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Introduction 

“Photographs always contain more than the merely visible” – John Berger, Ways of seeing (1972) 

Throughout this dissertation I will be exploring and discussing the ways in why context in photography is significant and more so how it affects the way we, as spectators, see and appreciate a photograph. My piece of writing will also be supported by the research of a range of photographic artists and particular genres of photography such as fashion and advertising, in addition to the likeness of theorists and philosophers that contribute to the arguments of my dissertation.  The interest in this subject arose through my continuous curiosity in the relationship between the photograph and the spectator as well as my keen interest in the particular style of fashion and advertising photography. As a novice photographer I also think that the concept of context reflects who we are and our passions acting as a visual language that communicates to the audience and forms particular connections. This is key to my values because I feel that through context it builds relationships with the spectator which will be advantageous for me in the future. Although I find this particular subject quite broad and complex I feel that it is a concept that isn’t discussed or questioned enough in today’s society. In addition to this context has equally played a significant role in my own working process as a photographer which has lead to significant questions of what my purpose is a visual artist. Chapter one gives an insight of the relationship between the photograph and the spectator, focussing on what we think we know and what we don’t actually know, supported by the theories of Roland Barthes, combined with underlying themes of truth. Chapter two discusses the use of context in fashion and advertising photography in particular, giving an insight on interpretation, perception and how specific contexts can provoke a range of feelings with an audience. Chapter three offers a study into the flip side or another viewpoint of the argument about the significance of context. By using particular examples it examines whether the existence of context in photography is truly essential in appreciating what we see. I feel like it is important to look at context from all angles rather than using a one sided argument providing a better understanding of the use of the importance of context in more depth. Chapter four explores the genre of intimate photography which focuses more on the emotional side of context, the connections that can be built between the spectator and the viewer and how those emotional bonds that are formed result in a more powerful appreciation of what we see. Researching into more than one genre of photography meant that I am able to explore context in more than one medium and how it differs when used in a different style. Lastly Chapter five draws the dissertation to an end with a conclusion including my own personal experience with context and what it means to be as a developing visual artist. It would be important to share my own opinion and experiences with context because context as a whole has affected me directly and has made me discover more about myself and my work as a photographer. 

The term context defines as “the circumstances that form the setting for an event, statement, or idea, and in terms of which it can be fully understood”- Oxford Dictionaries online. The keyword in this definition is ‘fully understood’ and this is because it can be argued that like all artworks and media, we rely heavily on context to understand or more so appreciate a photograph.  It is connected to the overall purpose and position of the photograph. Looking into the quote of John Berger, “Photographs always contain more than the merely visible” he gives the impression that all that we see is not necessarily all that we know. There are always underlying contexts or hidden meanings and messages behind the surface level. Our whole interpretation of a photograph is context-dependent. 

 Chapter one 
What we think we know and we don’t know 
[image: image1.jpg]



Fred Morley, The London Milkman, 1940 
It can be argued that without the knowledge of the context behind a photograph we 
risk misinterpreting what we see; we may under or over estimate its value, 
misunderstanding the true intentions of the photographer. When we look at a 
photograph we are presented with the “external context”, (Barrett, 2006) in other 
words what we see is what is on the surface which dismisses the true internal context 
behind the imagery. Just by looking at what we are presented with we are only ever 
able to take in the end result and not the intricacies or thought process behind the 
photograph, “A photograph is usually looked – seldom looked into”, (Adams, 1966). 
 Because of this it leads to lack of understanding and cannot be appreciated in the 

