On the Invention of Photographic Meaning

I

The meaning of a photograph, like that of any other entity, is
inevitably subject to cultural definition. The task here is to define
and engage critically something we might call the “photographic
discourse.” A discourse can be defined as an arena of information
exchange, that is, as a system of relations between parties engaged
in communicative activity. In a very important sense, the notion of
discourse is a notion of limits. That is, the overall discourse relation
could be regarded as a limiting function, one that establishes a
bounded arena of shared expectations as to meaning. It is this
limiting function that determines the very possibility of meaning.
To raise the issue of limits, of the closure effected from within any
given discourse situation, is to situate oneself outside, in a funda-
mentally metacritical relation to the criticism sanctioned by the
logic of the discourse.

Having defined discourse as a system of information exchange,
[ want to qualify the notion of exchange. All communication is, toa
greater or lesser extent, tendentious; all messages are manifesta-
tions of interest. No critical model can ignore the fact that interests
contend in the real world. We should from the start be wary of
succumbing to the liberal-utopian notion of disinterested “aca-
demic” exchange of information. The overwhelming majority of
messages sent into the “public domain” in advanced industrial so-
ciety are spoken with the voice of anonymous authority and pre-
clude the possibility of anything but affirmation. When we speak of
the necessary agreement between parties engaged in communica-
tive activity, we ought to beware of the suggestion of freely entered
social contract. This qualification is necessary because the discus-
sion that follows engages the photograph as a token of exchange
both in the hermetic domain of high art and in the popular press.
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Figure 1: Alfred Stieglitz, The Steerage, 1807. Photogravure published in Camera Work,
October 1811.
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The latter institution is anything but neutral and anything but open
to popular feedback.

With this notion of tendentiousness in mind, we can speak of a
message as an embodiment of an argument. In other words, we can
speak of a rhetorical function. A discourse, then, can be defined in
rather formal terms as the set of relations governing the rhetoric of
related utterances. The discourse is, in the most general sense, the
context of the utterance, the conditions that constrain and support
its meaning, that determine its semantic target.

This general definition implies, of course, that a photograph is
an utterance of some sort, that it carries, oris, a message. However,
the definition also implies that the photograph is an “incomplete”
utterance, a message that depends on some external matrix of con-
ditions and Presuppositions for jts readability. That is, the meaning
of any photographic message is necessarily context determined.
We might formulate this position as follows: a photograph com-
municates by means of its association with some hidden, or implicit
text; it is this text, or System of hidden linguistic propositions, that
carries the photograph into the domain of readability. (I am using
the word “text” rather loosely; we could imagine a discourse situa-
tion in which photographs were enveloped in spoken language
alone. The word “text” is merely a suggestion of the weighty, insti-
tutional character of the semiotic system that lurks behind any
given icon.)

Consider for the moment the establishment of 2 rudimentary
discourse situation involving photographs. The anthropologist
Melville Herskovits shows a Bush woman a snapshot of her son. She
is unable to recognize any image until the details of the photograph
are pointed out. Such an inability would seem to be the logical
outcome of living in a culture that is unconcerned with the two-
dimensional analogue mapping of three-dimensional “real” space, a
culture without a realist compulsion.’ For this woman, the photo-
graph is unmarked as a message, is a “nonmessage,” until it is
framed linguistically by the anthropologist. A metalinguistic propo-
sition such as “This is 2 message,” or, “This stands for your son,” is
necessary if the snapshot is to be read. '

The Bush woman “learns to read” after learning first that a
“reading" is an appropriate outcome of contemplating a piece of
glossy paper.

