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WHAT DOES A PHOTOGRAPH COMMUNICATE? 

INTRODUCTION 

Most everyone in America knows what a photograph is: they grew 

up with the photograph. Children found photographs in their school 

books, and in the family album. They got used to the annual school 

photographs every year and traded them for other photographs of friends. 

Children looked at photographs in magazines even before they were able 

to read. So by the time a child reached adulthood, it is possible 

and probable that he could have looked at thousands of photographs. 

The average American is exposed to a multitude of photographs every 

day: they are found in everything from advertisements to art. In 

short, the photograph has become so much a part of daily life that it 

is no longer regarded as a novelty. Photographs are so prevalent in 

our society that their communicative properties are sometimes taken 

for granted. 

The first part of the paper will present some of the more tradi

tional attitudes toward photography. It will trace photography's 

evolution as a visual communicator from the graphic arts and how it 

was regarded as a visual communicator. A history of photography and 

its relationship to art is necessary to demonstrate how some of the 

more traditional attitudes toward photography have been acquired. 

The second portion of the paper will study these properties of 

the photograph that may generally remain unnoticed. People are so 

accustomed to seeing photography that they may not even be aware of 
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its actual communicative functions. One way to examine these prop

erties is to pursue the controversy that arose when photography be

gan to push for acceptance as an art form. This controversy helped 

to redefine some of the functions of a photograph. Another method 
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of investigating some of the functions of the photograph is to review 

what photographers have said about their own works; in other words, 

what they believe their photographs are communicating to other people. 

Some comments from photography critics will also be helpful in de

fining how a photograph may change perception and communicate other 

views of reality. 

The third portion of the paper will include a practical applica

tion of the camera. A group of photographers will be asked to make 

their own self-portrait in a controlled situation. Later, they will 

be shown the pictures of themselves and be asked to answer questions 

about their photographs. The purpose of the project is to see how 

photographers will choose visually to portray themselves for other 

people to see. The important question of this project is whether the 

photographers regard their self-portraits as a good representation of 

themselves? 

The last portion of this paper will include a collection of photo

graphs that were taken by the author. It was felt that the photo

graphs could add to the paper a visual demonstration of the author's 

views about photography that cannot be represented in words. All of 

the photographs were taken in the last 3 years and are some examples 

of his best work. 
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Evolution From The Graphic Arts 

To trace the beginning of the photograph, it will be important 

to look at the visual arts, particularly the period of the Italian 

Renaissance. This period of artistic achievement owed much of its 

success to the ability of the artist to solve the "mechanics of 

realism." For hundreds of years, painting had concerned itself with 

the portrayal of people and subject matter in the most realistic way 

possible. Some of the patrons and public began to use realism as the 

standard criteria for judging "good works of art." Artists such as 

Duefer and Da Vinci had begun to study human anatomy with such pre

cision that it resembled scientific investigation instead of artistic 

observation. The rendering of people as "realistically" as possible 

was of paramount importance as a demonstration of a skilled craft. 

The known principles of ~olor transition and form placement had 

been used to provide the illusion of depth for a long time, but the 

"complete" illusion of realism on a two-dimensional surface was mis~ 

sing the important element of correct perspective. Some of the paint

ings (including a few of the better known) looked simply like two

dimensional representations. Beautifully painted figures and forms 

were placed against flat background with no sense of depth. They 

appeared very frontal, with the background serving as a poor suppor

tive role to the main subject matter. The problem was that the funda

mental elements of perspective had not been solved. It was this final 

element of perspective that would complete the illusion of realism in 

painting. 
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Before the 1500's, a few artists began to use the camera obscura 

(dark room); a device that helped them to learn the rules of perspec

tives. The camera obscura (see photograph 1) consisted of a light 

tight room through which a tiny pinhole of light was admitted. Any 

scene facing that small aperture would appear projected backwards and 

upside down on the opposite wall. The image could then be traced off 

the wall with the use of translucent paper. Through the use of this 

device, the problems of vanishing points and perspective were solved. 

The preoccupation with painting a scene "realistically" now began with 

an understanding of the correct perspective and helped to produce some 

of the greatest paintings of the Renaissance. 

Over the years, some patrons who commissioned artists began to 

expect the "more realistic view" which the correct perspective now 

provided, and so did some of the viewing public. The camera obscura 

had been fitted with a lens as early as 1568, by Daniel Barlaro. The 

lens produced a brighter image for the artists. The basic principles 

of the camera were already in use before the 1600's, but primarily 

as a learning tool for painting. By the 18th Century the camera 

obscura had reached a common size of around two feet square. All that 

remained was to discover a way to make the image permanent and then 

the photographic process would be set in motion. 

