick up. This is a crucial part of the meaning of the
image.
But it is also instructive to keep in mind a second aspect of Appearance and that
is how we are able to perceive these things at all. In trying to detect differences
in color, balance, shape, and all the rest, there is a great deal of eye/brainwork
going on. The detective in the visual cortex is constantly working to evaluate,
and assess. This involves a constant effort to compare one aspect of the image
to another and make judgments about what we are seeing. Red versus blue,
dark versus light, balance versus imbalance. This is another example of just how
hard our brains work to make sense of things. Yet, just as with all the work that
goes into understanding the Content of an image – all that cataloging and
identifying – this effort feels effortless, automatic, instant. Another example of
the magic of visual perception.
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Image Assignment
This is the only assignment for which you are asked to create an image yourself
but note that this assignment has absolutely nothing at all to do with your ability
to draw.
Step One...draw 3" wide by 4" tall rectangle in the middle of a piece of paper, just
a simple outline.
Step Two...create an image inside of that rectangle. You can use any material or
technique you want in order to create any kind of image you want inside of the
box. There is only one rule you must follow …it must be an abstract image. It
cannot be a picture OF anything.
Step Three...after you have made the image, take a look at it and describe what
you think the overall impact of the image might be to someone seeing it for the
first time.
Things to Consider
1. Does it seem calm or frenzied, orderly or chaotic, gentle or intense, dull
or exciting, sane or crazy? Or some combination of these? What in the
image is giving that impression?
2. What about your choice of colors, the lines or shapes you created, the
textures? What impact do they have? How do think these would strike
someone looking at it?
3. If you have tried to name things, in the image...go back and try
again. This exercise is NOT about identifying objects but about describing
the impact of the visual elements.
Key Ideas
SYNTACTIC MEANING
The word Appearance refers to the visual impact of the image through its colors,
shapes, balance, etc.
Syntactic Meaning refers to the same thing. It comes from a Greek word for
"arranging together."
FORMAL ELEMENTS OF AN IMAGE
Line
Shape
Color

Texture

Pattern

Tone
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Chapter Seven Reading: On Abstract Art
Excerpted from More Than You See:
A Guide to Art by Frederick A. Horowitz
The Nature of Abstract Art
Abstract art isn’t just another way to say the same thing. Its very nature implies
something different. In “going further,” abstract art conveys the idea that reality
lies beyond what we see through our eyes. Reality is not equivalent to the world
we take in through our senses, and it can’t be conveyed or understood by
depictions of what we see around us. Representational painting, whatever its
particular style, expresses a fundamentally rational, common sense outlook. Its
space is orderly, even measurable. The objects depicted are solid, touchable
things whose surfaces may be so meticulously painted that we are tempted to
think of them as real.
Abstract art abandons the depiction of tangible objects in a measurable space,
as though it were no longer valid to make objective and confident statements
about reality. Hints, nuances, fleeting glimpses, ambiguity, or empty spaces
replace the solid, the tangible, the recognizable, the understandable. Abstract art
suggests that unseen forces affect all things. One cannot speak with confidence
of the objective world: One can only speak of one’s own perceptions.
Certainly, abstract paintings and sculptures are, like representational pieces, as
varied as the artists who produce them. It is possible, however, to discern a
number of distinct aims that compelled artists to involve themselves with
abstraction.
• to reorder and intensify what we see
• to heighten the expressive quality of the piece
• to emphasize some aspect or quality that would otherwise go unrecognized
• to to create something beautiful and profound out of pure form
To these we may add:
• to create ambiguity or mystery
• to reveal what is felt but not seen
• to create something absolutely unique
• to explore form out of curiosity
• to reveal the private visions of the artist
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These aims are not necessarily at variance with the aims of representational art.
But abstract artists would assert that abstraction provides a stronger means of
achieving them.
How Does Abstract Art Work?
Despite the more tenuous relationship of abstraction to the world of objects,
abstract artists can’t proceed haphazardly or arbitrarily any more than can
representational artists. Since formal elements are the only real subject matter,
the artist must handle them with exceptional consideration. There are no illusions
of reality to tempt our attention away from what he does. All there is to look at in
the painting are the colors, shapes, lines, and textures that make up the picture.
In a sculpture, all we have are solids and voids, material, and color. Each
calculation is crucial, and any lapse of judgment can mean the failure of the piece
as a whole. Tossing together a few shapes at random, making a texture, or just
squeezing pretty colors out of the tube can’t make art.
Abstract art is successful when its forms become visually exciting; when they
begin to add up, to make sense together, to “work.” Furthermore, a good
abstract painting or sculpture, like a good representational painting or sculpture,
will have a strong conception behind it. It will have something to say. No art
simply goes through the motions—certainly, no art of quality. Abstract art can
make you more aware, more conscious, just as a representational painting can.
This is because form itself is expressive, and has the potential to communicate
ideas
Meaning in Abstract Forms
There was a time in the United States when abstract artists were thought of as
demented, antisocial, and unpatriotic. Today most people accept and enjoy at
least some art in which familiar things appear exaggerated or distorted. Consider
the popularity of Van Gogh, or the cartoons of Walt Disney. Nonobjective
paintings and sculptures are placed in banks, hotels, and public squares, and
abstract shapes and patterns find their way into popular art. Linoleum designs,
formica table tops, wall decoration, package designs, fabrics, popular illustration,
movies, and television advertisements have all been affected by abstract art.
Nevertheless abstract art still presents us with special problems. Paintings and
sculptures that present nothing but their own forms may seem to have nothing to
say, and thus create confusion for the viewer accustomed to recognizable
images. Distortions of objects may seem to rob a picture of its beauty and
meaning.
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Abstract art thus raises the question of meaning in a work of art. How specific or
literal in meaning must a work of art be? Based on paintings of the past, in which
specific meanings were imparted through precise images, we may come to
abstract art expecting the same access to meaning. This approach causes us
trouble. Abstract art tends to be evocative, or suggestive, rather than literal or
descriptive. To a degree not found in traditional art it is open-ended, and
dependent on the willing imagination of the viewer to complete its meaning.
Since the late nineteenth century a number of artists have encouraged a
nondirected contemplation of their work by avoiding titles that give specific
information about the subject. Whistler suggested an analogy with music by
calling his paintings “serenades” and “nocturnes.” Later, Kandinsky, Mondrian,
and other non-objective painters used the words “improvisation” and
“composition” as titles for their paintings. Sometimes an artist chooses a title that
simply identifies the predominating forms within the painting. Other titles may
refer to the person who inspired them, to the place where they were painted, or
to the order of a piece in a sequence of works.
While the lack of specificity in abstract art may seem perplexing, it presents no
problem in other areas. Music, for example, doesn’t transmit distinct bits of
information. (Can you describe the message of a Beethoven symphony, or a
jazz piece?) Nor does it, typically, reproduce sounds of the real world or tell
stories. It has no words. Yet we sense that music contains ideas. It directs our
thoughts, creates moods and affects our feelings. We react to it and we enjoy it.
Its rhythms, sounds, and melodies are beautiful in themselves.
Dance and architecture are generally indifferent to the communication of literal
messages. Nevertheless, they too create moods and influence the way we think
and feel. Through the expressiveness of their forms alone, they direct our
thoughts to some aspect of experience and engage us in it.
It might be useful to borrow a leaf from our experience with music, architecture,
and dance, when we contemplate abstract art. We may discover that precise,
prefabricated messages are not required for our enjoyment of it. The absence of
literal meaning can be a liberating experience. Because it is not tied to the
familiar and the literal, abstract art can give you experiences that
representational painting can’t. You can see things that you won’t see anywhere
else. You can muse over them in a way you can’t do with art whose meaning is
spelled out for you by its title and limited by its subject matter.
When you look at abstract art, don’t try to puzzle out a message or read it like a
script: try to experience it. Keep your mind and senses open. Try not to impose
your own preconceptions on what you see. Let it lead you where it wants to go.
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If the painting or sculpture works for you, it can open your eyes and reveal
something new, fresh, or unforeseen.
...
Responses to art of any kind are often difficult to pin down. They are subjective.
They vary in intensity. One person will feel an affinity for a work of art that leaves
another cold. One person can find humor in a piece while another finds it serious.
One can find passion while another finds order. Perhaps all of them are right.
Often you don’t really feel the piece, or grasp its meaning, until much later.
What you actually experience when you experience art may be very hard to say,
and harder yet to explain. But that does not mean that the experiences are not
genuine. It’s best to look—and look long enough—at what is there. Just as you
would with representational art, see what the artist is doing with form. In abstract
art the elements of form, unconstrained by the limitations imposed by
representation, can be handled as the artist feels they are needed. Color, light,
space, lines, patterns, and textures can all speak to us. The task of the artist is
to make these eloquent.

CHAPTER EIGHT:
Elements & Principles of Abstraction

“There is no interruption between my older paintings and my cutouts.
Just that with an increasing sense of the absolute, and more abstraction,
I have achieved a form that is simplified to its essence.”
Henri Matisse
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Overview
The visual elements of an image (line, shape, color, texture) can convey a mood
or feeling about the image. Coarse lines can feel aggressive while smooth ones
may feel gentle or round shapes seem soft while angular ones seem harsh, for
example. The impact of the principles within an image (rhythm, balance,
hierarchy, contrast) is usually more general and often falls in a range between
excitement, drama, and energy on the one hand, and calmness, stability, and
quiet on the other.

The Visual Elements

To understand the role of the visual elements in the meaning of an image
through its Appearance, we can focus on them one by one. It is a bit artificial to
do this since in natural looking we see and understand these effects all at
once. But as a tool for analysis, this kind of outline or list can guide our
investigations.
Line
Lines guide our eyes around the image; we tend to follow lines visually. So in a
formal analysis we might ask ourselves how our eyes seem to move around the
image. Rigidly, the way one might take in an engineering blueprint, or
energetically, the way we might look at a painting. This sense of “following the
line” tells us quickly, when we look at an image, how to assess it. In the example
just given, as information in the case of a blueprint or personal expression in the
case of a painting.
Shape
Shapes organize what we see and help turn gobs of color into objects through
the Content illusion of the image. But the shape of the shapes, so to speak, is
another aspect of Appearance that has an immediate and powerful effect on us.
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For example, soft and round ones as you might see in an advertisement for
perfume or hard and angular ones like a diagram of a building. We can look at
the first example and sense that it is meant to hit us as a kind of whispered
seduction whereas in the latter example, the shapes suggest a kind of rigid or
geometric strength.
Color
Color is a very personal and subjective quality of images. We respond to colors
very quickly, sometimes in common ways and sometimes in ways that are quite
unique to each of us. We can ask ourselves what colors predominate in the
image. Soft and subdued ones that are meant to gently draw our attention, as
we might see in a cosmetics commercial for example, or bright and harsh ones
like those on a billboard on the highway that are meant to grab our attention
quickly and abruptly.
Texture and Tone
The same is true for other elements within the image. Textures communicate a
tactile sense visually in the image from the rough or coarse textures of much
abstract expressionism to the smooth or slippery feel of many animated
cartoons. Tonality is about the lights and darks in the image from the deep and
dark impression you get from a horror film to the light and bright impact of most
greeting cards.
You can see from these examples how, when it works, the visual elements can
be used to support the overall intention of the image, or sometimes counter
it. Either way, the perception and impression of these elements have an
immediate impact on us and are part of the meaning of the image.
Organizing the Elements
Another aspect of the meaning of an image through Appearance deals with the
way that the elements of an image – line, shape, color, etc. – are arranged or
organized in the frame. This aspect of Appearance too is something that we pick
up instantly about images and it tells us in a very broad and general way how to
feel about what we see.
There are a number of ways in which different arrangements can have varying
impact. One simple way to look about this is the difference between
arrangements that are subdued, quiet, and orderly on the one hand versus those
that are dramatic, jarring, and disorderly on the other. In other words, as a range
from calm to chaotic, with all the possible variations in between.
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Keep in mind that there are other ways to break this category of Appearance
down for analysis, other words to use, other scales to consider. Yet the basic
idea here is always the same…that the way the image is organized, the
arrangement of the parts and pieces within the frame of the image, also has a
significant impact on us and is therefore an important part of the meaning.

