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Doctoral Exam #2
Cognate: Visual Aesthetics & Cognition

Dr. John H Brown

The Making of Iconic Photos
An Aesthetics of Acceptance and Denial    

        News images demand attention.  But why do news organizations dismiss so many of the best ones?
      April 30, 2008:  Framed to the right of the front-page Washington Post headline, “Siphoning off Corn to Fuel Our Cars,” a close-cropped photograph depicts two white capons polishing off a meal of white specks represented in the photo caption as corn kernels.   

      Above the newspaper fold, but below the capon story, is a headline aligned left: “Obama Calls Minister’s Comments ‘Outrageous.’” There is no photograph. The headline refers to a story on Reverend Jeremiah Wright’s proclamations about a racist America.  In the front page column on the right, another headline, “Dulles Rail Set to Get Federal Approval,” features a text story about a planned 23 mile extension of Washington’s Metrorail to Dulles International Airport.  
      But in the imaginary news space situated in a square window centered above the newspaper fold, below the capons and between Reverend Wright and the Metrorail, a young, bearded Iraqi man holds up a dust-choked 2 year old boy dressed in tomato red shorts and matching open-toed sandals.  The boy is Peter Pan, his mouth ripped open by rubble.  The caption accompanying the photograph reads:  “Ali Hussein is pulled from the rubble of his home after a U.S. airstrike in Baghdad’s Sadr City.  The 2 year-old died at a hospital.”
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                                      (AP Photo/Karim Kadim)
       The grainy, brown textured impression of the photo as it was originally published in newsprint gave the moment no feeling of light or transparency (as it does in the Internet digital photograph) – only choking, smothering dust, as though one could reach through the window of the picture and brush layers of grit off the boy’s lifeless body.  The photo quickly found its way to several liberal and anti-US government/anti-Israeli blogs, along with a citizen’s blog known as “PrimeBuzz: Today’s Political Intelligence and Insight,” part of the Kansas City.com Star
.   But today, there is no Lexis-Nexis, Google, Yahoo, or Poynter.org search engine record of any reproductions of this image on front pages of other mainstream American newspapers or magazines.  Aside from The Washington Post and the Kansas City Star website, it appears that the death portrait of Ali Hussein, taken by an Associated Press photographer, Karim Kadim, was bypassed and largely ignored.

       As a photograph and news artifact, though, the rendering of this Iraqi child’s death commands attention, horror, empathy.  By contemporary standards of news photo imaging, its candor and graphic detail, the richness of its surface markings,
 its spare geometries, its immediate comprehensibility and depth of interest, its topical relevance, its shock value:  all these elements contribute to the our believability in the camera actually witnessing the moment, producing, if not capturing, the  “cruel radiance of what is,” as James Agee once put it.
  
       Why, then, did this image receive such short shrift in the American press and public?  Why wasn’t it talked about, replicated, or compared to other photos of children sacrificed to war?  Why, for example, would the iconic Nick Ut photo of “Accidental Napalm,” taken in 1972 toward the end of the Vietnam War (when the American public had already been saturated with images of My Lai and other atrocities) – quickly emerge as the “defining photographic icon…a symbol of the horror of war in general, and of the war in Vietnam in particular,”
 while this particular Iraqi image, arguably as powerful, came and went in American public media with barely a whimper?
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“Accidental Napalm,” Nick Ut, 1972.
 AP/Worldwide Photos                                            Death of Ali Hussein, 2008,  Karim Kadim AP
        The reasons are complex.  Possibly the graphic nature of Ali Hussein’s suffocation, his detection on camera, the finality of death or, at very least, life ebbing away from his body, produced in many viewers an urge to deny, to look away.  The news image is not iconic – if one can believe that icons are made only by broad public acceptance, embrace in dominant discourse, and ceaseless reproduction.  Instead, this photograph produces a psychology and aesthetics of denial.   If a society and a culture ostensibly celebrate life and work ceaselessly to repudiate death, as Elizabeth Kubler-Ross so eloquently described in On Death and Dying, it will find graphic depictions of death, especially death in which it is culpable, distasteful.
   In this instance, the senseless death of the child is laid out for all to see.  And if Kubler-Ross is correct, the grief, shame, and guilt of witnessing this death is mixed with anger and feelings of loss and deprivation – ‘how could this child die?  Will my own child die?  How could our country do this?’  The fear of retribution and guilt produces sadness, anger, and repugnance. As she puts it, the viewer is “…still believing in the law of talion –an eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth – ‘I am responsible for [his] death, I will have to die a pitiful death in retribution.’” 
 It is plausible that the majority of newspaper photo editors across our country, feeling extreme discomfort with this wire photo and its meanings, preemptively dismissed it.
        At many levels that I will outline in this exam, the Ali Hussein death portrait epitomizes a class of news photographs that are, arguably, as aesthetically and psychologically powerful as the rare icons of American public culture.  Yet they fail to induce mass public response.  In this paper I will attempt to outline why by examining four photographs – 3 of them “near icons” (the Hussein photograph is one) or, at very least, haunting photojournalistic images with high levels of intellectual content and emotional resonance. The fourth photo is a certified iconic masterpiece (Dorothea Lange’s “Migrant Mother.”)  The latter photo, published in 1936 during the Great Depression, is a cogent example of implicit character references that quickly came to embody a heroic (and government sanctioned) American ideal of stoicism and grit in the face of horrific odds.  “Migrant Mother” was not only an image of a destitute woman and her children in a California migrant pea pickers camp.  She quickly became a cause célèbre in the American press, a “Migrant Madonna” provoking a rallying cry for the rescue of migrant workers and New Deal reforms which were quickly carried out.
        