In 1802, Sir Thomas Wedgewood published his experiments using a 

paper coated with nitrate of silver. This paper was placed inside the 

camera obscura and a negative image was produced which had to be viewed 

in almost total darkness because the image would fade into blackness 



Photograph 111 

Camera Obscura 
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if viewed in daylight. But despite this drawback, Wedgewood was the 

first one to successfully combine these materials with the camera 

obscura. Then in 1826 Joseph Niepce finally found a way (see photo-

graph 2) to render permanent photographic images. Swedlund (1974:4) 

describes the Niepce process as follows: 

A thin pewter plate coated with light-sensitive 
material was exposed in the camera obscura, then 
placed in an acid solution that allowed the unex
posed areas to be etched. After some of the lines 
had been further incised by hand, the plate was 
inked and printed. Niepce's first successful 
experiment in what he termed heliography was appar
ently a view from the photographer's window at Gras, 
made in 1826 with an exposure of eight hours. The 
image is very blurred, partly because the long ex
posure recorded constantly shifting shadows. 

About the same time Jacque Daguerre used a copper plate coated 

with silver on one side to produce results similar to Niepce's: he 
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called them "Daguerrotypes". These daguerrotypes (see photograph 113) 

spread rapidly throughout Europe and America. Portrait studios pro-

duced long lines of people from all classes wanting to see themselves 

and their loved ones "captured" on the daguerrotypes. However, the 

process had several flaws. \ihen viewing the mirror-like finish, a 

person might see his own reflected image, or at certain angles a nega-

tive, rather than a positive image would appear. The daguerrotypes 

could be easily scratched without its protective frame. But the most 

serious drawback was that the daguerrotype was almost impossible to 

duplicate. Each image was unique. 
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Photograph 113 

Daguerrotype 
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This problem of duplicating of images was solved by Henry Talbot. 

Talbot was a linguist, mathematician, and a scientist, who was inter

ested in finding a way to preserve the images viewed through the camera 

obscura. In 1833 Talbot began to experiment with paper that was 

coated with silver chloride. The chemical made the paper light sen

sitive and could be placed in a camera obscura and exposed to light. 

The image it produced was called a "negative" on which all of the tones 

were reversed. Talbot found that by passing light through the negative 

onto another sheet of light sensitive paper would produce a "positive" 

image. He named the product the calotype (beautiful impression). 

Using this process the original image could be reproduced a number of 

times. In 1844 1 Talbot began publication (Swedlund, 1974:9) of a 

"work entitled The Pencil of Nature, which contained 24 calotypes. 

This was the first book to be illustrated with photographs." 

While these men were bringing the photographic process into exist

ence, the lithograph had been setting the stage for the public's 

acceptance of repeatable photographic images. Before this, making 

reproductions of anything was a laborious and often a distorting pro

cess. A draftsman had to be employed to draw his interpretation of 

the object or scene to be duplicated. He used various line methods 

(such as cross-hatching, or parallel lines) to draw the original. 

This distorted the view of the original even more because the surface 

textures of an object could not be shown. Next, an engraver would 

transfer these line representations onto a plate for reproduction. 

The engraver then took additional liberties in his work as had the 
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draftsman. He would "improve" the image by omitting anything he 

thought was unnecessary. So by the time the reproduction was ready 

for the press, the image would have gone through a subtractive pro-

cess that sometimes left very little resemblance to the original. 

The lithographic process was giving the public third or fourth-hand 

visual information. According to Ivins (1953:170) it was informa-

tion "reduced to the average commonsense level of the craftsman's 

work-shop." 

By combining the photographic image with the lithographic pro-

cess, a repeatable photographic image (in printer's ink) could now be 

found in books, periodicals and newspapers. Ivins believed that as 

the public saw more and more of these pictures (photographs in print-

er's ink), it began to effect what people thoughtthey saw with their 

own eyes. Ivins (1953:94) states that the community began to see 

photographically because: 

... it adopted the photographic image as the norm 
of truthfulness in representation. A faith was 
put in the photograph that had never been and 
could not be put in the older hand-made pictures ... 
Photography gives us visual evidence about things 
that no man has ever seen or ever will see 
directly. A photograph is today accepted proof 
of the existence of things and shapes that never 
would have been believed on the evidence of a 
hand-made picture. 

The acceptance of the photograph was not complete, however. At 

first there were two strong objectives to it. The first occurred 

when a photograph displayed bold lines of perspective (such as 
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railroad tracks converging to a point in the horizon). The photo-

graph was labeled a distortion because people did not normally "see" 

that way. 