The Visual Principles

Just as the visual elements of an image may be listed in various ways to make
analysis easier, so too can their arrangements. Rhythm, hierarchy, balance, and
contrast are among the categories used to define these arrangements, each
seen as a scale ranging from subdued to dramatic.
Rhythm
Rhythm refers to the repetition of elements that create a mood from to irregular
on the one hand to orderly on the other. Just as the syncopated beat of some
jazz can be related to the irregularity of some modern art, the rigid rhythms you
might see on a flag relate to those of marching music. We easily notice repetition
in images and this gives us a sense of the “beat” or the “tempo” of the image.
Balance
Balance refers to the relationship between segments within the frame of the
image. It is another aspect of the image that we pick up very quickly. There are
a number of ways of visually dividing the image into segments and noticing the
balance between them but the most obvious one is the relationship between the
left and right sides of the image. Highly balanced images give a sense of stability,
safety, security (think of most religious symbols) while highly imbalanced images
(like the logos of sports companies) convey a sense of motion, excitement, even
danger.
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Hierarchy
Hierarchy means the tendency to look at an image in a sequence…first one thing,
then another, then another. Some images have a strong visual hierarchy so that
our eyes are guided around the image in a controlled way. This tends to provide
a feeling of order or clarity to the image and is something most print ads rely
on…image, then headline, then text, then logo. Low, or even lack of, hierarchy
implies that we do not know what to look at first and are equally drawn by various
parts of the image. This tends to provide a sense of disorder or confusion – or
excitement – and is common in the scenes of mayhem in action movies.
Contrast
Contrast refers to the sameness or difference between the elements of an
image. That contrast can relate to any of the elements and so images may or
may not have contrast between their shapes, sizes, colors, tones, etc. Once
again, this may be thought of as a scale with effects from serene because the
elements are quite similar, to more dramatic because there is a great difference
between the lights and darks, the sizes of the shapes, the colors, and so on.

Abstraction in Action

(Convergence by Jackson Pollock, 1952)

All images have an impact on us through their Appearance or, to put this another
way, Appearance is part of the meaning of any image. Abstract images rely on
this aspect of Appearance more than other kinds of images simply because they
eliminate references to Content and therefore force us to focus on shapes, colors,
rhythms, balances, etc.
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Take a look at this video about the painter Jackson Pollock working. It shows him
working to produce an abstract painting. Since he is not trying to copy anything in
the real world, what do you think he is trying to do? What is guiding his decisions
as he makes his images? And finally, do you think the process of manipulating
the elements and principles of an image (as he is doing here and as you were
asked to do in the last chapter) has any connection to how people respond to the
image? In other words, does an abstract painter control our response to the
image in the same way a representational one does?

A Sample Formal Analysis

In his book More Than you See: A Guide to Art, Frederick A. Horowitz provides
an interesting formal analysis of a painting by Peter Paul Rubens entitled the
Crowning of St. Catherine. That analysis is the reading for this chapter. As you
know from the earlier except from the same book, Horowitz is passionately
interested in the formal impact of images.
What is interesting about his analysis in this second link is that although the
painting is representational and has a great deal of Content – it depicts familiar
things and people that we can identity – Horowitz redirects our attention towards
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the impact and effect of the colors and lines and shapes and textures as well as
the visual rhythms, balances, and hierarchies.
Although he does mention aspects of the Content (the figures depicted and who
they are), he spends most of his time using words like diagonals, verticals, ovals,
brushstrokes, colors, curves, sizes. It is the use of words like those that tell us
Horowitz is focusing on the formal nature of the image...not what we see when
we probe the image for recognizable things but how we are drawn into it and
guided through it by elements and principles. In other words, he is focusing his
attention on the Appearance, in the sense that we are using that word here.

Image Assignment
Do a brief formal analysis of an image.
Find an image from any source (it can be abstract or not, it’s up to you) and write
about its Appearance. Pick any of the elements (color, shapes, lines) and/or any
of the principles (balance, hierarchy, contrast) that seem important in the impact
of the image and write about their effect on you.
Things to Consider:
1. Do not concentrate on what the image shows or depicts. You might
even want to squint at it, look at it from a distance, or even turn it upside
down in order to avoid focusing too much on what it shows.
2. The goal here is to see if you can get a sense of how these things by
themselves (separate from what the image is a picture of) affect you or
have an impact on you or make you feel a certain way when you look at
the image.

Key Ideas
A FORMAL ANALYSIS
This kind of analysis focuses on individual design elements, such as composition
(arrangement of parts of or in the work),color, line, texture, scale, proportion, balance,
contrast, and rhythm.
The goal of a formal analysis is to attempt to explain how these elements work to
achieve various effects on the viewer.
PRINCIPLES OF COMPOSITION
Rhythm
Balance
Hierarchy

Contrast

Etc.
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Chapter Eight Reading: A Formal Analysis
Excerpted from More Than You See:
A Guide to Art by Frederick A. Horowitz

Rubens's Crowning of St. Catherine

…This painting was commissioned in 1633 as an altarpiece for a church in
Malines, Belgium. It depicts the vision, or dream, of an early Christian martyr, St.
Catherine of Alexandria, in which she sees herself crowned by the infant Jesus.
With her in the painting are two other martyred saints, Apollonia of Alexandria on
the left, and Margaret of Antioch on the right. The pincers held by Apollonia and
the dragon held by Margaret are attributes—symbols—of their martyrdom.
Working on a grand scale (104 5/8” X 84 3/8”), Rubens gives this visionary event
a great physical energy and presence. He almost persuades us that movement

CHAPTER EIGHT: ELEMENTS AND PRINCIPLES

UNDERSTANDING IMAGES ID3230

8

is occurring as we watch. The movement, however, is not random, and the
painting is not chaotic, for wherever we look our eyes inevitably come to rest in
the serene center, where the primary event—the crowning of the saint—is taking
place. It is this event that Rubens wants us to witness and remember, and it is
here that our eyes linger.
Rubens constructs this painting very deliberately.
He emphasizes the
importance of Mary, Jesus, and the head of St. Catherine by placing them in the
center of the painting. Lines drawn diagonally from corner to corner would
intersect at the hand of Jesus that holds the crown. Rubens restates these
directions in the strong diagonals that rise from the lower corners of the painting,
one along the edge of Apollonia’s gown and the other along the back of St.
Catherine. These lines bring us to the central area. The figure of Mary is at the
apex of a triangle that stabilizes the motion-filled composition. Mary's gaze,
together with the oval silhouette of her shoulder and arms, carries our eyes
gently downward to the area of the crown and the head of St. Catherine. There
is a rough correspondence in size between figures on the left and figures on the
right. This symmetry emphasizes the center, and at the same time gives a sense
of solemnity to the event.
Much of the action in the painting is aligned along its central vertical axis, which
runs through the entire canvas from top to bottom. We can follow its descent
from the vertical arm of the trellis through the heads of Mary and Jesus to Jesus'
hand holding the crown, then through the head of St. Catherine downward along
the palm branch to the bottom of the painting. The axis is repeated by the sides
of the trellis. These sides form strong verticals that extend downward along the
edge of the purple gown of St. Apollonia on one side and along the edge of the
white gown of the kneeling St. Catherine on the other, and give stability to the
composition. Besides restating the central axis, the sides of the trellis frame, and
thereby emphasize, the central figures.
The arch of the trellis completes the frame. St. Catherine's left arm echoes in
reverse the curve of the arch, and pushes our eyes in a clockwise direction that
rises along the figure of Apollonia to the cherub above her, and descends along
the cherubs and the figure of Margaret on the right to complete the effect of an
oval shape surrounding the central figures. The radial elements of the trellis
point to Mary. Below the arch of the trellis, repeated curves—the palm branch
held by the cherub, the arcs of the trellis, and the cherub's wing—bring us down
to Mary's inclined head, and again to the head of Jesus. By both framing and
echoing their heads, these curves serve to integrate the background with them.
Rubens paints these figures larger than life size, and draws us into the action by
omitting a foreground that would otherwise have separated us from them.
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Rubens nearly eliminates the background as well, and in this way focuses our
attention on the action. We look up at the cherubs and down at St. Catherine as
if we are there at the scene. All of the figures and the action are brought close to
us, so that everything we see contributes to the immediacy of the event. That
sense of immediacy and robust energy also emanates from the loose and
vigorous brushstrokes. Long, zig-zagging strokes, like currents of water, animate
larger areas such as the gowns, while shorter, more blended brushstrokes quiet
the action in the faces of the figures.
An amazingly bright light seems to radiate out of this painting. Although the
scene takes place out of doors, the light does not cast harsh shadows, but is soft,
rich, and warm. The entire scene has a kind of shimmering haze, giving it an
appropriately dreamlike quality. This soft shimmer is achieved by gentle blending
of color into color, by layering of transparent colors, and by softening the edges
of all shapes.
Light is also used to impress the story upon us. By highlighting faces and
gestures, Rubens makes sure we feel the absorption of the figures in the
mystical event; through our empathy with them, we ourselves become absorbed.
The many reds, pinks. oranges, and purples warm the scene. The colors are
sweet, rich, and sensuous, reflecting off surfaces even in the shadows.
Rubens also uses color to organize the painting. He reserves his strongest and
purest colors for the central area—the large area of Mary's red tunic and,
secondly, the contrasting blue of her robe. These colors attract our attention and
hold it there. Rubens surrounds the bright colors with contrasting darks to make
the center even stronger. Outside the center, spots of red and pink catch our eye
and give movement. At the same time, the balance of purples to the left and right
stabilize the composition.
Rubens's brush technique makes us aware of surfaces. Rich fabrics, glowing
skin, and soft hair invite us to touch them, at least in our imagination. The sense
of materiality here—of substance—is matched by few painters.
The volumes are voluptuous and rounded; the shapes are bounded by
energetically flowing lines. The curves echo and re-echo one another, like
harmony in music. We have already observed how repetitions of the arch of the
trellis bring our eyes to Mary and then to the head of Christ. See also the way
the folds of Mary's blue robe correspond to the line dividing the purple and yellow
areas in the gown of the figure on the left; and the way those folds are taken into
the curve of the palm branch held by St. Catherine. The curve continues along
Mary's knee, and is repeated in her left shoulder. See too how the gesture of St.
Catherine's left arm is restated by the arm of the cherub in the upper right, and in
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reverse by the arm of the cherub in the upper left. These and many other subtle
correspondences give the painting a harmony and unity that would be impossible
to attain in reality, and in that way elevate the painting above the level of natural
events to a more sublime realm.
...
By going beyond merely describing the subject matter to looking at how the
subject matter is presented, you will come to a deeper understanding of the
painting. Your investigation of formal elements will help you see the painting
through the eyes of the painter. By becoming aware of the formal relationships
that are subtly embedded in a painting, you will discover what was done to give it
character and interest. Your questions will also reveal the attitudes and feelings
of the artist toward his subject matter. Isolating and examining the formal
elements will help you learn in the clearest possible way what the painting is
meant to say, and enables you to establish what is possibly the most intimate
and pleasurable relationship to the painting.

CHAPTER NINE:
Pictures for a Purpose

"We have fallen in love with our own image, with images
of our making, which turn out to be images of ourselves."
Daniel J. Boorstin
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Overview
Images do not just pop up out of nowhere. Someone has to create them,
sometimes with great effort, and someone has to make them available to be
seen. In addition, your behaviors and decisions lead you to the image or you
would not have encountered it. As an object in the world, images are created for
reasons and used for various purposes, among these purposes are the
communication of ideas and information.

The Image as an Object

Images are things. As we have suggested throughout this course, they are very
special kinds of things that we become involved with in very profound ways, but
they are also objects the world. And because they are, images become part of
the commerce and function of the world, just like other things.
We use a pen because we want to write something. We use email for the
purpose of communicating. You take notes to help you remember something and
use them to study for tests. Images are used too…and in a lot of different ways.
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The Use of an image refers to any ways in which the image has a function or
value as an object in the world. An interesting aspect of this is that these
functions or values can often have very little – and sometimes nothing at all – to
do with what is within the frame of the image itself. While both Content and
Appearance involve getting lost in the matrix within the frame, understanding the
meaning of the image through its Use involves moving outside the frame and
seeing the image as an object in the world subject to cultural, social, commercial,
and political forces. Often those forces are at work not because of what is
depicted in the image but simply due to the fact that image exists and can be
used in certain ways.

The Reason and the Purpose

(Arnolfini Portrait by Jan van Eyck, 1434)

If Content is about what the image shows and Appearance is about how it shows
it, Use is about why it is there at all and what we do with it once we have it. This
is a complicated issue but as an introduction to it, we can think about this from
two different perspectives…reason and purpose.
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The reason for the image refers to why the image was made and shown. In
other words, the reason that it exists at all. Images do not spontaneously
happen; every mage exists as a result of a long series of actions and decisions
by different people sometimes over a long period of time.
Why was it created in the first place? Why did it ever come into the public
realm? Why was it shown where you saw it? These are all questions about the
use of the image as an object, specifically pertaining to the reasons that it
appeared in places where it could be encountered by a viewer.
The purpose of the image refers to what we do with it once we have it. That “we”
can refer to individuals, groups, even whole cultures. Images are commonly
used, for example, for communication as a kind of visual language. In this case
their purpose is to enable us to trade ideas and information. We use images in
this way all the time to make a record of an event, establish a fact, make money,
provide information, make a point, prove a scientific truth, make a legal case,
make someone laugh, and so on.
Sometimes the reason (why it was created or shown) and the purpose (what it is
made to do) are similar and sometimes they are not. A painter may produce a
painting, for example, as a form of self-expression and we may use it culturally
(in an art or psychology class for instance) to decipher what the painter might
have been feeling when he or she painted it. On the other hand, if the painting is
being used simply to cover a crack in a wall, then the original reason it was
created may not be that relevant to its current use or purpose.
In a famous example, a portrait by the painter Jan van Eyck has been used as an
example of 15th century Dutch art and studied as a record of the design styles of
the period. But some scholars suggest that it was originally created as a visual
marriage contract and that the same details are there for legal reasons more than
aesthetic ones.