        There are, of course, aesthetic, thematic, and contextual differences that produce a “Migrant Mother” and permit other great documentary photographs to die.   A critical factor is timing. The very same images witnessed at different points in our history produce contrary public narratives and leave entirely different impressions with viewers, especially when they are examined in retrospect, ten, twenty, or thirty years after their original production.  The classic example that photo critic Susan Sontag cites is the War Relocation Authority (WRA) depictions of Japanese-American citizens interned in frontier American camps during World War II.  At the time, pro-war consensus and fear of Japanese attack prevented the American majority from believing that the US government was perpetrating a crime against a whole group of American citizens.  But by the 1960s and 1970s, when the photographs of Nisei internees living in plywood barracks behind barbed wire emerged in American books and magazines, the public looked askance and began to realize what had been done.

      In the case of the Ali Hussein photograph released from Iraq, timing, again, was a factor.  Although it’s possible this image will reemerge in a few decades as a graphic testament to the human costs of the Iraqi war, it’s fair to say the image “sank” at its starting point.  By spring, 2008, the moment-by-moment agenda setting of the American media (i.e., elections), indeed, the entire climate of reception for the image, even the aesthetic and psychological dimensions of the photograph itself, including its cruel finality – were misaligned.  Already weary of the Iraqi war and familiar with its symbols of damnation and torture (Abu Ghraib and Lindy English, for example), the country was distracted – riveted -- by the Presidential primary contests and particularly, Barack Obama’s relationship with the inflammatory Reverend Wright.
  In addition, the country had endured a drubbing, of sorts, a kind of reverse cultivation by a media already narrowed in its scope and depth, interests, and declining abilities to cover international affairs.
  Part of the cause was the overall effectiveness of US government and corporate censorship and the Bush Administration’s selective promotion of “fake news” and politically correct images of American soldier-heroes battling in the Iraqi war.
   With rare exceptions, public media kept the gruesome imagery of Iraqi citizens and casualty counts down.  In addition, the war had dragged on too long.  The press in 2008 was fighting circulation and technology battles of its own, along with the predisposition of young readers to get their news “free” and uncensored on the Internet.  Regional and metro newspapers’ inability to monetize the ‘Net or cope successfully with the restructuring of traditional print stories forced them to shed reporting staff (including investigative staff) and shrink their foreign news holes.  In turn, following the general trend of cable TV news providing ‘expert’ talking heads and partisan chat, newspapers retreated to “local news,” which apparently included self-imposed editorial restrictions on graphic wire service images of international conflict and carnage.
  Whatever the causes, the American public did not, or could not, respond to Ali Hussein’s death portrait as it might have in the news climate of 37 years ago.

      What is salient, however, is that this photograph remains compelling, memorable.  While my purpose in this paper is not to perform a post-mortem on the newspaper industry’s problems with graphic images, it is important to point out that any exploration of the aesthetics of icons (or ‘near icons,’ as the case may be), is incomplete without a consideration of the contexts in which they are received.   
       That said, my goal is to tease out the implicit and explicit aesthetic, figural, and thematic markers of the representative images that produce powerful iconic presence, even if they do not win the status of icons.  Among those ‘near iconic’ candidates -- those that don’t quite survive the media industry’s vetting process
  --- certain formal and aesthetic characteristics shine, nonetheless.  Among these,  iconic candidates exude power, both the power and delicacy of expressiveness and the power of ideology.  An ideology may be embodied as a personality or a framework of objects or depiction of events and figures that signify a power structure  -- singular or plural.  Photo critic Robert Craig argues that “…throughout history, those in power have used images to establish and maintain authority.   The iconic character of images leaves them open to the inventions of power.”
  Patrick Maynard, in his intricate history of the technologies of photography, ties the early Eastern Christian veneration for “graven images” and religious icons to power, specifically  “philosophical, religious, political --- even military conflicts” that essentially reversed the interdictions against “graven images” from the Old Testament.   Historically, the argument for iconic images became puissant as Christians embraced the belief that religious images and relics were not merely copies of the likeness of divine spirits, but provided a “home” or material center for the spirits incarnate, such that they were made sensible and visible, even palpable to believers.  Icons were imbued with divine force, in other words, becoming “officially sanctioned objects of veneration, based on the manifestation through them of the spiritual agencies that they symbolized, represented, or depicted.”
   After the Second Nicene Council, in which John of Damascus (675-749 AD) appealed to the Christian doctrine of Incarnation, the Church lifted the old ban on images.
  Further, the interest in religious images was made more authoritative by Pope Gregory the Great, who believed that “a picture takes the place of a book” in its narrative expressiveness, especially for illiterate peasants.  Icons thus were accepted as depictive of stories, narratives, and truths of the divine.  In both Western religious and its evolving secular culture, according to Maynard, the icon produced “a separate manifestation principle of the maker, rather than the prototype,” enabling the evolution of the artist’s “personality” to become inscribed in the artwork.
  Over time, this allowed the stamp of “expressions of people, epochs, and mentalities” to reveal themselves, such that the style of the ‘maker,’ not the prototype, became the premium value for Western fine art.  
      Ironically, though, the evolution of iconic photojournalism in the West produced a reversal of emphasis.  There was an early belief – certainly a late 19th and early 20th century belief – that the camera itself was an ‘objective’ recorder of truths; that its ability to “detect” the form and shapes of natural and historic events, people, and objects (aka “prototypes”) was unassailable.  The belief in an icon’s credibility eroded over time, of course, as the deceptions and “cheats” of photojournalism became apparent and critics looked more closely at the highly public iconic ‘examples’ the camera had produced.
  Such techniques as the ‘staging’ or reenactment of historic events – examples include Joe Rosenthal’s “Flag Raising at Mt. Suribachi” on Iwo Jima; Rosenthal asked soldiers to reenact the flag raising; it was the reenactment not the original photo, that became iconic – became commonplace.  Photographers altered images through posing, selective cropping, burning, darkroom wizardry, and eventually, digital retouching through software programs such as Adobe Photoshop and Illustrator (Note: see exam #1, which traces the historic evolution of, and disaffection with, the American photojournalistic icon).  Modern critics in the last half century “reconstrued” photography not only as an instrument of detection or “trace,” but as a maker of art -- including false representations, manipulations, and make-believe.
  During the ascent of iconic American photojournalism, which really began during the Civil War with the widely published photographs of Alexander Gardner and Matthew Brady, the formative balance shifted decidedly from “maker” to prototype; the public responded and prized the image object itself every bit as much or more than the maker.
   As photo iconology reached its publishing peak during the 1930s-1960s in the era of Dorothea Lange, Margaret Bourke-White, Robert Capa, Walker Evans, and Arthur Rothstein, along with the large format Time/Life, Look, Paris Match, and other pictorial magazines, the news image becomes a source of moral stimulus, part of a structure of public response enabling viewers to model citizenship, if not direct, parasocial interaction with the prototype (subject), irrespective of the aesthetic styles of the photographer. 
 According to media critics Robert Hariman and John Lucaites, a photojournalist’s vision and style of depiction were certainly factors in producing the image’s draw.  But a photograph itself became an icon only through social construction.  Icons become reified as properties of public conscience and collective memory. As the authors described the public participation in Nick Ut’s “Accidental Napalm” photograph:
The iconic photo was capable of activating public conscience at the time because it provided an embodied transcription of important features of moral life, including pain, fragmentation, modal relationships among strangers, betrayal, and trauma.  These moral circumstances are strengthened by photographic performance, particularly as they reinforce one another, and their embodiment in a single image demonstrates how photojournalism can do important work within public discourse, work that may not be done as well in verbal texts adhering to the norms of discursive rationality.
 
