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This discussion explores the relationship betwdsrtqgraphy and politics. To do so
it uses critical theory and a broader exploratibthe relationship between the image
and reality and interpretations of the image (pgphic theory in the scientific /
technical sense is not featured in this essay)sd@lspects are discussed through brief
reviews of the literature around the sociology df seminology and key theoretical
writers on photography including; Sontag, BergeartBes, Bourdieu and Baudrillard
as well as other cultural theorists. A brief semiatase study is applied to the
guestion, where the work of Edward Weston and thbaa are explored for political
content. Finally, the discussion comes to conclusio

What is critical theory? The term comes initiallporh the Frankfurt School of
Marxism that set out to critique the ‘one dimensibmature of capitalism. The
Frankfurt School argues that although the formheféconomic structure has the final
effect on social structure, culture functions teate institutions and processes that
can be independent of, but ultimately supportivetie needs of capitalism. They
took a position that saw this cultural process antiag for the failure of a proletarian
revolution and being highly structuralist; thatgwing the consumer/worker little
choice for self determination.

In particular, Adorno wrote of the effect of cafigen on culture. He argues that there
is a distinction between true and false needs.eFaé®ds are created by capitalism
and in the context of popular culture these needsceeated and met by the culture
industry (Adorno 1991). Photography, through iteermm advertising and creating
desires, the selling of products and generallyughoits use by the media is part of
this hegemonic process. In doing so ipedes the development of autonomous,
independent individuals who judge and decide consty for themselves{1991.:
92). Overall, Adorno and many of the Frankfurt Sahilheorists were elitist in the
refusal to support radical movements and weldedh& maintenance of Marxist
theory despite empirical evidence to the contrary.

It can be argued that critical theory can also eder term that looses its some of the
original Marxist and economically determinist un@ianing. Others would argue that
once the economic base ceases to be the paramaiot fn determining social

structure it is no longer critical theory. Insteiads what could be termed ‘French
Theory’ that takes account of postmodern and piogttsiralist theory through its

exploration of public and private identity. In dgiso it draws upon the writings of
Derrida, Baudrillard, Foucault, and Lacan. Thiscdigse also continues to explore
the way cultural institutions work to shape whasges for reality and normality,

privilege and marginalisation and the possibilifypolitical resistance to capitalism

and globalisation. Whether we term this as critite@ory or not, it is inherently

political. If a theory is not political then it caot meaningfully explore issues of
culture and representation.



Review of the literature

In contrast to a critical theory approach art maditionally been described in terms of
the great masters. This is also true of photographgre Cartier-Bresson, Ansel

Adams, Steiglitz et al have been presented as ugemis if that is only approach

necessary to understand their work. Discussiomeif fphotographs also takes place
in relationship to an understanding of modernism/@nrealism. That is based on an
aesthetic of sensibility, the interaction of thotggtand feeling provoked by a

photograph.

Berger (1973: 11) comments that this approach isedbaon a set of cultural

assumptions that art is related to beauty, trugmiugs, civilisation, form, status and
taste. These assumptions offer a neutral and najtiiew of the world that functions

to make art both remote and non-political, and whechnique is considered more
important than context. Art, and increasing thetpgmaphy of the ‘great masters’,

have their value defined by the market not by caing®d meaning. The justification

of paying millions of pounds for a painting or teofthousands of pounds for a
photograph comes from the supposed uniquenessddrtists/photographers skills.
This process functions to hide the content of tlwtupe and make its meaning less
visible and accessible to the majority of the pagiah.

Sontag (1977) theorises on the effectiveness ofoginaphy for representing reality
and comments that itis' now firmly associated with those important moasr
conceits: the nominal subject and the profoundipdya (1997: 137). She uses the
analogy of Plato’s Cave to argue that photograpry anly represent a ‘shadow’ of
reality. How well the photograph succeeded in doenting reality was down to the
photographers skill. Furthermore, photographers deperately misinterpret reality
for personal, commercial or political ends. Sorgaggests that photography on the
one hand can transform beauty into clichés, bubttver hand can create objects of
emotion and sentimentality: that thghotographic process is something magical ...it
is not only like its subject......... it is part of, @xtension of that subject; and a potent
means of acquiring it, of gaining control over {{1997: 155).