same way. The moment an image is shared that image is subject to judgement and 
interpretation which is ruled by our own imagination, ‘The audience can, effectively 
take ownership of the work- through subjective interpretation, moral stipulation”,
 (Barthes, 1977)  We take what we see at a surface level and immediately make our 
own judgements dismissing all other knowledge. This is what Roland Barthes 
describes as the ‘death of the author’, (Barthes, 1977). By adopting our own meaning 
through our own subjective interpretation, without the knowledge of the internal
 context, means that we will never understand the true meaning behind the photograph 
or what the photographer intended to us to understand. This challenges us to ask 
whether our perception and interpretation of what we see is wholly context-dependent.
 For example, this photograph, by Fred Morley depicts a milkman, going about his 
business delivering milk, crossing through the debris and rubble caused by a brutal 
bombing raid in London. Despite how authentic the scene looks it is in fact staged. 
Morley had spotted a milkman in the area and asked him if he could borrow his crate 
full of milk bottles as well as the white coat he was wearing. Morley then asked his 
assistant to pose as his subject dressed in the milkman’s attire amongst the war scene. 
Despite the fact that it was staged it still held a magical power in raising the spirit of 
the British people during a horrific time. At the same time it still reflects the core 
message of the story. Now that we understand the process behind the photograph 
there are numerous questions that stem from this. For example, would the audience’s 
interpretation and response to the photo change if they were aware that it was staged? 
Would it even matter if they knew? Would they hold the same appreciation for the 
image? Would they feel different? Does the fact that it is staged make the 
photographer untrustworthy? All these questions lead to the same purpose of context. 
This also supports the argument that without seeing the internal context the photo 
loses its authenticity and therefore cannot be appreciated in the same way by the 
viewer. “Our perception or appreciation of an image depends also upon our own way 
of seeing”, (Ways of seeing, p10). Knowledge of the full story isn’t always 
necessary however upon the research of Barret, knowing this additional context can 
add a deeper understanding and may prompt the viewer to feel more connected due to 
its rawness, (Barrett, 2006). Without context one can never really know the full story, 
the intricate details or the inspiration that the image has been formed from. Knowing
the photographer’s true intentions can ultimately change the spectator’s feelings 
towards what is put in front of them and may also in their opinion be the difference 
between an interesting photo and a boring photograph. This illustrates why context is 
so important in communicating key themes or a particular message that the 
photographer wants to evoke in a piece of art as well as the power it possesses in 
changing how the audience interprets a photograph in their own opinions. After 
researching the history of the photograph by Fred Morely. 
Sinje Dillenkofer, Reservate series 
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Sinje Dillenkofer, ‘Norma I. Foerderer, assistant to Donald Trump, New York, 1990’. From the series Reservate. 
German visual artist Sinje Dillenkofer created a photographic series entitled ‘Reservate’ which included shots of a series of women senior executives who had a substantial amount of responsibility on their shoulders, many of them working in multinational companies such as insurance, IT, banking, domestic appliances and automotive sectors. At the start of the shoot Dillenkofer asked each of the women to pose in a formal way for a portrait, dressed in their typically corporate work style clothes as they would wear every day. On the surface we see a conservative woman adopting a stiff smile in a rigid and formal pose, shot against a plain black and white background. On the surface the photograph suggests they are women working in a male-dominated environment restricted by the social hierarchy but this mundane version of what we see probes us to want to know more, we want to know the internal context of who they are beyond their presence in the media, “What do these women do, what do they think, what do they feel, what do they dream about? In short what do they have in common with the rest of us? (Pandora’s Camera, p94). We ask all these questions because we want to discover more than just what meets the surface. After taking the conservative portrait shots Dillenkofer then invited the women to stage their own idea of a ‘secret fantasy’ which reflected a piece of who they are in their private lives, the shoot taking place in the intimate comfortableness of their own homes, without their employees or an audience. One of the models decided to dress extravagantly in a long dress putting on the persona of an actress in a glamorous fashion shoot, shedding the sensible role that was required when at work with her peers which gave a glimpse of sensuality that would normally be looked down upon in her working environment. This kind of shoot allowed the women to share their own little story, being able to be free to be themselves without the restrictions of conformity and protocol. The two contrasting shoots show the two personalities of the women we see before us, the mask (the formal and conservative) and the mirror (the real and the wild).  By looking at these images it gives the spectator a glimpse of who these women really are with underlying themes of truth and vulnerability, offering the audience the ability to see these women in a different light in their vulnerable state, which can be refreshing and comforting to the spectator knowing that they can relate to these women in a way. By building a sense of relatedness it helps the spectator build connections with the subject and more so build connections and associations with the photographer meaning the work can be received and appreciated with a greater and more positive response. 
