'Photographs are as much an interpretation of the world as paintings

and drawings are' (Susan Sontag)

Philippa Gilbert

It is impossible to address a question such as this without considering the work of Roland Barthes who argued ‘…the photographic image…is a message without a code.’( Barthes, 1977:17). In order to arrive at the conclusion that photographs are just as interpretative as other visual arts it will be necessary to provide a degree of empirical investigation, examining a number of varied photographic styles and interpretations of the photographer. These examples will illustrate why photos can be considered as much an interpretation of the world as paintings or drawings.


Barthes’ quotation may seem simplistic in content but it is important to note that he elaborated on this stating that it involves theorising about a photograph as being analogous, meaning that it cannot be broken down into separate units enabling smaller subsidiary units to signify separate ideas, unlike recent digital technological advances.  Photos are motionless; they encapsulate one moment in time and hold this point for infinity. In direct opposition to television and film, which can be examined in units such as sequences, shots and frames, photos cannot be broken down any further. At the denotative or literal level this idea can be used to hypothesise that, as it is not necessary to divide this analogous code any further, the relationship between the signifier and the signified is not arbitrary. In other terms, the relationship between the sign, which is material and in this case can be seen and the mental concept, which is not and cannot be seen is not subjective. As there is a continuum, the signifier and the signified are fused. In this respect there appears to be no requisite code as explained by Barthes:


…in order to move from the reality to the photograph it is in no way

            necessary to divide up this reality into units and constitute these units

            as signs, substantially different from the object they communicate;

            there is no necessity to set up a relay, that is to say a code, between

            the object and its image. (Barthes 1977:17)

This idea is expanded on by Barthes as he goes on to suggest that at the denotative level, the fused relationship between signifier and signified creates a ‘recording’ instead of the message being susceptible to transformation. It is interesting perhaps, to consider at this level what a photo represents. If what Barthes states is true then the photo and its content is the interpretation of the photographer. If there is no code then no interpretation is evident. What is seen is merely a record, so in effect, the viewer is seeing exactly what the photographer saw and in this respect the facilitation of interpretation has no foundation. 


Barthes however is not merely saying this. He also suggests that an additional connotative level is possible resulting from the presence of a supplementary signified. It is therefore possible that each viewer will draw different conclusions from the picture and ‘read’ it differently. Ultimately if this is true, then it could be argued that a code must be present. Many things, for example, can cause this connotation, by text accompanying the photo, or by special effects, which can exaggerate certain parts. With this in mind, Barthes’ theories can, at first, seem paradoxical in that he argues both that the photograph can have an analogous meaning and a connotative meaning: 


It is therefore possible to perceive that photography constitutes two


types of messages, the one without a code (the photographic


analogue) the other with a code (the ‘art’, or the treatment ,or the


‘writing’, or the rhetoric of the paragraph)’(Barthes 1977:19)

In light of this, it is necessary to apply both Barthes’ and Sontag’s theories to a range of photographic styles in order to prove or disprove the central argument that photographs can be seen as just as much of an interpretation of the world as paintings or drawings.                          
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                      (A)

The first example, that of the two photos of the aeroplane flying over London labelled A and B bring to light an interesting question of authenticity and the ability of photography to mislead the viewer, whether intentionally or otherwise. It isn’t something the average viewer would question. However on viewing photo B, the camera trickery becomes evident. The hand holding the model aeroplane has simply been removed.
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 (B)

 So, in relation to Barthes’ suggestion, do we record the image in A and accept it without interpretation? Evans infers that we do indeed process the information:


Most of us would ‘read’ this photograph quickly and simply, our


memory and our knowledge of western perspective making 

            unconscious adjustments in interpretating what we see. (Evans 1997:85)