In ‘Regarding the Pain of Others’ Sontag (2003tak modified line. She reasserts
the indexical nature of photography, but appearsmtwe away from the idea that
photography documents reality. In writing aboutl9he suggests that events become
remembered by their photographic representationthmit representation is only an
image of the event. We often use photographs tatereur memory of the past and
understanding of the present and such images eamtius’. Whatever the skill of the
photographer these photographs have a life of tbein directed by media and
commercial interest and interpreted by us for oun gurposes. But no matter how
powerful the images, photographs can never hekxpsrience the pain of first hand
suffering encountered in war and famine. We hawnggssts Sontag, as need for such
images. Hence the tradition of war photographereas: ‘we want the photographer
to be a spy in the house of love and de&2h03: 50)

Although writing extensively on structuralism anadsp structuralism, Barthes (2000)
also theorised about photography in realist tedes.argues that the signs within a



photograph exist within a defined context and tfeeee have restricted meaning
closely linked to reality. The photographer appe@arsbe downgraded to that of
‘operator’ and the important part of the process ighe viewing of the photograph by
the spectator. Bathes argues that photographshaeysaabout looking back, at a
person or to a moment that no longer exists. Thiskss most effectively when

something within the photograph arrests attentita calls this effect the ‘punctum’.
This is direct, not coded, experience comparedviEryelay images or ‘studium’,
which is always coded. Presumably photographs dahbt exhibit studium may fall

within the realms of myth that Barthes (1984) sawsories by which a culture
explains reality.

The dramatic effect of the punctum may be due ® shock of the image or
emotional connection. Either way it is a directkliback to past reality. Barthes
commentsMad or tame? Photography can be one or the othhame if its realism
remains relative, tempered by aesthetic or emplirfebits; mad if this realism is
absolute and, so to speak, original, obliging tbeihg and terrified consciousness to
return to the very letter of Time (sic).....the plypéphic ecstasy’{2000:119).

In contrast to seeing art and photography as realBurgin (1976) argues for a
materialist art theory where the photograph (texth structured place where the
reader has to use whatever codes they may havaeipret a messag&with the
hindsight granted to us by Saussure we today carthed classic Realism rests upon
a mistaken concept of signification: the sign isuased to be 'transparent’, allowing
unproblematic access to the referenfl976: 18). This approach stands in
contradiction to the modernist ideal of art for @svn sake and self referential
aesthetics and implies a contradiction of the voé\Barthes discussed above.

Benjamin (1999) argues that art used to be a unipject that had an effect of aura
over its viewers. The effect of aura worked duggaultural context:it is significant
that the existence of the work of art with refeeerio its aura is never entirely
separated from its ritual function. In other wordise unique value of the “authentic”
work of art has its basis in ritual, the locatiohits original use valug(1999: 217).

In the age of mechanical reproduction this poweraafa has been lost to art.
However, Benjamin argues that the loss of aura aseficial because it both
democratises and politicises art. In this respeet challenges the more fixed
structuralist ideas of the Frankfurt School andtBzs who through the idea of the
punctum thought photographs had aura (althoughosif ime and lost memories
rather than the wider cultural and political auxplered by Benjamin).

Benjamin argues that reproduction allows a workadf to receive and generate
meaning from diverse contexts. Although art is cardified and contemporary
society attempts to anaesthetise politics, reprbgricart can regenerate political
debate. The techniques of film, photography andicraug available to everyone and
enable people to hold and examine aspects of tfeexplore meaning and
interpretations. This allows art to explore whay®and Williams terms ‘structure of
feeling’ (1977) and can be used to develop coumgemonic processes.