         Hariman and Lucaites postulate that true iconic photos are thematically extreme.  These images epitomize a turning point in history, possibly a catastrophic or joyful peripeteia (reversal of fortune) touching the lives of millions (e.g., September 11th, the Hindenberg disaster, the Challenger explosion; the “Times Square Kiss”). Photo critic and author Susan Moeller also suggests that iconic imagery, especially war imagery, signifies turning points or breaking points in historic discourse.
  

 h      However, the aesthetic and thematic requirements for iconicity go deeper than these criteria. If critics (myself included) are correct, an icon must perform at several different levels:
· Compel a viewer, and then a vast audience, not to look away. 
· Portray an unfinished task, a process that must go on, thus inviting a viewer’s strong imaginative participation (see doctoral exam #1 for a more detailed analysis of this feature), and possibly active participation in a public cause.
· Be graphic – but not too graphic -- to produce an impression of a “capture” of a catastrophic or history-making event (example, September 11 photos; Hindenberg explosion), one inspiring Kantian feelings of awe and sublimity. 
 
· Offer heroic or religiously inspired poses amid decontextualized space that may lack familiar geographic or locational ‘markers.’  This contributes to an icon’s symbolic and mythological feel, inviting viewer identification with the ideology of the photograph and its appeal to ‘universals.’ 
  Robert Capa’s photo, “The Death of a Loyalist Militiaman,” is an example.
· Allow expression of extreme pain and suffering as long as there is an implicit public invitation to produce a remedy (“Migrant Mother,” the Nick Ut photographs and the famous Kent State image of Mary Ann Vecchio screaming over the body of a dead student are examples.  The latter image, which depicts Vecchio in an arms-thrown-out gesture of “penance” and outrage, produces more viewer focus on her figure than on the dead student lying beneath her).

· Offer immediate holistic comprehension to the viewer with a set of recognizable (real-world) referents.

· Provide topical relevance invoking  strong emotions (e.g., patriotism, pride, indignation, outrage, grief.)

· Be believable, showing sufficient surface markings and textural features to suggest the photo is authentic.

     Various other aesthetic and psychological factors must also come into play.   Brown
 has argued that visual economy – an absence of distractors or clutter—is an absolute requirement for the compelling iconic candidate.  I would add that the image must also express a confluence of prototypes and even spiritual archetypes – old stories dressed up in new presentations and figural metaphors 
–which should be ‘turned around’ or ‘reversed’ in novel (“newsy’) ways.   This feature distinguishes an “icon” in painting or illustration from the “split second” capture of the camera, yet the “archetype” produces feelings of richness, palimpsest, and mystery that the viewer may not consciously understand. (Examples are shown below).  On a compositional level, the image should be ‘pregnant’ with ironic contrasts and often ‘wounding,’ emotionally evocative details (Barthes calls the ‘wound’ a punctum, which reminds the viewer of an artifact invoking the pain of intimacy from his past).
 Aesthetes might also argue, rightly so, that an icon or iconic candidate must appeal to the most sophisticated visual gestalt and also the most atavistically ‘wired’ levels of consciousnesses (aka “gut feel” or “racial memory.”)  Dennis Dake of Iowa University, in his essays on aesthetic theory, argues that since visual perception (especially perception of faces) is holistic, designers or viewers who are especially aware to ‘emergent subshapes’ in a pictorial or photographic composition can sense special “qualities of orientation, implied spaces, and the essence of empty space [which] adds to the quality and quantity of visiospatial information available to the brain.”
 
       To these “implicit” aesthetic criteria I might add a few others.  Designers have noted that contrast, repetition, alignment, and proximity (arrangements and groupings by ‘distance’ and closeness) are key factors in producing “clean,” effective two dimensional designs.
  Illusionistic use of spatial cues that imply tension with the image’s true flat surface can also contribute to mood and human interest.  Berlyne identified ‘collative properties’ such as complexity, ambiguity, incongruity, uncertainty, surprise, novelty and indistinctness as being critical to gaining and maintaining viewer attention in a sustained aesthetic experience, according to Dake.
 However, the applicability of these properties to the specific photojournalism image is not clear or experimentally verified; it could be the categories are too general to be useful.  Other compositional factors such as control of direction and eye movement, aesthetic unity, even ‘layering’ of symbols, spaces, colors, shapes, and textures into a coherent visual ecology contribute to an icon’s force.  The interrelationships of parts to wholes, eyes to face, legs to trunks, are also critical, according to Maynard. 
 Maynard asserts that the topology of human shapes in a picture can be understood by examining properties of closure, attachment, extension, along with sequence facture --the property of producing sequential ‘traces’ showing how an image is progressively made.  (Sequence facture in photography, might be suggested through time exposures or sequential slide narratives.) All of these elements may contribute to a photo narrative’s “graspability” because each property defines dynamic anatomical relationships.  All photographic relationships, cognitively, must be mapped and reinterpreted because they are 3D forms transposed to a 2D surface and then reinterpreted again in the brain.   

