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“Ceci n’est pas une icone”*1 (“This is not an icon”) 

 

Synopsis: How 20th century photojournalism turned the search for iconic 

images into a reality TV contest, subverting the “seeing eye” of the camera and 

its act of truth-seeking witness.  This paper analyzes the origins and changing 

definitions of iconic photos.  I call for a new study and exposure of the “anti-

icon”: subversively beautiful photographs that tell us an alternate story of 

private lives, desires, and ambitions, every one of which makes up an unseen 

public.   

  

            Media critic Susan Sontag made provocative statements about 

photography in the 1970s, a time when the influence of photojournalism and the 

still image was apparently waning along with the popularity of American 

pictorial magazines depicting icons of celebrity, power, and crisis in the news 

(e.g., Life and Look). 2 ɁA cameraȮɂɯÚÏÌɯÞÙÖÛÌȮɯɁÐÚȱa predatory weapon ɬ one 

                                                 
1
 *òThis is not an icon,ò after Rene Magritteôs 1929 painting, The Treachery of Images, in which he writes, 

ñCeci nôest pas une pipeò (trans: ñThis is not a pipe.ò).  The appropriation of the title refers to Magritteôs 

dogged denial of an image as equivalent to its referent in the real world.  In short, an image of a pipe is not 

a pipe itself; and the image of an icon is not an icon.  My variation on this title, ñThis is not an icon,ò refers 

to the remarkable number of great and historically relevant photojournalistic images that are not deemed 

iconic by the media and the academy. 

 
2
 Photojournalism critic Michael Griffin described Sontagôs On Photography (New York: Farrar, Straus, 

and Giroux, 1977)  as an ñontology of the photographéthe most extended and far ranging discussion of 
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ÛÏÈÛɀÚɯÈÚ automated as possible, ready to spring.ɂ3  Sontag observed that cameras 

at once violated private and public space while appropriating the heart and soul 

of unwitting subjects. Ɂ)ÜÚÛɯÈÚɯÛÏÌɯÊÈÔÌÙÈɯÐÚɯÈɯÚÜÉÓÐÔÈÛÐÖÕɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÎÜÕȮɯÛÖɯ

photograph someone is a sublimated murder ɬ a soft murder, appropriate to a 

sad, frightened time. 3Öɯ×ÏÖÛÖÎÙÈ×Ïɯ×ÌÖ×ÓÌȱÉàɯÚÌÌÐÕÎɯÛÏÌÔɯÈÚɯÛÏÌàɯÕÌÝÌÙɯÚÌÌɯ

themselves, by having knowledge of them they can never have; it turns people 

ÐÕÛÖɯÖÉÑÌÊÛÚɯÛÏÈÛɯÊÈÕɯÉÌɯÚàÔÉÖÓÐÊÈÓÓàɯ×ÖÚÚÌÚÚÌËȭɂ4  

          The history of American photojournalism is a story about objects 

symbolically possessed, both privately and among publics.  The history is also 

about enlargement that results from possession  ɬ enlargement of vision, 

exploration of worlds beyond what each of us, individually, can ever see or 

experience ÐÕɯÖÕÌɯÓÐÍÌÛÐÔÌȭɯɯ3ÏÌɯÊÖÙÙÌÊÛÐÝÌɯÛÖɯ2ÖÕÛÈÎɀÚɯÕÖÛÐÖÕɯÖÍɯɁÚÖÍÛɯÔÜÙËÌÙɂɯÐÚɯ

that photographs teach and fulfill desire. They redeem us from confinement in 

shadows -- /ÓÈÛÖɀÚɯÊÈÝÌȮɯSontag observes.  Ɂ(ÕɯÛÌÈching us a new visual code, 

photographs alter and enlarge our notion of what is worth looking at and what 

we have a right to observe. They are a grammar, and even more importantly, an  

ethics of seeing.ɂ5 

               The best news photographs compete within media systems ɬ 

newspapers, magazines, television, the Internet, mobile media, awards 

programs, photographers associations and archives, journalism textbooks  --  to 

become icons, commonly reproduced objects of mass public veneration and even 

                                                                                                                                                 
what has always been the central issue for writers on photography: the relation between photographs and 

their subject matter.ò See Michael Griffin, ñThe Great War Photographs.ò In: Bonnie Brennan, and Hanno 

Hardt, Picturing the Past: Media, History, and Photography (Urbans: University of Illinois Press, 1999), 

126-128.  According to Griffin, Sontag explores the fault lines between objective recording and subjective 

expression in both pictorial photography and photojournalism, examining the roles that social use of 

photographs play in foregrounding the differences between ñôtrace and transformation.ôò  

  
3
 Susan Sontag, On Photography. (New York: Farrar, Straus, and Giroux, 1977), 3. 

4
 Ibid, 14. 

5
 Ibid, 3. 
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adoration.6    Icons rise up in a culture of supersaturated visual stimuli and 

become, inextricably Ɂfixedɂ in the minds of viewers.  They form a common 

×ÜÉÓÐÊɯÎÈÓÓÌÙàȮɯÈɯɁÊÈÕÖÕȮɂɯÈÚɯÐÛɯÞÌÙÌȮɯÖÍɯÏÐÎÏÓàɯÊÏÈÙÎÌËɯimages that fuel mass 

recognition and collective memory. 3ÏÌÚÌɯɁÐÊÖÕÚɂɯÖÍɯ×ÜÉÓÐÊɯÑÖÜÙÕÈÓÐÚÔɯÈÙÌɯÚÈÐËɯÛÖɯ

have a profound influence on the formation and deconstruction of identities and 

even behavior in the public sphere.  The purpose of this paper, therefore, is to 

examine the importance of photojournalistic icons ɬ to describe their historic and 

changing role in producing a sense of community in the wake of catastrophic, 

life-altering events. The photographic depiction of the 2001 World Trade Center 

terrorist attack ɬ its implosions and collapse, its falling victims, its dramatic 

rescues and flag raisings --  immediately comes to mind.  So does the Vietnam 

War.  The Iraqi War.  The Holocaust.   It seems the opportunity for 

photojournalists to capture the defining image of an era or catastrophic event is 

solidly assured ÞÐÛÏÐÕɯÛÏÌɯÚÊÖ×ÌɯÖÍɯÖÜÙɯÕÈÛÐÖÕɀs tilting ambitions. 

     At the same time, I wish to trace an evolution that leads nowhere.  My 

investigation of what has become an almost manic obsession, a quest for icons in 

commercial media and politics, in sports and entertainment, and even media  

studies, suggests ÈɯÊÖÜÕÛÙàɯÛÏÈÛɯÏÈÚɯÚÜÉÝÌÙÛÌËɯÛÏÌɯÊÈÔÌÙÈɀÚɯÙÖÓÌɯÈÚɯÈɯÞÐÛÕÌÚÚȮɯÈɯ

truth-ÚÌÌÒÐÕÎɯÌàÌȭɯ3ÖËÈàɀÚɯÊÖÔ×ÌÛÐÛÐÖÕɯÍÖÙɯÐÊÖÕÐÊɯȿÊÈÕËÐËÈÛÌÚɀɯÈÕËɯ

photojournalistic knock-offs appears no more or less surreal than a pie-eating 

contest or a TV reality show. The perversion of icons and the suppression of 

other great and worthy news photographs appear to be happening in tandem ɬ 

for complex reasons --  just as interest in newspapers and print media decline as 

                                                 
6
 The word ñiconò comes from the Greek Eikon, ŮỴəὃɜ (pronounced, I-Kone), meaning  "likeness, image, 

portrait," or representation, related to eikenai "be like, look like.ò See The Compact Edition of the Oxford 

English Dictionary (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1971), 1366: ñéin Art,  [icons] applied to the 

ancient portrait statues of victorious athletes commonly dedicated to divinities, and hence to memorial 

statues according to a fixed or conventional type.ò  The widespread use of the term ñiconò began during the 

Renaissance, extending from religious iconography eventually to secular icons in everyday life. 
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readers turn to the digital feasts of animation, film, and still photography 

available on Internet. 

          ÓÛÏÖÜÎÏɯ(ɯÊÈÕɀÛɯÊÖÝÌÙɯÈÓÓɯÛÏÌɯ×ÖÚÚÐÉÓÌɯÊÈÜÚÌÚɯÖÍɯËÌÊÓÐÕÌɯÐÕɯÛÏÐÚɯ×È×ÌÙȮɯ(ɯÞÐÓÓɯ

suggest how and why the current definitions and hunger for visual icons may 

have ÊÏÈÕÎÌËɯÖÜÙɯÕÈÛÐÖÕÈÓɯɁÉÈÓÈÕÊÌɂɯof politically relevant imagery.  In addition, 

I will cite some reasons why iconographic choices are relative to cultures, 

genders, ethnicities, and even nationalities.  Finally, I call for a new study and 

exposure of the photography I believe is distinctly ɁÈÕÛÐ-ÐÊÖÕÐÊɂ: the subversively 

beautiful photographs that tell us an alternate story of private lives, desires, and 

ambitions, every one of which makes up an unseen but equally important public.   