The second objection to the photograph came from artists of that 

time who saw the photograph as something outside art. The photograph 

captured all details within its range in an equal manner (rather than 

the selective process of the painter). For example, if an artist was 

painting a landscape and did not like the placement of a tree, he 

could paint the tree in a different position, or simply not use it in 

his painting. But a photograph of the same landscape would include 

the tree. It was also this very objection that strengthened some 

people's beliefs that the photograph presented an unbiased view. The 

contradiction was summed up nicely by the 19th century artist Delacroix 

when he stated: 

The artist is always concerned with the total 
view of the world. However, when the photo
grapher takes a picture, one always sees one 
section removed from the whole. The edge of 
the picture is first as interesting as the middle, 
one can only guess at the existence of the whole. 
The incidental details become first as important 
as the main theme-they often strike the eye first 
and confuse the whole. In a photographic repro
duction, one has to allow for more shortcomings 
than in a work of the imagination. Photographs 
which make a more peaceful expression owe it to 
the ability of the process to reproduce every
thing exactly. They leave certain gaps where 
the eye is forced to rest and which restrict the 
eye to a small number of details. In art, the 
mind achieves this for it does not observe all 
that the eye offers it (Kahmen, 1974:15). 
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By the 1850's some people who wanted a portrait of themselves 

were turning to the daguerrotype instead of the painting. The 

daguerrotype portrait became so popular (see Newhall 1964:26) that 

there were eighty-six daguerrotype galleries in New York City alone. 

Eventually, the price dropped so that a person could have two por-

traits of himself done for a quarter. When compared to a painting, 

the camera was seen by some as an unbiased instrument. This new 

type of realism was usurping the realistic painting as a faithful 

representation of the original. 

This more realistic view was reinforced by the work of E. J. 

Muybridge. He had worked as a photographer (see Newhall, 1964:84) 

for the government and became a specialist in industrial photography. 

In 186~he invented one of the first shutters for the camera. He 

went on to invent a faster shutter speed which enabled him to photo-

graph effectively a horse called "Occident." The horse was owned by 

the ex-governor of California, Lelan Standford. He was proud of the 

horse and wanted to show his horse "in action" to friends abroad. 

Muybridge >therefore
1

had to redesign the shutter to accomodate a photo-

graph of a horse trotting. After much adversity, he was able to get 

12 photographs taken in sequence. The photographs (see photograph #4) 

were almost silhouettes. 

They clearly showed that the feet of the horse were all 
off the ground at one phase of the gallop-but, to the 
surprise of the world, only when the feet were bunched 
together under the belly. None of the horses photo
graphed showed the "hobbyhorse attitude"--front legs 
stretched forward and hind legs backward--so traditional 
in painting. The photographs looked absurd (Newhall, 
1964:84). 
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Muybridge's photographs were widely published in America and 

Europe. They lent more legitimacy to the view that the photograph 

could be all unbiased representation. Because of Muybridge's work, 

drawings taken from the photographs were used as an example of 

scientific "evidence." In 1878 the Scientific American printed 

eighteen drawings (Newhall, 64:84) from Muybridge's photographs that 

showed the horse trotting and included a series on a man walking. 

The photograph was truly being accepted by some people as how some-

thing was--an accurate visual representation. 

A Tool For Social Change 

The impact of photography made its presence felt in other areas 

as well. Its unique power of providing visual evidence was even used 

to help change some laws. One of the first examples was in the late 

1800's when William Henry Jackson accompanied an expedition heading 

west as the official photographer. His photographs were presented to 

Congress, and the result was that: 

The United States Congress was persuaded to set apart 
the Yellowstone region as a national park by the con
vincing evidence of William H. Jackson's photographs 
which had been presented to its members by Ferdinand 
V. Hayden as documents; they made credible the reports 
of natural wonders which until then had been dismissed 
as the tall tales of travelers (Newhall, 1964:138-9). 

Lewis B. Hine is another example of how some laws have been in-

fluenced by photography. He was a sociologist trained at Chicago and 

Columbia University,and he used his camera "as a powerful tool of 
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research" (Newhall, 1964:142). He saw conditions in the world that 

he wanted to change: one of them was the practice of hiring children 

to work in factories under terrible working conditions. So he began 

to work with the National Child Labor Committee of Congress. 

It was dangerous, often exposed to physical harm, even 
death, for the immorality of child labor was meant to 
be hidden from the public by formans (sic) and factory 
police. He disguised himself as a fire inspector, 
postcard vendor, Bible salesman, and insurance sales
man. Hidden in his pocket was a notebook for vital 
statistics--age, working conditions, years of service, 
and schooling (Rosenblum, 1977:13). 

Hine was meticulous in gathering data. He even measured the 

distance of his buttons from the floor so that when a child stood 

next to him, he could estimate the height more accurately. Hine's 

work (see photographs 5 and 6) was the final lever needed to institute 

a set of child labor laws. Rosenblum (1977:120) states that Hine was: 

... a social agitator first and a photographer second. 
He describes the making of a chronically underprivi
ledged, unskilled working class; a systematic destruc
tion of moral and human resources simply for profit. 
Working children, not to train them, but to use them. 