On Denotation and Connotation
In the same way that the Content and Appearance direct our attention as we
explore the image, making some things stand out and others fade from our focus,
Use too can alter the overall meaning of the image in this way.
Use can affect the impact of the denotation and connotation of the image, for
example. Remember that denotation refers to content that points directly to
something while connotation elicits more general associations. As we probe
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images for their meaning, we tend to both make direct denotative connections
("that's the US flag") and broader connotative ones ("that suggests patriotism").
But consider a photograph of a car. The denotative message may be the look of
the car itself or its details and the connotative message may be one of luxury and
expense. We might notice both aspects of the meaning. Yet appearing in a
magazine to illustrate automotive design, we might be drawn to study the styling
details, the denotation. But in a magazine about the way millionaire's live, we
might be drawn to the connotations...the overall connection to money and the
good life.
In this way, Use can guide our attention as we probe the image for meaning,
influencing what we notice and focus on.

Communication, Value, Power

Communicating information, both denotatively and connotatively, is a major Use
for images. This can be through the mimetic nature of photographs, for example,
but also through the informative power of a chart or graph. But communicating
information is not the only way we use images as objects.
We also use images as a means of negotiating values in our society. Marketing
and advertising are based on this use; the constant sharing of images through
social media also serves as a means for the sharing of values. The constant
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production and publication of images in social media serves as a kind of social
contract or agreement in which we rehearse and secure our own values. Think,
for example, about the ways that what we call a family – what one is and how it
should look – are established and reinforced through images in the media. From
the wholesome quartets of the 1950s up to the more complex combinations of
the moment, images of families and what they look like not only visualize our
ideas about it, they help create it. The same of true of many shared values like
beauty, threat, race, gender, sexuality, etc.
Or take a look at this video that explains how an ad campaign, through a series
of images, invented an entire social convention and injected value into it.
Power, the imposing of one person's will on another, is yet another area in which
images are used not just to convey or influence but to coerce. Commercials that
impel us to change our bodies, visual statements from governments that change
our opinions about the world, documentary films that manipulate our emotions or
attitudes...these are all ways in which images can be used to negotiate power
relationships in our visual world.

Use as a Form of Critique
Some writers on these topics feel that Use is not only critical to understanding
images but that it is perhaps the single most important factor in their meaning.
Take a look, for example, at the reading linked to this chapter. It is from the book
Ways of Seeing by critic John Berger.
This is a challenging reading largely because Berger suggests something quite
radical in his discussion of two paintings by the Dutch artist Frans Hals...that the
most important visual impact and significance of the paintings does not come
from the details of Content and Appearance. Instead he suggests that if we
consider the power relationships that were behind its creation, we will understand
the image on a much more profound level than if we merely focus on the visual
impression we get from it.
Berger claims that if we only focus on the meaning of the image through its
colors and tones and rhythms, we miss the much more significant impact of it
which, in his view, is what it reveals about the drama between a poor artist and
the rich people he is forced to honor through his sweat and toil because they are
his only access to money.
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Berger, in other words, is forcing us to shift our attention away from the look of
the image and towards its Use as a means of establishing power in a culture, in
this case 17th century Holland.

Image Assignment
Find an image in a magazine (either one that accompanies an article or an image
from an advertisement) and write about what you think the creators of it wanted
to make you think or feel and whether they succeeded or not.
Things to Consider:
1. Why do you think the image was created?
2. What do you think the creator(s) hoped to communicate to you?
3. Specifically what attitudes, behaviors, or responses do you think they
wanted to elicit from you?
4. How does what the image shows (what it is a picture of) support your
theory?
5. What aspects of its appearance (colors, shapes, composition, etc.)
support your ideas about its purpose?
6. Does the location of the image (the kind of magazine or where it
appears in the magazine) have any relevance here?

Key Ideas
PRAGMATIC MEANING
The word Pragmatic refers to the meaning of an image through the ways in which
it is used by people for various purposes. Pragmatic comes from a Greek word
for "skilled in business" and therefore focuses on practical aspects of the image.
Pragmatic meaning is another way of referring to the Use of an image.
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Chapter Nine Reading: Ways of Seeing
Excerpted from Ways of Seeing by John Berger
Images were first made to conjure up the appearances of something that was
absent. Gradually it became evident that an image could outlast what it
represented; it then showed how something or somebody had once looked—and
thus by implication how the subject had once been seen by other people. Later
still the specific vision of the image-maker was also recognized as part of the
record. An image became a record of how X had seen Y. This was the result of
an increasing consciousness of individuality, accompanying an increasing
awareness of history. It would be rash to try to date this last development
precisely. But certainly in Europe such consciousness has existed since the
beginning of the Renaissance.
No other kind of relic or text from the past can offer such a direct testimony about
the world which surrounded other people at other times. In this respect images
are more precise and richer than literature. To say this is not to deny the
expressive or imaginative quality of art, treating it as mere documentary
evidence; the more imaginative the work, the more profoundly it allows us to
share the artist's experience of the visible.
Yet when an image is presented as a work of art, the way people look at it is
affected by a whole series of learnt assumptions about art. Assumptions
concerning: Beauty, Truth, Genius, Civilization, Form, Status, Taste, etc.
Many of these assumptions no longer accord with the world as it is. Out of true
with the present, these assumptions obscure the past. They mystify rather than
clarify...Who benefits from this? In the end, the art of the past is being mystified
because a privileged minority is striving to invent a history which can
retrospectively justify the role of the ruling classes, and such a justification can no
longer make sense in modern terms. And so, inevitably, it mystifies.
Let us consider a typical example of such mystification. A two-volume study was
recently published on Frans Hals. It is the authoritative work to date on this
painter. As a book of specialized art history it is no better and no worse than the
average.
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The last two great paintings by Franz Hals portray the Governors and the
Governesses of an Alms House for old paupers in the Dutch seventeenth-century
city of Haarlem. They were officially commissioned portraits. Hals, an old man
of over eighty, was destitute. Most of his life he had been in debt. During the
winter of 1664, the year he began painting these pictures, he obtained three
loads of peat on public charity, otherwise he would have frozen to death. Those
who now sat for him were administrators of such public charity.
The author records these facts and then explicitly says that it would be incorrect
to read into the paintings any criticism of the sitters. There is no evidence, he
says, that Hals painted them in a spirit of bitterness. The author considers them,
however, remarkable works of art and explains why. Here he writes of the
Regentesses:
Each woman speaks to us of the human condition with equal importance. Each
woman stands out with equal clarity against the enormous dark surface, yet they
are linked by a firm rhythmical arrangement and the subdued diagonal pattern
formed by their heads and hands. Subtle modulations of the deep, glowing
blacks contribute to the harmonious fusion of the whole and form an
unforgettable contrast with the powerful whites and vivid flesh tones where the
detached strokes reach a peak of breadth and strength.
The compositional unity of a painting contributes fundamentally to the power of
its image. It is reasonable to consider a painting’s composition. But here the
composition is written about as though it were in itself the emotional charge of
the painting. Terms like harmonious fusion, unforgettable contrast, reaching a
peak of breadth and strength transfer the emotion provoked by the image from
the plane of lived experience, to that of disinterested ‘art appreciation’. All
conflict disappears. One is left with the unchanging ‘human condition’, and the
painting considered as a marvelously made object.
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Very little is known about Hals or the Regents who commissioned him. It is not
possible to produce circumstantial evidence to establish what their relations were.
But there is the evidence of the paintings themselves: the evidence of a group of
men and a group of women as seen by another man, the painter. Study this
evidence and judge for yourself.
The art historian fears such direct judgment:
As in so many other pictures by Hals, the penetrating characterizations almost
seduce us into believing that we know the personality traits and even the habits
of the men and women portrayed.
What is this ‘seduction’ he writes of? It is nothing less than the paintings working
upon us. They work upon us because we accept the way Hals saw his sitters.
We do not accept this innocently. We accept it in so far as it corresponds to our
own observation of people, gestures, faces, institutions. This is possible
because we still live in a society of comparable social relations and moral values.
And it is precisely this which gives the paintings their psychological and social
urgency. It is this — not the painter’s skill as a ‘seducer’ — which convinces us
that we can know the people portrayed.
The author continues:
In the case of some critics the seduction has been a total success. It has, for
example, been asserted that the Regent in the tipped slouch hat, which hardly
covers any of his long, lank hair, and whose curiously set eyes do not focus, was
shown in a drunken state.
This, he suggests, is a libel. He argues that it was a fashion at that time to wear
hats on the side of the head. He cites medical opinion to prove that the Regent’s
expression could well be the result of a facial paralysis. He insists that the
painting would have been unacceptable to the Regents if on of them had been
portrayed drunk. One might go on discussing each of these points for pages.
(Men in seventeenth-century Holland wore their hats on the side of their heads in
order to be thought of as adventurous and pleasure-loving. Heavy drinking was
an approved practice. Etcetera.) But such a discussion would take us even
farther away from the only confrontation which matters and which the author is
determined to evade.
In this confrontation the Regents and Regentesses stare at Hals, a destitute old
painter who has lost his reputation and lives off public charity; he examines them
through the eyes of a pauper who must nevertheless try to be objective, i.e.,

must try to surmount the way he sees as a pauper. This is the drama of these
paintings. A drama of an ‘unforgettable contrast’.

CHAPTER TEN:
The Image in Use

“Pictures are no different than any other common commodity,
ordinary and cheap most of the time. But if rich folks want
them, like magic they become expensive and important.”
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Overview
Images serve many different purposes for image-makers, producers, and viewers
but the significance of their use is especially apparent in the areas of establishing
values and wielding power. Issues like the value of art, the influence of
advertising, and the power of propaganda all fit into this category of the use of
images as objects in a complex world.

Communication, Value, Power

(Advertisement for weight-gain product, 1940s)

We have already seen how images are used for visual communication and how
this can affect their impact and meaning. Because they are used this way,
images become part of our public dialogue about issues that matter to us and
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help us establish our ideas about values and importance. For example, think
about the way in which images in magazines not only tell us about, but also help
establish our notions about, what wealth looks like. Or beauty. Or vitality.
Images are also used in establishing power relationships and the various ways in
which we try to impose our will on others or change minds and attitudes...as
advertising images try to do by making us aware of (or perhaps imposing on us)
our hopes and desires and how we can address them by buying products.
In natural looking, we resolve these questions of use to the best of our needs at
the moment of the encounter. Not all of them are relevant to all images and we
often do not have clear answers to them. But part of the process of
understanding images is knowing that the image is an object and having a sense
of how that object is being used. In other words, part of our encounter with any
image includes an attempt to understand why it is there before us to see at all
and what purposes it may serve.
Establishing Value
Value simply means that something matters to us, more or less, because of the
use we have for it. Images are constantly used as part of a public discourse to
work out those values. There are many ways of looking at this issue, but three
familiar ones concern prestige, worth, and utility. Of all the examples one might
consider, perhaps the most interesting is the way in which images, as objects
themselves, can take on these values. Like any other thing, an image can have
little value or great value depending on our needs and how the image does or
does not address them.

(The image of a car in an ad campaign establishes the value of the car)
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Prestige
Is the object depicted admired by us in some way and has the image of it
contributed to this value? Or has the image itself become an object of
significance? Images can be important, in a cultural sense, because they
support our social or economic needs. For example, the familiar question of
whether an image is art or not fits into this category. Art is prestigious and to be
considered art or even Great Art is a valuation made by the people who
determine what art is…the historians, critics, patrons, museum directors, and
others. This determination may have little to do with the actual content and
appearance of the image and rely much more heavily on social forces like taste
and class…factors that are largely external to the image itself.

(The Card Players by Paul Cezanne, 1890s, valued at $270 million)

Worth
How much does it cost? Images can help us determine the answer to that
question but can themselves also become commodities – things we want to own
– and like other commodities in our capitalistic culture, their monetary value is set
through the marketplace. In other times and places, authorities set the worth of
an image…as the Church did in establishing the fees to pay Renaissance artists
for their work. Just as with the issue of prestige, how much something is worth is
not necessarily a question of what the image shows or how it shows it. The price
of paintings, for instance, may simply be set by two people who, as a matter of
pride, want the same one and therefore drive the price up. The price of celebrity
snapshots sold to tabloid newspapers, image houses that sell the rights to
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photos, and even the cost of a movie tickets (and therefore what going to the
movies is worth) are all established by these kinds of markets.