Photographic “literacy” is learned. And yet, in the real world,
the image itself appears “natural” and appropriate, appears to man-
ifest'an illusory independence from the matrix of suppositions that
determines its readability. Nothing could be more natural than a
Dewspaper photo, or, 2 man pulling a snapshot from his wallet and
saying, “This is my dog.” Quite regularly, we are informed that the
photograph “has its own language,” is “beyond speech,” is'a mes-
sage of “universal significance” — in short, that photography is a
universal and independent language or sign system. Implicit in this
argument is the quasi-formalist notion that the photograph derives
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its semantic properties from conditions that reside within the im-
age-itself. But if we accept the fundamental premise that informa-
tion:is the-outcome of a culturally determined relationship, then
we-can-no longer ascribe an intrinsic or universal meaning to the
photographic image:

But this particularly obstinate bit of bourgeois folklore — the
claim for the intrinsic significance of the photograph — lies at the
center of the established myth of photographic truth. Put simply,
the photograph is seen as a re-presentation of nature itself, as an
unmediated copy-of the real world.“The medium itself is consid-
ered transparent. The propositions carried through the medium
are unbiased and therefore true. In nineteenth-century writings on
photography we repeatedly encounter the notion of the unme-
diated agency of nature. Both the term “heliography” used by Jo-
seph Nicéphore Niépce and William Henry Fox Talbot’s “pencil of
nature” implicitly dismissed the human operator and argued for the
direct agency of the sun. The American painter Samuel Morse de-
scribed the daguerreotype in 1840 in these terms:

.. .painted by Nature's self with a minuteness of detail, which

the pencil of light in ber bands alone can trace ... — they
cannot be called copies of nature, but portions of nature
herself.?

In the same year, Edgar Allan Poe argued in a similar vein:

In truth the daguerreotype plate is infinitely more accurate
than any painting by buman hands. [f we examine a work of
ordinary art, by means of a powerful microscope, all traces of
resemblance to nature will disappear — but the closest scru-
tiny of the photographic drawing discloses only a more abso-
lute truth, more perfect identity of aspect with the thing
represented.’

The photograph is imagined to have a primitive core of meaning,
devoid of all cultural determination. It is this uninvested analogue
that ‘Roland Barthes refers to as the denotative function of the
photograph. He distinguishes a second level of invested, culturally
determined meaning, a level of connotation:* In the real world no
such separation is possible. Any meaningful encounter with a photo-
graph must necessarily occur at the level of connotation. The
power of this folklore of pure denotation is considerable. It ele-
vates the photograph to the legal status of document and testimon-
fal. It generates a mythic aura of neutrality around the image. But 1
have deliberately refused to separate the photograph from a notion
of task. A photographic discourse is a system within which the
culture harnesses photographs to various representational tasks.
Photographs are used to sell cars, commemorate family outings, to
impress images of dangerous faces on the memories of post-office
patrons, to convince citizens that their taxes did in fact collide
gloriously with the moon, to remind us of what we used to look
like, to move our passions, to investigate a countryside for traces of
an enemy, to advance the careers of photographers, etc. Every pho-
tographic image is a sign, above all, of someone’s investment in the
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sending of a message. Every photographic message is characterized
by a tendentious rhetoric. At the same time, the most generalized
terms of the photographic discourse constitute a denial of the rhe-
torical function and a validation of the “truth value” of the myriad
propositions made within the system. As we have seen, and shall
see again, the most general terms of the discourse are a kind of
disclaimer, an assertion of neutrality; in short, the overall function
of photographic discourse is to render itself transparent: But how-
ever the discourse may deny and obscure its own terms, it cannot
escape them.

The problem at hand is one of sign emergence; only by devel-
oping a historical understanding of the emergence of photographic
sign systems can we apprehend the truly conventional nature of
photographic communication. We need a historically grounded so-.
ciology of the image, both in the valorized realm of high art and in
the culture at large. What follows is an attempt to define, in histori-
cal terms, the relationship between photography and high art.