 

                                                                         * 

       The current media studies idea about photographic icons is that they 

galvanize public opinion.  The images are said to help cement the identity of 

publics by involving them in a decisive moment in history ɬ a human response to 

catastrophic or life-changing events, sometimes suggesting a turning point, 

according to media scholars Robert Hariman and John Lucaites, writing in No 

Caption Needed: Iconic Photographs, Public Culture, and Liberal Democracy (2007).7  

The authors describe the iconic canon as essentially limited ɬɁÈɯÚÔÈÓÓɯÚÌÛɭ

fifteen, twenty, maybe thirty [photographs] at most across a span of 

generationÚȭɂɯɯ ÓÛÏÖÜÎÏɯÛÏÌÚÌɯ×ÏÖÛÖÚɯÐÕɯÕÖɯÞÈàɯÊÖÕÚÛÐÛÜÛÌɯÛÏÌɯÓÖÕÎɯÓÐÚÛɯÖÍɯ

influential photojournalism, they argue, each image has qualities that stand out 

above all others.  The images are reproduced incessantly and valorized in books 

and magazines, media critiques, museum shows, digital media, and gallery 

                                                 
7
 See Robert Hariman and John Louis Lucaites, No Caption Needed: Iconic Photographs, Public Culture, 

and Liberal Democracy (Chicago: University of Chicago Press), 2007.  The book offers a form of social 

constructionism, arguing that icons directly influence public sentiment in times of crisis or transition. 
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retrospectives.8  The authors further invoke several criteria ÖÙɯɁÝÌÊÛÖÙÚɯÖÍɯ

ÐÕÍÓÜÌÕÊÌɂɯdefining iconic images as ɁÈÙÛÐÍÈÊÛ[s] ÖÍɯ×ÜÉÓÐÊɯÊÜÓÛÜÙÌȱȻimages] 

understood to be representations of historically significant events, [activating] 

strong emotional identification or response.ɂ9  This is a strong and self-limiting 

definition.  Among the compositional criteria they cite are aesthetic familiarity (i.e., 

no composition too weird or novel -- images drawing on middlebrow arts such 

as landscape or portrait painting which presuppose ɁÊÓÌÈÕȮɂ classically spare 

ÍÖÙÔÚɯÈÕËɯÙÌËÜÊÌËɯȿÕÖÐÚÌɀɯÖÙɯÐÕÛÌÙÍÌÙÐÕÎɯËÐÚÛÙÈÊÛÐÖÕȭɯɯ(ÊÖÕÚɯÚÏÖÜÓËɯÈÓÚÖ enable 

performance of civic function, providing symbolic cues, such as flags or fireworks, 

familiar gestures or explosions, enabling viewers to model citizenship.  The images 

also offer semiotic transcription (a system of recognizable signs and symbols that 

perform the function of interpretable ȿÚÊÙÐ×ÛÚɀɯÛÖɯÈÕɯÈÜËÐÌÕÊÌɯÖÍɯÝÐÌÞÌÙÚȺȭɯɯ,ÖÚÛɯ

important, icons provoke strong emotional experience in a public domain.  Emotion 

is underscored principally as a call to patriotism, which Daniel Dayan and Elihu 

*ÈÛáɯÏÈÝÌɯËÌÚÊÙÐÉÌËɯÈÚɯɁevents that disrupt social time and fuse public and 

private sensibility into feelings of solidarity and empathy.ɂ10  Classic examples of 

ɁÊÈÓÓɯÛÖɯÌÔ×ÈÛÏy/solidarityɂɯÐÕclude the Thomas Franklin 2001 photograph, 

Ɂ3ÏÙÌÌɯ%ÐÙÌÔÌÕɯ1ÈÐÚÐÕÎɯÛÏÌɯ ÔÌÙÐÊÈÕɯ%ÓÈÎȮɂɯÈÕɯÐÔÈÎÌɯÚÏÖÞÐÕÎɯÛÏÌɯÊÈÛÏÌËÙÈÓ-like 

wreckage of the collapsed World Trade Center in the background.  

                                                 
8
 The authors Hariman and Lucaites describe their taxonomy of choice of icons based on review of 

ñthousands of books, Web sites, museum shows, and related media regarding the visual history and history 

of photojournalismò (p. 309).  They also explored, anecdotally, the reaction and memories of photographs 

among American citizens they encountered randomly in their travels. 
9
 Ibid, 22. 

10
 Ibid, 37. 



 6 

   

3ÏÖÔÈÚɯ%ÙÈÕÒÓÐÕȯɯɁ3ÏÙÌÌɯ%ÐÙÌÔÈÕɯ1ÈÐÚÐÕÎɯÛÏÌɯ ÔÌÙÐÊÈÕɯ%ÓÈÎȭɂɯ© 2001 The Record Bergen 

County, NJ.  

 

Compositionally, this images suits the criterion ÖÍɯɁÈÌÚÛÏÌÛÐÊɯÍÈÔÐÓÐÈÙÐÛàȮɂɯàÌÛɯÛhe 

background of wreckage is so overwhelming that it appears insurmountable.  

Collapsed metal beams describe a clear triangle, which is foregrounded by a 

ÚÔÈÓÓÌÙɯÛÙÐÈÕÎÓÌɯÖÍɯÔÌÛÈÓɯɁ×ÙÖÛÌÊÛÐÕÎɂɯÛÏÌɯÔÌÕȮɯÈÓÖÕÎɯÞÐÛÏɯàÌÛɯÈÕÖÛÏÌÙɯ

counterbalancing triangle of the tilting flagpole which commands the attention of 

a trinity of figures.   Rather than posturing for attention, though, the men are 

dusted up ɬ modern day warriors doing their job -- focused only on the raising of 

that flag.  The entire effect provides familiar semiotic clues ɬ the flagpole, the 

ÍÐÙÌÔÌÕɀÚɯËÙÌÚÚȮɯÈɯÏÖÓàɯÛÙÐÕÐÛàɯÖÍɯÚÌÊÜÓÈÙɯÍÐÎÜÙÌÚɯ--  and speaks to a catastrophic 

disruption of space and social time.  Sunlight also streams down; the effect 

suggests redemption and even holiness.  The American flag still waves and the 

viewerɀÚɯɁÐÕÕÌÙɯÌàÌɂ ÊÖÕÛÐÕÜÌÚɯÐÛÚɯÐÔÈÎÐÕÌËɯÔÖÛÐÖÕɯÖÕɯÈɯÛÙÈÑÌÊÛÖÙàɯÖÙɯɁ×ÈÛÏ-

ÎÖÈÓɂ (a term identified in image schema from cognitive studies) suggesting the 

flag will continue to rise ɬ ÞÐÛÏɯÛÏÌɯÝÐÌÞÌÙɀÚɯÏÌÓ×ȭ  In all, the image satisfies 

virtually all of Hariman and Lucaites iconic criteria and may arguably model the 

kind of citizenship that invokes feelings of patriotism, solidarity, and awe that 

ÉÙÖÜÎÏÛɯÛÏÌɯɁÊÈÛÏÌËÙÈÓɂɯÖÍɯ ÔÌÙÐÊÈɀÚɯÌÊÖÕÖÔÐÊɯ×ÙÖÞÌÚÚɯËÖÞÕȭ 
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    First published in The Bergen Record, the image bears striking resemblance to 

Joe Rosenthal classically triangular -- and staged (Rosenthal asked soldiers to 

reenact their initial flag raising; he captured both images on camera, although the 

second is the ɀÐÊÖÕÐÊɯÖÕÌɀȺ ɬ composition at Iwo Jima, Ɂ.ÓËɯ&ÓÖÙàɯ&ÖÌÚɯ4×ɯÖÕɯMt. 

Suribachiȭɂ  The iconic image also employs strong triangles and a tilting flag, 

along with groups of men struggling to raise Old Glory now that the foe has 

been vanquished.  The composition suggests an aesthetic familiarity that viewers 

ÖÚÛÌÕÚÐÉÓàɯɁÙÌÈËɂɯÈÚɯÈɯÚàÔÉÖÓÐÊȮɯÏÐÎÏÓàɯÌÔÖÛÐÖÕÈÓɯÊÈÓÓɯÛÖɯÍÐÕÐÚÏɯÈÕɯÈÚ-yet 

unfinished task.  The lack of recognizable landmarks and facial expressions 

ÐÔ×ÓàɯÛÏÈÛɯÛÏÌɯÐÕËÐÝÐËÜÈÓɯɁÈÊÛÖÙÚɂɯȹÚÖÓËÐÌÙÚȺɯÈÙÌɯÓÌÚÚɯÐÔ×ÖÙÛÈÕÛɯÛÏÈÕɯÖÜÙɯÜÕÐÝÌÙÚÈÓɯ

participation and empathy with them. In this, Hariman and Lucaites argue, 

Rosenthal created a model of civic performance, one of the premier icons of our 

time. 

   Joe Rosenthal, 1945: Ɂ.ÓËɯ&ÓÖÙàɯ&ÖÌÚɯ4×ɯÖÕɯ,Ûȭɯ2ÜÙÐÉÈÊÏÐȭɂɯɯ 

 

      The one formal (and emotionally trenchant) characteristic that Hariman and 

Lucaites neglect to emphasize in their analysis is that icons must display 

continuous dynamic motion --an action in progress. All symbolism aside, the 

icon suggests unfinished business, both physical and spiritual, a trajectory of 

movement and transformation not yet complete.  The image invites the public 

viewer, emotionally and even physically, to commit and pitch in, completing the 

path-goal.  So, aside from the image schema, the catastrophic odds, and the 

obvious semiotic message, a public icon must ask its audience to leave 
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themselves and enter the frame of the action, the memory, and to carry it 

forward into the future.        

                                                             * 

      Hariman and Lucaites wisely describe such icons as essentially 

Ɂ×ÌÙÍÖÙÔÈÛÐÝÌȮɂɯɁÛÏÌÈÛÙÐÊÈÓȮɂɯa form of public address that reinscribes dominant 

social relations and hierarchies of power.  Icons, they claim, reproduce ideology, 

communicate social knowledge, model citizenship (show people working 

together in democratic institutions)ȮɯÈÕËɯ×ÙÖÝÐËÌɯɁÍÐÎÜÙÈÓɯÙÌÚÖÜÙÊÌÚɂ ɬ Ɂsacred 

images for a secular societyɂ11 ɬ for reconstituting the moral life of publics in 

times of intense contradiction and crisis.12   Icons can also allow ÚÖÔÌɯɁÚÈÍÌɂɯ

expression of democratic dissent ɬ witness the frequent reproduction of John 

%ÐÓÖɀÚɯƕƝƛƔɯ×ÏÖÛÖÎÙÈ×ÏɯɁ*ÌÕÛɯ2ÛÈÛÌɯ4ÕÐÝÌÙÚÐÛàɯ,ÈÚÚÈÊÙÌȮɂɯÞÏÐÊÏɯÍÌÈÛÜÙÌÚɯÈÕɯ

ÈÕÎÜÐÚÏÌËɯ,ÈÙàɯ ÕÕɯ5ÌÊÊÏÐÖɯÛÙÈÕÚÍÐßÌËɯÈÕËɯÝÐÙÛÜÈÓÓàɯȿÊÙÜÊÐÍÐÌËɀɯÐÕɯÈɯÎÌÚÛÜÙÌɯÖÍɯ

horror as she kneels over a student shot by the National Guard (the students had 

been demonstrating against US raids into Cambodia during the Nixon era).  