Hine demonstrated the power of the camera when placed in the hands of 

a determined specialist who wanted to change social conditions. 

In 1935• the Farm Security Administration (under the direction of 

Roy E. Stryker) hired a group of photographers to document the plight 

of the migratory farm workers, sharecroppers, and other people suffer-

ing from the great drought. Swedlund (1974:26) comments that: 
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Child Labor 
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Photograph #6 

Child Labor 
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... social conscience on a governmental level 
blossomed during the years of the Great 
Depression. In the hope that photographic 
documentation would serve an educational pur
pose, the U.S. Government, through the Farm 
Security Administration sent out photographers 
to record conditions in the rural areas. 

This seven year project (see photographs 7 and 8) was partially re-

sponsible for the enactment of governmental relief for some of the 

poor. 
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Throughout these examples of photography's power to induce social 

change, the key word is documentation. Documentation of a person or 

an event is how some people came to regard the photograph as evidence 

of something that had happened. In 1857) Oliver Wendell Holmes even 

called photography "a mirror with a memory". (White, 1958:53) Susan 

Sontag (1977:5) elaborated upon this view of photography as evidence. 

She commented that: 

Something we hear about but doubt seems proven when 
we are shown a photograph of it ... A photograph passes 
for uncontrovertible proof that a given thing happened. 
There is always the presumption that something exists, 
or did exist which is like what's in the picture. 

Photography As An Art Form 

While the photograph was being accepted by some as a way to docu-

ment how things were, other photographers began to push for its accept-

ance as an art form. Many of the paintings being done in the late 

1800's were illustrative in nature and represented a continuation of 

the Italian Renaissance. A few photographers began to take photographs 
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Photograph 117 

Farm Security Administration 
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Photograph #8 

Farm Security Administration 
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that resembled these illustrative paintings. Oscar Rejlander's 

allegorical photograph, called The Two Ways of Life (see photograph 

9) depicted religion versus gambling and licentiousness. Swedlund 

(1974:13) states that "although to our eyes the picture seems forced 

and absurdly melodramatic in its symbolism, it existed within the 

aesthetic--if not the caliber--of contempory paintings." Henry Peach 

Robinson's photograph, called Fading Away (see photograph 10) por-

trayed a young girl on her death bed, an uncommon subject for photo-

graphy. 

Critics protested that the photograph was too 
artificial, while the general public found it all 
too real, its death bed scene excessively morbid 
for photography. Of course, such subjects were 
common in paintings, but the camera's testimony 
of 'this really happened' had a shocking effect 
upon its victorian audience. 

As long as photographers felt they must imitate 
the forms and conventions of painting, their craft 
was doomed to second-rate status. Only when the 
inherent potential of the medium was exploited-
when it began to do things well that the painting 
could not do at all--did photography come into its 
own as a forceful medium of visual expression 
(Swedlund, 1974:14). 

At this time Alfred Stieglitz began to champion the cause of 

photography as art. He began to photograph with an ordinary hand 

camera to show that professional results could be obtained from it. 

He also began to photograph under adverse conditions--sometimes during 

snowstorms or at night. He even photographed unposed situations on 

city streets. This was a departure from the allegorical photographs 

that had been done earlier. Steiglitz also supervised the publication 
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Two Ways of Life 
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Photograph 1110 

Fading Away 
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of a periodical called Camera Notes. Later he edited a quarterly 

called Camera Work, which included some of the best photography being 

done at the time. "In the fifteen years of its publication, Camera 

Work adhered to the highest possible standards of excellence, both in 

the works selected for publication and in the quality of its repro

duction (Swedlund, 1974:20). 

Later Stieglitz formed the Photo Secession group. This group 

set up exhibitions all over the world. His "291" gallery became 

famous for showing some of the most daring work in the arts (including 

photography). Stieglitz was responsible for starting the careers of 

many photographers and artists. He even introduced the works of 

Picasso, Cezanne, Matisse, and Rodin into the United States. He was an 

influence upon the arts, and helped photography to be accepted as one 

of the art forms. 

The photograph can be seen as an art form, a documentation, and 

as an unbiased representation of the world. But there are other ways 

that a photograph can communicate some of its properties. Some of 

these properties may be obvious, while others may be so subtle that a 

person may not be aware of them. The next portion of the paper will 

examine some of the properties that may function in a more subtle 

manner. 