     What these critics do not discuss is the more challenging content and aesthetic questions of  how image “prototypes” contribute to an icon’s memorability and drawing power.  An entire branch of cognition study is now devoted to family resemblances among linguistic and conceptual categories, called “prototypes,” (see Lakoff).  This study has extended to visual prototypes and their properties.  For example, a “prototype” of a bird may be considered a robin or bluebird, which exemplifies certain frequently encountered ‘birdlike’ physical characteristics that seem central to the “class.”  However, a mythic or symbolic ‘archetype’ of a vengeful or dangerous bird may be a raven, an outlier or less representative form in the class.
  Modern cognitive science has not ventured to explain the psychological (specifically Jungian) pattern of repeating symbolic forms identified as “archetypes” which manifest themselves in dreams, literature, art, and religious and secular iconography.
 Rather, the ‘brain scan’ (neurophysiological) bent of recent cognitive experiments has focused on the enigma of synaptic connections in the brain and central nervous system (CNS) without solving the enigma of concept structures emerging from them.  Many scientists believe that the brain actually operates as a computer producing Turing-like symbols that process inputs and outputs algorithmically to represent the ‘objective’ elements of the real world.
  However, exact nature of the algorithmic process has not been identified.  The current empirical thrust has marginalized the study of Jungian symbology and the abundant evidence of common symbols and myth-patterns manifested in visual and literary arts across cultures.
  Still, Jung’s ideas are salient;  his set of atavistic prototypes -- heroes, maidens, supermen, divine couples, children,  nymphs, wise old men, witches, talking animals, wishing trees, wells, caves, dragons and demons – produce visual narratives that are virtually instantly understood, especially in iconic imagery.  These images apparently produce an intense moral stimulus and emotional pull of their own, contributing to feelings of palimpsest – layers behind layers, a ‘this narrative is richer and more complex than meets my eyes.’  While the scope of this paper precludes a long discussion of Jungian theories or their challenge to the empirical bent of modern visualization, I hypothesize (possibly as a future research question) multiple iconic candidates will demonstrate, through visual analysis, how strongly these mythologems work.  Another way to say this is that archetypal expression reminds viewer of stories and symbolic figures of authority on which they “rely” for guidance; thus, the archetypes contribute to a peak imaginative experience in the viewer with a sense of deja vue.  Susan Sontag wisely, but cryptically wrote, “Photographs can abet desire in the most direct, utilitarian way…[But] desire has no history – at least it is experienced in each instance as all foreground, immediacy.  It is aroused by archetypes and is, in that sense, abstract.”
  [She says no more about archetypes, except that they must be embodied in historically significant photographs to mobilize viewer conscience and desire.]
            To Maynard, prototypes are vessels or “molds” of religious and symbolic content.  In the West, they are forms that uphold old and atavistically transmitted narratives.  Archetypes, which Jung defined, according to the Greek, as ‘original forms,’ molds and motifs that are essentially ‘empty’ until they are adapted to specific human needs, appear to ‘burst forth’ into viewer awareness from an image and increase the physical energy and feeling both of novelty and deja vue.  Maynard is accurate in stating that “the undercurrents of prototype manifestation remained in Western image making.”  Modern-day prototypes have been shown, experimentally, to be “felt” by the body as much as by the mind.   So called ‘embodied’ cognition studies have shown physical/efferent responses to linguistic concepts.
  Within the brain, image schema enable humans to physically, sensually perceive and ‘feel’ a visual idea presented to them as a body sensation (we sometimes describe an image eliciting a ‘gut feel’ or a ‘pain in the heart’ (I will discuss this in much more detail in my theory exam, #3).  These image schema, which are not the same as abstract conceptual and propositional event structures known in cognitive science as ‘schematics’, constitute what Gibbs and Colston describe as “imaginative, organized, non-propositional structures of experience.”
  These structures are believed to be wired within the CNS at the level of bodily perception and movement.  Image schemas form relationships that are not organized as single entities, but are linked together dynamically through schema transformations.  These transformations allow us, on the fly, to follow the implicit ‘paths’ and ‘trajectories’ of movement of objects beyond their vanishing points.  They enable us to ‘feel’ the movement of objects and bodies within an apparently ‘static’ or ‘fixed’ photo or painted illustration.
 