Benjamin suggests that in this process tmest powerful agent is the film. Its social
significance, particularly in its most positive fioy is inconceivable without its



destructive, cathartic aspect, that is, the liquida of the traditional value of the
cultural heritage” (1969: 215). In arguing this Benjamin prefigureg tole of the
Internet for self publishing, digital music prodct and mass use of photography and
video. Such processes challenge the notion of fexatthenticity and static cultural
tradition that can be used to uphold the status fuoontemporary society this may
only be a minority use of art compared to its ralepromoting the dominant
hegemony. Either way, Benjamin is arguing that (artluding photography) has
political context and effect.

Bourdieu suggests thathat is photographable and what is not is dependant upon
class based values and ritudtaw things are photographed depends upon aesthetic
and ethical choices that are themselves also $pciapendant. One could add that
this social dependency is also truewdfo is taking the photograph (father, mother,
professional, etc). Due to this social dependermerdBeu believes a photograph not
only ‘proclaims’ the intention of the photographéyt also ‘betrays’ the surplus
meaning of the photographers social environmer@§1%-7).

Photographs are potentially unlimited in the pdssihodes of expression. However,
they tend to be produced to a rigid formula andesutlepending upon context:
amateur photographer, wedding photographer, fitistaetc. Bourdieu claims this is
becausethe feature of all the popular arts is their subioition of artistic activity to
socially regulated functioris(1996: 8). This argument suggests, for exampiaf t
working class people take snaps of family and @gemon holiday and art school
students play at fine art and conceptual prachaethat the boundaries between these
approaches are not crossed. The boundaries areingeifsed in order for the
photographer to stay within perceived social noamd to fulfil preconditioned social
functions.

Bourdieu sums up the reason why people take phegpbgr as: protection against
time, communication with others, expression of ifegd, self realisation, social
prestige, distraction or escape. All these purpasesocially and culturally based but
are undertaken as a response to a psychologicdl arebehalf of the photographer.
But this need is a product of the social contexthimi which the photographer
operates.

Likewise, each social group will ascribe their owsle, function and status to
photographs. This will decide whether the photogsapre displayed (in public or
private, formally or informally), sent to family driends, posted on a web site, used
as a Christmas card or simply viewed and dispo$édigital snaps taken at a party).
Bourdieu suggests that because photographs ardaiseidforce agreed social rituals
and norms people see the images as reflectingtyedls Wells comments the
majority of people expect photographs to reflealitg so any image that does not
hold onto this indexicality will be seen as a fedli{2004: 331). So for the majority of
people the function fulfilled by the photographmsre important than an exploration
of its meaning. That is not to say that a partedatling of the photograph does not
take place by the viewer.

Scott (1999) in reviewing the sociological litenagwof art production argues that it is
a product of Social phenomenon rather than as the expressi@ofe transcendent



personalized impulse{1999: 807). He goes on to suggest that artisactites need
to be seen in four ways that are equally validolootographic production:

1. What can be identified as viable (i.e. interjsgbvely meaningful) topics
for art works or scientific projects are given aftconditions of practical and

political life.

2. Artistic or scientific work is always molded Hye context in which it

occurs. One of the more significant variables atyphere is the division of
labor in cultural production, even in such appatgntlusive cases as a
painter’s studio or a scientific laboratory.

3. Art and science depend on inter-personal nommsthods, languages and
S0 on, in order to achieve communicability. Bothgitioners and audiences
will therefore have had to undergo some degreeoofimon socialization if

they are to connect together.

4. The social profile of consumers of art and soeerfalternatively, the

market) invariably plays a role in how producersnceive and present their
finished work. This is all the more so where intedmaries (such as agents,
editors or gallery owners) exert an influence oftunal production.