The Use and Misuse of the Photograph As A Document 

As stated earlier the photograph can be seen as a faithful repre

sentation of some things. For example, the Farm Security Administration 
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strove to get laws enacted for the poor and employed photographers 

to document their conditions. But was this really an unbiased docu-

ment? Sontag (1977:6) states that: 

... the F.S.A. photographers would take dozens of 
shots of one subject until they were satisfied that 
they had gotten just the right look on film that 
supported their own notions about poverty and 
dignity. Deciding how a picture should look in 
preferring one exposure over another, the photo
grapher imposes standards. In a sense it captures 
reality, not just interprets it, yet photographs 
are as much interpretations of the world as paint
ings and drawings are (emphasis mine). 

One example of how a photograph can be misused is in Alfred 

Stieglitz's photograph called The Steerage (see photograph 11). 

Stieglitz said he took the photograph (Swedlund, 1974:20) because of 

the "striking composition of human figures and the bold diagonal forms 

on the lower deck of the S.S. Kaiser Wilhelm II." The photograph has 

been used to portray immigrants coming to America. But Stieglitz was 

on a ship leaving America for Europe. The photograph was used as a 

pictorial document to portray something that did not occur in the 

photograph. 

Jerry Uelsmann's photographs are also good examples of how photo-

graphy's role as a faithful representative can be employed to make the 

unreal seem very realistic. In one of his photographs (see photograph 

12) he shows a tree (complete with roots) floating above water. Even 

if a person realizes that the photograph has been manipulated somehow, 

this does not alter the fact that at some time or another, some of the 



Photograph 1111 

The Steerage 
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Photograph #12 

Silver Meditations 
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elements in the photograph did exist. So there is some basis for 

reality in the photograph. Yet how many people have seen a tree 

floating above the water? In this form, the photograph can made the 

same surrealistic statement as that of a painting. 

Some Contradictions In The Photographic Process 

Sometimes a photograph is used to verify that an event actually 

happened. For example, when a family goes on vacation, they might 

take photographs of their trip and show them later to their friends. 

The family went to certain places and took photographs of those places. 

But Susan Sontag (1977:9) believes that the photograph can be serving 

another purpose at the same time. Her first of three examples deals 

with the family vacation: 

Photographs offer indisputable evidence that the trip 
was made and fun has had. They document sequences 
carried on outside the view of the family, friends, 
and neighbors. A way of certifying experience, taking 
photographs is also a way of refusing it, limiting 
experience to a search for the photogenic, converting 
experience into an image, a souvenir. Travel becomes 
a strategy for accumulating photographs, the activity 
is soothing and eases the feeling of disorientation 
of travel. Most tourists feel compelled to put the 
camera between themselves and whatever remarkable 
they encounter. 

A second contradiction to be found in the photographic process 

involves the act of participation: 

Photographs become one of the prime devices for ex
periencing something, for giving an appearance of 
participation ..• Photography is essentially an act 
of non-intervention in the physical sense; but it 



is still a form of participation. Like sexual 
voyeurism, it is a way of at least tacitly, often 
explicitly encouraging whatever is going on to 
keep on happening. To take a picture is to have 
an interest in things as they are, in the status 
quo remaining unchanged, at least for as long as 
it takes to get a "good" picture (Sontag, 1977:10,12). 
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In this last example, Sontag (1977:20) expresses how continual 

exposure to the same subject may have some unintended results: 

An event known through photographs becomes more 
real, but after continual exposure to its images 
it also becomes less real. The vast photographic 
catalogue of misery and injustice throughout the 
world has given everyone a certain familiarity with 
atrocity, making the horrible seem more ordinary, 
making it appear familiar, remote, inevitable. 
Concerned photography has done as much to deaden 
conscience as to arouse it. 

The Photograph As Real 

A few people, such as Ivins and Sontag, believe that the photo-

graph is sometimes capable of being seen as the reality it is supposed 

to represent, even to the point of being more important than the thing 

it represents. John Szarkowski (1966:8) believes that this could be 

a problem for some photographers. He says: 

The photographer had to learn that the factuality 
of his pictures, no matter how convincingly and 
unarguable, was a different thing than reality 
itself. The subject and the picture were not the 
same thing, although they would seem so afterwards. 
It was the photographers problem to see not only the 
reality before him, but the still invisible picture 
and to make his choice in terms of the latter. This 
was an artistic problem, not a scientific one, but 
the public believed that the photograph could not 
lie, it was easier for the photographer if he 



believed it also, or pretended too. Thus, he was 
likely to claim that what our own eyes saw was 
the truth, for the image would survive the subject 
and become the remembered reality. 

As mentioned earlier, Muybridge's photographs of the trotting 

horse were labeled absurd at first because some people who had seen 

a horse trot before "knew" the placement of a horse's legs when it 
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ran. Later, when the photographs were published by Scientific Ameri-

can, and showed those people a different view of a horse, a few 

people began to believe that the camera could be more correct than 

what they saw. 