     Much visual research has also been devoted to the idea that “induced structure” in the brain enables a viewer to follow a figure to a vanishing point through convergent lines, even though no actual objects can be seen at their meeting point.
  Induction and embodied cognition are trenchant features of viewer response and may account for how and why some images become highly memorable and others do not.
      Photo # 1:  The Iraqi Child
       The abundance of visible surface markings and textures in this news photograph – the bricks, the creases on the rescuers’ shirt’, the mangled mouth of Ali Hussein and the coatings of dust, the serendipitous positioning of the ‘obscured’ rescue worker, and the foregrounded curling roof or stretcher identifies this ‘near icon’ as credible.  The image can be construed as a detection of near death, more than a manipulative depiction; the source (Associated Press) and the channel (Washington Post) add to the sense of credibility.  The central positioning of the ‘photographic window’ above the fold on the Post’s front page invites the viewer to examine the space and see through it, mentally, if not, synesthesically, discovering the look and feel of a little boy with plump, almost palpably “juicy” legs (a mother’s term), now smothered in dust and debris, pulled from the wreckage of his own home.  His broken body and face tilt obliquely and heavenward, his skin cyanotic and gray, his right leg propped above the knee by the strong hands of a slender, bearded male who looks away from the camera, holding Ali Hussein up high, as though in commemoration of sacrifice.  
      Possibly, Hussein is being held up for the photographer, or to clear the body of debris as he is lifted and carried from a narrow alleyway framed in the background by the rough brick wall. Another man, presumably a rescue worker or family member, positioned behind the boy’s trunk and limp fingers, has no identity. His facial contours are completely obscured; we see no one grieving.  A split second impression of the trio of figures suggests that Ali Hussein is being exhumed by young men who could be brothers, fathers, neighbors, or rescue workers.  Not clear.  These men are depicted without identifiable facial features save for the side view of the beard.  That the men’s faces appear missing is an “accident” of camera angle at the decisive exposure moment.   The lack of grieving faces seems part of a missing configuration of souls; the facelessness of the men prefigure the faceless child-man that Ali Hussein who will never grow up to be.
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 Uncropped photo of Ali Hussein, 
AP Photo (Karim Kadim)
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Photo by Karim Kadim, AP 
           In terms of composition, the initial image is “gathered” and “tense in a “cross-hatch” of opposing triangles.   One triangle can be plumbed from the middle of the child’s crown down through the top of the head and shoulders of the young man holding him up.  Ali Hussein’s upturned head and knee form roughly the angle of hypotenuse.  Conversely, the “invisible” or “obscured” rescuer produces a counterbalancing triangle. The slightly obtuse triangle has three sides: the first formed by the obscured rescuer’s head and his vertical trunk, the second by the curling roof that moves up and to the left of the photograph.  The “hypotenuse” of this triangle is formed by the white-shirted rescuer’s arm that holds Ali’s back.  This cross-hatched pattern of opposite triangles anchors the image at the center and stabilizes it.  A “hypothetical” removal of the “obscured” rescuer would not improve the image and probably would make it less believable, given the extension mechanics of the bearded rescuer’s arms. 
           My first impression of this image was its quality of focus and evocativeness as an archetype.  The archetype is the child, but it is a buried child, stillborn in his potential, sacrificed not by Medea or the Aztecs or the Romans or the Jews, but by a contemporary American war.  The large presentation format and central position in the newspaper’s front page (a near perfectly cropped square, 6” X 6.5” above the fold in the Post), the graininess of the image, my sensuous impression of the red shorts and the lovely plump feet in the little sandals, the boy’s hand resting gracefully in the crook of his lap, invited me to reach through the frame and hug this child. It was quite clear to me from the context of the written story that this was not a Christ child or even a Christian child, but an Iraqi child, most likely a child of Muslims – one possible reason that the American mainstream media largely ignored this image.  The photo evinced a feeling of death and its finality.  It also suggested a resurrection in its angles and uplifting triangular trajectories (enhanced by the parallel appearance of the roof angle and brick wall), although the resurrection is incomplete, non-finito.   
       The child’s image seems to me not only reminiscent of a proud live gesture – a parent holding up a newborn son or daughter for all to see, for example – but also the gesture of ‘taking down’ a Christ from the cross.    The depiction shows strong topical relevance, as well as contrast, alignment and tension of forms, holistic unity, and control of direction.  There is nothing terribly ambiguous in it.  There is little surprise or novelty.  I could imagine many would stare at it; others would look away.  The image is graphic, but there is no ‘overt’ invitation to participate in any action other than the child’s burial.
        As a palimpsest visual narrative with open-ended story possibilities, though, this image seems a worthy successor to Masaccio’s The Expulsion from Eden, not because of overt similarities in structural features or the tension of a cross-hatched composition of triangular figures, but because of the horror of an implied, sequential narrative :  The sins of  the fathers and mothers are visited upon the dying son:
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     Although there is no avenging angel in the Ali Hussein photograph, there might as well be.   The child is held up, as though the rescuers are silently beseeching an angel who does not show up.  The “angel,” presumably a US aircraft on a bombing raid, has already loosed its ‘terrible, swift’ payload.  The boy’s lifeless face turns up toward the sky, creating what Lakoff and Gibbs might call a moment of embodied cognition,
 a trajectory of path-goal
, allowing the viewer’s mind’s eye to complete the implied visual pathway upward and to stop dead at the brick wall.  Embodied cognition, the theory that blossomed in the 1970s and 1980s as an outgrowth of experiments in prototypes, suggests that we are buried along with him; thought structures are not Turing-like manipulations of symbols in the mind according to algorithms that fix meaning in correspondence to objects in the outside world.  Instead, thought structures, including learning and memory, grow out of experiential realism – lived perception, sensorimotor activity --  lived experiences of a physical and social character.  If this is true, our empathy and sympathy levels for this child spike sky-high.  Physically, I force myself to look despite the seeming ‘inevitable’ verdict of death I perceive.  Internally, I’ve created an unfinished narrative to answer the question of the story; thus I see a story sequence contextually from my “rolladex” of reference mental images, Massacio’s Expulsion being one.  The Expulsion explicitly “answers” what is missing in the photograph (specifically, the ‘cause’ of death). Contextually and emotionally the two images together become part of my story and frame, allowing me to enrich the story and produce a ‘moral’ from it.  As a result, I find this image tremendously compelling, emotionally and intellectually so.
  Still, the image doesn’t achieve iconic status. The embarrassment and shame that arise in its apprehension leaves little room for an audience to maneuver and much room to repudiate and deny.  The Kansas City.com Star citizen blog site titled the image “Heartbreaking.”  An anonymous blogger commented:  “What is sadder still is the lack of promotion for this wonderful [accompanying] piece. I found it on a blog.  It belongs on the front page of every paper in the country.” 
Photo # 2:  The Visitation of Martin Luther King 
The second photograph, also from The Washington Post (April 4, 2008), features a novel and little known photograph of an iconic civil rights leader, the late Martin Luther King.  The story, “The Other Side of the Mountaintop,” written on the occasion of the 40th anniversary of his assassination, in 1968, reports on a growing scholarly movement to re-evaluate King in light of what has been historically denied.  “His life, like those of other historical figures – Abraham Lincoln, Franklin D. Roosevelt – has been simplified, scholars say, his anger blurred, his militancy rarely discussed, his disappointments and harsh critiques of government’s failures glossed over,” wrote Post reporter Kevin Merida. ”Forty years after King was gunned down by an assassin in Memphis, it is this sharper edged figure who has come into focus once again.” 
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   But this newspaper image is not sharp at all.  It is a model of ambiguous gazes, all in different directions.  King, who was assassinated at age 39, generally came to American awareness in full or three-quarters profiles, making speeches that were widely broadcast on TV captured in newspapers and magazines.  He was hawk-like and eloquent, angry in a controlled, lofty way.  He urged nonviolent resistance, leading boycotts and marches throughout the South while engineering confrontations that resulted in now-iconic photos of white sheriffs and posse men beating, kicking, unleashing vicious dogs, or fire hosing non-violent black demonstrators, including children. 
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     What, then, does this anniversary photograph imply?  Why did The Post select  it to highlight his “complex” legacy and character?  King appears to be “out of the plane” of the photo (below), ‘tucked’ into the lower right hand quadrant, the house siding “pushing” him forward toward us, the viewers, as though he has dropped in for a visit, or has been ‘superimposed’ from another dimension.  He gazes at no one we can see.  His mouth opens, but his expression is placid, uncertain. The two mothers (presumably a mother and grandmother) in the background appear to be holding an object I can’t decipher.  The boy in his mother’s embrace looks up quizzically at the grandmother but the grandmother appears to be staring at us, the viewers, so she gives no answer.  The mother looks down, presumably at the object held in her hand with the grandmother’s assistance.  The child closest to King looks blankly in another oblique direction.  Seemingly, no one is posed in this picture.  It is almost formless; King may be eyeing a truck, a person, or an object far off to his left.
         By aesthetic criteria, the image shows little contrast (the only noticeable contrast is the “black,” negative space of the doorway and the women’s lighter colored dresses, along with the house siding).  It has no particular alignment or logic in the proximity and arrangement of the figures.  There is no repetition per se, except for the siding; no structural unity; no control of direction; minimal topical relevance (e.g., King plus a poor black family engaged in…what?).  There is little apparent pain and suffering in the photo, unless one can infer “implied pain and suffering” from the photo subjects’ economic circumstances. Instead, the photo has an overarching quality of “indistinctness” rather than novelty or surprise.  Presumably the image is credible from its surface markings and age, although the figure of King could, in theory, have been burned into the photograph in a darkroom or later, possibly with Photoshop.   
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MLK’s Visitation.  The foregrounding of King in a plane seemingly separate and closer to the viewer than the other four figures produces the impression of a spiritual presence or ‘visitation.’ 
    Why, then, did I choose this image?  Unlike the Hussein photograph, it does not qualify as a focused detection or depiction of a catastrophic or even a defining moment.  It is certainly not an icon or an iconic candidate. The photo may define no discernible “moment” or “candidate” at all, save for King being present (transiently, since he is pictured in a suit, obviously on his way to somewhere else) with a poor black family of women and children.   What I do find compelling, though, is the atypicality of this photograph. It conveys a “downtime” for King and his mission, perhaps a moment of puzzlement or irresolution that he might have preferred not to show.   Rather than being frustrated, angry or militant, as the article suggests he was at times, King appears thoughtful, “soft,” even ethereal.  The frontal positioning that gives the four figures equal or greater “weight” and shifts King off to the side suggests he is no longer central, but visiting.   The photo suggests a “visitation,” possibly a spiritual one.  We know King now as a hero and martyr to the Civil Rights movement; he is gone.  This photograph suggests in some way he is back from the Dead to remind us of things we may have forgotten or improperly learned.
  In the photograph, he appears to be negotiating a role with us and with people who may need help but barely acknowledge his existence.  Given the context of my knowledge about him, the photograph haunts me as much for what it doesn’t say as what it does.  No amount of alteration or repositioning of figures would turn the image into a photo icon; it portrays no particular historic or decisive moment.  The ‘subversive’ quality of the image suggests King here is an ‘anti-icon’ who appears in direct spiritual conflict with dominant (and focused) discourses about him.  In this “counter discourse,” he is more of an archetype than a fully fleshed out man.
Image #3:  Lot’s Wife & Daughter (in a track suit)
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This front-page photo from The New York Times (December 7 2009) accompanied a story about a fetid shantytown in a soccer stadium in Kirkuk, northern Iraq, where 2200 Kurdish squatters had “converted dugouts, stands, and parking lots into a refugee city of cinder-block hovels covered in Kurdish political graffiti,” wrote Times reporter Stephen Farrell. 
   The article goes on to say that homeless Kurds were forced out of their homes while the government entertained a ‘future referendum to decide whether oil-rich Tamim Provide in the north and its capital, Kirkuk, will become part of the semi-autonomous Kurdish regional government or remain under administration by Baghdad.”