(1990: 808)

If we consider photography as part of this prodéss it is clear that it is socially
produced, but this production will be shaped diyebtly the needs of the cultural
industry. This may be through private gallerieggéa state supported museums,
commercially driven publications or specific comgial contracts. This social
phenomenon is underpinned by economic pressurespayagsses and inherently
reflects (mostly) the dominant ideological message.and photographic production
therefore takes place in a socio economic contéxteson commentsvhat has
happened is that aesthetic production today ha®tecintegrated into commodity
production generally: the frantic economic urgemdyproducing fresh waves of ever
more novel-seeming goods (from clothing to airp&nat ever greater rates of
turnover, now assigns an increasing essential stmat functional position to
aesthetic innovation and experimentatigh996: 4-5)

The danger here as Berger pointed out (1973) i itieess publicity turns the
consumption of art into a substitute for democrddyat is we consume the political
message (for example Salgado’s photographs of ntgjralongside the rest of the
Sunday morning papers, but having consumed fadicto As Baudrillard might say,
this is not so much image fatigue as the effe¢hefhyperreal presentation of human
disaster as media entertainment. What is not irbdsuthe inherent political content
of the image.

John Berger (1973) reminds us that that althoughcemamunicate mainly through
language our formative experiences are based amalvisformation:“Seeing comes
before words. The child looks and recognises befiocan speak. But there is also
another sense in which seeing comes before wdrdsséeing which establishes our
place in the surrounding world; we explain that Vdowithin words, but words can
never undo the fact that we are surrounded byhe Telation between what we see
and what we know is never settle(973: 7). Furthermore, how we interpret the
visual is interrelated to what we believe and teatronships between things. The
implication here is that our understanding of alf Gand Lacan reminds us that there



are limits how far that is possiblahd the world is based on the visual interpretation
of objects.

As indicated above, we know from the work of de Sawe (1974) that every object
contains meaning. These meanings are communicagedigms. Every sign is
composed of aignifier, that is a coded object (in this case a photograpk the
signified,the decoding of the mental concepts relating toothect. Burgin comments
that “simply because a message is, in substance, visukles not follow that all of
its codes are visual (1982: 83). The signifier can be read as texbdlgh discussion
or discourse. Multiple discourses are possible deéjpg on how we want to approach
the subject. For example, the documentary discoutse fashion discourse, the
landscape discourse. Most discourses, in turn, foen of larger discourses. In this
case we are exploring the possible wider politeoad cultural discourse derived from
the signification of photographs.

As Peirce (1991) pointed out it is helpful to thiokthree types of signification. He
called these types; firstness, that isfédinggenerated by the mural, secondness, the
factsdepicted in the mural, and thirdness, thentalelement (love, hate, adoration,
etc) derived from the image. Peirce argued thatessigns are ‘open’ that is they can
have infinite number of meanings. Others are cl@sethey have a culturally agreed
meaning. This later case tends to support Bartbetention that photographs operate
with restricted meaning. However, Derrida (197@)uas that the text of each sign has
within it traces of all other texts. In theory thisuld be a continuous process of
‘unlimited semiosis’. In practice this is limitday a shared understanding of what is
meaningful, although this limit may be far wideathsuggested by Barthes.

Derrida also suggested that our minds comprehemy téngs through constructing
a binary opposition; by their ‘not-ness’. We recisgn‘cold’ because it's not ‘hot’;
‘rough’ because it's not ‘smooth’; ‘mother’ becaus®e’s not ‘father. Therefore the
signification process only has meaning in the canté other objects. As Barthes
(1977) commented meaning is always contextualtgkealways escapes the control
of the author, and is always open to new interpigeta. It is not the photographer or
the signifier that defines the meaning but the @ew his happens through a dialectic
process between the viewers external and interndble: Writing about the effect of
television Hall (1973) suggests this process, kiwatalled Reception Theory, as one
that allows the viewer a degree of freedom to nagotmeaning within the text.
Whether the photographers intent is accepted,tegjear reinterpreted by the viewer
depends upon their relative positions.