(Visual instructions for assembling a shelf)

Utility
Can I use that? If you have ever purchased a product by examining its image on
the web, then you know that images can help determine the usability of what they
depict. But the images themselves can also have a utilitarian value that
determines whether they are effective or practical in some way. Maps that get
you where you want to go versus ones that mislead you are a good example of
this and so are any diagrams whole purpose is to clarify and instruct. But there
are also many other types of utility that apply to the use of images: a poster that
you buy because the color fits your walls, a wordless diagram that shows you
how to put together the new desk, a video that shows you how to use a new
piece of software. Whenever an image serves a purpose, we assess its value in
part through how effectively it fits our needs, another aspect of its overall
meaning.
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The Power Around the Image

(Nazi Party poster, Germany, 1940s)

It is a basic premise of this course that images affect us in deep and profound
ways. This power allows them to be used in ways that can reach deeply into our
consciousness and change minds and thoughts and hearts. In thinking about
how images are used to assert power, we can consider a range from simple
suggestion, to persuasion, to influencing our convictions, all the way up to
manipulation through outright coercion.
Persuasion
What is the image (or the people who made or produced it) trying to get me to
think or do? Ads in any media are a good example here since most of them go
beyond simply presenting the benefits of a product or service and attempt
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instead to get us to do something (namely go out and buy the product). Even
more common is the use of ad images to get us to think a certain way about
ourselves (to identify with a certain lifestyle or group). The success of branding
strategies in advertising shows how effective this aspect of Use really is.
Conviction
How is the image (or the people using it this way) trying to change my mind
about something? Documentary films are a great example of this in which the
series of images shown, in concert with the script, are presented for the purpose
of influencing our opinions about the subject. Many critics also claim that TV
news itself uses images in this way, not to simply report what has happened but
to shape and shade our attitudes about what we think matters in world events.
Coercion
What does the image (or the people purveying it) what me to believe? In this
case, the image is used to manipulate us on the deepest level to actually change
our attitudes about other people, or the world itself, or even about
ourselves. Political or social propaganda used to coerce us into identifying with a
group against other groups, to reinforce certain values and attitudes over others,
to show us the enemy… are all examples of images used in this powerful way.
The Misuse of Use
Because it can guide our focus and reach us on the deepest level, Use is one of
the most important effects of the meaning of an image and in turn, the impact of
images on our lives. In her famous essay Never Just Pictures, part of which is
exerpted as the link to this chapter, Susan Bordo looks at the complex
interconnection between images and our attitudes about ourselves.
Her essay is a critique of the use of images to convince and persuade girls that
they should look as thin and emaciated as the models they see in ads, a use in
her view that has led to serious eating and self-image disorders and distortion.
Bordo does not suggest that the images create this problem but that they are
simply the most effective way to impose this body ideal on viewers, in this case
young women.
But of course, Bordo is only addressing a tiny corner of this universe of images
used to convince and coerce. Any image used to convince us of anything is
based on the premise that images change our opinions, feelings, attitudes, and
ideas about the world and about ourselves. Whether for good or ill is up to us to
decide and, as she suggests, accept or reject.
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Along similar lines, take a look at this video from Dove which presents a behindthe-scenes look at how an ordinary face is turned into an ideal of beauty for the
purposes of public persuasion. Not to reflect our ideals but to help create them.
Note also how readily we look at the final image and accept it as a reality.

Image Assignment
Find an image that you think was specifically created to change your mind about
something. Propaganda, advertising, public, private – any image that you think is
meant to influence your thoughts or feelings about something – and write about
whether or not you think it works and why it does or does not.
Things to Consider:
1. What did the creators of the image want it to accomplish?
2. What did they do in creating the image to make sure that happened?
3. What aspects or details of the image most strongly convey this
intention?
4. Does the image succeed for you, did it have that effect on you...and
why or why not?
5. Do you think the image would successfully influence anyone else's
thoughts or attitudes or feelings and why or why not?

Key Ideas
PROPAGANDA
Propaganda comes from a Latin word meaning "to propagate" and originally
meant to spread the faith.
By the 20th century it took on a more ambiguous meaning referring to the
spreading of ideas, information, or rumor for the purpose of helping or injuring an
institution, a cause, or a person.

CHAPTER TEN: THE IMAGE IN USE

UNDERSTANDING IMAGES ID3230

8

Chapter Nine Reading: Never Just Pictures
Excerpted from Never Just Pictures
By Susan Bordo
Bodies and Fantasies
When Alicia Silverstone, the svelte nineteen-year-old star of Clueless, appeared
at the Academy Awards just a smidge more substantial than she had been in the
movie, the tabloids ribbed her cruelly, calling her “fatgirl” and “buttgirl” (her next
movie role was Batgirl) and “more Babe than babe.” Our idolatry of the trim, tight
body shows no signs of relinquishing its grip on our conceptions of beauty and
normality. Since I began exploring this obsession it seems to have gathered
momentum, like a spreading mass hysteria. Fat is the devil, and we are
continually beating him –”eliminating” our stomachs, “busting” our thighs, “taming”
our tummies – pummeling and purging our bodies, attempting to make them into
something other than flesh. On television, infomercials hawking miracle diet pills
and videos promising to turn our body parts into steel have become as
commonplace as aspirin ads. There hasn’t been a tabloid cover in the past few
years that didn’t boast of an inside scoop on some star’s diet regime, a “fabulous”
success story of weight loss, or a tragic relapse. (When they can’t come up with
a current one, they scrounge up an old one; a few weeks ago the National
Inquirer ran a story on Joan Lunden’s fifty-pound weight loss fifteen years ago!)
Children in this culture grow up knowing that you can never be thin enough and
that being fat is one of the worst things one can be. One study asked ten- and
eleven-year-old boys and girls to rank drawings of children with various physical
handicaps; drawings of fat children elicited the greatest disapproval and
discomfort, over pictures of kids with facial disfigurements and missing hands.
Psychologists commonly believe that girls with eating disorders suffer from “body
image disturbance syndrome”: they are unable to see themselves as anything
but fat, no matter how thin they become. If this is a disorder, it is one that has
become a norm of cultural perception. Our ideas about what constitutes a body in
need of a diet have become more and more pathologically trained on the
slightest hint of excess. This ideal of the body beautiful has largely come from
fashion designers and models. (Movie stars, who often used to embody a more
voluptuous ideal, are now modeling themselves after the models.) They have
taught us “to love a woman’s pelvis, her hipbones jutting out through a bias-cut

grown…the clavicle in its role as a coat hanger from which clothes are
suspended.” (An old fashion industry justification for skinniness in models
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that clothes just don’t “hang right” on heftier types.) The fashion industry has
taught us to regard a perfectly healthy, non-obese body as an unsightly “before”
(“Before CitraLean, no wonder they wore swimsuits like that”). In fact, those in
the business have admitted that models have been getting thinner since 1993,
when Kate Moss first repopularized the waif look. British models Trish Goff and
Annie Morton make Moss look well fed by comparison, and recent ad campaigns
for Jil Sander go way beyond the thin-body-as-coat-hanger paradigm to a blatant
glamorization of the cadaverous, starved look itself. More and more ads featuring
anorexic-looking young men are appearing too.
The main challenge to such images is a muscular aesthetic that looks more lifeaffirming but is no less punishing and compulsion-inducing in its demands on
ordinary bodies. During the 1996 Summer Olympics – which were reported with
unprecedented focus and hype on the fat-free beauty of muscular bodies –
commentators celebrated the “health” of this aesthetic over anorexic glamour.
But there is growing evidence of rampant eating disorders among female athletes,
and it’s hard to imagine that those taut and tiny Olympic gymnasts – the idols of
preadolescents across the country – are having regular menstrual cycles. Their
skimpy level of body fat just won’t support it. During the Olympics I heard a
commentator gushing about how great it was that the 1996 team was composed
predominantly of eighteen- and nineteen-year-old women rather than little girls.
To me it is far more disturbing that these nineteen-year-olds still look (and talk)
like little girls! As I watched them vault and leap, my admiration for their
tremendous skill and spirit was shadowed by thoughts of what was going on
inside their bodies – the hormones unreleased because of insufficient body fat,
the organ development delayed, perhaps halted.
Is it any wonder that despite media attention to the dangers of starvation dieting
and habitual vomiting, eating disorders have spread throughout the culture? In
1993 in Unbearable Weight I argued that the old clinical generalizations positing
distinctive class, race, family, and “personality” profiles for the women most likely
to develop an eating disorder were being blasted apart by the normalizing power
of mass imagery. Some feminists complained that I had not sufficiently attended
to racial and ethnic “difference” and was assuming the white, middle-class
experience as the norm. Since then it has been widely acknowledged among
medical professionals that the incidence of eating and body-image problems
among African American, Hispanic, and Native American women has been
grossly underestimated and is on the increase. Even the gender gap is being
narrowed, as more and more men are developing eating disorders and exercise
compulsions too. (In the mid-eighties the men in my classes used to yawn and

pass notes when we discussed the pressure to diet; in 1996 they are more apt to
protest if the women in the class talk as though it’s their problem alone.)
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The spread of eating disorders, of course, is not just about images. The
emergence of eating disorders is a complex, multilayered cultural “symptom,”
reflecting problems that are historical as well as contemporary, arising in our time
because of the confluence of a number of factors. Eating disorders are
overdetermined in this culture. They have to do not only with new social
expectations of women and ambivalence toward their bodies but also with more
general anxieties about the body as the source of hungers, needs, and physical
vulnerabilities not within our control. These anxieties are deep and long-standing
in Western philosophy and religion, and they are especially acute in our own time.
Eating disorders are also linked to the contradictions of consumer culture, which
is continually encouraging us to binge on our desires at the same time as it
glamorizes self-discipline and scorns fat as a symbol of laziness and lack of
willpower. And these disorders reflect, too, our increasing fascination with the
possibilities of reshaping our bodies and selves in radical ways, creating new
bodies according to our mind’s design.
The relationship between problems such as these and cultural images is complex.
On the one hand, the idealization of certain kinds of bodies foments and
perpetuates our anxieties and insecurities, that’s clear. Glamorous images of
hyperthin models certainly don’t encourage a more relaxed or accepting attitude
toward the body, particularly among those whose own bodies are far from that
ideal. But, on the other hand, such images carry fantasized solutions to our
anxieties and insecurities, and that’s part of the reason why they are powerful.
They speak to us not just about how to be beautiful or desirable but about how to
get control of our lives, get safe, be cool, avoid hurt. When I look at a picture of a
skeletal and seemingly barely breathing young woman, I do not see a vacuous
fashion ideal. I see a visual embodiment of what novelist and ex-anorexic
Stephanie Grant means when she says in her autobiographical novel, The
Passion of Alice, “If I had to say my anorexia was about any single thing, I would
have said it was about living without desire. Without longing of any kind.”
Now, this may not seem like a particularly attractive philosophy of life (or a
particularly attractive body, for that matter). Why would anyone want to look like
death, you might be asking. Why would anyone want to live without desire? But
recent articles in both The New Yorker and the New York Times have noted a
new aesthetic in contemporary ads, in which the models appear dislocated and
withdrawn, with chipped black nail polish and greasy hair, staring out at the
viewer in a deathlike trance, seeming to be “barely a person.” Some have called
this wasted look “heroin chic”: ex-model Zoe Fleischauer recalls that “they

wanted models that looked like junkies. The more skinny and fucked-up you look,
the more everybody thinks you’re fabulous.”
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...
So, yes, the causes of eating disorders are “deeper” than just obedience to
images. But cultural images themselves are deep. And the way they become
imbued and animated with such power is hardly mysterious. Far from being the
purely aesthetic inventions that designers and photographers would like to have
us believe they are – ”It’s just fashion, darling, nothing to get all politically
steamed up about” – they reflect the designers’ cultural savvy, their ability to
sense and give form to flutters and quakes in the cultural psyche. These folks
have a strong and simple motivation to hone their skills as cultural Geiger
counters. It’s called the profit motive. They want their images and the products
associated with them to sell.

CHAPTER ELEVEN:
The Environment of the Image

“For me context is the key - from that
comes the understanding of everything.”
Kenneth Noland
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Overview
Our fourth approach to the meaning of the image is through what we call Context.
This refers to any information outside the image that is relevant to it in some way
and therefore affects its impact or meaning. This can refer to anything you
already know (or think you know) about the image or to something you find out
about the image in the course of encountering it. This information may be
accurate or not, correct or not; but as long as it influences your encounter with
the image, it affects the meaning and is therefore relevant to your understanding.

Context for the Image

(Civil Rights March, Alabama, 1966)

Like Use, Context is external to the image. It is the result of forces outside the
frame that act on the image as an object in the world. In considering the context
for an image, we recognize that the image exists within a framework of
information and that this framework affects the impact that it has on us.
Everything we have mentioned so far – from how you encounter the image, to
your level of engagement with it, to what it shows, how it shows it, and how the
image is used – will all affect what you see and get from an image. But Context
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refers specifically to the various influences of information that surround the
image…what you know or find out about it.
Context therefore includes any information you have about the image that affects
its impact or meaning. The word Context means connection and it reflects our
struggle, as we look at and probe the image for meaning, to try to connect what
we see with our knowledge of the world through stories, facts, and various texts
that apply to the image.
Also like Use, Context is heavily culturally influenced because we all live in an
interconnecting system of networks of shared habits and practices, language use,
and attitudes about what is important to know and what we believe to be
true. For this reason, as in all our other approaches, we will be able to agree on
some information that we all share but disagree on other information that is
unique to our personal experiences.