     The photo is unintentionally amusing.  Its figural juxtaposition and backgrounds are novel, surprising, and archetypal; moreover, the photograph features a salient “incongruity”: an apparently old woman (she may be middle aged) dressed head to toe in traditional Kurdish costume, flanked by a little girl sporting a modern day haircut and wearing a pink and gray track suit.  The little girl carries white bundles of breads but looks right past the woman who appears decidedly resolute (looking in the opposite direction), arms folded, and grumpy.  The caption reads:  “A Kurdish woman and a girl bake bread at their makeshift home, a stadium in Kirkuk, Iraq.”  The novel and incongruous part of the image is that nothing in the background betrays the manmade structure of a sports stadium; instead, the two females are pictured with a rough stone “oven” behind them on fire, with pillars of smoke (or clouds) in the background.  The entire setting for the image appears apocalyptic, Biblical.  When I studied the image, I immediately proclaimed “Lot’s Wife,” recalling the Biblical etchings of the hapless lady who turned into a pillar of salt by looking back on Sodom and Gomorrah.  In this image, the Kurdish woman-pillar defines a strong vertical with smoke seemingly belching out of her head.  The little-girl looks non-plussed, obviously attracted or bored by something or someone other than the camera; the contrast between the two figures provides real visual interest.  A strong right triangle moving from the upper left (the stone wall) down to the child’s head and behind provides a solid backing for the figures, who appear just distant enough not to be crowded.  Moreover, the photograph is so rich with surface markings and detail that it could not possibly be faked; it truly lends credence to photojournalism’s crowning motto:  that truth is stranger than fiction, especially when truth is “authentically” captured.  A more focused scan of the woman’s tired but resolute face suggests she has lived through a great deal of pain.  
      Though the photo hardly qualifies as a catastrophic or defining moment, it does display topical relevance common to iconic candidates and is comprehensible in a single glance.  The photo is structurally “spare” and economical; not too many distractions, except perhaps for what appears to be a white piece of paper or a notebook on the ground.  The odd/novel juxtapositions of form and dress, young and old, modern and Biblical, produce an object of aesthetic (and cognitive) fascination.  This photograph might qualify as “confounding,” because the viewer cannot figure out how or why the background is part of a soccer stadium.  Did the stadium disappear?  Has it turned into Gomorrah?  Are these females outside of the stadium, and how are the two related?  Nothing in the photograph establishes that they are firmly mother and daughter, or even mother or granddaughter.   Their surroundings are neither ‘decontextualized’ nor mythic.  The photograph does not particularly invite strong emotion or empathy, much less a call to action or arms; it is more in the line of curiosity, and thus could not qualify as an icon.  However, it is a compelling and novel photojournalistic image with some atavistic twists.
Image #4:  Dorothea Lange’s “Migrant Mother”