One way of understanding this process is throughidiea, which comes originally
from feminist theory, of ‘gaze’ (Schroeder 1998y Burgin writes Looking is not
indifferent. There can never be any question at jooking” (Burgin 1982: 188). The
concept of gaze explores subjective ways of viewtingt usually reflect power
relationships. Schroeder suggests that gaze implies more than to look at - it
signifies a psychological relationship of power,which the gazer is superior to the
object of the gaze(Schroeder 1998: 208). That is a photographer ey a new
city with a ‘photographers gaze’ that is differeatthe ‘gaze’ of a local policeman,
which in turn is different to a local shopkeepet.hame we have a domestic gaze, on
holiday we have a tourist gaze, men look at womgh avmale gaze, a woman looks
at her child with a mothers gaze. On another I¢lvete is also the notion afitra-



diegeticgaze within the text or photograph where one persdgazing’ at another
person or object. There is also the idea of dingcthe viewers gaze through the use
of captions or colouring parts of the photograph.

The character of our gaze is dependant upon theenaf our consciousness and the
effects of hegemony. Freire (1972) in writing abbatv people experience the world
explores different states of consciousness. Heesigdhaimmagical consciousness is
found in pre-industrial communities where the waddperceived to be unchanging
having been created by god or godlike powers. Inent@veloped societies we find
naiveconscious where there is partial analysis of $@oaditions but the worldview
is dominated by emotional reactions and fear ofngka A critical level of
consciousness provides a fuller analytical undedstey of society. The gaze we
adopt influences how we interpret signs. In retthia interpretation of the sign
reinforces or changes our level of consciousnessl amderstanding of
hegemony/counter hegemony.

Jean Baudrillard in exploring society and the posibf photography within it neatly
sums up the arguments explored above. He takes iflean Sontag, Barthes and
Benjamin and projects them into his semiotic analgé a postmodern world. In this
world we are defined by the meaning of the objeesconsume. Photography, in his
view is an exploration of objects (signs) and time@anings, as far as this is possible
in a hyperreal culture. Firstly, he rejects tise-called ‘realist’ photography (that)
does not capture the ‘what is’. Instead, it is pregpied with what should not be, like
the reality of suffering for example. It preferstake pictures not oivhat isbut of
what should not bérom a moral or humanitarian perspective. Meanwhiit still
makes good aesthetic, commercial and clearly imimosz of everyday misery”
(http://www.egs.edu/faculty/baudrillard/baudrillaptiotography-or-the-writing-of-

light.html).

Baudrillard suggest that photography is not aboubatechnique. These, he argues,
are diversions from exploring the meaning of thetpgraphs. We make photographs
to try and define reality or to hold onto objectsofnents) that will otherwise
disappear. In this respecpliotography is our exorcism. Primitive society hesl
masks, bourgeois society its mirrors. We have mhafhs... Every photographed
object is merely the trace left behind by the dmeswance of all the rest... It is
photographs which bring us closest to a universdaut images, or in other words
pure appearance...For it is the object which seesh&spbject which dreams us. It is
the world which reflects us, it is the world whitthnks us. This is the basic rtle
(1999 inside cover). By this he means the photdwafinds objects that are there
ready to be photographed (in doing so he, like &t reduces the role of
photographer to an operator). The capturing of tigect preserves it from
disappearing and transforms it into a sign. Howewdrat is photographed can only
be understood through deconstruction: that is bamaysed in the context of what
was not photographed. Ultimately, a photograpteféd only by the meaning given
to it by the viewer.

The following section provides a brief semiotic lgs& of photographs using Pierce’s
classification cited above. The photographs arevdr&om the work of Edward
Weston and the author. The analysis will show, mitre gaze of the author that these



photographs have political content, although indase of Weston this may not have
been intended. Writing on the process decodingqgmaphs Eco (1982) suggests that
there numerous codes. One of these is ‘codes ofjnétton’ that ‘list certain features
of the object as the most meaningful for the pugpos recollection and future
identification” (1982: 33). And that the interpretations of thesdes as mentioned
above are both time and culturally specific. Thigldes images to be interpreted in
multiple ways depending on context, viewer, captiomrpose. However, as Derrida
pointed out just because one viewer interpretsde @o a particular way does not stop
the political coded information from being presehhis suggests that photographic
theory needs to acknowledge and explore the inplmblitical content of
photographs.