If a photograph is ‘read’ it would imply that a code was present, he also suggests that prior knowledge is needed to understand the code. Those that have this prior knowledge are part of an interpretative community. These codes can become naturalised in this ‘community’, which could explain why the photo is not questioned. In relation to Barthes’ connotative theory, photo A needs to be considered. The hand holding the model was what the photographer originally saw; however in photo A the hand has been cut out. This constitutes an illusion, taking the photo from a denotative level to a connotative one. It creates an additional signified allowing the photo to be ‘read’ and interpreted differently necessitating the need of a ‘code’. By viewing photo B before A the interpretation intended by the photographer would be different. It is a prime example of how a photographer can intentionally deceive the viewer highlighting the need to challenge the contexts in which the photograph was taken. 
In relation to Sontag’s notion, this example also exhibits how photos can be seen as a representation of the world as paintings and drawings are, albeit a distorted one. The photographer can alter the perception of the world as an artist can, therefore creating an interpretation of the world. It is important to remember however that distortion in photography and paintings and drawings has different consequences as illustrated by Sontag:


A fake painting (one whose attribution is false) falsifies the history


of art. A fake photograph (one which has been retouched or tampered

            with, or whose caption is false) falsifies reality. (Sontag 2002:86)

Photography naturally covers many styles and genres. In direct contrast to the photo previously analysed, this photograph was used in the field of photojournalism, reporting on the Vietnamese War. It depicts a police chief of Saigon executing a Vietcong prisoner.
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(C)

Unlike photo A and B, photo C was not arranged. It seemingly contains no illusions. The photographer, Eddie Adams of the Associated Press, describes how the photograph was taken on impulse:


“I made the picture by instinct. Any idiot could have taken it…


As his hand came up with the revolver, so did my camera, but


I still didn’t expect him to shoot.” (Evans 1997:5)

Evans’ account testifies to the fact that the photograph suspends a fragment of history that was captured through sheer timing. In relation to Barthes’ suggestion of the analogous code there is, however, some confusion. Although the photographer witnessed the account and in no way doctored the photograph, it would be impossible to state in this case that the process of ‘recording’ the image was merely occurring. At the simplest level the photograph is indeed denotative, particularly as no text accompanies the image to provide information about which the characters are. The photographer’s intent is only fully realised when the context of the photograph is provided.


In reference to Sontag’s theory, it is necessary to consider once again the aspect of reality. This genre of photography is prevalent in journalism as it is used to exhibit the gritty realism of such atrocities. A single image is able to penetrate the consciousness more efficiently than a reel of film can. Paintings and drawings are unable to provide such a reality. Although a painting could be made of the scene it would be beyond the bounds of possibility to create an identical copy. It is therefore possible to hypothesise that photographs are an interpretation of the world as much as paintings and drawings albeit in a paradoxical manner in that the restrictions of the medium in which paintings and drawings work will never be able to represent reality as faithfully as photos can. Burgin elaborates on the idiosyncrasy of photography, compared to that of painting:


If he is drawing a portrait and dislikes the shape of the sitter’s


nose, then he is at liberty to change it’s appearance in the

            drawing or even to omit it entirely…The camera, on the other

            hand, will mechanically reproduce every detail of what is

            actually present in the scene during the moment of exposure

            of the film. (Burgin 1982:10)

 Robert Kerns stresses the advantageous uses of such photography in documenting the predicaments of society, and the actuality that the lens can present such episodes with heightened accuracy that presides over that of human sight. 

 
Photography is not an occupation limited to professionals. People have recorded many events, such as weddings and birthdays, on film to have a reminder of the day that they can return to repeatedly. There are many concepts to take into consideration when analysing family snapshots, perhaps most obviously the effect the rudimentary photographer has on the photograph; a notion augmented by Val Williams:

 
Snapshot photography poses as the only photographic genre

            which could be said to be naïve, the result of a simple

            consciousness or an uncluttered wish to obtain a record and to find

            proof and evidence of a particular course of events, of certain

            individuals, or a pattern of experience. (Spence and Holland 1988:186)

There are certainly some profound concepts that lurk beneath the guise of a simple photograph as illustrated in photo D.
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( D)