Again, her action is unfinished; she invokes the outrage of a nation, a call to arms 

and an (impossible) rescue; the boy is lifeless.  The random arrangement of 

figures surrounding her, their confused glances, augments the sense of chaos.  

But it also contextualizes the photograph and convinces us that this is a real 

scene ɬ the camera has recorded accurately ɬ the murder is real. 

John FiloȯɯƕƝƛƔɯɁ*ÌÕÛɯ2ÛÈÛÌɯ4ÕÐÝÌÙÚÐÛàɯ,ÈÚÚÈÊÙÌȮɂɤ'ÜÓÛÖÕɯ

Archive/Getty Images 

                                                 
11

 Ibid, 2. 
12

 Ibid, 125-137, 175. 
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      What the authors marginalize, however, is the cultural, political, and aesthetic 

relativity of the mediatized icon.13  Although avoiding an explicitly delimiting 

reference to the American cultural milieu (the authors argue that their iconic 

ȿÝÌÊÛÖÙÚɯÖÍɯÐÕÍÓÜÌÕÊÌɀɯÈÙÌɯÓÐÔÐÛÌËɯÛÖ Western liberal democracies) ɬ the authors 

limit their selections exactly to that: the American milieu.  Hariman and Lucaites 

postulate that icons of the last century were born from values and technologies 

engendered in liberal Western culture; only liberal cultures would permit the 

dissemination of photos modeling dissent, for example. Yet the authors eschew a 

hard look at the copycat effects of American public media -- its taxonomies of 

choice ɬ from local newspaper photo editors desperate for a commemorative 

photoplay ÛÖɯÛÏÌɯÛÖ×ɯÛÐÌÙÚɯÖÍɯÔÈÕÈÎÌÔÌÕÛɯÈÛɯ'ÌÕÙàɯ+ÜÊÌɀÚɯ3ÐÔÌɤ+ÐÍÌ Inc., a 

company that arguably Ɂownedɂ the American iconic photograph from 1930 to 

the early 1970s.  Iconography was an obsession not only for photographers at 

Time/Life, but for Depression-era historians and political economists such as Roy 

Stryker and the Farm Security Administration (FSA). Stryker pressed hard for 

iconic depictions of the American social landscape during the Depression.  He 

and FSA launched ÛÏÌɯÊÖÜÕÛÙàɀÚɯÔÖÚÛɯambitious attempt ever to depict a society 

in ×ÏÖÛÖÎÙÈ×ÏÚɯÜÚÐÕÎɯɁÚÏÖÖÛÐÕÎɯÚÊÙÐ×ÛÚ.ɂɯ These scripts helped direct such FSA-

commissioned photographers as Dorothea Lange, Walker Evans, Marion Post 

Wolcott, Gordon Parks, Russell Lee, Ben Shahn (both a painter and 

photographer) and Arthur Rothstein.  All of them were encouraged to go out and 

portray the American Depression landscape with an ethos of strength and 

                                                 
13

 See Paul Lester, Photojournalism: An Ethical Approach (Hillsdale, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, 

1991), 2-5.  Lester makes the point that iconic choices are relative to culture, interest group, and even age 

and gender. 
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stoicism, even if their subjects felt resistance, indifference, or anger.14  Dorothea 

+ÈÕÎÌɀÚ Ɂ,ÐÎÙÈÕÛɯ,ÖÛÏÌÙȮɂ one of a serendipitous, last-minute series of shots 

Lange (who was hired by Stryker) took of migrant worker Florence Thompson 

and her impoverished children ÐÕɯÈɯ×ÌÈɯ×ÐÊÒÌÙɀÚɯÊÈÔ×ɯÐÕɯNipomo California, 

became the defining iconic image of the Great Depression.  It is probably the 

greatest public photo portrait ever ÛÈÒÌÕȭɯ6ÏÌÕɯɁ,ÐÎÙÈÕÛɯ,ÖÛÏÌÙɂɯÞÈÚɯ

published on March 10 1936 in the San Francisco News, part of a story demanding 

relief for the starving migrants, the combined persuasiveness of the image and 

text actually produced a relief effort preÝÌÕÛÐÕÎɯÛÏÌɯÞÖÙÒÌÙÚɀɯÚÛÈÙÝÈÛÐÖÕȭɯStryker 

lateÙɯËÌÚÊÙÐÉÌËɯ+ÈÕÎÌɀÚɯ×ÖÙÛÙÈÐÛɯÈÚ ÊÖÕÛÈÐÕÐÕÎɯɁÈÓÓɯÛÏÌɯÚÜÍÍÌÙÐÕÎɯÖÍɯÔÈÕÒÐÕËȱÉÜÛɯ

all the perseverance too.  A restraint and a strange courage.  You can see 

anything you want to in her.  2ÏÌɯÐÚɯÐÔÔÖÙÛÈÓȭɂ15  

#ÖÙÖÛÏÌÈɯ+ÈÕÎÌȮɯƕƝƗƚȯɯɁ,ÐÎÙÈÕÛɯ,ÖÛÏÌÙɂ 

 

Stryker instructed his cadre of famous photographers to go out and explore the 

America of small town saloons and beer halls, bridge games and urban street 

ÊÖÙÕÌÙÚȮɯɁÊÖÓÖÙÌËɂ movie theatres and pea picking camps. (Hagen, 1985, 

introduction, unnumbered pages).   As photography evolved, newspapers and 

                                                 
14

 See Charles Hagenôs introduction in American Photographers of the Depression: Farm Security 

Administration Photographs 1935-1942. (New York: Pantheon, 1985). Hagen argues that FSA 

photographers were tacitly encouraged to manipulate shooting scenes; further, Stryker gave the 

photographs long lists of lists of specific subjects throughout a region to cover, which might be used for 

publicity purposes. The photographer Arthur Rothstein, on discovering the sun bleached skull of a steer 

lying on a parched patch of barren soil in North Dakota, moved it a few feet away to the edge of a grassy 

knoll, and photographed it again. That fall a local newspaper published both versions of the photographs 

under the headline, "It's a fake."  The story stuck and was reprinted. 
15

 Hariman and Lucaites, 55. 
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magazines, organizations like the National Press Photographers Association 

(NPPA), the elite photo agencies (Bettman Archives, Magnum, Black Star, Getty 

Images), the international forums for photojournalism excellence (e.g., World 

Press Photo Foundation), even the Newseum, the blogosphere, cartoonists, 

citizen journalists, mobile media creators:  All had a hand in the gamesmanship 

of American icon creation16 (Griffin, 125).  Icons made money.  They reproduced 

ÈÕËɯÊÙÌÈÛÌËɯÞÏÈÛɯ6ÈÓÛÌÙɯ!ÌÕÑÈÔÐÕɯÔÐÎÏÛɯÊÈÓÓɯɁÈÕɯÈÜÙÈɂɯof historicism in the 

present.   However, one needs only to step outside of America and its dominant 

taste cultures (see Herbert J. Gans, Popular Culture and High Culture: An Analysis 

and Evaluation of Taste, 1999) to realize how ÓÐÔÐÛÐÕÎɯÛÏÌɯÐÊÖÕÐÊɯȿÊÈÕÖÕɀ really is.  

Witness the rise of alternative icons: Chairman Mao, for example, whose 

standardized portrait appeared Buddha-like in Tien An Men Square and 

ÛÏÙÖÜÎÏÖÜÛɯÛÏÌɯ/ÌÖ×ÓÌɀÚɯ1Ì×ÜÉÓÐÊ and in world magazines, newspapers, TV 

documentaries, and films throughout his decades of power. Witness the 

conjoined, iconic profiles of Stalin, Lenin, and Marx distributed throughout the 

cities of the West and East.  Soviet and Chinese artists not only elevated political 

figures, but ÛÏÌɯɁÈÕÖÕàÔÖÜÚɂɯÚÖÊÐÈÓÐÚÛɯÞÖÙÒÌÙ, both male and female, to iconic 

status in print publications, advertising, broadcast, and poster art throughout 

"ÖÔÔÜÕÐÚÔɀÚɯheyday.  In India, the ÞÖÙÓËɀÚɯÓÈÙÎÌÚÛɯËÌÔÖÊÙÈÊàȮɯ,ÈÏÈÛÔÈɯ

GandhiɀÚ iconic ȿÚ×ÐÕÕÐÕÎɯÞÏÌÌÓɀɯasceticism (an image captured in 1946 by 

independent photographer and part-time Life magazine employee Margaret 

Bourke-White) produced celebrity for Gandhi ÈÕËɯ(ÕËÐÈɀÚɯÊÈÜÚÌ  Today, India 

embraces the Bollywood celebrity, whose larger-than-life icons continue to find 

ÏÖÔÌÚɯÐÕɯ,ÜÔÉÈÐɀÚɯÚÒàÚÊÙÈ×ÌÙɯÞÈÓÓÚ and entertainment palaces.  South AfricaɀÚ 

and, indeed, world photojournalists pre- and post-apartheid created the image of 

                                                 
16

 See Michael Griffinôs ñThe Great War Photographs,ò 1999. 



 12 

forgiveness ɬ a Nelson Mandela icon -- before and after his release from prison. 

Earlier, GermanyɀÚɯ3ÏÐÙËɯ1ÌÐÊÏ appropriated the skills of Heinrich Hoffman, 

'ÐÛÓÌÙɀÚ chief image guru, who helped his friend ɁÌÔÉÙÈÊÌɯ×ÏÖÛÖÎÙÈ×ÏàɯÈÚɯa 

central element of his political campaigns.ɂ17  

  Heinrich Hoffman: Nuremberg Rally © 1928 

 

On the other side of the fence, in Buchenwald and Auschwitz, Allied 

photographers captured the images of living skeletons ÞÏÖɯÏÈËɯÚÜÙÝÐÝÌËɯ'ÐÛÓÌÙɀÚɯ

wrath to become the first post-war icons of horror and repentance.  These 

photographs continue to underscore the ÊÈÔÌÙÈɀÚɯrole as witness and framer of 

historic experience18  even though ÛÖËÈàɀÚɯHolocaust deniers repudiate the 

cameraɀÚɯÌàÌ as they do the dental records, the shoes, and the jewelry left behind 

by more than six million Jewish and Gypsy concentration camp victims. 

