


Beyond the Surface – Thinking About Photographs
 

An Object I tself

The photograph is an object .   They are sometimes large, somet imes smal l ,  and 
sometimes they are objects contained only in a v isual  sense.

They exist  wi th in themselves apart  f rom their  maker,  whether they are col lected in photo 
albums, boxes, on museum and gal lery wal ls,  reproduced in publ icat ions or wi th in the 
cyber-wor ld.   I t  is  in these places where we come to exper ience photographs that 
inf luence our understanding and interpretat ion of  v isual  meaning.

Like other v isual  ar ts mediums, the photograph has i ts own physical  character ist ics as an 
object .   These include a support  and a surface.  Whi le a photograph has a plane, i t  may 
contain a sense of  depth as an object  and i t  may not,  depending on the context  in which i t 
exper ienced, whether on a museum wal l ,  in a photo album, in a publ icat ion,  on a digi ta l  
monitor or as part  of  a publ ic instal lat ion.

Supports could include paper,  p last ic,  metal  and var ious objects,  whi le the surfaces 
incorporate l ight-sensi t ive s i lver hal ide mater ia ls into the gelat in emulsion that may also 
incorporate dyes and pigments,  reveal ing a tonal  descr ipt ion.   And now, there is the 
digi ta l  realm to consider and contemplate,  and the nature of  the pixel  containing al l  the 
possibi l i t ies of  descr ipt ion and meaning,  whether i t  is  on a computer  monitor  or  contained 
in a cel l  phone.

These at t r ibutes def ine the essence of  a photograph.  The formal qual i t ies of  a three-
dimensional  v is ion contained in a two-dimensional  p lane with boundar ies,  determining 
what is seen and what is not.   The support  in which i t  is  presented on, suggest ing i ts 
texture and shape.  The surface, whether a black and white or color photograph, fur ther 
art iculates i ts descr ipt ive qual i t ies and meaning.

I t  is  th is range of  descr ipt ive possibi l i t ies,  the effects of  chemical  and digi ta l  processes 
and the role of  the l ight  source that wi l l  fur ther communicate the possibi l i t ies of  v isual  
engagement and pleasure (beauty) and the interpret ive meanings suggested.

What’s Inside

What’s contained with in the v iewf inder f rame l ines is one of  many del iberate and 
considered aesthet ic  choices.   These choices include the th ing photographed,  the speci f ic  
detai ls that  are included to heighten and hold our v isual  engagement,  what the 
photographer chooses to include and exclude, the voice that is doing the seeing and 
speaking, the part icular moment the shutter is re leased as wel l  as the nature in which 
what is being seen is revealed.  John Szarkowski  spoke about these photographic 
aesthet ic at t r ibutes in The Photographer ’s Eye as The Thing I tsel f ,  The Detai l ,  The 
Frame, The Vantage Point ,  and Time.  Three addi t ional  at t r ibutes essent ia l  to 
understanding the aesthet ic considerat ions of  a photograph include Light,  Focus and 
Color.   The use of  these aesthet ic  considerat ions (choices)  wi l l  ref lect  the photographer ’s 
intent ions and set the range of  possibi l i t ies of  meaning and purpose.



   

   Dorothea Lange,  Migrant  Mother,  1936

 Thing Itself Photography deals wi th the actual ,  though the factual i ty of  a picture,  
no matter  how convincing and unarguable,  is  d i fferent  than the real i ty 
i tsel f .   The subject  and the picture are not the same thing, though 
they seem so af terwards – the image,  the photograph,  wi l l  survive the 
subject .



 

 Gregory Crewdson,  Unt i t led,  2001 ,  f rom the ser ies,  Twi l ight

Detail  The photograph is t ied to the facts of  th ings.  These facts,  e i ther 
discovered, found or created do not reveal  the story,  but offered scattered 
and suggest ive c lues that go beyond simple descr ipt ion,  but rather propose 
the possibi l i t ies of  a not so obvious undiscovered meaning.



 
 Eugene Atget ,  Rue des Urs ins,  Par is ,1923

 Frame  The central  act  of  photography, the act  of  choosing and el iminat ing,  
forces a concentrat ion on the picture edge.  Composi t ional  
considerat ions of  l ine,  form and balance extend not only in the four 
direct ions suggested by the v iewf inder or ground glass edges, but 
a lso the spat ia l  considerat ions of  foreground /  background 
relat ionships – the transformat ion of  a three dimensional  wor ld into 
the f latness of  two dimensional .   These relat ionships of  the edges, in 
al l  d i rect ions,  ref lect  the intent ional  v isual  and conceptual  concerns 
in how photographic meaning is considered.   What is contained 
with in the frame is ei ther energized or passive depending on how 
these edges are considered, al lowing the picture to resonate wi th in 
the edges and/or beyond them.



  

  Rober t  Frank,  Ranch Market ,  Hol lywood,  1955 ,  f rom The Amer icans

 Vantage 
Point  In equal  considerat ion as the frame, the act  of  choosing the distance 

between the subject  being photographed and the camera (and photographer) 
offers the uncanny abi l i ty  of  photography to reveal  what our eyes would 
protest  as unattainable wi th s imple human vis ion – a point  of  v iew di fferent 
f rom what our eyes perceive.