    When this image was photographed in 1936, Dorothea Lange was working for Roy Stryker at the Farm Security Administration (FSA) and producing photo documentation of drought refugees and labor migration in California.  The storied production of this image – one of seven – of Florence Thompson, “the migrant mother,” and her children who were photographed in a pea pickers’ camp in Nipomo, Ca, has been well-documented in the literature.
  However,  Lange was fatigued when she made the photographs and did not take scrupulous notes’ about Thompson’s situation or identity.
  Richard Steven Street reveals that Thompson was not a migrant worker at all, but a full-blooded Cherokee Indian whose first husband, Cleo Owens, had died of tuberculosis in 1931.  At the time of Lange’s visit, Thompson was living with  Jim Hill, a man who was unable to hold a job, and she was pregnant with his child.  To support her family, she and Hill began following the crops across Oklahoma and Arizona into California.  The labor was very hard; Thompson explained to reporters who later interviewed her that she was picking four to five hundred pounds of cotton a day or waitressing when she could for 50 cents a day.  She claimed she was not on the verge of starvation when Lange serendipitously discovered her.  In fact, she and her family had been stranded in Nipomo because of a damaged radiator in their car, and was awaiting the return of Hill and her two sons from town.  By no means comfortable, she was less than a hundred pounds and six months pregnant when Lange photographed her.

     Whatever Thompson’s specific circumstances, critics immediately seized on her image as iconic and ‘just in time’ to spark social change.  They likened the “Migrant Mother” photo (Lange’s last in the series) to “the Renaissance depictions of the Virgin and Child,” with gestural characteristics personifying a “protected, interior, feminised space.”
   Photographic historian Weston J. Naef called the image, along with Edward Weston’s Pepper No.  39, “ absolute evidence that photography can produce great art with extraordinary expressive potential.”
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       The photograph, which Lange originally identified as “The Oklahoman,” was eventually renamed “Migrant Mother” and “Migrant Madonna” by unspecified others.  Published on March 10 1936 in the San Francisco News, part of a story demanding relief for the starving California migrants, the photograph’s dissemination helped launched an immediate rescue effort preventing the camp workers’ starvation.  The last of Lange’s seven photo series (an earlier photo of Thompson appears below), the “iconic” one, appeared in The San Francisco News along with managing editor George West’s editorial (“What does the New Deal Mean to This Mother and her Children?” ) calling Lange’s photo a symbol of America’s plight:
         The remarkable photograph epitomizes the human side of one of Califiornia’s oldest and gravest problems—the plight of nearly 200,000 men, women and children who move from valley to valley with the crops and live in wretched impoverished shelters….Here in the fine, strong face of this mother, photographed at the camp of starving pea-pickers in San Luis Obispo County, is the tragedy of lives lived in squalor and fear, on terms that mock the American dream of security and independent and opportunity in which every child has been taught to believe.

    Stryker himself described Lange’s portrait as containing “all the suffering of mankind…but all the perseverance too.  A restraint and a strange courage.  You can see anything you want to in her.  She is immortal.”
 Photograph critic Richard Steven Street’s description noted:

 A redemptive power attaches to the abstraction….Lange’s image is transformed from a specific and immediate document into a universal, symbolic and iconic image….The ‘Madonna of the migrants’ seems real, here and now.  It allays fears and creates art at the expense of specificity and particularity.  People love the image because it has everything.  Cradling the baby in the crook of her left hand, the woman comforts the two older children with her presence.  Staring off camera with her right hand pressed to her face, she seems to wonder what she is going to do.  Despair and anguish seem to mark her expression, but she also projects inner strength and dignity.  Few photographs in American history resonant with such highly charged emotional urgency and power.