Contextual Information

(Photo of Richard Ramirez, a notorious serial killer)
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Any and all kinds of information that connect to the image can become significant
context for it. That may include historical details such as information about the
period in history when the image was created, background stories such as
biographical details about the creator of the image, cultural tidbits like anecdotes,
or famous sayings about the image.
Content and Context are related and in some ways overlap because they both
require us to connect what we see to what we know. But it is useful to separate
them for analytical purposes because there are two slightly different processes in
place here. While Content focuses on our ability to be fooled by the illusion of
the image and to compare that to our knowledge of the world, we use the word
Context to focus on more specific information that we bring to the encounter,
beyond recognizing and identifying what we see in the image. Content too
requires knowledge of the world to understand what is inside the frame of the
image but Contextual information is broader, expanding the story of the image
beyond what you see in the frame.
For example, if you see a portrait of a woman and know that you are looking at a
human face, you can think of that as part of the Content of the image, along with
other details you might notice. But to the extent that you can say that is a
particular portrait of an individual that you can name, that is part of the Context of
the image. In the first case, knowing what faces look like is part of our general
knowledge of the look of the world. But in the second case, you are bringing
specific information that any viewer may or may not have to your understanding
of the image.
This can sometimes be a subtle difference and a hard one to determine but how
we categorize what we notice about an image is less important than noticing it in
the first place and becoming sensitive to its impact. Overall, try to keep in mind
that specific information that comes with an image can provide an important
Context for it and thus influence the meaning.

Two Types of Contextual Meaning
Thinking about how we amass information that may be relevant to our
understanding of an image, we can focus on two different ways that this may
happen. To distinguish them we will refer to these two ways as complementary
and supplementary information.
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Complementary
The word complementary means “to complete” and refers to information that we
may already have in mind when we encounter an image. This is information that
we already know and bring into the encounter. It may be something we have
read or heard or seen or been told. This kind of context is automatic, we do not
have to do anything other than think of it in order for it to became part of the
encounter. But of course thinking of it, or not thinking of it, is an important factor
in the context we establish.
Supplementary
Supplementary means “to add to” and refers to information that we get along with
the image when we see it. This may be something we read or are told or see in
the act of encountering the image. It comes with the image. In this case, we
have to do something – take an action – in order for the context to be
applied. That is, we have to read some text or see something near the image,
absorb it, then look back at the image. It is in that process of getting into, looking
away from, and returning to the image that supplementary context works.

Truth and Fiction

(Familiar but incorrect diagram of human evolution)

One interesting fact about the effect of Context is that it does not matter if what
we know or read or hear that relates to the image is true or not. Nor does it
matter if what we know or find out is correct or not. This does not mean that truth
or accuracy is unimportant, it simply means that the outside information that we
bring to our encounter with an image will affect its meaning regardless of how
correct it is. We may have misheard, misunderstood, gotten misinformation, or
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even remembered incorrectly. We may be supplied with incomplete truths,
partial facts, lies. But even if any of that is the case, the information we have or
get that is relevant to the image – right or wrong, good or bad – will have an
impact on the meaning.
In addition, we frequently do not know anything about an image and therefore
have no context for it. When that is the case – as with all of our other attempts to
understand – we commonly fill in, guess, or make assumptions to try to resolve
this issue, often by looking for clues in the image or in surrounding material that
support one theory or another we might have about what we are looking at.

Iconic Images

(SpongeBob SquarePants)

One way to understand the significance of outside information in our search for
meaning is to look at what we might call iconic images. These are images that
are so familiar, used, common, and reproduced that they come to have very
specific meanings. This is an area where Use and Context overlap so that by
repeated use, the outside information that attaches to them becomes their
meaning. When we see iconic images we instantly know what they mean and do
not typically bother to prove them further.
The Mona Lisa as Great Art, the happy face button representing dopey optimism,
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Albert Einstein standing for genius, the image of Che Guevara as counter-cultural
icon...in each case, the information that we have attached to the image comes so
quickly to mind that we no longer probe these images as we usually do. The
Context has overwhelmed everything else.
Sources for Context
Context as complementary information can come from anywhere we gather
information. This can mean specific sources like books that we consult, classes
we take, videos we watch, or websites we visit. It can also mean social sources
like people we listen to, or chatrooms we visit, or even casual conversations we
overhear.
Context as supplementary information comes from sources usually connected to
or presented with the image in some way either because they are physically next
to it for example, or linked as are many images on the web. Captions, articles,
headlines, and even other images can all add information to our experience and
therefore add context to our understanding of the image.

Use and Context

(Standard wanted poster, circa 1970s)
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The second reading connected to this chapter is another section in the book
Picturing Texts by Lester Faigley, et. al., that makes an interesting connection
between Use and Context. The authors point out how continued and repeated
use of images in certain ways can create a context for them that is hard to
ignore. In other words, we see some images used in particular ways so often
that we assume truths about them we might be wise to question.
In their example, mug shots are used so frequently to show us what accused
criminals look like that we take the details of those kinds of photos as a context,
something we know to be true about them. As soon as we detect those details –
the stern look, the height chart, the number on the chest – we immediately
assume that we are looking at the face of a criminal. An image of someone
holding a sign before them with numbers tells us the person did something
wrong. That may not be the case for many reasons...for one thing, most mug
shots are of people only accused of crimes, not convicted criminals.
In this way, the Use creates a context and this becomes a bias. Biases about
people and cultures often come images like these in which contexts have been
established from repeated use. It is another example of the power of the image
that we frequently hold these biases with great conviction even though they may
be completely wrong.

Image Assignment
Find an image from any source for which the meaning (impact, effect, impression,
understanding, etc.) changes because of something you know or find out ABOUT
it. Write about how the information that came from OUTSIDE the image changed
its meaning for you.
Things to Consider:
1. Divide your response into two parts: in the first part describe the initial
impact or effect of the image on you when you first see it.
2. In the second part, describe how what you find out about the image
(from related text or even other images) changed its impact or effect.
HINT: One way to go about this is to find an image that has a caption or
an article with it. Look at the image without reading anything and describe
its impact, THEN read about it and describe any changes in the impact.
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Key Ideas
CONTEXTUAL MEANING
Contextual meaning, or simply Context, refers to the meaning of an image that comes
from related information in the world at large. The word context comes from a Latin
word meaning "to weave together," and points to the idea that we make connections
between information surrounding the image and the image itself.
COMPLEMENTARY INFORMATION
The word complementary means “to complete” and refers to information that we may
already have in mind when we encounter an image and that may impact on the meaning
of the image.
SUPPLEMENTARY INFORMATION
Supplementary means “to add to” and refers to information that we get along with the
image when we see it such as related text, written or verbal explanations, or even
adjacent images.
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Chapter Eleven Reading #1: Che: Revolutionary as Marketer’s Dream
From The New York Times
By Michiko Kakutani, April 20, 2009
Che Lives!
Not just in the hearts of revolutionaries, Marxist insurgents and rebellious
teenagers, but on T-shirts, watches, sneakers, key chains, cigarette lighters,
coffee mugs, wallets, backpacks, mouse pads, beach towels and condoms. He’s
not only been used by politicians like the Venezuelan president, Hugo Chávez, to
promote their own agendas, but he’s also been employed by merchants to sell air
fresheners in Peru, snowboards in Switzerland and wine in Italy.
The supermodel Gisele Bündchen pranced down a runway in a Che bikini. A
men’s wear company brought out a Che action figure, complete with fatigues, a
beret, a gun and a cigar. And an Australian company produced a “cherry
Guevara” ice cream line, describing the eating experience like this: “The
revolutionary struggle of the cherries was squashed as they were trapped
between two layers of chocolate. May their memory live on in your mouth!”
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As Michael Casey, the Buenos Aires bureau chief for Dow Jones Newswires,
observes in his fascinating new book, “Che’s Afterlife,” the image of Ernesto
Guevara most frequently used by politicians, demonstrators and merchants alike
is based on the famous 1960 picture of the guerrilla leader taken by the Cuban
photographer Alberto Díaz Gutiérrez, known as Korda. It’s the familiar, ubiquitous
close-up, often rendered in high-contrast blacks and whites, which features the
handsome 31-year-old Argentine-born revolutionary looking off into the distance
as if he had his eyes on the future, his gaze — described, variously, as pensive,
determined, defiant, meditative or implacable — as difficult, in Mr. Casey’s words,
“to put a finger on” as the Mona Lisa’s smile.
In this bracing and keenly observed book, Mr. Casey traces how Korda’s
photograph became one of the most widely disseminated images in the world,
how Che went from being a symbol of resistance to the capitalist system to one
of the most marketable and marketed brands around the globe, how the guerrilla
fighter became a logo as recognizable as the Nike swoosh or McDonald’s golden
arches.

Although newspaper and magazine articles have traversed this ground before,
none have done so with the thoroughness and globe-trotting ardor of “Che’s
Afterlife.” Mr. Casey has written a book that is not only a cultural history of an
image, but also a sociopolitical study of the mechanisms of fame. It is a book
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about how ideas travel and mutate in this age of globalization, how concepts of
political ideology have increasingly come to be trumped by notions of commerce
and cool and chic, and how the historical Che Guevara gave way, post-mortem,
to a host of other Ches: St. Che, said to possess the ability to perform miracles;
Chesucristo, a Christ-like figure revered for his ideals, not his advocacy of
violence; an entrepreneurial Che, promoting the lesson “that individuals should
honestly strive to produce their utmost for the good of all”; and the Rock ’n’ Roll
Che, more representative of youthful anti-authoritarianism than of any political
dogma. Korda’s famous photograph of Che was taken in 1960, at a state funeral
for victims killed by an explosion aboard a freighter docked in Havana’s harbor.
By radically cropping the shot, snipping out a palm tree and the profile of another
man, Korda gave the portrait an ageless quality, divorced from the specifics of
time and place.
This abstract element would be emphasized further in paintings and silk-screen
variations on the picture (like those done in the style of Andy Warhol’s Marilyn
and Mao), which, Mr. Casey notes, stripped the image of its historical and
political roots and created a more mainstream, accessible Che.
Korda, who died in 2001, Mr. Casey writes, would not be able to collect royalties
on his wildly ubiquitous image until 1997, when the Castro government signed
the Berne Convention for the Protection of Literary and Artistic Works, an
international copyright treaty.
Although Korda’s original photograph was not widely distributed for years, Mr.
Casey says, Fidel Castro began using the image as a branding symbol for Cuba
in 1967, months before Che’s death. It was a clever marketing plan on Mr.
Castro’s part: Che’s denunciations of the Soviet Union made him popular among
“thinkers and artists of the Western European left, many of whom had lost faith in
the Soviet Union,” while his condemnation of imperialism “sat well with young
radical students in the United States and Europe, who were impatient for societal
change and for whom the very word revolution was inspiring.”
After Che was killed in Bolivia in October 1967 at 39, at the end of a disastrous
guerrilla campaign, his fame and popularity — as a martyr now — spread even
more rapidly around the world: red and black posters based on Korda’s
photograph became symbols of the resistance movement during the 1968
student protests in Paris, and they surfaced, too, in America, where the
revolutionary was embraced by both the Black Power movement and by hippies
and antiwar activists.
In its May 17, 1968, issue, Time magazine observed that the Che legend had
given “rise to a cult of almost religious hero worship among radical intellectuals,
workers and students”: there were “Guevara-style beards” and berets in Italy, the
magazine reported, and “handkerchiefs, sweatshirts and blouses decorated with
his shaggy countenance” in “half a dozen countries” — all making for “a new
source of profits for composers, poster makers and book publishers.” It was an
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article that could have easily run some four decades later, on the occasion of the
40th anniversary of Che’s death.
Clearly, it’s not what Che Guevara had in mind when he declared that “the
revolutionary idea should be diffused by means of appropriate media to the
greatest depth possible,” but in becoming one of the world’s most iconic brand
names, Che has achieved an immortality that even exceeds the predictions of
the stranger he meets at the end of his “Motorcycle Diaries,” who tells him “the
spirit of the beehive speaks through your mouth and motivates your actions.”
Though anti-Castro Cubans continue to denounce him as a murderer with a cold
capacity for violence, Che is embraced in Latin America and the Middle East and
by antiglobalization protestors as “a die-hard foe of yanqui imperialism”; in Hong
Kong as a symbol of rebellion against the authoritarianism of the Beijing
government; and in the United States by immigrant activists, demanding “the
right to inclusion, to be considered part of the American Dream.”
For many, Che has become a generic symbol of the underdog, the idealist, the
iconoclast, the man willing to die for a cause. He has become, as Mr. Casey
writes, “the quintessential postmodern icon” signifying “anything to anyone and
everything to everyone.”
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Chapter Eleven Reading #2: Mug Shots
Excerpted from Picturing Texts
by Lester Faigley, et. al.