The advertisement for a book of Ansel Adams' photographs that 

appeared in 1974 shows how someone could exaggerate the importance of 

the photographs (see photograph 13) as something better than the thing 

it represents. The advertisement read as follows: 

The creations of man have never been more grandeur 
than in an Ansel Adams (sic) photograph, and his 
image can seize the viewer with more force than the 
natural object from which it was made (Sontag, 
1977:188). 

The possibility that a photograph could become more important than 

the thing it represents can also include the area of reporting. William 

Ivins Jr. elaborated upon this point and carried it farther when he 

said that: 

... at any given moment the accepted report of an 
event is of greater importance than the event, for 
what we think about and act upon is the symbolic 
report and not the concrete event itself. The 
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Landscape by Adams 
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nineteenth century began by believing that what was 
reasonable was true and it would end by believing 
that what it saw in a photograph was true (Szarkowski, 
1966:8). 

The Photograph Can Effect Perception 

32 

Maholy Nagy, a painter turned photographer, wrote much about what 

a photograph may teach us to see. He reasoned that the photograph 

worked primarily upon our powers of observation. He called this (Sontag, 

1977:122) a "psychological transformation of our eyesight". Maholy 

Nagy believed that the photograph can create or enhance eight kinds of 

seeing. They are "abstract, exact, rapid, slow, intensified, pene-

trative, simultaneous, and distorted" (Sontag, 1977:122). Any of 

these can combine to effect how we interpret what we see. A photo-

graph's forte is the appearance of things, and seeing things in terms 

of a photograph could change the perception of how things are viewed. 

The photograph can be a slice of space and time, but it has borders 

around it that can separate it from everything else. Sontag (1977:22-3) 

sees the photograph as a framed representation that can be made dis-

continuous from anything else. Because of this, the photograph 

... reinforces a nomenalist view of social reality as 
consisting of small units of infinite number. Through 
photography, the world becomes a series of unrelated, 
frustrating particles, and history a set of antidotes. 
The camera makes reality atomic, manageable, and 
opaque. 
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The Photograph As An "Equivalent" 

It was mentioned earlier that Alfred Steiglitz made an enormous 

contribution to photography. During the time that he was trying to 

get photographs accepted as an art form his own photographs were 

receiving both acclaim and abuse. Some people said that the power 

of his portraits lay in the strength of Stieglitz's personality upon 

the people he photographed. Stieglitz therefore decided to answer 

these claims by photographing clouds. He wanted to show good photo

graphs (see photographs 14 and 15) that did not rely heavily upon 

subject matter. Clouds were accessible to everyone and Steiglitz's 

personality could not be said to effect them. \fuat he discovered was 

the power of the camera when it photographed abstract forms. Steiglitz 

said that (Newhall, 1964:113) "it could seize upon the familiar and 

endow it with new meaning and special significance." Stieglitz called 

these photographs "equivalents" because they could be expressions of 

feelings, and symbols for other things. For example, a photograph of 

a certain cloud could represent a person's feelings for a particular 

woman. 

A most ardent practitioner and spokesman for this type of photo-

graphy was Minor lfuite. Some of his more famous photographs were his 

abstractions of nature (like Stieglitz's clouds). Photographing 

equivalents (see photographs 16, 17, 18) led him to speculate that 

other photographs can be equivalents. He saw equivalence as a func

tion or experience, not a thing. He said that: 



Photographs #14 and #15 

Equivalent by Stieglitz and The Eternal Bride 
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Photograph /116 

Equivalent by Miner White 
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Photographs #17 and #18 

Outstretched Form Moving Down 

and Long Form Moving Away 
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Any photograph may function as an equivalent to someone, 
sometime, someplace. If the person sees something in 
the photograph that corresponds to something within him
self, the photograph mirrors something within himself. 
The other side of the function is the inner experience 
a person has while remembering his mental image after 
the photograph is not in sight. We remember images 
that we want to remember .... People see themselves in 
photographs in spite of themselves. Most of us see 
what we want to in a photograph--not what is actually 
present. Cameras are far more impartial than their 
owners or employers. Projection and empathy lead us 
to see ourselves in almost everything we look at long 
enough to be aware of it. The photograph functions as 
a mirror of at least some part of the viewer (White, 
1966:167, 172-3). 