Discussion of photographic content: Edward Weston

Ansel Adams, a fellow member with Weston of thenfalist /64 group of
photographers, writing in the Encyclopaedia of Bgoaphy comments thatWeston

is, in the real sense, one of the few creativestrtof today. He has recreated the
matter-forms and forces of nature; he has made ethiegms eloquent of the
fundamental unity of the world. His work illuminatenan's inner journey toward
perfection of the spirit”In a similar vein Weston wrotéhe camera should be used
for a recording of life, for rendering the very stiédnce and quintessence of the thing
itself, whether it be polished steel or palpitatitesh”. (Weston 1961)

From Weston’s point of view the work is about dey@hg a modernist artistic
practice that interprets the photographers’ inmelifigs towards an external object.
Lowe (2004) calls this emotional response rathan ghersonal expression. Either way
Weston did not claim that his photographs had aimgct political significance.
However, the political is coded in his photographs.

Dunes, Oceano 1936 and Nude 1925

Compare the following two photographs of sand dwsres a female nude. Weston
argues that his photographs were concerned witin.féit one level this is clearly
true. What makes these images work as photograghtha interplay of light and
shadow, shape, curves and textures. A useful exanfpiWestons stated concern of
form over content. However, the nude, like all mude an inherently politically
loaded image. The woman here is no longer a pergergon’t see her face and she
has no name. In making this photograph Weston whgsting the woman to male
gaze and reflecting the cultural power of patrigrorer women. She is an object, a
shape to be surveyed and reproduced to expresseaideal of beauty as form. For
the majority the picture works because it is of@nan. Berger (1973: 64) poses the
guestion; would the image work if it were a man? He majority it would not
because of the hegemonic conditioning of our soc@dtionships and attitude
between men and women. The fact that the womeredioggose in this way and may
well have been paid to do it further illustrates trepth of this conditioning.

The photograph of the dunes reproduces the phatbgrbthe nude. | don't think it is
too much to suggest that Weston found the formamehts in the dunes image
satisfying because of its relationship to the insage made of the female form.
Weston'’s photographs reflect his inner feelings enade feelings are based upon his



conception of self and culturally developed att#utwards women. The World
History of Photography commentsttie cool and elegant forms of the more than one
hundred nude studies Weston produced between I®18%5 not only represent his
search for formal perfection but also reflect thietee and sexual enigmas with which
he struggled for much of his life'Both photographs therefore, imply a politically
dominant attitude towards women.

Dunes, Oceano 1936
(This and following Weston photographs from
masters-of-photography.com)

Nude 1925



Pepper 1930

Weston claimed the photographs of peppers, fregetables and shells were simply
about purity of vision and pure form. Writing inshDaybooks he commenteth
classic, completely satisfying, - a pepper - butentban a pepper: abstract, in that it
is completely outside subject matter. It has noclpsipgical attributes, no human
emotions are aroused: this new pepper takes onenlgethe world we know in the
conscious mind’(1961: vol 2 181). Tina Modotti found it disturbingentally and
physically (Lowe 2004: 38). Catherine Thompson imgton this image comments:
“The image is sharp and realistic, with every detzfi the pepper in focus, yet this
image is about more than the bell pepper. This enagabout form and about life.
The lighting delineates the form of the peppercitsves, its wrinkles. Its sensuous
undulating form is reminiscent of the human forrthvitis curves and folds. Yet this is
an object which stands alohgnttp://nosuch.com/photo/influence.htmifF4

However, images do not stand alone. Their mearisigye have discussed, only exist
in reference to other objects. The shape and fdrtheopepper is clearly reflective of

the nude form. Some critics suggest female buttotkesrs the back and arms of male
weightlifters; which of these interpretations wofks an individual depends on their

personal experience and view. The important panthat the pepper works as an
image because it reminds us as Modotti suggesteéldeophysical and sensual. This
point is reinforced by McGrath (2003) who explotles sexual underpinning inherent
in Weston'’s work.