To understand how people end up thinking in stereotypes, it helps to consider
how a larger set of historical circumstances can establish such thinking.
Consider, for example, the genres of mug shots and wanted posters: How do we
represent people as criminals in the twenty-first century? How do we define
ourselves as “responsible citizens” and criminals as “others”? To understand
how criminals have become stereotyped as "others” in mug shots and wanted
posters, we must go back to the invention of photography in the nineteenth
century.
In that century, scientists were making great strides in many disciplines, learning
more about the world and about the natural phenomena that characterized it.
Charles Darwin and other naturalists were cataloging the species of the natural
world; Joseph Lister was identifying the causes of infection in the human body;
Robert Peary and other explorers were charting the geography of the earth;
Sigmund Freud was studying the nature of the human mind.
When the new science of photography emerged in the middle of the nineteenth
century as a way of producing images, it was understood within this context of
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scientific innovation as a way of recording data and documenting facts about the
natural world. One area of scientific endeavor in particular—criminology—
embraced photography almost immediately for its perceived impartiality and
accuracy. The photo here shows a detail from a table that police used to identify
the physical traits of those accused of crimes.
Police began to use standardized texts to represent people accused of crimes.
These texts included photographs focused on the head and face— one facing
front and one in profile. These photographs were designed to assist the police in
identifying criminals. In such pictures, the subject was photographed unsmiling,
standing against a plain background (sometimes with a grid indicating height),
and identified by name and physical characteristics (height, weight, age, race,
tattoos, and so on).

In relatively short order, such pictures became a recognizable photographic
genre, a type of text associated with a specific purpose and context. It is a genre
now associated with texts such as the ones shown here of FBI fugitive Donald
Eugene Webb and Oklahoma City bomber Timothy McVeigh. The purpose of
mug shots and wanted posters, we know from our collective historical experience,
is to catch criminals. Given this widely accepted cultural understanding, such
photographs have two effects: they establish a person's identity within a
framework of scientific exactness (height, weight, build), and they characterize
the subject as a criminal— often, even before a trial date has been set. Partly
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because such texts are displayed in post offices and on television and are
associated with terrible crimes, and partly because of the history and purpose of
this photographic genre, those pictured are often seen less as suspects than as
criminals whose identity—and guilt has already been established by the camera.
The history of photography and law enforcement, then, has shaped the manner
in which we read such texts. Because we know something of the contexts in
which they are commonly used, mug shots and wanted posters include all the
cultural codings associated with crime and criminals. If, for instance, you saw the
mug shot of Cynthia Selfe displayed at your local post office, would you be likely
to hire her for a job at the bank where you keep your savings? Trust her with
sensitive information?
Your answers may help you understand the ways in which such photographic
texts—both visual and verbal—can contribute to stereotyping….Apparently, what
we see in such pictures is less a matter of fact than of who we are and how the
world is represented to us—especially in the ways we think about others.
Another context in which we often represent others in stereotypical ways is in our
understanding of other cultures. The more different a culture is from our own and
the less we know about the lives of its people, the more likely we are to "see"
those people in terms of stereotypes. Such stereotyping is exacerbated,
moreover, when we allow ourselves—or our texts— to focus only on the most
exotic features, those aspects most foreign to us.
When Britain and the United States colonized China in the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries, for example, Underwood & Underwood and other companies
sent photographers to record their impressions.
The snapshots these
photographers took were transferred to stereoscope cards, which gave them a
realistic three-dimensional look, leading American and British viewers to imagine
themselves within the foreign landscapes. The photographs shown here, taken
in 1901, rely on stereotypical representations, showing Manchu women dressed
in exotic costumes. The use of the word “typical" in the caption—“A Group of
Manchu Women, with typical headdress”—implied to the American and English
audience for these cards that all Manchu women dressed in this same fashion.
Such oversimplified representations not only ignored the many regional,
economic, and other differences that distinguished one Manchu woman from
another, they also exaggerated the differences between the cultures of the
viewers and the viewed.
The problem is not necessarily with the images themselves; the problem is when
they are used to represent an entire nation or culture without taking into account
variation among the many members of the larger group. It may be more of a
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problem with images than with words, perhaps because we're more likely to use
one or two images rather than many, and to select ones that are vivid or
otherwise especially memorable to represent an entire culture or group of people.

But guidebooks and other travel writing can also describe people in ways that
exoticize them or otherwise foster stereotypes….Let’s Go USA, for instance, tells
us that “every April, San Antonians slip on their dancing shoes, call out the
mariachis, and throw a ten-day party for anyone who wants to come,” and it says
that when visiting Corpus Christi, you should “shake the sand out of your toes,
put on your boots, and dance up a storm” at a country-western dance hall that
“fills up every night with restless cowboys looking to have a good time." Let's Go
is a line of travel guides published for college students, written by Harvard
students. Anybody who has ever lived in Texas would be able to tell these
authors that not everybody in the state wears cowboy boots or listens to mariachi
music.
Chances are that the description of Texas was written by someone who did not
grow up in that state—and who focused on things that he or she found most
exotic. When visiting a new place, it is often tempting to describe the people and
the details that we find most unusual, but it is always a good idea to stop and
think about our observations and how they are shaped by our own culture. Have
we chosen one person to represent an entire culture? Are we over-generalizing?
Are we ignoring the diversity present in the culture? Are we focusing on things
that seem exotic to us while ignoring important details that are more familiar—

and that might actually help us connect with others? Is this the way we ourselves
would wish to be described?

CHAPTER TWELVE:
The Big Picture Story

“The world is made of stories, not atoms.”
Muriel Ruckeyser
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Overview
Another aspect of Context relies on the ability we have to connect, to tie things
together, to create narratives of meaning. In other words, Context is also about
our talent for creating stories. As we gain information about anything, including
any particular image, besides focusing on what we see in the frame (Content),
how the images strikes us (Appearance), and why we think we are seeing the
image (Use), we use additional information to complete the meaning or, to put it
another way, to expand the story of the image.

Thinking Through Stories

(Photograph by Robert Frank, 1956)

We know intuitively that images tell stories. We say "every picture tells a story"
and "a picture is worth a thousand words." We are used to the idea that one of
the things we take away from our encounters with images is a storyline, a
narrative sequence, a tale. You might even consider that our probing of images
for relevant details is an attempt to complete the story that the picture tells, to fill
it out in order to more fully understand what we are looking at.
This is the case because of something very interesting about the way we make
sense of the world...the fact that storytelling is the way we think. It is a way in
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which we make sense of life. Without the stories we construct life would be
nothing more than one meaningless event after another. Without our stories, we
would have no sense of cohesion, progress, hope.
Stories allow us to connect, focus, decide, conclude. Storytelling is a basic and
essential process of understanding; without this ability to make up stories - to
weave things together - our experiences would seem like nothing but random
movement. In other words, just as with vision itself, it is the active, working mind
that makes sense of the teeming world and one of the primary ways we
accomplish that is by organizing our experiences into stories.

Context and the Story

(Photoprint of the DNA sequence of an anonymous individual)

That is why one of the most powerful influences images have on us is the way in
which they become part of our storytelling process. Any experiences become
part of the narrative we create to understand the world but, thanks to the image
transplosion, images are increasingly the most common type of experience. In
that sense, pictures that we see become the world we recognize, movies that we
watch become life references, television images become part of our sense of
how people live.
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And since all experiences eventually become electrical signals in the neurons of
the brain, we can make the case that images are just as important, vivid, and real
to our life stories as any other things we experience. If you were asked to tell the
story of the solar system, for example, you would easily describe the round earth
and the moon, the orbits around the sun, the other planets, etc. It is a familiar
story to most people yet for almost everyone it is based entirely on images we
have seen rather than any direct experience with the planets.
In this way, images do not just trigger memories of our life story (as when a
snapshot of the vacation brings to mind the trip itself) but rather they ARE the
memories of the story (the snapshot becomes what we recall when we think
about that moment). They become the raw material from which we build stories
that make sense of our lives.

Context and Content

(Magazine cover for the American win at the Olympics, 1980)
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Remember that all of these approaches to the meaning of the image – Content,
Appearance, Use and Context – are managed by the multi-processing brain at
the same time. They are only separated out as a neat list to make an analysis of
the process easier.
Therefore, it makes sense that there is overlap among these categories. They
are flexible, not rigid. The brain does not care about orderly analysis, it simply
works as efficiently as possible to make sense of the input. When we try to
analyze this complex process, it helps to be more systematic in our approach but
it would also be a mistake to be overly dogmatic about it. In natural looking or
visual analysis, the goal is understanding.
So Content and Context overlap. What we recognize or trust as accurate in the
image (Content) naturally becomes part of the overall story of the image
(Context). Our innate knowledge of things (which comes partially from images
and their contexts) helps us recognize and identify the Content of the image. The
main distinction here is that when focusing on Content we try to look at the ways
in which things within the frame of the image affect the meaning. The fact that I
recognize the face in the painting as a woman with a particular expression is part
of the Content meaning. Context, on the other hand, shifts our attention to
outside information that may matter...for example, that I know this is the face of
the Mona Lisa and that her smile is taken to be mysterious, that she was painted
by Leonardo Da Vinci and so on.
In natural looking, we try to make sense of everything that seems to matter about
the image in our encounter with it. The working brain is concerned with making
sense, not making categories. But in analysis as we try to be systematic and
clear, these distinctions become more relevant. In that way, through Content we
tend to look inside and with Context we tend to look outside the frame of the
image for things that participate in the meaning.

Context and Use
In a similar way, and as mentioned in the previous Chapter, the Use of the image
can affect the Context. When images become used repeatedly in certain ways,
we know and recognize that fact. The knowledge we have of their use in certain
ways then becomes something we bring to the encounter. To put this another
way...the use of the image can become part of its context.
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(Portrait of an Afghani family, 2009)

The mug shots from the reading in the previous chapter are a good
demonstration of this. The story we tell ourselves about mug shots is that these
are images of bad people who have broken the law. While that may not
necessarily be the case (they might be wanted for a crime they did not commit)
we see mug shots used so often to establish guilt that this use becomes a
context for them, part of the story of those kinds of images.
Family photos are another interesting example. Family photos are highly
organized to show happy families, that is their use. Grouped tightly around the
eldest family member, making sure everyone gets into the shot, smiling,
touching...the purpose of the photo is to establish a happy family and that
becomes, through use, the story of the family at that moment. Needless to say,
that story may have nothing to do with the actual family (they may despise each
other or hate family gatherings) but the story becomes too powerful to challenge.
The Use, in other words, becomes the Context.

The Depth of the Story
Stories can be short or long, simple or complex, shallow or deep. How complete
or complex the story of the image is depends on a number of things. The medium
of communication, for example, is an obvious factor here.
A mark may simply serve as a record of the moment someone made it. Cartoons
tell very focused stories that describe a scene and conclude with a punch line.
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Paintings (especially ones that depict numerous characters) tell more complex
stories about individuals, environments, and relationships. Movies, unfolding in
time and using multiple images and imaging techniques, tell highly complex
stories that might be impossible to tell any other way. Fans of long-running
television series are able to keep track of the lives and experiences of multiple
characters told out of sequence and in brief snatches of narrative. We have an
amazing ability to tell and retain stories based on tiny fragments or a dizzying
array of incidents. The more complex the story, the more engaged we become
with the image. Take a look at this video about how filmmakers construct
compelling stories from sequences of images.
Because storytelling is a way that we think, the context we bring to the encounter
also affects the kind of story that can be told. A photograph of my baby, in the
context of my own life, tells a very complex, intimate, emotional, compelling story
of an individual, a possibility, a relationship. But that same photo shown to you
would no doubt tell a much shorter, less penetrating, less detailed story of some
kid that you do not know.

The Big Picture

(Sonogram of an unborn infant)

One basic premise of this course is that images are not like other things we
make; they are powerful, almost magical, objects that become fully integrated

CHAPTER TWELVE: THE BIG PICTURE STORY

UNDERSTANDING IMAGES ID3230

7

into our psyches, experiences, understandings. They become a key component
of the storytelling ability we have that allows us to make sense of the world.
Images therefore do not just register with us. They inform, compel, relate,
capture, classify. We keep images in mind for our whole lives, base decisions on
them, rely on them for information and understanding.
In a similar way, read this article entitled Telling Stories With Photos by Darren
Rowse. He is writing for a class on photography but outlines a whole set of
issues related to how we both create stories using images (photographs in this
case) and therefore how we also respond to them by making them part of our
storytelling process.
Images not only become part of our own private storytelling, they become part of
our cultural tale, our social truths, our shared narrative. Paintings based on other
art, photographs that challenge or support on each other, trends in advertising
images, and the familiar cliches of horror movies are all examples of the fluid,
evolving world of the image that is so crucial to our sense of ourselves.
Race, gender, the American experience, global awareness...these are all part of
the human story as constructed and rehearsed increasingly through the images
we make and see.

