HUEN 3100







Dr.  Fredricksmeyer

Visual Literacy/Photo Essay

1. Choose one of the photos at http://ambrosia.pwrfaculty.org//vlphotos.ppt  on which to write a 2-2.5 page (double spaced and with size 12 font) essay as explained below.  (I would recommend viewing these slides on a campus computer, or at home only if you have DSL or some other fast connection to the web.  Even on campus the slides can take about one minute to download.)  

Or, you can choose your own photo.  Criteria for choosing a photo include that it should: 

(a)  be open to different interpretations;  
(b) convey its message in a complex way, by which I mean its message should result from the combined effect of several elements of the photo;  

(c) convey a compound message, by which I mean that your photo should make more than one point simultaneously. 

Photos that meet at least two, if not all, of the aforementioned criteria make the best subject for this assignment.  Also, you will need an electronic copy, so get a copy off the web or scan a copy.  If you decide to use your own photo, please allow me to see it before you start writing.  Make sure the photo you choose captures your imagination and is somehow of personal interest to you (even if you are not sure why).  

Paste your photo on the electronic bulletin board when you submit your essay.  (I’ll explain how in class.) 

2. Descriptive paragraph (see example below)

The first sentence of this paragraph should identify the photographer, title, and year of the photo.  The following sentences should then provide an analytical description of the photo. By this I mean that your description should seek not only to relate key elements of the photo, but also to put these elements into some sort of relation to each other; if you simply list key elements and do not connect them with an organizing or logical framework, you are not writing an analytical description.  This exercise should help you with later assignments in this course that involve text (i.e. written rather than graphic information).  I'll be looking for a clear framework, clear organization of elements, and an accurate representation of the photo.  In this first paragraph, do not evaluate the photo (explain the photo’s message, the mood it conveys, etc.). Be sure to revise and proof your description before posting it.

Paste your descriptive paragraph on the electronic bulletin board (do not append it as an attachment).  I’ll explain how in class.

3. Analytical paragraphs (see example below) 

In these paragraphs you will evaluate (but not take a position in favor or against) the photo.   Ask yourself the following kinds of questions.  Does the title affect your reading of the photo?  Does the date affect your reading of the photo?  Dates can be very important because they sometimes provide key contextual information about a photo’s historical setting-its time, place and political influences.  For example, most photos of warfare taken during the 1960’s-early 1970’s imply the brutality and senseless of the Vietnam War.  Does the photo imply a message?  What is the predominant mood or theme?  Do any details strike you as symbolic?  Note that some of these questions will help you with some photos, and not with others.  Also, ask yourself what questions you have about the photo in addition to the ones I suggest.   

Reading others’ analyses (in books or on the web) of photos can be helpful.  However, don’t do so until you have formulated your own ideas.  Otherwise you will simply paraphrase someone else, at best, or plagiarize them, at worst.  (See Course Description on the penalties for plagiarism.)    

Whatever framework you employ for this second part of your essay, you should identify the photo’s message(s) in the first sentence or two.  In the rest of your discussion, you should address most, if not all the elements of the photo that you described in your first paragraph.  But remember, like your description of the photo, your evaluation should be analytical.  It should seek to not only to answer some of the questions I just identified, but also to do so in a way that relates your points to each other; if you simply list key points and do not connect them with an organizing or logical framework, you are not writing an analytical evaluation.  This exercise should also help you with later assignments in this course that involve text.  Be sure to revise and proof your evaluative paragraphs before posting them. 

Paste your analytical paragraphs on the electronic bulletin board (do not append them as an attachment).  I’ll explain how in class.

4. Peer Response Questions for both types of paragraphs 

To prepare for workshopping, in response to these evaluative paragraphs all students in the class should write down their responses to the following questions: 

a. Can you easily identify the framework the writer is using to organize the material?  What is this framework?

b. Does the framework help the writer accurately capture the photo’s message, predominant mood, symbolism, etc?  Why or why not?

c. At the sentence level:  pick a sentence or sequence of sentences that you think is particularly effective and tell the writer why you think so.  

d. At the sentence level:  pick a sentence or sequence of sentences that you find to be confusing or could otherwise be improved.  What are your specific suggestions for revision?  Be direct (don't avoid something that needs to be improved), but be tactful. 