       Clearly, the icon is not an icon to everyone.  If it is a temporal, if not 

temporary social construction, it is certainly created and perpetuated by 

institutions principally interested in marketing or promulgating ideas, values, 

psychoses, and even material goods and services ȹÈȭÒȭÈɯɁÞÈÙÌÚɂ) to as many 

consuming publics as possible. Though iconic photographs may draw on 

                                                 
17

 Reuel Golden, Photojournalism 1855 to the Present: Editorôs Choice. (New York, Abbeville Press 

Publishers, 2006), 102. 
18

 See Barbie Zelizerôs analysis of ñHolocaust Photography, Then and Now.ò  In:  Bonnie Brennan, and 

Hanno Hardt, Picturing the Past: Media, History, and Photography (Urbans: University of Illinois Press, 

1999),98-121. 



 13 

historÐÊÈÓÓàɯɁ×ÙÖÝÌÕɂɯÈÌÚÛÏÌÛÐÊɯ×ÙÐÕÊÐ×ÓÌÚ, even atavistic image archetypes19 

(another exam) drawn from classic artwork or religious texts which tend to 

ÐÕÊÙÌÈÚÌɯÛÏÌɯÝÐÌÞÌÙÚɀɯÚÌÕÚÌɯÖÍɯgravitas and interest in these photographic objects, 

many nonetheless offer a stripped down sense of reality, as though the image is 

engaging in a parable or passion play.  The icons, in essence, are ȿËÌ-

ÊÖÕÛÌßÛÜÈÓÐáÌËȭɀɯɯ.ÕɯÊÓÖÚÌɯÌßÈÔÐÕÈÛÐÖÕȮɯÚÌÝÌÙÈÓɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÔÖÚÛɯÍÈÔÖÜÚɯÐÊÖÕÐÊɯÐÔÈÎÌÚ 

of war and power, for example, seem to lack salient geographic and personal 

ËÌÛÈÐÓÚɯÛÏÈÛɯÔÐÎÏÛɯȿËÌÍÓÈÛÌɀɯÛÏÌÐÙ emotional impact on mass audiences. As critic 

Michael Griffin suggests in his fine 1999 essay, Ɂ3ÏÌɯ&ÙÌÈÛɯ6ÈÙɯ/ÏÖÛÖÎÙÈ×ÏÚȮɂ  

Ɂ.ÕÌɯÐÚɯÚÛÙÜÊÒɯÕÖÛɯÉàɯÛÏÌɯÚ×ÌÊÐÍÐÊÐÛàɯÈÕËɯdetails of the pictures reproduced in the 

most serious illustrated surveys of press and war photography as records of 

particulÈÙȱevents, but rather by the high drama and emotional pull of symbolic 

moments of death, sacrifice, and patriotism.  Such historical icons represent 

consensus narratives condensed in familiar, emotionally charged scenesɂ. 

20Although Griffin cites several different photographs, he points to the 

ɁËÌÊÖÕÛÌßÛÜÈÓÐáÌËɂɯÍÌÈÛÜÙÌÚɯÖÍ ÛÏÌɯÐÊÖÕÐÊɯ1ÖÉÌÙÛɯ"È×Èɯ×ÏÖÛÖȮɯɁThe Death of a 

Loyalist ,ÐÓÐÛÐÈÔÈÕȮɂɯÞÏÐÊÏɯÏÈÚɯÉÌÌÕɯÚÛÌÌ×ÌËɯÐÕɯÊÖÕÛÙÖÝÌÙÚà since its release in a 

French picture magazine, VU, in 1936. 

 Robert Capa.  Ɂ-ÌÈÙɯ"ÌÙÙÖɯ,ÜÙÐÈÕÖȮɯ2×ÈÐÕȭɯ2Ì×ÛÌÔÉÌÙɯƙȮɯƕƝƗƚȭɯ3ÏÌɯ

#ÌÈÛÏɯÖÍɯÈɯ+ÖàÈÓÐÚÛɯ,ÐÓÐÛÐÈÔÈÕȭɂ 

 

                                                 
19

 I will be discussing both the cognitive, artistic, and Jungian interpretations of archetypes in my theory 

exam. 
20

 See Griffin, 1999, 129. 
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       2ÌÝÌÙÈÓɯÖÍɯ"È×ÈɀÚɯÊÖÓÓÌÈÎÜÌÚɯÐÕɯ2×ÈÐÕȮɯÐÕÊÓÜËÐÕÎɯÈɯ#ÈÐÓà Express 

correspondent O.D. Gallaghar, claimed that the photo was staged when Capa 

was permitted to photograph simulated battle maneuvers among Fascist General 

Francisco %ÙÈÕÊÖɀÚɯÛÙÖÖ×Úȭɯɯ.ÛÏÌÙÚɯÞÏÖɯÒÕÌÞɯ"È×ÈɯÊÓÈÐÔÌËɯÛÏÌɯÐÔÈÎÌɯÞÈÚɯ

authentic.  But what Griffin points out is that the soldier is oddly stripped of 

detail as a bullet stops him in his tracks.  Ɂ3ÏÌÙÌɯÈÙÌɯÕÖɯÍÐÎÜÙÌÚɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯÍÙÈÔÌɯÕÖÙɯ

ÈÕàɯÖÛÏÌÙɯÐËÌÕÛÐÍàÐÕÎɯÓÈÕËÔÈÙÒÚɯÖÙɯÚÊÌÕÌÙàȮɂɯ&ÙÐÍÍÐÕɯÞÙÐÛÌÚȭɯɯɁ(ÛɯÐÚɯÚÐÔ×ÓàɯÛÏÐÚɯ

single soldier falling on a dry, grass-stubbled slope with some other hills visible 

on the distant horizon.ɂ21  Griffin further asserts thÈÛɯÛÏÌɯÚÖÓËÐÌÙȮɯɁhis body flung 

and twisted at the instant of his death, provides an abstracted image of war and 

its costs.22  3ÏÌɯɁËÙÈÞɂɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯ×ÏÖÛÖɯÔÈàɯÐÕɯÍÈÊÛɯÊÖÔÌɯÍÙÖÔɯÐÛÚɯÌßÛÙÈÖÙËÐÕÈÙàɯ

semblance of stop-action photorealism, ÛÏÌɯÚÏÌÌÙɯɁÐÔ×ÓÈÜÚÐÉÐÓÐÛàɂɯÖÍɯÈɯÊÈÔÌÙÈɯ

ÔÈÒÐÕÎɯÛÏÈÛɯÚÏÖÛȭɯ!ÜÛɯÈÛɯÛÏÌɯÚÈÔÌɯÛÐÔÌȮɯÛÏÌɯÝÐÌÞÌÙɯÚÌÌÚɯÓÐÛÛÓÌɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÔÈÕɀÚɯÍÈÊÌȮɯ

eyes, or personality, so the photo becomes a ȿÜÕÐÝÌÙÚÈÓȮɀɯÔÖÙÌɯÖÍɯÈɯÚàÔÉÖÓÐÊɯ

template for imagination rather than an absolutely specific portrait of a ÚÖÓËÐÌÙɀÚɯ

last moment.  As Griffin suggests:  Ɂ3he photo confronts the moment of death 

ÚàÔÉÖÓÐÊÈÓÓàȮɯÐÕÝÐÛÐÕÎɯÈɯȿÚÛÙÈÕÎÌɯÈÕËɯÍÌÈÙÍÜÓɀɯÐÕÛÌÙÌÚÛɯÖÕɯÛÏÌɯ×Èrt of viewer.23   

       The appearance of so many iconic images linked to war may indeed suggest 

that iconology is a gendered phenomenon.  If icons are the visual short hand of 

power ɬ specifically power that positions men in war and seeks to legitimize 

ÛÏÌÐÙɯÚÜÍÍÌÙÐÕÎɯÈÕËɯÓÖÚÚɯÖÍɯÓÐÍÌɯÛÏÙÖÜÎÏɯÊÓÈÐÔÚɯÖÍɯȿÑÜÚÛɯÊÈÜÚÌȮɀɯvalor, patriotism, 

and sacrifice  -- ÐÛɯÔÈÒÌÚɯÚÌÕÚÌɯÛÏÈÛɯÈɯÕÈÛÐÖÕɀÚɯÐÊÖÕÐÊɯÎÈÓÓÌÙàɯÚÏÖÜÓËɯÉÌɯfilled with 

war-like, masculine images.  But the history of iconic photography is not only a 

masculine narrative. Women, especially American women, have had a powerful 

effect on the enterprise.  They have taken some of the greatest iconic photographs 
                                                 
21

 Griffin, 1999, 137. 
22

 Ibid. 139. 
23

 Ibid. 139 
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ever in any genre (DoroÛÏÌÈɯ+ÈÕÎÌɀÚɯ,ÐÎÙÈÕÛɯ,ÖÛÏÌÙȮɯ!ÖÜÙÒÌ-6ÏÐÛÌɀÚɯÐÕËÜÚÛÙÐÈÓɯ

icons, war and Depression photography are just two examples).  Women 

photojournalists have worked for newspapers, magazines, advertising agencies, 

and independent art and photographic studios (StieglitzɀÚ magazine Camera Work  

featured many of the best images of women photojournalists and artists). 

Women have pioneered film processing technologies and new approaches to 

light; introduced artistic perspectives in scientific and industrial photography; 

and championed the cÖÕÊÌ×ÛɯÖÍɯɁtoÛÈÓɯÙÌ×ÖÙÛÐÕÎɂɯthat integrates text and image 

together.24  An early example of ÛÏÌɯɁÊÖÔ×ÓÌÛÌɂɯ×ÏÖÛÖÑÖÜÙÕÈÓÐÚÛɯÞÈÚɯ2ÈËÐÌɯ

Kneller Miller, a Baltimore reporter whose photography and textual reports were 

filed in Frank +ÌÚÓÐÌɀÚɯ(ÓÓÜÚÛÙÈÛÌËɯ6ÌÌÒÓà, a literary and news publication founded 

in 1852.  Miller, a prolific writer, was originally a sports reporter for The Baltimore 

Telegram25 (she and her husband loved baseball and never missed a game, 

according to a 1907 interview).  But Miller then produced photographic 

documents of the U.S. Army and Navy, capturing images of bold sailing vessels 

and seamanship drills at the U.S. Naval Academy in Maryland. Throughout the 

late 19th and early 20th century, she traveled with her camera to the Rockies, 

Cuba, Alaska, and the Balkans, documenting the prodigious loss of life during 

the Balkan States wars from battlefield injuries and cholera epidemics that 

spread throughout Turkey, Greece, Bulgaria, and Serbia. Her work continued 

until 1918, when her career was cut short by stroke. 