Sontag describes the photography of people as a violation, turning them into symbolic possessions. Snapshot photography exceeds Barthes’ notion previously discussed as it operates on such varied levels. A stranger looking at a photograph of someone they have not met will record the image but it will not create any noticeable impact. When we look at our own snapshots, our minds and emotions are tumultuous. There are many connotations that can create a mesh of interpretations. Regarding Sontag’s notion of photography as being as valid a portrayal of the world as paintings and drawings. In this example, photography goes beyond the boundaries. It is not simply a portrayal of the world, but an interpretation of our minds and us. Here the discussion enters the murky realms of psychoanalysis where reality is displaced. It is impossible to know what a photographer is trying to capture exactly in this sense, or what the subject is thinking. In the example of photo D, a young girl is depicted. She is smiling and it is quite natural to assume that the photographer was trying to capture a memento of the girl’s childhood. Valerie Walkerdine later discloses the feelings of rage and depression that were lurking beneath the masked smile in an essay included in ‘Family Snapshots’, (Spence and Holland 1988). The paradoxical emotions she describes illustrate the deceptiveness of photography:


…the surface of the images is not all there is to be read. Like 

            dreams, images are the manifest content which is only the surface

            cover for what lies latent beneath. Thus although much radical

            work on photography has shown us how to read the semiotics of 

            photographs, it has not ventured much below the surface…


Consequently, it is possible to state that regarding Barthes’ notion, the connotation derived from such photography depends on the prior knowledge and relationship of the photographer, the subject and the viewer. The latency of emotions mentioned by Walkerdine has connections with ‘The Gaze’. This is not simply a way of looking but is a concept that psychoanalysts have discussed for many years. Schroeder, cited in ‘Notes on the Gaze’, on the World Wide Web (http://www.aber.ac.uk/media/Documents/gaze), describes ‘the gaze’ as a ‘psychological relationship’ (Schroeder 1998:208) where power shifts towards the gazer, away from the object being gazed. The camera or the eye of the photographer, as it can be construed, has a control over the subject for that short moment. However, this control is as infinite as the picture, as illustrated by Walkerdine. There are also concepts that females in photographs are under the scrutiny of a voyeuristic male gaze as suggested by Laura Mulvey, although the topic is too vast to investigate in detail in this instance. Walkerdine does however illustrate the effect this notion can have:


The desperation to keep myself the object of that gaze must have

            been matched only by an equal male desire to keep me looking

             that way, so that the myth could be terrifyingly kept in it’s place

            and circulating in the vast array of public and private representations

            of the feminine. (Spence and Holland, 1988:43) 

In conclusion, it is clear from the examples provided that both levels of Barthes’ theories, the denotative and connotative, can be applied to all photographs, whether professionally or unprofessionally taken. Richard Bolton; (1989:281) discusses Barthes’ theory as being ‘polysemic’, he highlights the fact that the possible interpretations are a result of the photograph’s context. Sontag’s belief, that photography is just as interpretative as paintings and drawings, is somewhat more complex. Photography, of all the mediums mentioned, is able to provide the closest relationship to reality in that it is a replica of the setting or landscape that it represents. However, once we delve past this simplistic denotative notion and consider the context within which the picture was taken, several problems or concerns come to light. The most important or relevant concern is that without contextual information being provided, the reason for which the photograph was taken would be lost. For the viewer to fully understand the intentions of the photographer, this contextual information is paramount, particularly when we consider photo B, and the photographer’s obvious intent to ‘trick’ the viewer. 
What must be remembered and considered above all else is that the picture only represents one particular viewpoint of that period. It can’t contain all of the information from that point in time and therefore the photographer is interpreting the view he is faced with. In this respect Sontag is indeed fair in her assumption. Photography, despite the fact that it depicts reality or at least a representation of reality, is just as interpretative as paintings and drawings. 

Under the direction of a skilled photographer, the visual image

may be used …to document social conditions. The photograph

not only presents facts, it also registers ideas and emotions. (Kerns, 1980:xii) 
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