Pépper1930
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Dead Man 1937

Weston approaches this photograph in realist moele is a body on the ground. It is
as if the body could be a fallen tree or dead ahifmibe ‘facts’ are presented
seemingly without comment, although, there is astjae over the positioning of the
left arm and hand. Did Weston compose the bodyakenit a more satisfying image?

In the context of our knowledge of the social aedr®mic history of the USA we
can deduce that this is a body of a migrant labotite represents one of many driven
from the dust bowl states towards the west coastplnotographed in very different
ways by Dorothea Lange and Walker Evans for the .FBAe photograph raises
guestions about the effects of capitalism and tssipility of death by starvation in a
land of food surplus. The image also raises queston issues outside of the frame.
How long has the body been here, are there othdie®©dying around, will he be
given a formal burial and did Weston assist witis,tbr having taken the picture did
he move on? There is also the personal story of ishibis man, what about his
family, did they survive and what was his persoratative?

Apparently, Weston came across this image on a ngad‘Pausing in front of a
picture titled Dead Man, Colorado Desert 193Watts says“He and Charis saw a
little sign in the desert: 'Help, | need water, I8itk’ and then they found this man
who had already expired. Instead of running off &lting the authorities, Weston set
up his tripod and took pictures. People say hetéidaon dead things, but his retort
was, Well, death is part of life’{ http://www.death-valley.us/article639.hdmiThis
raises a different set of issues around photograplmes making the image take
precedent over offering support to people? Doesrdétg death through war and
famine absolve the photographer of the need to djrext support to people in need?
These are ethical, ontological and social valuestjoies inherent in the practice of
photography and need to be explored by any thebnyhotography. It cannot be
sufficient to just talk about the photograph asig abstracted from life.

Dead man 1937
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Grass Against the Sea 1937

On the surface a simple picture of grass (the gas#im and sky. The grass is recorded
in detail while the softer elements are in diffusedus. There are no people or signs
of people in view. It is this missing element tigsignificant. Writing about women
Tuchman (1981) argues that popular culture ‘syndadllf annihilates’ women
through trivialising women’s lives and experience ignoring it completely. Just
because objects are not in the photographic imdges not mean they are not
relevant to understanding it.

The photograph suggests unaffected naturalnessutderlying this are several
guestions. The photograph was taken in Califortéa.grass in the picture an
indigenous form on an unmodified landscape? Ortia by product of human
modification to the land? We know that this areadstested space. The sea provides
employment for many through fishing, drilling foll,shipping and leisure activities.
The land is farmed and again provides employmedtraocreation. Who owns this
land, who works it, what is the relationship betwé#egem? Should the beach area and
the surrounding land be developed or protected®d fjaestions concern much of the
remaining American wilderness.

ras git the Sea 1937
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Nude Floating 1939

Superficially, this is another image concerned \idattm, texture, light and shadow. It
combines the basic elements of water, earth arsth f®ntrasted against manmade
concrete. It is both beautiful and enigmatic. Theman appears to floating into the
abyss, some writers suggest a womb, but at the samereflecting light over the
darkness beneath her. One could write about Westoaative genius in constructing
this picture and speculate on his psychologicakséad what this picture meant to
him. Alternatively, we could question some of theded messages within the
photograph. Why a woman in the photograph and whahe significance of her
nakedness? Does she need to be naked? What doesatbeviewers gaze and
consumption of the naked body take from the imbge is this different for a female
viewer? What is the significance of juxtaposing edkemale flesh to water and
concrete? How do these coded messages reinforcmteunalised view of women,
sexuality and gender relationships?