5. Example of a photo, and descriptive and analytical paragraphs (for a better copy of the following photo go to http://ambrosia.pwrfaculty.org/vlphotos.ppt)
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Descriptive Paragraph

Weegee’s black and white 1943 photograph, The Critic (Opening Night at the Opera), shows three figures, two elderly women on the right side of the photo, and a slightly younger one (probably a woman) on the right.  The two elderly women walk toward the viewer, and are similarly, opulently dressed.  One wears a long fur coat and the other a fur cape, both of which are white and accentuated by the surrounding darkness of the photo (apparently taken at night).  The woman to the far left and slightly in front of the other elderly woman also wears orchids draped over her fur coat.  Both women drip with what appears to be mostly diamond jewelry, including rings, bracelets, necklaces, earrings and tiaras.  The woman to the far left also holds a silk purse in her right hand and a ticket.  She, like her companion, wears a lot of makeup, including bright lipstick.  Her smile might be described as smug, while the other woman wears more of a frown.  The third, slightly younger figure in the photo stands in profile to the viewer and facing the women from a couple of feet away.  Her appearance contrasts with theirs in almost every aspect.  She is shabbily dressed in a dark, worn overcoat with a (presumably) imitation fur shawl, and she wears a cheap-looking, dark-colored hat on top of medium length, unkempt hair.  In the crook of her arm she carries a large, shiny bag or purse.  She appears to stare critically (as reflected in the photo’s title, “The Critic”) or to sneer at the two other women in the photo, though there is also something manic about her expression that might suggest insanity.

Additional tips on writing your descriptive paragraph:

Start your descriptive paragraph by making a list of all the items, elements, etc. in the photo that you will describe.  Then consider the order that would make most sense (e.g. to move from right to left, or from the most noticeable object in the photo and working outward, or from setting, to persons, to objects, and so on).

Analytical Paragraphs


This photo seems to me to criticize the U.S.’s upper class in 1943.  By this year the U.S. had still not completely emerged from the Great Depression.  Moreover, to aid the effort of WWII many Americans had to endure strict rationing of food and other basic goods.  In short, life for most people was marked by poverty and hardship.  In contrast, the two women on the right side of the photo attend an undoubtedly very expensive, opening night at the opera, as suggested by the photo’s title and the ticket one of the elderly women holds.    Further, these two women use the occasion to display their wealth as ostentatiously as possible, wearing fantastically expensive clothes, flowers, and jewelry.  In particular, by wearing tiaras that in many societies have traditionally been a mark of royalty, these women seem to underscore the difference between their high social status and the low status of others such as the woman standing to their left.  The arrogance that their combined appearance conveys is perhaps encapsulated in the smug expression of the elderly women to the far left.  Or, if we read her expression merely as strained, it combined with her companion’s frown might suggest the two women’s discomfort at exposure to the lower classes

The dress of the woman on the right side of the photo highlights by contrast the poverty and deprivation that many suffered at this time.  While the elderly women wear thousands of dollars in clothes and jewelry and attend expensive events, the woman on the right, like many in the U.S. at this time, can afford to dress only shabbily and watch the wealthy from the outside as they arrive and enter the opera house.  This combination of wealth and the two elderly women’s flaunting of it seem to provoke the sneer of the woman on the right; she expresses indignation at the injustice of the huge gap between the rich and the poor.  Yet, the photo contains an ambiguity.  If we understand the expression of the “the Critic” on the right to imply insanity, then undermines at least partly the validity of her critique of the wealthy as the product of an imbalanced mind.  

Additional tips on writing your analytical paragraphs:

Start your analytical paragraph by making a list of all the items, elements, etc. in the photo that you will analyze.  Then consider the order that would make most sense and ties your various points together.  Often, the best strategy is to follow the order of your points in the first, descriptive paragraph. (This is the order followed by the analytical paragraphs provided as an example above.)  If, in the process of writing your analytical paragraphs, you realize that the order of your descriptive paragraph was not the best, revise the descriptive paragraph.

