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Analyzing an Image that “Defines the Times”
Overview

For this assignment, you will select an iconic (meaning important or enduring) photograph (not a painting, video, or other media), describe it to the readers and analyze how that photograph “defines the times” or presents a particular view of its historical moment.

Background
We know that history is documented by two kinds (or maybe more) of print texts: The first being the archival document (like the actual parchment Declaration of Independence that we could see in a museum) as well as by historical accounts written by witnesses (“I was there”) or by historians (“Here’s what happened at the signing of the Declaration of Independence….”). Witness and historian accounts, of course, each present a particular perspective of the event. When we think of history, we often think of texts.

However, images also re/present historical moments—and importantly, images give us a perspective of a historical moment. Because visual images are powerful, we sometimes can see the picture of an event in our mind’s eye long after we forget any written account of the event. For example, when I think of 1986, I can’t recall off the top of my head much about national or world history for that year. However, whenever someone mentions 1986, I automatically conjure in my mind’s eye an image: A single frame of a bright, clear January sky. A space craft points skyward above a ball of smoke and orange flame while a trail of white smoke reaches to the bottom of the frame breaking the calm of the sky: The space shuttle Challenger has exploded. I vividly recall watching the television footage during lunch hour; my friends and I stood with our mouths a gape. It is the freeze frame of the shuttle exploding, though, that stays in my mind twenty years later.
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This image, then, not only represents the actual moment of history, the Challenger explosion, but it also symbolizes what that historical event meant to me personally and to our nation. In 1986, the US had been exploring space with ease for more than twenty five years since Apollo 13’s nearly tragic flight. We had grown accustomed to and perhaps even oblivious to space flight. We were so immune to the potential danger of space flight that we cheered as science teacher Christa McAuliffe, the first civilian in space, waved to the cheering crowd and headed into the Challenger. 
Our historical memories are filled with many such visual images:

Three-year-old John F. Kennedy, Jr., wearing a pea coat and saluting his father’s passing casket; 
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O.J. Simpson standing with his defense team at his trial (“If it doesn’t fit, you must acquit.”); 
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A sailor kissing a nurse on the streets of New York City to celebrate VJ Day;
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The naked ten-year-old Vietnamese girl running down a street escaping a napalm attack. 

Even if we weren’t alive or have no historical recollection of an event, these images represent a version of that history to us. Little John John saluting his father’s casket paints for us a particular history of President Kennedy’s assassination and by association an image of his Presidency and even the early 1960s—the pre-Vietnam days—as idyllic, President Kennedy as slain before he completed his greatest political accomplishments. With that picture, many of us do not think about the Bay of Pigs invasion or the alleged extramarital affairs. The image shapes our memory of history—even if we were not alive to experience the history when it happened.
Getting Started With This Assignment
You will need to locate a famous (iconic) photograph of a historical moment in the 20th century (1900-2000). (Note: The terrorist attacks on the World Trade Center happened in 2001, so you cannot use those images.) Begin by using the Library of Congress’ image search www.loc.gov. You should be able to find many iconic images here. You can try to find an image on-line using Google’s “Image” search. Sometimes these images are difficult to find on-line. Ask for help if you can’t find the image you want. You may also find images in a book or magazine. You will need a copy of the image to accompany your paper.

Note: Let me stress again that you must find an iconic photograph of a historical event—a photograph that is fairly famous and known. In other words, you can’t just find a photographic portrait of President Kennedy and talk about his assassination as a moment in history: You need to find an actual photo still of the event itself.

Almost all of the photographs that you might want to use are copyrighted—even if they are on the Internet. We’ll talk in class about how to work with those images and give credit in your paper to the photographer and web site or book where you found it.

After you find the photograph, we will engage in invention activities to (1) help us describe and analyze the image and (2) think about the historical significance of that photograph. Your essay will describe and analyze the photograph as well as discuss the perspective of history that the image shapes. You can even do some informal surveying of peers to find out what they think about the image. We’ll discuss how to do this in class 
Keep in mind that the perspective that is given may or may not be historically accurate, and it will most likely not be historically complete. That’s okay. In this essay, we’re interested in exploring how an image shapes our perspective of history, of examining how we remember history based on an image. We’re not so much concerned about whether or not that perspective is accurate, though we might discuss that in the essay, too.