Many critics have referenced this photograph, f@meple ‘It is a picture that evokes
multiple references while retaining its originalitjor example from Henry Peach
Robinson's 1860 Picture The Lady of Shalott, algfmoof course she was both clothed
and in a boat, and also an early work by Kertesarofipparently headless body in a
swimming pool, although in that the emphasis isenmr the distortions and patterns
of sun on and through water”
(http://photography.about.com/library/weekly/aa09030tm). The image can also be
linked the themes Edward Hopper was exploring atotire same time; that of
isolated human contemplation held between the $oafelight and darkness (for
example Automat 1927). In making these links teeothiorks of art, Weston becomes
located into wider cultural and artistic practicelaherefore subject to a more diverse
set of analysis.

Nude floating 1939
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Discussion of photographic content: personal practice

These photographs were taken as part of an assigroneourism. They were also an
experiment in directing the viewer through seleetoolouring of part of the image.
The following analysis of the photographs is drdwam the authors commentary of
the ideas behind the images and the coded maiieeialcontain.

The first image depicts an elderly woman in eveyydathes and town shoes with a
shopping bag standing by the edge, and starinquauaiss, the sea. The sea and sky
have been desaturated to emphasise the bleakné¢bs stene. For the author the
image suggests loneliness and isolation. Thergaestions: who is she, why is she
there, what does starring out to sea mean to heat wight she be thinking? The
codes within the image could also link to wideruss concerning elderly people
living alone, how society values women who are oltel less attractive to men, and
social support in an increasing anomic society.tRerauthor the image also contains
the symbolism of the open sea as a suggestionssilplity, adventure, escape and a
new life. It can also represent loved ones beingaisay and a time past. Other
viewers may have different interpretations.

This and following photographs: Llandudno 2004 iy author
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The second image reflects the working class natuitdandudno. The ice cream cone
is an iconic image of a typical British summer Hdaly. The ‘fish and chips’ sign also

references working class consumption and behaviburing a typical day at the

British seaside it is likely that an average fanmigty consume both products. Indeed,
the day may not feel complete without doing so. Tmtograph comments on

popular culture. But also a culture that is in dexlas increasing working affluence
changes holiday patterns to overseas and towards wale portrayed as more
sophisticated tastes (for example American ice nor@aoducts). There are further
coded references from the ice cream cone to icancrearts, their role in Brit Pop

videos and Italian immigration and stereotypinguaib ice cream production and
marketing.
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The final image is of an amusement arcade. Agairkmgv this is a working class
cultural setting because of the bingo sign. Amusemé&ave multiple references:
some through pinball machines to the USA and imajem American past, others
via video games to an Asian electronic future. #ynbe part of the British working
class culture to consume such activities; in théweselittle of Britain is reflected.
However, bingo is a preserve of British women amel ¢lderly, although in decline
with the arrival of the national lottery. The mawds outside the amusement arcade
contain Winnie the Poo figures. The use of thegaréis exploits children’s interest in
the associated stories. Originally a product ofBhiéish middle class the rights to the
stories have been sold to Disney and are markdtdzhlty. These bright machines
attract young children to try and win one of thearatters. In doing so, these
machines exploit children and parents sentimegtaitwell provide an acceptable (?)
introduction for children to amusements and gaming.

Conclusion

From the discussion of the literature, and revidwhe case study photographs, it is
clear that photography takes place in a social@riiral context. Furthermore, the
photograph exists as a social object that fulfiscsfic roles and functions according
to context. The meaning of a photograph can beoegglthrough semiotic processes.
In doing so it is clear that photographs tellshisgs about place, identity, difference,
economic, social and environmental processes dsaweduggestions concerning the
intention and perhaps psychological drives of thetpgrapher.

Theories that set photography only within the aréis ‘genius’ mode or see the
images as simply reflections of reality, fail tspend to this deeper analysis that is
required. Therefore, any viable theory of photogsamust integrate and respond to
the political nature of culture and social condliart. Any theory that fails to do so
not only talks to itself but has little to say.
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