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How to read (deconstruct) a cultural artifact:
 

We will use photographs to exemplify the types of questions and methodologies that you may employ when deconstructing cultural artifacts.  Just as with written texts, photographs in overt and subtle ways exhibit the biases, agendas, and worldviews of their photographer.  Cartoons and photojournalism are good examples of types of overt persuasion.  Both also hinge upon juxtaposition: the juxtaposition of familiar icons within an unfamiliar context or vice versa.

 

We tend to read both cartoons and photojournalism rather passively, laughing or thinking for a bit and then moving on.  We seldom stop to think about how the different pieces come together to make us laugh or think; nor do we generally think about why a cartoonist or photographer has decided to represent a subject in a particular way.  Even more seldom does it occur to us to consider what knowledge we bring to the cartoon or photograph, and/or how that knowledge goes into making pieces humorous or newsworthy.
 

For this exercise you will break into small groups.  You will have fifteen minutes to discuss your photograph and answer the following questions.  You will then present your photo and your reading (analysis) of it to the class.  

 

1.     To begin, ask yourself:

 

—What is the purpose of this photo?

—Who took it?

—Why?

—Is there a juxtaposition or layering in this photo?  

—What is familiar?  What is unfamiliar?  How do the two interact?

—Does this juxtaposition tell you anything new or surprising about the people in the photo?

—Does this juxtaposition tell you anything purposefully, by posing, costuming, or positioning the subject?

—Does it accidentally tell you anything through the poses, costumes, positioning of the subject?

 

2.     Does this photo make an overt or covert comment on:

 

—situations?

—people?

—a location?

—life's stages, commonality among people, differences, mysteries, etc?

 

3.  Does the photo's arrangements make these points by using:

—effects?

—style (candid, portraiture, artistic)?

—perspective?

—subject placement?

—props?

—background/setting?

—quality?

4. Why would it be important to make such a point? 

5. Do these points serve anyone's interest (best or worst)? 
6. Do other questions, contexts, ideas come to mind to add? 
 

 

 

Group 1: http://www.daniellee.com/Judgemnt.htm
 

Group 2: http://artscenecal.com/ArtistsFiles/ChalmersC/ChalmersCFile/ChalmersCPics/CChalmers2.html
 

Group 3: http://www.spacecat.com/bert/bert004.htm
 

Group 4: http://www.worldpressphoto.nl/index.jsp
 

Group 5: http://www.worldpressphoto.nl/contest/children.jsp
 