Drafting & Organizing the Historical Images Essay

Below you will find a possible way to organize your historical images essay. Please note that could re-order some of the sections to fit your purpose, but in general, I will expect your essay to cover the major points discussed below. In total, your paper should be about four full pages.

· Description of the photo

You may want the description to be the first paragraph of the paper; maybe you’d rather have the historical context first, then a description. Either way is fine, but you do need to describe the photograph to the readers—even though you are including a copy of the photo with the essay. Review the essay about Addie Card, the child laborer in the photograph by Lewis Hine. Notice how the Winthrop, the author, describes the photo in vivid detail to the readers so that we see the important features of the photo that she wants us to. 

What you don’t want to do is have sentences like: “In this photograph, I see….” Try using the same techniques that Winthrop uses: take the readers into the photograph without having any editorial comments from you, the writer. You may also find it useful to review Frank Cossa’s descriptive techniques in “Photojournalism and the War at Home”: http://www.cofc.edu/VietnamRetro/cossa.html
· Historical context

You will need to provide the reader with some brief historical context of the time/period/moment in history that the photograph captures. You will need to include this information in your own words and cite any material as appropriate. We will discuss this in class. You should have no more than one paragraph of historical context.

· The photographer’s and photograph’s angle of vision

In this section of the paper, which may be two paragraphs or more, you will need to tell the reader about how the photographer has created an angle of vision on this moment in history. You’ll want to include information about cropping, omission of details. Review some of the generating ideas handouts and prompts from Allyn & Bacon. You’ve already got some of this information started; just flesh it out for the reader.

· Analysis of the photo

In this section of the paper, which should be the longest part, you will need to analyze for the reader what the photo is doing—what statement is it trying to make? What comments about the historical moment or cultural conditions of the time is it saying? Review the Generating Ideas 2 handout that you received in class, as this sheet had lots of questions to prompt your thinking.

· Conclusion

Some Tips for Writing the Paper

It will be helpful to have some minimal historical context for the photograph that you’ve chosen. You can bring some historical context into your essay. You will likely need one or two reputable, historical sources (not Wikipedia) to use to provide context. Note: You will probably also need to read some about this event on your own. You may not actually draw upon the material in your paper, but you need to be informed about the historical moment yourself. The focus of this paper, though, is on analyzing the image and how that image helps define that moment.
You will need to describe the image in your essay, much like the first paragraph of “Through the Mill,” the Smithsonian article that we read about the child laborer in a spinning mill. Even if your reader has the photograph to look at while reading your paper, like we do in the Smithsonian piece, you will want to describe the photo for the readers, thus crafting an angle of vision for the readers. This description can come as the introductory paragraph or as another early paragraph in your paper. In this regard, you will draw upon the descriptive skills we used in the first essay (Angle of Vision).

Perhaps the hardest part of this assignment will be to analyze the image and discuss how the image has shaped a perception of history. In other words, you will need to think about what features of this image—the photographic composition, use of angle, lighting, cropping, etc.—come together to make the image so powerful. Remember that to analyze something means to dissect it, to break it apart and examine the pieces. Like the picture of the soldiers raising the flag at Iwo Jima, which we examined in Seeing and Writing, the way that the photograph is composed can shape the viewers’ perception dramatically. That the American flag cuts a diagonal through the frame, that the soldiers are hosting the flag to its place, that the landscape is barren and peaceful in the borders of the frame all create an affect for the viewer and thus shape the memory of history. That memory is often one of American fortitude, American pride, American strength. How does the image get us to that memory? How does it conjure that emotional response in us?
We will, of course, spend a good amount of time in class discussing this essay. No doubt about it: Students find this to be a challenging project. However, I know that you are capable of producing a really engaging, interesting analysis, one that I look forward to reading.

Helpful Links
 “Through the Mill” http://www.smithsonianmag.com/history-archaeology/indelible-sep06.html “Photojournalism and the War at Home” http://www.cofc.edu/VietnamRetro/cossa.html