Image Assignment
Think of a powerful image or scene from a movie. It can be your favorite scene
from your favorite movie or just one that comes to mind as being powerful. It can
be an entire scene or maybe even just a single memorable frame. If you can find
an image of it, include it with your paper. If not, just write the paper.
Things to Consider:
1. What is it about that scene that sticks with you and makes it
memorable to you?
2. Why did it come to mind now?
3. What is the story of the scene and what makes that story memorable to
you?
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Chapter Twelve Reading: Telling Stories With Photos
From the Digital Photography School
A Post By: Darren Rowse

Story
A picture is worth a thousand words – or so the saying goes.
Please note – at the end of this post there is an assignment that relates to it that
we’ll be doing together this week in our Digital Photography Flickr Group. I hope
you’ll enjoy it.
There are many reasons that I love photography, not the least of which is that a
photograph (or a series of them) has the ability to convey stories to those that
view them.
Over the centuries people have gathered around campfires, in town squares,
over meals and in other places to tell their stories and these gatherings have
become central to the shaping of cultures and communities. In more recent times
some people have lamented that the art of story telling has been lost amidst the
rise of different technologies.
Perhaps there is some truth in this – but I also wonder if perhaps it’s just the way
we tell stories that has changed. One such medium for story telling in the time we
live is digital photography.
A photograph has the ability to convey emotion, mood, narrative, ideas and
messages – all of which are important elements of story telling.
Of course the gift of story telling is something that doesn’t just happen – good
story tellers are intentional about learning how to tell stories and practice their
craft. Following are a few tips for photographic story tellers.
The Short Story
Stories come in all shapes and sizes. Some are long (novels or even trilogies of
novels) but others are short. Thinking photographically, these short stories might
be one, or maybe two, images.
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Most newspaper photography fits into this category of story telling – one image
that attempts to capture the essence of an accompanying written story. They
don’t have the luxury of multiple frames to introduce, explore and conclude so
almost always tell the story of a single event rather than a longer one.
Such shots need to have something in them that grabs the attention of a viewer.
They also will usually have visual and/or narrative focal points that lead the
viewer into the photo.
Short Stories photos are often shots that leave the viewer of the photograph
wondering about what they are looking at – not because they don’t understand it
but because they intrigue and leave people imagining what is going on behind
the image and what other future images of the scene might look like. In a sense
these single image stories are often just as powerful because of what they don’t
include in the shot as to what they do include.
Introduce Relationship – When telling a story through a single image think about
including more than one person in the shot – when you do this you introduce
‘relationship’ into a photo which will conjure up all types of thoughts in the
viewers of your shots.
Having said that, sometimes carefully framing a second person OUT of your shot
can add to the story you’re trying to tell. Leaving evidence in the shot of a second
unseen person can add questions to your viewers minds (ie a shot of a person
alone at a table with two cups of coffee in front of them – or a shot of someone
talking animatedly to an unseen person). Unseen elements of a photo can add a
lot.
Also think about context – what’s going on around your subject? What’s in the
background? What does the other elements of the photo say about your subject
and what’s going on in their lives? Of course you don’t want to be too obvious
about setting your background up – doing so could lead to cliched shots.
Multiple Image Stories
One of the mistakes that I find many new photographers making is that they find
they need to put every possible element of a story or scene into each photograph
that they take. This leads to photos that can be quite cluttered, that have too
many focal points and that confuse the viewer of them.
One way to avoid this and yet to still tell a story with your images is to take a
series of them. In a sense what you’re doing here is a step towards shooting a
movie with your shots (a movie is a sequence of many thousands of images run
together to tell a story).
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Series of shots used to tell a story can be anything from two or three shots
arranged in a frame or collage through to hundreds of shots arranged in an
album (online or printed).
A common multiple image story that many of us will be familiar with will be the
photography we do on a vacation. Whether we consider it or not – such a series
of shots documents the experiences that we have over a period of days/weeks or
even months. I’ve included a few photos (right) from one of my recent trips that
tells the story of a night a group of us had smoking apple tobacco at a Turkish
cafe.
Other multiple shot stories might include weddings, parties, conferences etc.
Structure
I’ve not studied the art of story telling in great depth but even from my high
school studies of creative writing know that good stories don’t just happen. They
take planning and some type of structure.
Before you start photographing your story consider what type of shots you might
need to tell it. Basic stories will usually include the elements of introduction,
plot/body and conclusion:
1. Introduction – shots that put the rest of the images into context. These shots
introduce important characters that will follow, give information about the place
where the story is happening, set the tone that the story will be told in and
introduce the themes that the story will meander through (see below for more on
themes).
Introductory shots need to lead viewers into the body of the story. If you think
about a good novel, it’s often the first few paragraphs that determine whether
people will buy and read the book in full or not – the same is true with visual
stories. Introductory shots should give people a reason to go deeper into the
story.
So in a travel album – these shots might show the travelers packing, could
include a macro shot of a map of the destination or of the tickets etc.
2. Plot – good stories are more than just empty words. They explore ideas,
feelings, experiences etc on a deeper level. Plot shots will probably make up the
majority of your photographic story. They show what happens but also explore
themes and ideas.
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So in a travel album I try to identify themes in my shots that I will revisit
throughout a trip. Types of themes might include:
Visual themes – perhaps colors or shapes that come up again and again on a trip
– for example a friend recently showed me his album from a recent trip to the
Greek Islands that featured quite a few shots with white buildings and blue seas
– very powerful.
Stylistic themes – repetition of photographic techniques and styles. For example
on my last overseas trip I decided to include a series of macro shots of the
different flora that I saw and ended up with a series of shots of flowers from a
variety of different parts of the world.
Locational themes – reoccurring photos from similar types of places. For
example on a trip a few years back I decided to make ‘markets’ a theme in my
shots across the trip. I sought out and photographed markets in every city and
town we visited. I found it fascinating to see the similarities and differences
between them.
Relational themes – shots that focus upon a person or people over time. On a
travel story this might document the moods of a person as they go through the
highs and lows of travel or could document the development of a relationship
between friends, lovers, siblings etc over time.
A photographic story might just focus upon one theme or could intertwine a
number of them. Not every shot in a travel album will probably fit in with themes
but I find that when you work to build them into what you do that there is a real
payoff.
Sometimes themes will emerge while you’re on the go (on a trip for example
things will hit you while on the road that you’d never have expected to explore)
but many of them are things that you need to consider and plan for. For example
my ‘market’ and ‘flora’ themes were things I had to build into my trip. I sought
these shots out and put myself in places where I’d get the shots I was after.
Some photographers write themselves a ‘hit list’ of shots that they want to get in
a given day (this is what I do with weddings) while others do it more informally in
their mind – but most good photographers have the ability to not only take good
spontaneous shots but also are quite intentional about getting the types of shots
that they need.

CHAPTER TWELVE: THE BIG PICTURE STORY

UNDERSTANDING IMAGES ID3230

12

3. Conclusion – good story tellers are quite intentional about the way they end
their stories. Last impressions count and it’s worth considering what lasting
image/s you want to leave with the viewer of your photos.
By no means do you need to tie up your story neatly (good stories sometimes
leave people feeling unsettled and wanting resolution) but do consider how you
want to end.
To continue our travel story example, concluding shots could be anything from
the cliched sunset shot (I think it’s been overdone personally) through to airport
shots, unpacking shots, plane shots, some shots from the last meal at the
destination, signs to the airport etc. etc. etc.
Editing
I have a number of friends who are in the publishing business and they tell me
that novels rarely go to press in their original form. They generally take a lot of
reworking and editing to get them into a form that will work.
The same is usually true with photographic story telling.
Editing happens on a number of levels and ranges from the editing of single
photos (cropping, sharpening, enhancing of colors etc) through to the editing and
presentation of the overall series of shots.
When presenting your images as a series it is important to be selective with the
shots you include (and leave out). With travel albums I generally put together two
for each trip. The first one is the story album and is the one I show to most
people. The second one is where I keep all of my photos – generally in the order
that they were taken.
In this way I don’t overwhelm people with the hundreds of photos I take on a trip
but select the best ones and arrange them in a way that best tells the story of the
trip. Sometimes in the editing process the chronological order becomes less
important as the story and the themes within it are more dominant.

CHAPTER THIRTEEN:
The Technology Factor

“Any sufficiently advanced technology
is indistinguishable from magic.”
Arthur C. Clarke
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Overview
Cultural factors may determine the subject matter of the images that we see but
technology determines the kinds of images that we can make. Every technology
from ancient cave painting tools to the latest high-def screen revolutionizes the
world of the image by changing what we can see. Fresco, stained glass, canvas
painting, photography...each of these changed what we expect from and what we
project into images.

Cycles of Revolution

(Still frame from A Day Made of Glass promotional film, Corning Glass)

Because images do not just pop up out of our heads, at least not yet, they must
be constructed using tools and materials. All images emerge from some kind of
technology, if we use that term to mean the stuff we manipulate to make things in
the world.
It is technology that determines the kinds of images that we can see and each new
technology allows us to make pictures that we could never see before. Images did
not move before movies and did not peer through surfaces until x-rays. Yet once
they take on these characteristics, such magical effects become something we
expect from our images. Notice, for example, how difficult it is to sit through a silent
film now, simply because we expect movie images to speak.
New images created with these new technologies expand the whole world of
images by their sheer number but also in terms of their content, appearance, use,
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and context. And because we are so intimately involved with the matrix, these
new images change the way we think about the world and about ourselves.
In turn, thinking in new ways about ourselves and our world encourages us to be
innovative and creative and thus come up with new technologies, creating new
kinds of images, altering our thinking, changing the world again and so on
through cycles of revolution.
In this way, technology and the image are intimately connected through what we
might think of as an engine of continual change that is at the very heart of the
human experience.

The Impact of Change

In every era, in every generation, new technology makes new images possible
that force us to revise our means of understanding them. We still probe images
in an attempt to make sense of them. Our desire to resolve questions about the
what, how, and why of the image remains the same. But new images also
confront us with new challenges specific to these new images.
In attempting to understand the Content of an image in the age of the electron
microscope, for example, we can ask all over again what kinds of things can be
shown, what kind of size scale can be represented, what aspects of life can be
represented, how much does the technology alter what is depicted? In the age
of flatscreens, we can revisit the issue of Appearance and raise new questions
about the impact of color and tone, balance and rhythm, and the level of detail
that we expect from our images. YouTube and the video revolution challenge us
to think within a new framework about the Use of images for communication or
commerce, who owns them and who manipulates them, what we can and cannot
share through them. And in the age of the Web in which every image links to
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vast related information we can wonder about the relationship of external
information – its accuracy, scope, and relevance – to the image all over again.

Technologies of the Image

(Still frame from The Wizard of Oz)

Every image is based in a technology that produced it. Ice Age cave paintings
relied on complex processes of creating pigments and ways to bind them to the
cave walls, tools for applying the color, and the technology of torches and lamps,
climbing and caving tools, and so on. Frescoes, stained glass, drawing on paper,
painting on canvas…the success of all of these depended on a functional
technology.
But the impact of any change in imaging technology goes beyond our individual
attempts to understand what we are looking at. The engine of change insures
that these developments and innovations have a much broader impact.
Take photography, for example, which is usually thought of as the beginning of
the modern era of the image. Beyond confronting us with new challenges to
content, appearance, use, and context, photographs also altered our
expectations of the details of images because photos could be so precise, our
sense of their reality since they seemed to automatically capture a slice of life,
and our use of the image as an accurate record of an event since the truth of the
photographic image seemed at first to be unassailable.
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The same broad effects are true for all the technologies that followed. Offset
printing in the 1800s, for example, made it possible to create multiple copies in
the thousands. The mass production of images is the start of the very idea of the
media and images for all of society that could be seen by everyone, not just as
precious objects in the possession of the rich.
By the early 1900s, motion pictures – based on the fact that images presented
rapidly frame by frame gave the illusion of movement – had another profound
impact. They made it possible to tell more elaborate stories that unfolded in time
not just space. Editing, juxtaposing, splicing, and montage all created new
understandings of how to read images and new expectations about what images
might convey. Words and sound and music began to be part of the content of
the image, rather than just context for it.
The development of television, live transmission over electrical lines, by the
1930s ushered in yet another new age of the image. Among many other effects,
it reset our sense of mimesis, our judgment of how “real” the image seems since
the televised image, unlike any before it in history other than the mirror,
presented something that was actually happening somewhere in the world at that
moment.