II

I would like to consider two photographs, one made by Lewis
Hine in 1905, the other by Alfred Stieglitz in 1907. The Hine photo
has been captioned Immigrants going down gangplank, New York;
the Stieglitz photo is titled The Steerage. 1 am going to assume a
naive relation to these two photos, forgetting for the moment the
monumental reputation of the Stieglitz. If possible, I would extend
my bogus ignorance to the limit, divesting both images of author-
ship and context, as though I and the photographs fell from the sky.
I am aspiring to a state of innocence, knowing full well that I am
bound to slip up. Regarded separately, each image seems 1o be
marked most significantly by the passage of time. My initial inclina-
tion is to anchor each image temporally, somewhere within a dec-
ade. Already I am incriminating myself. Viewed together, the two Figure 2: Lewis Hine, Immigrants going down gangplank
photographs seem to occupy a rather narrow iconographic terrain. New York, 1905.

Gangplanks and immigrants in middle-European dress figure signif-
icantly in both. In the Hine photo, a gangplank extends horizontally
across the frame, angling outward, toward the camera. A man, al-
most a silhouette, appears ready to step up onto the gangplank. He
carries a bundle, his body is bounded by the left edge of the photo.
Two women precede the man across the gangplank. Both are
dressed in long skirts; the woman on the right, who is in the lead,
carries a large suitcase. Given this information, it would be some-
what difficult to identify either the gangplank or the immigrant
status of the three figures without the aid of the legend. In the
Stieglitz photo, a gangplank, broken by the left border, extends
across an open hold and intersects an upper deck. Both this upper
deck and the one below are crowded with people: women in
shawls, Slavic-looking women in black scarves holding babies, men
in collarless shirts and worker’s caps. Some of the people are sit-
ting, some appear to be engaged in conversation. One man on the
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upper deck attracts my eye, perhaps because his boater hat is a
highly reflective ellipse in a shadowy area, or perhaps because his
hat seems atypical in this milieu. The overall impression is one of a
crowded and impoverished seagoing domesticity. There is no need
even to attempt a “comprehensive” reading at this level.

Although rather deadpan, this is hardly an innocent reading of
the two photographs. I have constructed a scenario within which
both images appear to occupy one end of a discourse situation in
common, as though they were stills from the same movie, a docu-
mentary on immigration perhaps. But suppose I asserted the auton-
omy of each image instead. For the moment, | decide that both
images are art and that a2 meaningful engagement with the two
photographs will result in their placement, relative to each other,
on some scaie of “quality.” Clearly, such a decision forces an in-
vestment in some theory of “quality photography;” already the pos-
sibility of anything approaching a neutral reading seems to have
vanished.

Undeterred, I decide that quality in photography is a question
of design, that the photograph is a figurative arrangement of tones
in a two-dimensional, bounded field. I find the Hine attractive (or
unattractive ) in its mindless straightforwardness, in the casual and
repetitive disposition of figures across the frame, in the suggestion
of a single vector. And I find the Stieglitz attractive (or unattrac-
tive) for its complex array of converging and diverging lines, as
though it were a profound attempt at something that looked like
Cubism. On the other hand, suppose I decide that quality in photo-
graphic art resides in the capacity for narrative. On what grounds
do I establish a judgment of narrative quality in relation to these
two artifacts, the Hine and the Stieglitz? I like/dislike, am moved/
unmoved by the absolute banality of the event suggested by the
Hine; I like/dislike, am moved/unmoved by the suggestion of epic
squalor in the Stieglitz. The problem [ am confronted with is that
every move I could possibly make within these reading systems
devolves almost immediately into a literary invention with a trivial
relation to the artifacts at hand. The image is appropriated as the
object of a secondary artwork, a literary artwork with the illusory
status of “criticism.” Again, we find ourselves in the middle of a
discourse situation that refuses to acknowledge its boundaries;
photographs appear as messages in the void of nature. We are
forced, finally, to acknowledge what Barthes calls the “polysemic”
character of the photographic image, the existence of a “floating
chain of significance, underlying the signifier.”>Inother words, the
photograph, as it stands alone; presents merely the possibility of
meaning. Only by its.embeddedness.in a concrete discoursesitua-
tion can the photograph yield a elear semantic outcome. Any given
photograph is conceivably open to appropriation by a range of
“texts,” each new discourse situation generating its own set .of
messages. We see this happening repeatedly: the anonymously ren-
dered flash-lit murder on the front page of the Daily News is ap-
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propriated by The Museum of Modern Art as an exemplary moment
in the career of the primitive freelance genius Weegee; Hine prints
that originally appeared in social-work journals reappear in a bio-
graphical treatment of his career as an artist only to reappear in
labor-union pamphlets. Furthermore, it is impossibie even to con-
ceive of an actual photograph in a “free-state,” unattached to a
system of validation and support, that is, to a discourse. Even the
invention of such a state, of a neutral ground, constitutes the estab-
lishment of a discourse situation founded on a mythic idea of bour-
geois intellectual privilege, involving a kind of “tourist sensibility”
directed at the photograph. Such an invention, as we have already
seen, is the denial of invention, the denial of the critic’s status as
social actor.