    

                                                 
24

 The expression, ñtotal reporting,ò is mine. 
25

 See the commemorative edition of Leslieôs Illustrated Weekly: ñMrs. Millerôs Maryland: The Lady from 

Leslieôsò: An Exhibit of the Early 20
th
 Century Print and Photojournalist of Sadie Kneller Miller 

(September 1983).  The replica of the publication was made available as part of an exhibition of 200 

photographs designed by the  Special Collections Department of the University of Maryland Baltimore 

campus. 
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       Some of the finest photojournalists and pictorial photographers, among them 

Gertrude Stanton Kasabier (1852-1934) and Frances Benjamin Johnson (1864-

1952), were born within decades of the invention of photography. Their careers 

seemed to leapfrog right along with the new technology. +ÖÜÐÚɯ#ÈÎÜÌÙÙÌɀÚɯ

daguerreotype process, which used silver-coated copper plates and long-term 

exposures to create extraordinarily 3 dimensional accurate and life-like images, 

was first announced to the world in 1839.  In the same year, William Henry Fox 

Talbot produced his calotype, a negative to positive paper-based photographic 

process with a softer focus that prefigured modern 19th and 20th analog 

photography.  The story of these early women photographic pioneers progressed 

from portraiture and art form to documentation of fact.  There was no apparent 

linear evolution, however; the greatest photographers may have started in a 

studio doing portraits, but eventually they allowed their cameras to rove outside, 

recording the world.  By no means were the early women photographers 

obsessed with iconicity or iconic portraits.  The trajectory and struggle to 

establish themselves suggests they first and foremost loved the camera and 

wanted to use it to have careers shooting pictures.  A major goal was to explore 

ÛÏÌɯÓÐÔÐÛÚɯÖÍɯ×ÖÙÛÙÈÐÛÜÙÌȮɯÈÕËɯÛÏÌÕȮɯÛÖɯËÖÊÜÔÌÕÛɯÙÌÈÓÐÛàɯÈÕËɯɁÌÕÓÈÙÎÌɯÛÏÌɯÞÖÙÓËɂɯ

ȹ2ÖÕÛÈÎɀÚɯÍÖÙÔÜÓÈÛion).  Kasebier, the daughter of a Colorado silver miner who 

had crossed the American prairies with his family in a covered wagon, returned 

$ÈÚÛɯÈÕËɯÓÐÝÌËɯÐÕɯÈɯÎÙÈÕËÔÖÛÏÌÙɀÚɯ-ÌÞɯ8ÖÙÒ City boarding house. She married, 

had children, and then studied painting for six years at the Pratt Institute in New 

York before deciding to learn photography in studios in Paris and Brooklyn.26  In 

                                                 
26
See ñGertrude Stanton Kasebierò in  Barbara Sicherman, Carol Hurd Green with Ilene Kantrov, Harriette 

Walker, eds., Notable American Women: The Modern Period, Vol. 2. (Cambridge: Belknap Press, 1980), 

308-310. 
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1898, already a mother of three, Kasebier set up her own studio on 32nd street in 

New York.  Producing sumptuously costumed portraits of artists, entrepreneurs, 

architects, and ladies of leisure, their attitudes commanding and often 

ambiguous, Kasebier photographed regularly for ,Ê"ÓÜÙÌɀÚȮɯ,ÜÕÚÌàɀÚ, and 

2ÊÙÐÉÕÌÙɀÚɯÔÈÎÈáÐÕÌÚȮɯÈÓÖÕÎɯÞÐÛÏɯ2ÛÐÌÎÓÐÛáɀÚɯart publication, Camera Work.   But 

Kasebier refused categorization as an elite portrait photographer.  She produced 

×ÏÖÛÖÑÖÜÙÕÈÓÐÚÔɯÖÕɯÞÖÔÌÕɀÚɯÍÈÔÐÓàɯÓÐÝÌÚɯȹÏÌÙɯfamous series of photos, called 

Ɂ!ÓÌÚÚÌËɯ ÙÛɯ3ÏÖÜɯ ÔÖÕÎɯ6ÖÔÌÕ,ɂ ×ÙÖËÜÊÌËɯÈɯȿÊàÊÓÐÊÈÓɀɯÕÈÙÙÈÛÐÝÌɯÖÍɯÔÖÛÏÌÙÚɯ

and children throughout different stages of life).  She photographed Auguste 

Rodin in his studio, and ultimately created her greatest work on  Native 

Americans. 27  ÊÊÖÙËÐÕÎɯÛÖɯÛÏÌɯ2ÔÐÛÏÚÖÕÐÈÕɀÚɯ&ÌÙÛÙÜËÌɯ2ÛÈÕÛon Kasebier 

Collection Images website commentaryȮɯɁȻ*ÈÚÌÉÐÌÙɀÚȼɯfond memories of playing 

with Indian children during her [Iowa] youth led her to write to the William F. 

Cody requesting to photograph Indians performing in his show at Madison 

Square Garden in 1898. Nine Indians were selected to be photographed. Her 

studio had no elaborate backdrops. Her photographs proved poignant. She 

removed Indian regalia from her subjects to depict the Indians as "raw" 

individuals, with strong personalities and experiences blurred between 

ÛÙÈËÐÛÐÖÕÈÓɯÓÐÍÌɯÈÕËɯÊÖÕÛÌÔ×ÖÙÈÙàɯÛÐÔÌÚɂ28 

                                                 
27

 Gertrude Stanton Kasebier Collection Images. Available at 

smithsonianimages.si.edu/siphoto/siphoto.port.. Accessed June 3, 2009 
28

 Ibid. 

http://smithsonianimages.si.edu/siphoto/siphoto.portal?_nfpb=true&_pageLabel=special4
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.   

Gertrude Stanton Kasebier: Left, Untitled Native American portraitȰɯ"ÌÕÛÌÙȮɯɁ3ÏÌɯ1ÌËɯ,ÈÕȭɂ 

Right:  Miss Minney Ashley, 1905, published in Camera Work 

 

    *ÈÚÌÉÐÌÙɯÞÈÚÕɀÛɯÈÓÖÕÌȭɯɯ%ÙÈÕÊÌÚɯ!ÌÕÑÈÔÐÕɯ)ÖÏÕÚÖÕȮɯÈɯÞÌÓÓ-known New York 

studio photographer and photojournalist who wrote articles as early as 1897 

encouraging women to begin independent careers in photography, produced 

memorable portraits for Ladies' Home journal, Demorest's, and many others. 

Although she experienced periods of discouragement, apprenticing 

unsuccessfully with Thomas William Smillie, a commercial photographer and 

director of Division of Photography at Smithsonian, Johnson eventually was 

recognized along with Gertrude Kasebier and Clarence Wright when she was 

inducted into the Philadelphia Photographic Society Exhibition.  She was daring, 

beer-drinking, cigarette smoking, and joined the Photo-Secession, a movement of 

artistically radical photographers led by Alfred Stieglitz.  Johnson moved swiftly 

into documentary photojournalism, capturing the workers at the Kohinoor Mines 

at Shenandoah City (1891) and the iron ore mines of Lake Superior (1903).29  She 

ÍÖÜÕËɯÐÕÚ×ÐÙÈÛÐÖÕɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯɁÌß×ÖÚÜÙÌɂɯ×ÏÖÛÖÑÖÜÙÕÈÓÐÚÔɯÖÍɯLewis Hine and Jacob 

Riis, who documented the severe poverty and living conditions of immigrants in 

New York City in the 1890 book of photographs, How the Other Half Lives 

                                                 
29Ibid.  
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ȹ1ÖÊÏÌÓÚÖÕɯȫɯ"áÐÛÙÖÔȮɯƖƔƔƛȺȭɯɁLike Jacob Riis, she believed in the possibility of 

social change as a result of education and social engineering, a belief reflected in 

her remarkable photographic record of progressive education.ɂ30  Johnson 

completed a didactic (as opposed to iconic) series of "before and after" shots of 

progressive education among poor blacks in Virginia.  She also photographed 

the Carlisle, PA Indian School (1900) and the Tuskegee Institute (1902, 1906). Her 

portraiture, though, confirmed her gifts as a photograph invoking 

ɁÛÙÈÕÚ×ÈÙÌÕÊàɂɯɬ the subtlety of emotions emerging directly from her subjects.  

Her work  included detailed studies of the black intellectual Booker T. 

Washington and his family, along with Mark Twain, Theodore Roosevelt, 

William McKinley, and Susan B. Anthonyȭɯ)ÖÏÕÚÖÕɯËÐËɯÕÖÛɯÈÐÔɯÍÖÙɯȿÈÜÛÏÖÙÐÛàɀɯ

poses duplicating ÏÌÙɯÚÜÉÑÌÊÛɀÚɯÌßÐÚÛÐÕÎɯpublic images, according to Notable 

American Women. 31 Instead, she allowed more intimate feelings to emerge, 

creating portraits of social actors in moments of candor and vulnerability. 