The Power of Technology
The reading connected with this chapter is a summary of the main ideas of Marshall
McLuhan, who wrote about technology and the media. His theory goes beyond the
idea that technology and media are important influences on us. Instead McLuhan
suggests that technology itself, and the ways that it forces us to think and respond,
is far more crucial in shaping our lives than anything it shows.
"The medium is the message" – one of his famous catchphrases – points to the
idea that what we see on pages or screens is less significant than what viewing a
page or a screen does to us. Printing technology, in his view, turned us into
passive, linear thinkers while screen technology makes us active, connected, and
engaged.
The Global Village – the uniting of the entire planet through net technology – was
another of McLuhan's insights and this globalization, in his view, is the direct
result of the global technology of television and other electronic media, not
anything particular that one sees on the screen.
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The Digital Revolution

Digital imaging has once again forced us to look at and think about images in a
new way, even as we use our traditional approaches to understand what we see.
Content
In terms of their Content, digital images are completely malleable since every
pixel can be manipulated, every visual atom of the image, so to speak, can be
changed, morphed, warped, altered, etc. This leads to very precise images that
are not necessarily about the “real” world at all and so new questions about
mimesis and how images relate to the real world and can be believed and trusted
are raised. The digital manipulation of images, impossible to detect, throws into
question the entire issue of the relationship of images to reality and what we
mean when we say that an image seems "real."
As an example, take a look at this video which reveals how even the most basic
images that we see on television every day are in fact computer simulations that
don't really "exist" in the real world. For more examples, look at just a few of the
challenges to the relationship between the digital image and reality that Thomas
Wheeler mentions in his article PhotoTruth or Photofiction?
Appearance
Regarding their Appearance, digital images create an entirely new sense of
image quality and the issue of resolution becomes quite significant. Most
computer screens display images at only 72 dpi…compared to magazine images
at 300 dpi and photographs which are much higher. HDTV will challenge these
limits but the issues of weaker details (because the image is broken up into
pixels) and brighter colors (because they are illuminated) change our
expectations. In addition, images onscreen – which is increasingly the way we
see them – are quite small and this changes our notion of scale.
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Take a look, as an example, at this extraordinary high-definition website created
for a number of paintings. (Click on any thumbnail at the bottom of the page to
explore the image, especially the zoom tool at the left). This provides an entirely
new way of looking at these paintings in terms of their appearance, only possible
in the digital age.
Use
In terms of Use, we are now confronted with a new sense of the personal use of
the image. Until the digital age, most images were created by specific individuals
like artists for the small elite of people and institutions that could afford them. But
now we have the use of the image for widespread individual communication by
anyone to everyone. There are more Youtube videos added each day than can
be calculated. Digital images can also be quickly recorded and stored, sent
around the world, instantly and printed out endlessly from digital files. This
radically changes our sense of images as originals, as precious objects.
Context
And finally, in terms of Context we have the instantaneous connection of each
image to a vast array of information - sometimes relevant, sometimes not – but
always providing a context. Backgrounds, opinions, stories, facts, explanations,
other images…all available instantly along with the image itself. This is a whole
new set of challenges for us as we decide which parts of that flood of information
matter and which do not….and how we decide the difference.
Notice, as an example, how much information is connected to the Mona Lisa by
putting those two words in a Google image search. Millions of samples and
variations, all leading to websites, information, and more images...all providing
new contexts for understanding this one image.
These are just a few examples of the radical changes brought about by the latest
technology and, of course, it is important to keep in mind that all of this refers
only to the technology of the moment. The next round, the next cycle of the
engine, will produce a whole new world of the image to understand.
Stay tuned.
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Image Assignment
Find an image (scientific, video game, digital fake?) that would not have been
possible to make before the digital or computer revolution. Write about how you
think this kind of image changes YOUR sense of what images can convey or
communicate.
Things to Consider:
1. Does the image change or challenge your idea about the relationship of
the image to reality?
2. Does the image change your sense of how an image may appear in
terms of colors, details, rhythms, etc?
3. Does the image alter your sense of why images are created or how they
are used? Do digital images have new uses or reasons for being created?
4. Does what you know about the image come to you in a different way
than images of the past? Would information about it not be possible before
the digital or computer revolution and if that is the case, what has
changed?

Key Ideas
TECHNOLOGY
The tools and materials that we use to make things, including images.
ENGINE OF CHANGE
The idea that we use technology to make new kinds of images which change the
way that we see the world which, in turn, stimulates us to create new
technologies to create new kinds of images that further influence us and so on.
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Chapter Thirteen Reading #1: Marshall McLuhan
Excerpted from www.nndb.com
Marshall McLuhan & The Technology of the Media
Author and media pundit Marshall McLuhan is best known for coining the term
"Global Village" and such catch phrases as "The media is the message".
McLuhan originated the idea that human beings can extend their nervous system
via a global neural net through the use of electronic media and devices, and he
described many of the changes that could be wrought by such a network.
Marshall McLuhan was born in Canada’s Edmonton, Alberta on July 21, 1911.
Although he was a poor student as a youngster (he was admitted to grade seven
only after considerable efforts of his mother on his behalf), he later completed a
five-year honors program at the University of Manitoba in English and
Philosophy. He emerged in 1935 with an M.A., and then went on to Cambridge
where he earned a Ph.D. in Literature.
...
McLuhan then taught English in various American Universities...He eventually
settled at the University of Toronto where he would later establish his Centre for
Culture and Technology (a think tank studying the psychological and social
consequences of technologies and media). It was here that he met political
economist Harold Innis and Anthropologist Edmund Carpenter who would both
(along with James Joyce’s Finnegan's Wake and Catholic philosopher Pierre
Teilhard de Chardin) influence him to formulate a concept of media as a primary
shaper of civilization.
In his 1962 book The Gutenberg Galaxy, he explained how the invention of the
printing press had revolutionized Western Society in more ways, and to a far
greater depth, than was previously imagined. He claimed that print had
transformed Western Civilization into a fragmented collective of alienated
individuals, disassociated from the (deeper) consequences of their actions. In
Understanding The Media (1964), The Media is the Massage (1967) he went
farther, expounding his pivotal theory which stated that the ways in which we are
affected by the media itself is more significant that the content which the media
carries.
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That is, how our ways of looking at ourselves and our world are shaped not just
by ideas, but by the way we are habituated to perceive. According to McLuhan's
theory, technologies alter the manner in which we process information, inclining
us more toward some learning styles than others (depending on the
technology). Thus print encourages us to become visual and linear in our
thinking. By contrast, music is auditory, spatial, and even kinesthetic. Cultures
which pass their knowledge through storytelling encourage auditory learning
which, in the era before audio tapes and radio, required the transmission of
knowledge to be a social event (even if limited to two).
McLuhan’s message about media conditioning would find a later echo by parents
and educators concerned that too much television viewing conditioned children to
become passive observers. (Ironically, McLuhan viewed TV as a "cool" media,
that discouraged passivity, claiming that the "little dots" that filled the screen
forced the brain to "interpret" the image beamed onto the screen.)
Although he was largely cold-shouldered by academia, McLuhan found his work
rapidly embraced by the counter culture of the 1960's. Obsessed with expanding
its consciousness, and tweaking The Establishment, the counter culture
answered McLuhan’s radical call to re-evaluate the mental conditioning imposed
on us by our technology and media. To them it seemed to go hand in hand with
Timothy Leary's mandate to "Turn on, tune in, drop out."
As the media popularized his ideas, McLuhan continued his work at the Centre
for Culture and Technology, collaborating with eldest son Eric McLuhan to
develop a synthesis of his ideas. Together they published a number of articles
and books and attempted to articulate what they had began to refer to as the "4
Laws of Media": every technology (1) amplifies part of our culture, (2) obsolesces
aspects previously amplified, (3) retrieves elements previously obsolesced, and
(4) eventually reverses or "flips" into something else entirely.
Although these ideas would later be much discussed by business people looking
for clues to a more successful interface with technology, McLuhan was beginning
to slip from popular awareness even as he had (fleetingly) achieved icon
status. Meanwhile he was suffering the results of a 1967 surgery. The operation,
which removed a "tennis ball" sized tumor from his brain left him "hypersensitive"
and he discovered that "several years of reading got rubbed out". Then, in 1979,
he suffered a severe stroke, which affected his ability to read and write, forcing
him to retire from teaching. On New Year’s Eve, 1980, he died in his sleep.
After his death, the one-time celebrity was all but forgotten by the mass culture
that had once adored him. But he gained renewed interest in the 1990s, when
the World Wide Web began skyrocketing to popularity. Suddenly "net culture" --
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with its emphasis on the free sharing of information and with a status system
based on the intelligent use of skill, rather than wealth, age, or social connections
-- seemed about to become mainstream culture. Simultaneously, readers fresh
from William Gibson’s Neuromancer and other cyberpunk classics pondered the
darker turns the Web’s "cyber culture" might take as mainstream corruption and
greed infused the Net.
Enter the works of Marshall McLuhan again, the man who’d prophesied that
printed books would become obsolete, killed off by television and by other
electronic information technology. In The Gutenberg Galaxy McLuhan had
stated, "Print is the technology of individualism." In War and Peace in the Global
Village, he predicted that the newly emerging electronic network (i.e. extended
neural net) would recreate "the world in the image of a global village", in which
people understood instantly the impact of their actions and shared knowledge
about possible solutions.
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Chapter Thirteen Reading #2: Digital Manipulation
Excerpted from Phototruth or Photofiction?
By Thomas Wheeler
Signposts in the digital landscape:
• In the wake of the September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks in New York and
Washington, D.C., actor/director Ben Stiller ordered the digital erasing of the
World Trade Center towers from scenes of Manhattan’s skyline in his film
Zoolander.
• Aki, the digitally animated female protagonist of the sci-fi movie Final Fantasy,
was selected over real-life models and starlets to become the cover girl for
Maxim magazine’s “Hot 100” supplement in 2001.
• Telecommunications giant Alcatel produced a TV ad in 2001 that used footage
of Martin Luther King Jr.’s famous “I have a dream” speech. A portion of the
doctored version (in vintage black & white, complete with authentic looking
scratches and flecks) seemed to show Dr. King speaking not to the familiar
teeming throng but rather to a deserted Washington Mall.
• At the 2002 Winter Olympic Games in Salt Lake City, downhill skiers raced
against the clock, one at a time; with new synchronized replay technology,
broadcasters later superimposed “ghost” images of two competitors so viewers
could compare their progress at various stages of their respective runs.
• During speed skating events in the 2002 Winter Olympic Games, the
nationalities of competitors were identified by flags digitally inserted beneath the
ice in their respective lanes. Two years previously, digital flags on the bottom of
the pool identified the nationalities of Olympic swimmers; the technology is so
sophisticated that one could see surface waves and shimmering reflections
above the flags.
• The New York Times reported in 2000 that fictional websites were increasingly
popular. Some offer no actual services or products but are graphically
indistinguishable from those that do.
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• Yearbook photos are sometimes manipulated by students (or their parents).
Aside from cosmetic touch-ups to photos of themselves, a photographer’s
representative said in 1999 that customers view photos of other people, then say,
“I like that smile, that pose, that background or those clothes.” Aspects of these
details can be incorporated into the customer’s own “portrait.”
• Software now permits computer operators to add images of new products into
old film or live video feeds. Stars in classic movies from bygone eras could
appear to be holding or using the latest brand-name products. Signs, billboards
or other commercial messages could also be integrated, the results looking as if
the inserts had been part of the original scene. In one remarkable example of
“virtual advertising,” a Blockbuster videocassette box was digitally placed on a
table in an episode of the “Seven Days” television series. The March 17, 1999,
episode of that series featured the live-video insertion of “electronic product
images” for Coca-Cola, Wells Fargo, and other sponsors in background scenes.
• Syndicators of the television show Law and Order announced in 2001 they were
working on agreements to provide post-production insertion of images of logos,
signs, and products into previously filmed scenes. Payments would be in
addition to fees advertisers paid for regular ads. A spokesman for Princeton
Video Image (PVI) said, “You could sell a box of cereal in the kitchen one [airing],
and dish soap in the next.” PVI’s website explains that the distribution of these
“virtual insertions” could also be allocated by region: “For example, the sitcom
Frasier can have a can of Coke on his living room table in the Northeast region
broadcasts, and a can of Diet Coke on his living room table for the West Coast
broadcast region. A broadcaster can show a Seinfeld rerun with a box of Corn
Flakes on Jerry’s kitchen table one time and a box of Special K the next time the
show aired.”
• Racing cars are typically plastered with sponsors’ logos, but during portions of
the Fox Sports Network broadcast of NASCAR’s 2001 Budweiser Shootout,
some vehicles looked oddly blank; the network had digitally removed the logos
from some of the cars whose advertisers had failed to pay Fox for displaying
them.
• With DivorceX software from Canada’s Western Pro Imaging Labs, “divorcees
can now eradicate their previous partners from photographs without resorting to
a scissor job.... The technology can also make people thinner, younger, and can
remove double chins or scars.”
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There may be nothing unethical about these practices, but can even newspaper
photography maintain its authenticity in a visual environment where viewers are
bombarded with images in which fanciful dreamscapes appear to be as real as
any photograph, humans are “morphed” into phantasms, and dead celebrities
come back to life to mingle with contemporary actors, to hawk beer, to dance
with vacuum cleaners?