       What is most salient to me about this photograph is that it is certainly ‘framed’ by an artist, if not outrightly posed.  It is far too studied to be a casually photographed news image.  It may contain elements of staging and darkroom alteration that have never been fully probed. The sheer economy of the figures clustered closely around the mother, their heads turned away from the camera, the baby in repose, the gesture of worry and otherworldly apprehension and strength in the mother’s face, the power of a large format camera – indeed, the rich ambiguity and resolute quality of the image – seem like the product of an artist’s conscientious plan. The surface markings – a dirty baby’s face, possibly stained with tears, the children’s unwashed and bowl cut hair, the mother’s checked shirt beneath rags, the clearly demarcated mole and lines in her face --  produce an impression of instant credibility. 
      Thompson’s expression is an enigma.  Her brow is furrowed, her eyes penetrating, but clear.  The hand touches her mouth in a gesture of apprehension. Her shoulders and head, gracefully planted on a long neck craned slightly as though she is searching and wondering, form a cleanly structured triangle.  The mother’s shoulders are further anchored by the bowing heads of the two children, foregrounded by the baby’s swaddling clothes; and the impression is intimate, as though we can feel the children’s shyness.  Thompson’s open shirt and partially exposed breast produce feelings of warmth and sensuality.  She is attractive and even magnetic;  not too dirty  or too destitute.  Viewers may have experienced contrary impulses to admire, assist, pity, explicate, linger, and debate the circumstances of her plight.  As Richard Steven Street asks, “Is this a portrait of despair?  Does it capture inner strength?  Where is the woman’s husband, the father of her children?  Is she the sole supporter of this family?  Is she a symbol of victimization or of dignity?”  The image creates a continuous stream of questions and ambiguous meanings layered together. In this, “Migrant Mother” is both real and symbolic simultaneously.  Given the American media climate of the Depression and the promise of The New Deal, it’s no wonder that Lange produced the ultimate icon at a brief time when, from the press perspective, at very least, poverty was as magnetic and important a story as America’s riches.
      Could Lange have produced this image spontaneously? Whereas critics assert that she had a remarkable ability to put people at ease  -- Lange apparently approached prospective subjects with simple questions about their activities, asked permission to photograph them, and then “lingered until they stopped trying to pose,” according to critic Reuel Golden
 – she acknowledged that Thompson “seemed to know that my pictures might help her, and so she helped me.  There was sort of an equality about it.”
  She did not say more.  The photograph was distributed widely by the media and artistic communities almost immediately after its first release.  Lithographer Paul Weller adapted her image in his 1939 lithograph, “Noon.”  Critics also appropriated it as statement about America’s subversion of class , with religious allusions to the impoverished Madonna and Children.
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Noon, June 20, 1939, lithograph by Paul Weller

.
          To understand the aesthetic and moral “implausibility” of this once-in-a-lifetime icon, one only need look at an earlier Lange shot.  The Florence Thompson photographed below was not looking at the camera; she was lost in thought, partially slumped, exposed in her lean-to – an image that certainly commands pity but not the kind of intimacy of the icon.  Her older children in this photo are missing.   Her distraction in this image is so extreme that she appears barely interested in life.  Whereas Lange captures her strength and the raw nature of the baby’s needs, the image contains many scenic ‘distractions” – the entire lean-to is really the subject not the mother alone.  Clearly this image does not invite the same level of questioning or participation that the icon produced.  If Lange had not “caught” that last icon, so free of “distractors” and “noise,” the American public would likely have never known about Florence Thompson or that “Migrant Madonna,” had existed.
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Conclusion

    The chief challenge of all great journalistic photography is to induce public involvement and participation in the image narrative, inviting an audience to imagine change. At the same time, one of the great pitfalls is that icons rely on visual and symbolic archetypes that can easily become clichés and stereotypes, drained of their emotional and ideational power.  The lines of force that extend from the photographic display to the viewer are fragile ones.  Great images must be felt and embodied as much as they are abstracted by mental exercise and rational thought.  Further, aesthetics play only a partial role in the serendipitous creation of icons.  While aesthetic excellence is requisite, so are as yet unexplicated mysteries that produce intense emotional and cognitive experiences for viewers. Such qualities as ambiguity, polysemy, atavistic meanings, spiritual intent, promises of catharsis or redemption:  all these factors, and more, contribute to public reception of image narratives.  Thus, a photographer can never know in advance whether a shot will become the shot winning accolades of historic importance.

      A photographic representation that is too graphic, confusing, or diffuse may produce feelings of frustration or defensiveness in viewers, resulting in denial of the image’s “veracity” and force.  If a photograph is deemed too generic or slick, it may incite boredom, and it may not be believed. 
      The balancing act requires an extraordinary level of photographic performance.  Icons must seek to narrow the emotional and cognitive distances between image and viewers.  At the same time, they must rely on a certain amount of serendipity and accidental detail to appear fresh.  Above all, photographs that seek wide audiences cannot create too suffocating an intimacy that viewers must escape from them.

          Understanding iconic photography and its nuances is not as important as an appreciation for the range and depth of documentary and news photography as a whole.  Ironically, the print industry, especially newspapers, is not, in the main, open to visual innovation.  Yet without knowledge of how news photographs really work, journalists and editors are in danger of censoring and subverting the publication of powerful images that offer alternative views of the world.  The media’s declining interest in still photography and in certain visual fields (foreign affairs is one of them) has already produced a surprising visual knowledge ‘deficit’ in the public despite vast numbers of still images available on the Internet.  This deficit must be corrected.  Otherwise, the absence of good photographs may impair the public’s ability to conceptualize complex ideas about the international community, produce models of citizenship, and ultimately, create and maintain democratic institutions and values, including the values of a free press.
#
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