Minor White's conclusion (that most of us see what we want to 

see in a photograph and not what is acually there) demonstrates how 

some people may screen out some of the photograph's properties of 

communication. Gustav Ichheiser's social phenomenon (Ichheiser, 

1976:3) called "blind to the obvious" may also explain how some of 
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a photograph's content can remain hidden from a person. It is possi-

ble that the prevalence of photographs in our society may cause some 

people to take them for granted. Ichheiser (1976:3,5) explains this 

principle as follows: 

Some aspects of our daily lives are so taken for 
granted that their influence on us remains un
examined .... They are the things that everybody 
knows; those aspects of ones (sic) culture that, 
although influencing behavior, go largely unex
amined because we have grown up with those things 
from infancy •.•. Nothing erodes our attention so 
persistently as that which is taken for granted. 
As a rule, we notice explicitly only those features 
of our total experience which strikes our attention 
by their not being obvious. This state of affairs 



is again obvious, but it and its far-reaching im
plications are easily overlooked. We are aware of 
even very striking features of our culture. 
(emphasis mine) 

Ichheiser's conclusions make it easier to understand why the 

photograph can not be said to communicate only one thing. Instead, 
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it has many possibilities for communication and interpretation. Some 

of these interpretations are even contradictory. The photographer 

Elliot Erwitt summed up a few of the contradictions in the photographic 

process when he said that a photograph can be: 

... a brutally impartial instrument of record, but 
also a subjective element of persuasion. It describes 
what is there while suggesting what is not. It obeys 
a rigid set of technical rules, but often expresses 
spontaneous emotions. It is both a casual pastime 
and a true art, a vault for private memories, and a 
theater for public information (Erwitt, 1974:1). 

What Is Photogenic? 

An appropriate way to conclude this portion of the paper would 

be with an explanation of a common experience that is shared by 

some people today. Someone takes an individual's photograph and that 

individual knows from previous pictures that he is not a "photogenic 

person". So some people's reaction to this situation might be one 

of apprehension. Why? Sontag (1977:85) believes that: 

... people are anxious when they are about to be 
photographed--not because they fear as the primi
tives did of being isolated, but because they fear 
the camera's disapproval. People want the idealized 
image; a photograph of themselves looking at their 
best. They feel rebuked when the camera does not 



return an image of themselves as more attractive 
than they really are. But few are lucky enough to 
be 'photogenic'--that is look better in a photograph 
than in real life. 

Summary 

Allowing a person to look better than they may in real life is 
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just one of the functions of a photograph. Other functions that have 

been discussed include the photograph's use as a document; some people 

saw it as a faithful representative of the original. Then Muybridge's 

photographs demonstrated how they could serve as evidence of things in 

everyday life which usually went unnoticed. Lewis Hine, and the F.S.A. 

showed how photographs could be used to educate people to the plight 

of the underprivileged. Alfred Steiglitz showed that a photograph 

could be an art form; as did Jerry Uelsmann. (But, as in the case of 

Stieglitz's photograph called, The Steerage, it was also shown how 

photographs could be manipulated to make a false statement.) 

That the possibility of the importance of some photographs could 

be exaggerated was mentioned in the advertisement for Ansel Adams. 

Alfred Steiglitz and Minor White explained how a photograph could 

stand as an equivalent for something else. Maholy Nagy listed examples 

of how the photograph could increase one's perception. In short, the 

photograph is a multilayered statement that can communicate a variety 

of messages. Yet these messages can remain hidden because, as White 

believes, some people see what they want to see in photographs and not 

what is actually there. Also, an overabundance of photographic images 

as well as too much exposure to the same subject matter can cause 

some people to become "blind" to some of their properties. 
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Since the photograph is capable of functioning as a multilayered 

statement, a project was designed to see how many and which of those 

properties could be demonstrated by other people. A group of photo

graphers were asked to take their own self-portraits. The purpose 

was to see how they would choose to portray themselves visually to 

other people, and if they thought the photograph was an accurate re

cording of that portrayal. The project was placed at the last of this 

paper so that a visual demonstration of some of the properties of a 

photograph could be presented. 



SELF-PORTRAITS: A DEMONSTRATION 

Introduction 

This portion of the paper will present a small sociological 

project. The project was designed to let a group of photography 

students and one teacher take their own portraits, and then answer 

some questions about these self-portraits. One of the purposes was 

to see how photographers (who are familiar with the photographic 

process of making images) would choose to visually portray themselves 

in a photograph. Another concern of the project was to see if this 

group would regard the photographic image of themselves as an accurate 

recording of what they were attempting to project. 

Methods 

There was a controlled set of conditions for each participant. 

Each of them was brought into a room and asked to make from two to five 

photographs of themselves. They could use any objects in the room, and 

could manipulate the camera in any way . Each photographer was left 

alone in the room (with one exception because he requested to have 

someone in the photograph with him) and the door was closed until they 

finished. The photographs were processed and returned with a list of 

four questions to answer. The questions were as follows: 

(1) How does the photograph differ in appearance from how you imagined 

it would look? 

(2) What were your feelings during the self-portrait process? 
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(3) Do you think the photograph expressed what you were feeling at 

the time you took the picture? Why? 