    
    E l l io t t  Erwi t t ,  New York Ci ty,  1974



 

     Henr i  Car t ier -Bresson,  Behind St .  Lazare s ta t ion,  Par is ,  France,  1932

Time   The photograph is stat ic,  but  the moments of  the wor ld f low, interrupted 
only by the del iberate f ragmentat ion of  t ime by the release of  the shutter.  
This discrete parcel  of  t ime is not just  a l i teral  moment of  t ime, whether 
f rozen by an exposure of  a short  durat ion or the accumulat ion of  
movement,  but  a lso where the wor ld is t ransformed by the decis ive 
moment,  1/125 of  a second as suggested by Henr i  Cart ier-Bresson, once 
the shutter is t r iggered.

   "The decis ive moment,  i t  is  the s imultaneous recogni t ion,  in a f ract ion of  
a second, of  the s igni f icance of  an event as wel l  as the precise 
organizat ion of  forms which gives that event 
i ts proper expression."   -Henr i  Cart ier-Bresson



  

  Phi l ip -Lorca d iCorc ia ,  f rom the ser ies A Storybook L i fe

Light   As photography ut i l izes l ight-sensi t ive mater ia ls,  whether analog or dig i ta l ,  
the photograph needs l ight  (and the lack of  l ight)  to reveal  (and obscure) i ts 
v isual  sensibi l i t ies and concerns of  content.   The presence of  l ight  and i ts 
level  of  intensi ty serve as v isual  guides in seeing what is in a photograph.

    
    Deborah Luster,  Fel ton Wi l l iams,  Angola State Pr ison,  Louis iana,  1999



   

 

    C indy Sherman,  Unt i t led F i lm St i l l  #21,  1977-1980

 Focus     Not only does a camera see from a def in i te vantage point ,  i t  a lso creates a 
hierarchy by def in ing a s ingle plane of  focus.  This plane, which is usual ly 
paral le l  wi th the f i lm plane in the camera, provides a sense of  emphasis 
wi th in the photograph as control led by the l i teral  focusing of  the camera’s 
lens,  depth of  f ie ld and the distance from the camera to the subject .



Wil l iam Eggleston,  Greenwood,  Miss iss ipp i ,  1973

 Color In the introduct ion to Wil l iam Eggleston’s Guide ,  John Szarkowski  
suggested, “ for  the photographer who demanded formal r igor f rom his 
pictures,  color was an enormous compl icat ion of  a problem already cruel ly 
di ff icul t .   I ts fa i lures might be div ided into two categor ies.”   

  The f i rst  category offered is descr ibed as black and white photographs made 
with color f i lm – an inat tent ion to the role and funct ion of  color.   The second 
category of  fa i lure is photographs made of  beaut i fu l  colors in pleasing 
relat ionships – color for  the sake of  color.   

  Color is not a separate issue, “but rather as though the wor ld i tsel f  existed 
in color,  as though the blue and the sky were the same thing.”    

  An addi t ional  possibi l i ty  is  consider ing how to ut i l ize color is the 
composi t ional  tension that can art iculate photographic meaning through the 
descr ipt ive nature of  color  in reveal ing detai ls  as wel l  as the color  of  l ight  to 
imply mood and psychological  tension. 



Thinking About Photographs – The Difference between Taking and Making

Al l  photographs are considered and intent ional  choices.  These choices are suggested by 
a need or desire to secure a moment,  an exper ience, a revelat ion,  a cur iosi ty,  or  a 
discovery on f i lm and contain i t  as an object  in a photographic pr int .   

The shutter re lease is not s imply pressed and the photograph taken, but rather made, 
through a process of  mental  construct ion – v isual izat ion – interpret ing the actual ,  real i ty,  
the th ing i tsel f  and translat ing i t  into a v isual  language, a photographic language, through 
the intent ional  use of  aesthet ic choices unique to the medium.  This mental  construct ion 
elaborates,  ref ines and embel l ishes -  f rom looking and the gather ing of  v isual  informat ion 
to seeing and a careful  study, analysis and organizat ion of  that  informat ion.

The qual i ty and intensi ty of  a photographer ’s at tent ion to seeing determines the vi ta l i ty  
and visual  engagement of  a photograph.  When viewing a photograph, wi l l  the v iewer just  
g lance or pause and also see?  This at tent ion to seeing, the th ing i tsel f ,  the detai l ,  the 
f rame, the vantage point ,  t ime, l ight ,  focus and color,  wi l l  resonate the photographer ’s 
v isual  and conceptual  concerns.   However,  these formal  considerat ions made in a camera 
need to be translated to the photograph, whether a photographic pr int  or  d ig i ta l  f i le,  
where the importance of  tone and descr ipt ion wi l l  fur ther art iculate the v isual  sensat ion 
as wel l  as the intel lectual  and emot ional  at tent ion.   I t  is  a complex,  ongoing,  spontaneous 
interact ion of  observat ion,  intui t iveness, searching, imaginat ion and intent ion.   

   

   Chr is t ian Bol tansk i ,  Monument  –  Odessa,  1990