How then are we to build a criticism that can account for the
differences or similarities in the semantic structures of the Hine
and Stieglitz photographs? It seems that only by beginning to un-
cover the social and historical contexts of the two photographers
can we begin to acquire an understanding of meaning as related to
intention. The question to be answered is this: what, in the broad-
est sense, was the original rhetorical function of the Stieglitz and
the Hine?

Stieglitz’s Steerage first appeared in Camera Work in 1911.
Camera Work was solely Stieglitz’s invention and remained under
his direct control for its entire fourteen-year history. It is useful to
consider Camera Work as an artwork in its own right, as a sort of
monumental container for smaller, subordinate works. In a pro-
found sense, Stieglitz was a magazine artist; not unlike Hugh
Hefner, he was able to shape an entire discourse situation. The
covers of Camera Work framed avant-garde discourse, in the other
arts as well as in photography, in the United States between 1903
and 1917, and whatever appeared between these covers passed
through Stieglitz’s hands. Few artists have been able to maintain
such control over the context in which their work appeared.

Through Camera Work Stieglitz established a genre where
there had beennone; the magazine outlined the terms under which
photography could be considered art, and stands as an implicit
text, as scripture, behind every photograph that aspires to the sta-
tus of high art. Camera Work treated the photograph as a central
object of the discourse, while inventing, more thoroughly than any
other source, the myth of the semantic autonomy of the photogra-
phicimage. In this sense, Camera Work necessarily denied its own
intrinsic role, as text, in the valorization of the photograph:

Seen as a monumental framing device, Camera Work can be
dissected into a number of subordinate ploys: one of the most
obvious is the physical manner in which photographs were pre-
sented within the magazine. The reproductions themselves were
quite elegant; it has been claimed that they often were tonally
superior to the originals. Stieglitz tipped in the gravures himself.
Each image was printed on extremely fragile tissue; the viewer
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Figure 3: Camera Work, October 1907.
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could see the print only by carefully separating the two blank
sheets of heavier paper that protected it. One of these sheets pro-
vided a backing for the otherwise translucent image. The gravures
were often toned, usually in sepias but occasionally in violets,
blues, or greens. No more than a dozen or so prints were included
in any one issue of the magazine, and these were usually distributed
in groupings of three or four throughout the text. No titles or
legends were included with the images; instead they were printed
on a separate page prefacing each section of photographs.

The point ‘quite simply is this: the photegraphs in Cameéra
Work are marked as precious objects, as products of extraordinary
craftsmanship. The very title Camera Work connotes craftsman-