  

                                                                             F.B.Johnson: Tuskeegee History Class, 1902 

Frances Benjamin Johnson (left): Undated portrait, Booker T. Washington 

 

 

                                                 
30

 Ibid, 382.  See ñFrances Benjamin Johnsonò 
31

 Ibid. 
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      A second generation of women photojournalists born at the turn of the 

century, among them Berenice Abbott, Dorothea Lange, Imogen Cunningham, 

Marion Post Wolcott, Esther Bubbly, and Margaret Bourke-White, each set a new 

standard for innovation in portraiture, urban and architectural landscape, 

ɁÌß×ÖÚÜÙÌɯ×ÏÖÛÖÎÙÈ×ÏàɂɯȹÈÚɯÐÕɯÔÜÊÒÙÈÒÐÕÎ), industrial imaging, dreamscapes, 

and even iconic images of Depression, civil rights, and war. Contrary to well-

publicized narratives ÚÜÎÎÌÚÛÐÕÎɯÈɯɁÍÌÔÐÕÐÕÌɂɯÚÛàÓÌɯÛÖɯÞÖÔÌÕɀÚɯimagistic art 

(photographers Imogen Cunningham and Esther Bubbly, for example, could be 

ÊÖÕÚÛÙÜÌËɯÈÚɯÔÖÙÌɯȿÍÌÔÐÕÐÕÌɀ in their styles, especially in their focus on ÞÖÔÌÕɀÚɯ

desire, dreamscapes, and eroticism), the leading photojournalistsɀ visual 

contributiÖÕÚɯÞÌÙÌɯÐÕÊÐÚÐÝÌɯÈÕËɯÌÝÌÕɯɁÏÈÙËɂ in approach and subject matter.  

Bourke-White made her reputation first as an architectural and industrial 

photographer, working for both Fortune and  Life (the latter an as yet 

unpublished magazine in 1935, where she established her credential by shooting 

a human interest cover story on the construction of Pitt Dam in Montana).  Her 

geometries of style, a union of fortress perfection and gauzy sky, won immediate 

praise. In the mid 1930, both the Soviet Union and the Dust Bowl claimed her 

attention and she turned to social documentary. Collaborating with her husband, 

writer Erskine Caldwell, she produced on a Southern pictorial narrative on 

sharecropper life.  During World War II, she won the title of official military 

photographer, capturing B-17 squadron activity in North Africa.  Time/Life 

magazine photo editors lamented the numbers of negatives she shot, although 

they expressed grudging admiration.32  Following General PattonɀÚɯ3ÏÐÙËɯ ÙÔà 

into Buchenwald, Bourke-White shot the photos that alerted the world to what 

had gone horribly wrong.  

                                                 
32

 John Loengard, Life Photographers: What They Saw (New York: Little, Brown, 1998). 
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Margaret Bourke-White, risk taker   Right: M. Bourke-White: Depression photo (undated) 

 

 

M. Bourke-White, Left: Pitt Dam, 1936   1ÐÎÏÛȯɯɁ3ÏÌɯ+ÐÝÐÕÎɯ#ÌÈËɯÖÍɯ!ÜÊÏÌÕÞÈÓËȮɯƕƝƘƙɂɯ 

 

 

It was Bourke-White and Dorothea Lange who emerged, arguably, as AmerÐÊÈɀÚɯ

most iconic representatives of ÛÏÌɯȿGolden AÎÌɀɯÖÍɯÚÛÐÓÓɯmagazine photography, 

roughly the 1930s through 1960s, before TV broadcast, digital imaging, and 

ÚÌÔÐÖÛÐÊɯÈÕÈÓàÚÐÚɯÉÌÎÈÕɯÈÓÛÌÙÐÕÎɯÖÜÙɯÍÈÐÛÏɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯÊÈÔÌÙÈɀÚɯobjectivity.  The women 

ÓÐÒÌÓàɯÞÖÜÓËɯÕÌÝÌÙɯÏÈÝÌɯËÌÚÊÙÐÉÌËɯÛÏÌÐÙɯÞÖÙÒɯÈÚɯɁÐÊÖÕÐÊȮɂɯÈɯÔÖÕÐÒÌÙɯÛÏÈÛɯ×ÏÖÛÖɯ

critics and journalists rapidly adopted. As professional photographers, women 

were devoted to craft and the best callings of instinct. Lange and Bourke-6ÏÐÛÌɀÚ 

memorable images ɬ Ɂ,ÐÎÙÈÕÛɯ,ÖÛÏÌÙȮɂɯɯɁ,ÈÏÈÛÔÈɯ&ÈÕËÏÐȮɂ and literally 

dozens of others --  suggested that their vision and subject matter, documentary 
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technique, publishing opportunities, and, above all, ability to produce work that 

swayed the opinions of powerful male decision makers ɬ came into alignment.  

In Bourke-6ÏÐÛÌɀÚɯÊÈÚÌȮɯÚÏÌɯÚÌÌÔÐÕÎÓàɯÙÈÕɯÖÝÌÙɯÖ××ÖÚÐÛÐÖÕ; by 1929, at the age of 

25, she had already negotiated a half year arrangement to work for Fortune; the 

other half of the year she worked as an independent commercial photographer.  

In +ÈÕÎÌɀÚɯÊÈÚÌȮ a collaboration with Paul Taylor (a social economist who was to 

become her life-time partner) and Roy Stryker of the Resettlement 

Administration (later called the Farm Security Administration) gave her a 

platform necessary to launch her best investigative work. The impact was 

enormous. Essayist Pare Lorentz wrote that Lange and author John Steinbeck 

ɁÏÈÝÌɯËÖÕÌɯÔÖÙÌɯÍÖÙɯÛÏÌÚÌɯÛÙÈÎÐÊɯÕÖÔÈËÚɯÛÏÈÕɯÈÓÓɯÛÏÌɯ×ÖÓÐÛÐÊÐÈÕÚɯÖÍɯÛÏÐÚɯÊÖÜÕÛÙàȭ" 

[Notable American Women].  Lange went on to photograph interned Japanese-

American families in California for the War Resettlement Administration (WRA); 

yet her portraits of elderly Nissei and their grandchildren won no sympathy 

from military sponsors. Her photographs were impounded and did not reemerge 

until 1972, when they were published in Executive Order 9066 (California 

Historical Society),  Richard and Maisie "ÖÕÙÈÛɀs pictorial essay on Asian-

American evacuation and mass internments. 

 Dorothea Lange:  Child Living in Oklahoma City Shantytown, 1936 
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   Dorothea Lange, WRA image of interned grandfather and son,  

                                                         1942 

 

        After Bourke-White and Lange, the post-modernist generation of 

photojouÙÕÈÓÐÚÛÚɯÊÈÙÙàɯÖÕɯÞÏÈÛɯÔÐÎÏÛɯÉÌɯÊÈÓÓÌËɯɁÛÏÌɯÐÊÖÕɯÐÕɯÙÌÝÌÙÚÌɂɯtradition ɬ 

an  photographic subjects inspiring alternative public readings that situate 

identity not in hierarchies or dominant national values, but in subversive 

discourse ɬ ÛÏÌɯɁÖÛÏÌÙÞÖÙÓËÓÐÕÌÚÚɂɯÖÍɯÔÌÈÕɯÚÛÙÌÌÛÚȭ  ,ÈÙàɯ$ÓÓÌÕɯ,ÈÙÒȮɯɁÛÏÌɯ42 ɀÚɯ

leading female ÑÖÜÙÕÈÓÐÚÛɯÍÖÙɯÛÏÌɯ×ÈÚÛɯƖƙɯàÌÈÙÚȮɂɯÈÊÊÖÙËÐÕÎɯÛo critic Reuel Golden, 

33ÏÈÚɯ×ÜÉÓÐÚÏÌËɯÏÌÙɯÐÊÖÕÐÊɯɁÈÕÛÐ-iconÚɂɯin virtually every major US magazine and 

newspaper, including The New Yorker, The New York Times, Vanity Fair, Life, and 

Rolling Stone. Her subjects appear more casually extruded from her camera than 

Ɂframed,ɂ as though the camera discovers the plasticity of a subject from the 

inside out.  Mark, known for building extreme rapport with her subjects, among 

them Seattle street children, the mentally ill and hospitalized, children and 

mothers in Indian brothels, homeless American families, and drug dealers, and 

actors, applies the intensity of method acting to her work. Ɂ2ÏÌɯËÖÌÚɯÕÖÛɯÚÖɯÔÜÊÏɯ

simply photograph a story, but immerses herself in itȱȭÛÈÊÒÓÐÕÎɯÈɯËÐÍÍÐÊÜÓÛɯÙÖÓÌȮɂɯ

he wrote.  ,ÈÙÒɀÚɯÞÈàɯÖÍɯÈ××ÙÖÈÊÏÐÕÎɯÈɯÚÛÖÙàɯÐÚɯÓÐÛÌÙÈÓÓàɯÛÖɯÔÖÝÌɯÐÕɯÞÐÛÏɯÐÛɯɬ 

whether ÐÛɯÐÚɯÈɯÔÌÕÛÈÓɯÏÖÚ×ÐÛÈÓɯÖÙɯÈɯÚÛÙÌÌÛɯÊÖÙÕÌÙȭɯ%ÖÙɯÌßÈÔ×ÓÌȮɯɁÛhese [Seattle] 

children were surviving in the streets through hustling, pimping and 

                                                 
33

 Golden, 2006, 156. 
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×ÙÖÚÛÐÛÜÛÐÖÕȮɯÚÖɯ×ÖÛÌÕÛÐÈÓÓàɯÐÛɀÚɯÈɯÚÜÉÑÌÊÛɯÛÏÈÛɯÊÖÜÓËɯÉÌɯÔÐÚÏÈÕËÓÌËɯÈÕËɯÌß×ÓÖÐÛÌËȮɂɯ

&ÖÓËÌÕɯÞÙÖÛÌȭɯɁMark, however, pitches it just perfectly.  She got to know the 

children, they trusted her, and the result is a melancholy and soulful 

collaboration between the kids and a photojournalist at the height of her 

×ÖÞÌÙÚɂ34 (158) 

 

Photos: Mary Ellen Mark 

 

 

 

        It is fair to say that media criticism has ÈÓÓÖÞÌËɯÜÚɯÛÖɯÝÐÌÞɯÞÖÙÒÚɯÓÐÒÌɯ,ÈÙÒɀÚɯ

in a new light.  Back in 1939, when former Washington Post photojournalists 

Laura Vitray and John Mills wrote a textbook, Pictorial Journalism (New York, 

McGraw-Hill), the two produced ÈɯȿpuristɀɯËÌÚÊÙÐ×ÛÐÖÕɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯ×ÏÖÛÖÑÖÜÙÕÈÓÐÚÛɀÚɯ

task ɬɬto continue the instantaneous reporting tradition: photography as witness, 

as fact finder.  Vitray and Mills noted that the development of modern 

photography and engraving wouldÕɀÛ have accelerated at such a pace if the 

camera had not answered ɁÛÏÌɯËÌÔÈÕËɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÔÖËÌÙÕɯÔÐÕËɯÍÖÙɯÈɯØÜÈÓÐÛàɯ

described as ÐÕÚÛÈÕÛÈÕÌÖÜÚÕÌÚÚȭɀȹ5ÐÛÙÈàɯÈÕËɯ,ÐÓÓÌÙȮɯ×ȭɯƘȺɯ35  They further exhorted 