(4) Were you pleased with the final image? Why? 
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The questions were designed to give an indication as to whether 

the photographer saw the photograph as an accurate portrayal of them

selves. All photographers were familiar with the process of pre

visualization (imagining how a photograph might look before it is 

taken). Accordingly, they also probably had some preconception of 

how they might look in a self-portrait. 

The process of "how we look to others" is important to this pro

ject because the photograph is sometimes accepted as a depiction of 

how things (or people) looked at that time. The self-portrait is even 

more important because it presents an image of ourselves that cannot 

be diffused as easily as looking in the mirror at ourselves. The self

portrait can be a small fraction of time and space that is preserved 

for other people to scrutinize. Self-portraits may also be an indica

tion of self-esteem because they may be planned in advance to present 

a certain kind of image. 

There are two sociological principles at work here. The first 

one is Ervin Coffman's assumption that "all of us have an idea of 

what and who we are, an idea of a feeling about our 'self', and that 

we are concerned with presenting this idea-of-the-self to others as 

we go about our everyday lives" (Coffman, 1976:3-4). Allowing people 

to take their own photographs and knowing that they will be shown to 

other people might magnify Coffman's principle. The term "looking 
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glass self" is used by Charles Cooley to describe the second principle 

that might be at work here. He believes that social interaction shapes 

our ideas of self-awareness. The process is like a mirror that re-

fleets what other people do in society into the individual. Cooley 

believed that this "reflection" will form the self because "(1) we 

imagine how we look in the eyes of others; (2) we then imagine how 

those others are evaluating what they see in us; (3) and we then react 

to our ideas about how others are evaluating us" (Cooley, 1976:18). 

The self-portrait could be interchanged for social interaction because 

the photograph is still viewed by some people as an accurate represen-

tation of an event. 

Results and Conclusions 

The responses to the four questions were varied and sometimes 

suprising. Three people mentioned actual physical differences in how 

they looked in the photograph and how they thought they would look. 

One person thought he would appear closer in the photograph, while 

another person thought just the opposite. One photographer imagined 

herself to be more out of the frame of the photograph. Only two 

people moved the camera itself (instead of themselves) to achieve a 

different effect. 

One of the more striking patterns to emerge was that only one 

· d 1 d hat she was "feel1" ng" person sal the photograph accurate y expresse w 

internally at the time. She said that she was uncomfortable. So she 

"posed" herself on the edge of the bed, and looked away from the camera 

because this made her feel more at ease. She was the only photographer 



to view her self-portrait as an accurate indicator of her feelings. 

Yet, every one of the photographers said they liked their self

portraits. It did not matter that the photograph did not portray 

their feelings. They liked the images of themselves, even though 

the photographs said little about what occurred behind the image. 

One respondent said he tried to look "professional" in the 

photograph because he was thinking about something tragic at the 

time. Yet, he said that if the photograph had shown more intensity 

in his eyes, then the photograph "could have showed more of the way 
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I felt at the time." Another person said the photograph was not what 

she expected because she thought there would be more visual distor

tion in the photograph than there was. Only one person commented 

about a visual representation of their self-image. She said "I am 

always surprised how I look (in a photograph). My self image is diff

erent from what I see in a photograph of myself. I'm always surprised 

that it's really me in that photograph." 

These photographs may also be examples of people being "on stage." 

They were aware that the moment they chose would be preserved for 

other people to see later. So it is possible that more attention than 

normal might be given to the visual portrayal of themselves to other 

people. This can also happen when a person photographs another person. 

People may go through varying degrees of "posing" for the photograph. 

An implicit meaning may be closer to the truth--posing for "poster

ity"--because they wish to portray an idealized image of themselves in 

a photograph. 
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These self-portraits were pleasing images and could be enjoyed 

as visual objects. For example, one person said she "liked the 

photograph on its own merits, separate of any idea or plan". Also, 

some serious photographers like self-portraits for the image itself, 

whether or not it is a photogenic image or not. But the photograph 

and the actual person it represents are not the same thing. However, 

they may be similar in that they both may offer visual clues for 

other people to interpret. 

When looking at these self-portraits, a person may attempt to 

define a few things about the individual in the photograph, But the 

photograph may offer only a few clues. It is the same principle as 

trying to know something about a person through one brief encounter 

that may last only a second. The big difference is that the photo

graph is a representation of that person which can be examined many 

times. 

The self-portraits themselves were included in this paper to allow 

the reader to make his own interpretations about who or what is repre

sented there. When a reader looks at these photographs, it is hoped 

that this paper may offer to him a few more possibilities about what 

the photograph can communicate. 



Self-Portraits 

Photograph #1 
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Photograph 112 
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Photograph 113 
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Photograph 114 



so 

Photograph 115 
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Photograph 116 
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TEN EXAMPLES OF AUTHOR'S WORK 
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