ship. This may seem like a trivial assertion when viewed from a-

contemporary vantage point — we are by now quite used to “art-
ful” reproductions of photographs. Butit'was Camera Work that
established the tradition of elegance in photographic reproduc-
tion; here again is a clear instance of sign emergence. For the first
time the photographic reproduction signifies an intrinsic value, a
value that resides in its immediate physical nature, its “crafted-
ness.” The issue is not trivial; consider the evolving relationship
between craftsmanship and the large-scale industrial reproduction
of images in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. With the
invention of the ruled cross-line halftone screen in the late 1880s,
photographs became accessible to offset printing, allowing rapid
mechanical reproduction of photographic copy. Camera Work's
fourteen-year history parallels the proliferation of cheap photo-
graphic reproductions in the “mass” media. By 1910 “degraded”
but informative reproductions appeared in almost every illustrated
newspaper, magazine, and journal. Given this context, Camera
Work stands as an almost Pre-Raphaelite celebration of craft in the
teeth of industrialism. In a technological sense, the most significant
feature of the photograph is its reproducibility; the status of the
photograph as “unique object” had an early demise with Talbot’s
invention of a positive-negative process. And yet the discourse sit-
uation established around the unique image in Camera Work is
prefigured historically in the folklore that surrounded the daguer-
reotype. The daguerreotype process produced a single, irreprodu-
cible silver image on a small copper platé. Photographic literature
of the 1840s is characterized by an obsession with the jewel-like
properties of the image:

The specimen at Chilton is a most remarkable gem in its way.
It looks like fairy work, and changes its color like a camelion
according to the bue of the approximating objects.

Manifesting a kind of primitive value, a value invested in the object
by nature, the daguerreotype achieved the status of the aeolian
harp. The fetishism surrounding the daguerreotype had other mani-
festations, all stemming from a popular uncertainty about the pro-
cess; women were commonly held to feel their eyes “drawn” to-
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ward the lens while being photographed.” The daguerreotype took
on the power of evoking the presence of the dead. Dead children
were photographed as though asleep. In one documented case, the
camera was thought to be capable of conjuring up an image of a
long buried infant 8

But outright spiritualism represents only one pole of 19th-
century photographic discourse. Photographs achieve semantic
status as fetish objects and as documents. The photograph is im:
agined to have, depending on its'context, a power that is primarily
affective -or-a-power that is primarily informative. Both powers
residein the mythical truth value of the photograph. But this folk-
lore unknowingly distinguishes two separate truths: the truth of
magic and the truth of science. The fetish (such as the daguerreo-
type of a dead child) evokes meaning by virtue of its imaginary
status as relic — that is, by the transcendental truth of magic. The
evocation is imagined to occur in an affectively charged arena, an
arena of sentiment bounded by nostalgia on one end and hysteria
on the other. The image is also invested with a magical power 10
penetrate appearances and thus to transcend the visible; to reveal,
for example, secrets of human character.

At the other pole is what I have chosen to call the “informa-
tive” function of the photograph, that by which it has the legal
power of proof; this function is grounded in empiricism. From this
point of view the photograph represents the real world by a simple
metonomy: the photograph stands for the object or event that is
curtailed at its spatial or temporal boundaries, or, it stands for a
contextually related object or event. An image of a man’s face
stands for a man, and perhaps, in turn, for a class of men. Thus,
bureaucratic “rationalism™ seized the photograph as a tocl; the
Paris police, for example, appropriated photography as an instru-
ment of class war when they documented the faces of the survivors
of the Commune of 1871. Here was an early instance of the photo-
graphic identity card and the photographic wanted poster; other
equally “rational” functions were invented for photography during
the 19th century; solemn portraits of American Indians were made
as the race was exterminated; French imperial conquests in Egypt
were memorialized. Reproduced, these images served as an ideo-
logically charged reification of the expanding boundaries of the
bourgeois state. The mythical image of the “frontier” was realized
by means of photographs. While theories of affect regard the photo-
graph as a unique and privately engaged object, informative value is
typically coupled to the mass reproduction of the image. The carte-
de-visite represented a move in this direction; presumably, every
French peasant could own a visiting-card portrait of Louis
Napoleon and family. According to Walter Benjamin, mass repro-
duction represents a qualitative as well as a quantitative change in
the status of the photographic message. In “The Work of Art in the
Age of Mechanical Reproduction” (1936) he defined a developing
antagonism between artwork as unique-and-precious-object and
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