                                                 
34

 Ibid, 158. 
35

See Laura Vitra, John Mills, Jr., Roscoe Ellard. Pictorial Journalism.  (New York: 

McGraw-Hill, 1939), 307.   Instantaneousness was equated with economy of form, but 

also implicit credibility and belief in what the camera saw.  ñThe newspaper will never 

again be the first source of news to the intelligent reader,ò the authors wrote, referring to 
radio at the time (no TV as yet or Internet).  But what the ñthoughtful manò wants in a newspaper, they 
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newspaper editors to respond to changing times or meet doom.  Writerly purists, 

they wrote, had to recognize that compelling news pictures are neither 

supplement nor ornament to textual journalismȮɯÉÜÛɯɁÛÏÌɯÔÖÚÛɯ×ÙÌÊÐÚÌȮɯ

economical, and effective reporting of human events that there is.ɂɯ36 

 

        Though the authors were essentially corrÌÊÛȮɯÛÏÌɯÕÌÞÚɯÐÕËÜÚÛÙàɯËÐËÕɀÛɯpay 

much attention.  It created pictorial distractions, picture editing geared toward 

ɁÛÏÌɯÉÙÌÈÒÍÈÚÛɯÛÌÚÛɂ ȹÐȭÌȭȮɯɁÓÌÛɀÚɯÕÖÛɯÔÈÒÌɯÛÏÌɯÙÌÈËÌÙɀÚɯÛÏÙÖÞɯÜ×ɯÈÛɯÛÏÌɯÛÈÉÓÌɂȺȮɯ

choosing images not based on relevance or aesthetic or even intellectual power, 

ÉÜÛɯÖÕɯÛÏÌÐÙɯÈÉÐÓÐÛàɯȿÕÖÛɯÛÖɯÖÍÍÌÕË,ɀ employing the blandest common 

denominators.37  Local newspaper desk editors appeared perpetually in a dither 

about declining readerships, so kept the most compelling images and graphics ɬ 

both iconic and subversive ɬ off their front pages.  Readers chimed in, mostly by 

screaming when graphic pictures of grief or death were shown. In turn, tabloids 

and supermarket rags turned photo-illustration into the new yellow ȹɁ(ɯÈÔɯ

"ÜÙÐÖÜÚɂ) journalism, a combination of random pornography (inevitably 

featuring females, not males), flying saucers, three-headed babies, celebrity 

photos and gossip, and the outright darkroom lie.  The competition for icons, 

awards, recognition, commercial dissemination ɬ and the implicit recognition of 

photographers hungry for attention ɬ further conspired to erode 

photojournalistic ethics. By the time Paul Martin Lester published his textbook, 

Photojournalism: an Ethical Approach in 1991 (Hillsdale, NJ.: Lawrence Erlbaum), 

                                                                                                                                                 
continued, is an ñorgan of record, analysis, summary, in order to make his conception of news accurate and 

complete.  He wants this record to be streamlined, too ïterse, colorful writing, new photography that does a 

reporting job, and page layout that serves as  a swift guide to his eye and mind, not jumbled disorder of 

reading text and halftones.ò   
36

 Ibid, p. 3. 
37

William Marimow, the current editor of The Philadelphia Inquirer, acknowledge that his taxonomy for 

choosing cover photos included ñthe breakfast testò to ascertain whether a photograph was too graph.  

Marimow, Personal Communication, April 25, 2008.  
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he had identified that eight out of 10 photographs that Life magazine had 

ÐËÌÕÛÐÍÐÌËɯÈÚɯÐÊÖÕÐÊɯÈÊÛÜÈÓÓàɯÏÈËɯɁÌÛÏÐÊÈÓɯ×ÙÖÉÓÌÔÚɯÈÚÚÖÊÐÈÛÌËɯÞÐÛÏɯÛÏÌÔ or the 

photographer.ɂɯThe photos were published in a 1989 anniversary issue titled, 

ɁƕƙƔɯ8ÌÈÙÚɯÖÍɯ/ÏÖÛÖÎÙÈ×Ïàȯɯ/ÐÊÛÜÙÌs that Made a Difference).38   Among those 

×ÏÖÛÖÚȮɯ+ÌÚÛÌÙɯÐËÌÕÛÐÍÐÌËɯ1ÖÉÌÙÛɯ"È×ÈɀÚɯÈÕËɯ)ÖÌɯ1ÖÚÌÕÛÏÈÓɀs iconic war photos as 

staged, if not faked, along with Civil War photographer Alexander GardnerɀÚɯ

ÐÊÖÕÐÊɯɁ'ÖÔÌɯÖÍɯÈɯ1ÌÉÌÓɯ2ÏÈÙ×ÚÏÖÖÛÌÙȮɯƕƜƚƗȺȮɯÞÏÐÊÏ used the same corpse to 

illustrate, in separate images, a Union and Confederate soldier.  Eugene Smith, 

another Life magazine photojournalist ȹÒÕÖÞÕɯÍÖÙɯÏÐÚɯÚÌÙÐÌÚɯÖÕɯɁ3ÏÌɯ"ÖÜÕÛÙàɯ

#ÖÊÛÖÙȮɂɯÈÔÖÕÎɯÖÛÏÌÙÚȺȮɯ×ÖÚÌËɯÏÐÚɯÚÜÉÑÌÊÛÚȰɯÈÕËɯɁ#ÖÙÖÛÏÌÈɯ+ÈÕÎÌɯÈÕËɯ lfred 

Eisenstaedt were criticized by their subjects for not paying them for their famous 

poses.ɂɯ 39 The list goes on.  Lester completes his critique by noting: Ɂ ÕÖÛÏÌÙɯ

ȿÜÕÍÖÙÎÌÛÛÈÉÓÌɯÕÌÞÚɯ×ÐÊÛÜÙÌɀɯÐÚɯÔÈËÌɯÔÖÙÌɯÜÕÍÖÙÎÌÛÛÈÉÓÌɯÛÏÙÖÜÎÏɯÊÖÔ×ÜÛÌÙɯ

ËÐÎÐÛÈÓɯÔÈÕÐ×ÜÓÈÛÐÖÕȭɂ40 

        The icon was beginning to disintegrate in credibility, if not significance.         

Sontag, in her landmark 1976 critique On Photography, ËÐËÕɀÛɯÌÝÌÕɯÔÌÕÛÐÖÕɯÐÛȭɯɯ 

       Further, the linguistic turn in media criticism of the mid to late 20th century 

transformed icons of celebrity, war, and poverty into objects of visual rhetoric ɬ a 

system of signs and symbols arranged purposefully, even artfully to 

communicate to an audience.  Visual semioticians arranged non-verbal signs 

(known as signifiers), objects (the signified), and mental ideas about objects 

(interpretants, the term first applied to mental representations by American 

linguist Charles Peirce) into a relational system of knowledge/logic derived from 

inferential processes. These processes, both incremental and complex, enabled 

viewers to decode endless streams of iconic, indexical and symbolic signs and 
                                                 
38

See Lester, 1991, 2-5.  
39

 Ibid, 2. 
40

 Ibid, 2. 
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their meanings through sudden ɁÍÓÈÚÏÌÚɂɯÖÍɯÐÕÚ×ÐÙÈÛÐÖÕɯÈÕËɯÐÕÚÐÎÏÛ41 .  However 

semiotics also contributed to endless debates about codes and pictorial 

deconstruction.  The big picture was no longer as significant as the individual 

parts.   

       The open-ended nature of the visual image confounded the French 

semiotician Roland Barthes, who claimed that photographs had no discrete 

vocabulary of signs ÛÏÈÛɯÊÖÜÓËɯÉÌɯɁÙÌÈËɂɯas precisely as written language.42 This 

was a puzzlement to him, but led to interesting discoveries. Barthes produced 

interpretations of photographs not on public iconicity, but on his emotional 

attachments to unique images.  Although Barthes did not speak of Ɂiconsɂ per se, 

he created them in his book, Camera Lucida, by providing key criteria for 

evaluating adored objects ɬ specifically, the studio portraits of his mother; a 

black middle class family photographed in 1926 by portraitist James VerDerZee; 

and collections of other well-known images (some of them photojournalistic) 

taken by André Kertész,, Robert Mapplethorp, August Sander, and Richard 

Avedon.  These photographers captured unique artifacts of dress (for example, a 

gold ribbon necklace, ÛÏÌɯÚÈÔÌɯÖÕÌɯÞÖÙÕɯÉàɯ!ÈÙÛÏÌÚɀ deceased family member).  

They experimented with strange camera angles, facial expressions, shadows, and 

gestures that ȿ×ÙÐÊÒÌËɀɯÖÙ wounded Barthes, the willing spectator, creating an 

irrevocable (and highly emotional) bond between him and the image.  Barthes 

postulated that every great photograph must ÌßÏÐÉÐÛɯÈÕɯɁÌßÊÓÈÔÈÛÐÖÕɯ×ÖÐÕÛȮɂɯÖÙɯ

punctum, to the viewer who becomes a participant and lover of the image and its 

visual message.  Barthes further described the punctum as ɁÈɯÚÛÐÕÎȮɯÚ×ÌÊÒȮɯÊÜÛȮɯ

                                                 
41See Sandra Moriartyôs excellent article ñVisual Semiotics Theory.ò In: K. Smith, S. Moriarty, G. 

