
Looking	at	Photographs

“Photography	is	a	system	of	visual	editing.	At	bottom,	it	is	a	
matter	of	surrounding	with	a	frame	a	portion	of	one’s	cone	of	
vision,	while	standing	in	the	right	place	at	the	right	time.	Like	
chess,	or	writing,	it	is	a	matter	of	choosing	from	among	given	
possibilities,	but	in	the	case	of	photography	the	number	of	
possibilities	is	not	finite	but	infinite.”						

- John	Szarkowski,	photography	curator	at	MOMA	



Research	Matters	



What	is	the	symbolism	of	this	photo?



Pete	Souza
President	Barack	Obama	sits	on	the	famous	Rosa	Parks	bus	at	the	Henry	
Ford	Museum	after	an	event	in	Dearborn,	Mich.,	April	18,	2012





No	matter	how	you	approach	it,	be	open	to	the	
unexpected,	be	curious,	ask	questions,	when	you	
get	the	answer,	it’s	time	to	ask	new	questions.	



Gregory	Crewdson,	Untitled,	2002	
from	the	series	The	Dream	House	





Weegee,	Coney	Island,	1940





It	is	a	merging	of	ideas,	life	experiences,	education,	
culture,	politics,	morals,	memories,	… history



• Photographs	create	meaning	and	can	have	a	
transformative	aspect	in	its	historical,	political	and	
social	context.

• I	want	you	to	understand	photography	as	a	mean	
of	communication	that	articulates	ideas,	
memories,	desires,	etc.	in	your	own	individual	
prism.

• Photography	is	a	visual	language	and	we	need	to	
acquire	a	visual	vocabulary.

• We	read	imagery	like	we	read	a	text.	This	lecture	
is	about	identifying	ways	of	reading		and	
interpreting	photos,	making	imagery	more	
interesting.



Robert	Mapplethorpe	(1946-1989)
Self-Portrait,	1988

How	to	read	a	Photograph
- It	might	help	to	articulate	what	is	in	the	picture	and	how	it	
is	put	together	technically	

- Often	words	will	lead	you	to	an	interpretation



Arno	Minkkinen (b.	1946) Duane	Michals (b.	1932)
Narragansett,	Rhode	Island,	1973 The	Illuminated	Man,	1968

Composition
- What	is	excluded	is	sometimes	as	important	as	what	is	

included
- A	good	composition	often	makes	it	apparent	as	to	why	a	
picture	was	taken	(e.g.	leading	lines	to	the	main	subject	

matter,	depth	of	field,	focus,	light)



Robert	Mapplethorpe	(1946-1989)
Gregory	Hines,	1985																											Self-Portrait,	1985

Technical	Choices
- Technical	choices	made	by	the	photographer	often	help	you	

understand	his/her	intentions
- The	same	technical	approach	might	not	necessarily	mean	

the	same	thing



Christian	Vogt	(b.	1946), Frame	Series,	1975-76

“Make	the	invisible	visible”				- Christian	Vogt







Christian	Vogt	(b.	1946),	Frame	Series,	1975-76



Christian	Vogt	(b.	1946),	Frame	Series,	1975-76



Christian	Vogt	(b.	1946),	Frame	Series,	1975-76



Christian	Vogt	(b.	1946),	Frame	Series,	1975-76



Christian	Vogt	(b.	1946),	Frame	Series,	1975-76



Context	of	Time



Alfred	Eisenstaedt	(1898-1995)
V-J	Day	in	Times	Square, August	14,	1945



Can	we	read	the	same	image	
differently?



Edward	Weston	(1886-1958),	Pepper	(No.	30),	1930	



“It	is	a	classic,	completely	satisfying,	–
a	pepper	– but	more	than	a	pepper:	
abstract,	in	that	it	is	completely	
outside	subject	matter. It	has	no	
psychological	attributes,	no	human	
emotions	are	aroused:	this	new	
pepper	takes	one	beyond	the	world	
we	know	in	the	conscious	mind.“

“[I]t	is	disgust	and	weariness	over	
having	my	work	labeled	and	
pigeonholed	by	those	who	bring	to	it	
their	own	obviously	abnormal,	
frustrated	condition:	the	sexually	
unemployed	belching	gaseous	
irrelevancies	from	an	undigested	
Freudian	ferment.”

- Edward	Weston



Alfred	Stieglitz	(1864–1946) Mitch	Dobrowner
Equivalent,	1929 Rainshafts,	2017	



Bad	Examples	of	Blog	Writing







Good	Examples	of	Blog	Writing







How	to	make	a	difference?

Think	differently,	be	bold,	go	to	places	you
haven’t	gone,	be	innovative,	experiment,
express	yourself	in	your	own	visual	language,
know	the	history	of	photography,	

There	is	always	a	different	way	to	photograph
the	familiar	subject	matter.



William	Marx	performs	John	Cage’s 4’33” (1952)
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JTEFKFiXSx4



10	Things	that	require	no	photographic	talent

being	on	time
work	ethic
effort

body	language
energy
attitude
passion

being	respectful
follow	deadlines

come	to	each	class	prepared



Strategies	for	Essay	Writing

“A	common	structural	flaw	in	college	essays	is	the	"walk-through"	
(also	labeled	"summary"	or	"description").	Walk-through	essays	
follow	the	structure	of	their	sources	rather	than	establishing	their	
own.	Such	essays	generally	have	a	descriptive	thesis	rather	than	an	
argumentative	one.”

Source:
https://writingcenter.fas.harvard.edu/pages/essay-structure