Barbatis, K. Kenney (eds.), Handbook of Visual Communication: Theory, Methods, and Media (Mahwah, 

NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, 2005), 227-299. 
42

Barthes notes in Camera Lucida: Reflections on Photography, Richard Howard, trans. (New York: Hill 

and Wang, 1980), 88, that ñThe photograph was an image without a codeðeven if , obviously, certain 

codes do inflect our reading of it ï the realists do not take the photograph for a ócopyô of reality, but for an 

emanation of past reality:  a magic, not an art.ò  
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ÓÐÛÛÓÌɯÏÖÓÌȱÈɯ×ÏÖÛÖÎÙÈ×ÏɀÚ punctum is that accident which pricks me (but also 

bruises me, is poignant to meȭɂ43  A punctum wounds the viewer with an 

emotionally salient detail or suggestion of movement (e.g., crossed arms, hand 

on thigh), calling up intimate remembrances that may or may not have anything 

to do ÞÐÛÏɯÛÏÌɯȿÍÈÊÛÚɀ or objects presented in the actual photograph.  The punctum, 

he added, interrupts the normative ɁÍÐÌÓËɂɯof photographic interest (Barthes calls 

this field the Studium, and applies the term to almost all photographs, including 

journalistic ones).  Ironically, the ×ÜÕÊÛÜÔɀÚɯexistence  -- it is comparatively rare --  

turns a merely interesting photograph into an unforgettable one. 

       BarthesɀɯÐÕÛÌÙÌÚÛɯÐÕɯphotography was clearly personal.  Most photojournalism 

images, even clever ones showing dichotomies and novel/ɁÈÊÊÐËÌÕÛÈÓɂɯ

juxtapositions of highly contradictory symbolic figures (e.g., nuns and 

Sandanista soldiers) left him cold.  He showed no particular interest in mass 

produced photojournalistic icons of the type disseminated by the common 

ɁÊÜÓÛÜÙÌɯÐÕËÜÚÛÙÐÌÚɂɯÖÍ major newspapers, pictorial news magazines, or 

broadcasting companies.  Instead, he reaffirmed 2ÖÕÛÈÎɀÚɯÊÓÈÐÔɯÛÏÈÛɯ×ÏÖÛÖÎÙÈ×Ïàɯ

fulfills an evidentiary and truth-telling role on a deeply personal basis, even if 

the Ìß×ÌÙÐÌÕÊÌɯÖÍɯÈɯ×ÏÖÛÖÎÙÈ×ÏɀÚɯɁtruthɂ appears to the viewer as surreal  

(Barthes died in 1980, before the invention of Photoshop; he never showed 

concern about the possibility that photographs ÊÖÜÓËɯÉÌɯɁÍÈÒÌËɂɯÖÙɯËÖÊÛÖÙÌËȭȺ  

Photographs were a statement of ×ÙÖÖÍɯ×ÖÚÐÛÐÝÌȮɯÖÍɯɁÙÌÈÓÐÛàɂɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯɁ3ÏÈÛɯÏÈÚɯ

ÉÌÌÕȭɂ  Reaching forward to the viewer from a past time, an image gives off a 

ÚÌÕÚÌɯÖÍɯɁÓÐÝÌÕÌÚÚɂɯÌÝÌÕɯÐÍɯÛÏÌɯÚÜÉÑÌÊÛɯÏÈÚɯÓÖÕÎɯÚÐÕÊÌɯÞÐÛÏÌred and died. This 

phenomenon Barthes describes as Ɂ3ÏÈÛɯÏÈÚɯÉÌÌÕ,ɂ the act of witnessing and 

recording moments of the past and keeping them ȿÈÓÐÝÌɀɯÐÕɯÐÔÈÎÌÙàɯso they are 
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still with us, is the essence and poignancy of photography, iconic or not.  Barthes 

wrote:   

 

I call the photographic referent not the optionally real thing to which an 

image or sign refers but the necessarily real thing which has been placed 

before the lens, without which there would be no photograph. Painting 

can feign reality without having seen it.  Discourse combines signs which 

have referents, of course, but these referents can be and are most often 

ɁÊÏÐÔÌÙÈÚȭɂɯɯ"ÖÕÛÙÈÙàɯÛÖɯÛÏÌÚÌɯÐÔÐÛÈÛÐÖÕÚȮɯÐÕɯ/ÏÖÛÖÎÙÈ×Ïàɯ(ɯÊÈÕɯÕÌÝÌÙɯ

deny that the thing has been there.  There is a superimposition here: of 

reality and of the past.   And since this constraint exists only for 

Photography, we must consider it, by reduction, as the very essence, the 

noeme of Photography. What I intentionalize in a photograph (we are not 

yet speaking of film) is neither Art nor Communication, it is Reference, 

which is the founding order of Photography.44 

       

     To Barthes and Sontag, a photograph was actually a trace, a stencil of light 

that literally captured the shape and textured emanation of a human body.  It 

was an ɁÜÔÉÐÓÐÊÈÓɯÊÖÙË....The photograph is literally an emanation of the 

referent.  From a real body, which was there, proceed radiations which 

ultimately touch me, who am here; the photograph of the missing being, as 

Sontag says, will touch me like the delayed rays of a star.ɂ45   

 

       As much as Barthes and Sontag celebrated the poetic, metaphysical and even 

the surreal iconography of the camera, American cultural theorists quickly began 

recasting photography, especially news photography, as a thermometer, even a 

manipulator, of mass publics.  All debt to James Carey aside, critics in the last 

two decades have pointed to news photographyɀÚɯÙÐÛÜÈÓɯÍÜÕÊÛÐÖÕɯÐÕɯbinding 

communities together while forging models of citizenship and collective 
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memory, especially among publics increasingly indifferent to routine news 

events.  Photo critics Robert Hariman and John Louis Lucaites, especially, 

champion iconicity.  They valorize ÛÏÌɯ×ÜÉÓÐÊɀÚɯÈ××ÈÙÌÕÛɯÍÈÚÊÐÕÈÛÐÖÕɯÞÐÛh the 

current crop of iconic images, as though these are the only pictures of public 

importance in our culture.   

        This is a spurious position.  When over-produced, over-copied, and over-

broadcast, icons lose their power to communicate intelligently or deeply ɬ or 

even to stimulate genuine public discourse.  They become faceplates, cartoons, 

beer mugs, parodies, T-shirts, and dances drained of emotion or concern.  

HariÔÈÕɯÈÕËɯ+ÜÊÈÐÛÌÚɯÐËÌÕÛÐÍàɯÛÏÌÔɯÊÖÙÙÌÊÛÓàɯÈÚɯɁÛÏÌɯÝÐÚÜÈÓɯÊÖÔÔÖÕ×ÓÈÊÌɂȯɯɯɯ

Ɂ3hese familiar images operate like the stock figures in memorial statuary, 

ceremonial oratory, and other representational practices that have been used to 

ÊÖÕÚÛÙÜÊÛɯÈɯÊÖÔÔÜÕÐÛàɀÚɯÚÌÕÚÌɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯ×ÈÚÛ. Popular images disseminated, 

promoted, and repeatedly reproduced by large-scale corporations and 

seamlessly sutured into the material practices of ordinary life --whether 

documenting victory or disaster, surely these images exemplify ideology at 

work.ɂ46  

         The ×ÏÖÛÖÎÙÈ×ÏɀÚɯɁÝÌÙÈÊÐÛàɂɯÈÚɯÈɯinformation/transmission vehicle is now 

questioned as never before.  Instead of captÜÙÐÕÎɯÛÏÌɯɁËÌÊÐÚÐÝÌɯÔÖÔÌÕÛɂɯof 

human conflict or crisis, the moment articulated unabashedly and with great 

faith by French photojournalist Henri-Cartier Bresson, a classic proponent of the 

World War II citizen image, camerawork is now invoked as an art of illusion 

(homage to Ernst Gombrich), a mimetic practice invoking participation of 

viewers through make believe (homage to Kendall Walton), and even a 

consciously ambiguous exercise in digital manipulation and distortion to serve 
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Ɂdominant discoursesɂɯ(witness Time ,ÈÎÈáÐÕÌɀÚɯÍÈÔÖÜÚɯËÈÙÒÌÕÐÕÎɯÖÍɯ.)ɯ

2ÐÔ×ÚÖÕɀÚɯ+ ɯ/#ɯÔÜÎɯÚÏÖÛɯÞÐÛÏɯÛÏÌ ÊÈ×ÛÐÖÕȯɯɯɁ Õɯ ÔÌÙÐÊÈÕɯ3ÙÈÎÌËàɂȺ.  The 

range of critical thought regarding the emergence of icons ɬ even a culture of 

icons ɬ now suggests that many of the most famous ones are ethically shoddy or 

at very least suspicious.  This is no cause for celebration.   What is missing in this 

increasingly surreal reality contest is an affirmation of what public 

photojournalism really should be about:  not ɁÔÜÙËÌÙÐÕÎɂ people softly or 

profiting from their loss or aggrandizement, but enlarging our worlds and 

illuminating the parts of ourselves we find most difficult to see.   

     Susan Sontag positioned cameras not only as violators of personal space, but 

also as Ɂfantasy machines whose use is addictive.ɂ47  She also recognized the 

camera as a ɁÙÌÈÓÐÛàɂ machine that allowed evidentiary recording ɬ detection 

along with depiction --  the witness and Ɂtraceɂ of human acts and events.  

Photojournalism has always had the potential to alter and enlarge what we see, 

yÌÛɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯÔÌËÐÈɯÈÕËɯÈÙÎÜÈÉÓàȮɯÛÏÌɯɁÊÜÓÛÜÙÌɯÐÕËÜÚÛÙàɀÚɂɯ×ÜÙÚÜÐÛɯÖÍɯÐÊÖÕÚɯÍÖÙɯ×ÙÖÍÐÛȮɯ

it appears we are undermining the value of the potentials of the ɁÚÌÌÐÕÎɯÌàÌɂɯ

camera and its act of truth-recording.  TÖËÈàɀÚɯÔÌËÐÈɯɬ even the media scholars -

-- have all but forgotten  the ȿanti-icon,ɀ the subversively beautiful photograph 

that tells us an alternate story of private lives, desires, and ambitions, every one 

of which makes up an unseen public.  The presence of these photographs is not 

about seeking consensus, modeling citizenship, building patriotism or even 

supporting dominant ideologies or war machines.  They are here to remind us of 

the diversity, beauty, injustice, and complex opportunities of our planet.   Surely, 

ÛÏÌÚÌɯȿÚÜÉÝÌÙÚÐÝÌɀɯ×ÏÖÛÖÎraphs are worth a second look. 

--end- 

                                                 
47

 Sontag, 1977, 14. 
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