Chapter Two 
Context in commercial photography 
Corinne Day, Heroin Chic 
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                                              Corinne Day, ‘Kate Moss’ 1993 
In 1993 British fashion photographer Corinne Day produced images of a very thin looking Kate moss dressed in her underwear in a grungy apartment which later became the symbol for the controversial style movement titled ‘Heroin Chic’. Heroin chic was a mid-90s style of fashion photography that emerged through fashion advertisements which was accused of glamorising and unhealthy lifestyle of drug addiction, hence its name Heroin Chic. Its advertisements typically depicted women with an extremely thin, almost anorexic physique, dark under eye circles, dishevelled hair and pale skin. At the time drug addiction was penned sexy and cool and this persona of having a perfect thin physique was the beauty standard in society, which can be suggested to have carried on through the times into our current ‘filter obsessed’ society full of skinny teas and body altering filters. This kind of aesthetic of the perfect body and the perfect lifestyle, which was seen in fashion magazines, was aimed to make the audience envious and attempted to convince people to buy the product. On the surface we see a beautiful face and a beautiful body but behind this glossy forefront lies a harsh reality that we wouldn’t have guessed, “the knowledge, the explanation, never quite fits the sight”, (Ways of Seeing, p7).  Contextually the women in these high end fashion magazines are more than an appealing face and a hourglass body, the real life situation is the women are drug users, starving themselves to keep this thin physique to fit societies unattainable beauty standard which was essential in gaining attention and selling a product. This way of seeing links to our own human nature that we use everyday. We take what we see for its beauty at an objective surface level point of view not caring about what is on the inside.  We take what we want to see that generates from our own imagination and not for what it actually is, ‘Our perception of context is coloured by the situation in which we view it’.  It can be argued that gaining the knowledge of the internal context can shape the way in which the spectator interprets or appreciates the photograph. However every photograph that is shared is subject to interpretation meaning what is interesting to someone may not be as interesting to someone else based on the context. Due to the overall context of the photograph this shapes our own opinion, good or bad, of an image which may not be the same as somebody else. Despite the fact that the heroin chic movement boosted sales and gained attention, given the knowledge of the drug induced environment, some of the audience responded quite negatively. For example after the images of Kate Moss by Corinne Day emerged this sparked controversy and outrage, suggesting that glamorising drug use and addiction was sending a damaging message to society. President Bill Clinton also stated “You do not need to glamorise addiction to sell clothes,” Clinton remarked. “The glorification of heroin is not creative, it’s destructive. It’s not beautiful; it’s ugly. And this is not about art; it’s about life and death. And glorifying death is not good for any society.” This suggests that the use of context can move the spectator in different ways that emerges from their own perception and interpretation. 
Oliviero Toscani for Benneton and shock advertising 
Italian photographer Oliviero Toscani who worked for high end fashion brand Benetton, was one of the visual artists that created highly controversial advertisements, which always became talking points,  using the method of ‘shock advertising’ in his work to sell a product which surprisingly seemed to be working. Shock advertising was the language of Toscani’s work which was used to gain attention and convince people to buy what Benetton was selling, taking on social issues and pushing the boundaries. This particular context of advertising made a huge name for Benetton, its controversial contexts gaining huge publicity and making headlines. Despite the controversy this was one of the ways which in fact increased sales of Benetton and gained popularity due to the context of which these advertisements were in. The manager of Benetton’s advertisements stated “We believe our advertising needs to shock- otherwise people will not remember it “, (Graham, 1989). Looking at this statement this links to the teachings of Barthes who made the point that such photographs with a meaningful context may stay in the spectators mind with a more profound effect. He explained, ‘I may know better a photograph I remember than a photograph than a photograph that I am looking at”, (Camera Lucida, 1953). 
Priest and Nun, Oliviero Toscani 
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                                     Oliviero Toscani, ‘Kissing Nun’, 1991 

One of Benetton’s advertising campaigns presented an image of a priest and a nun 
sharing a moment kissing which was meant to reflect the religious and sexual conflict 
of human nature. Again the campaign was made to shock potential customers to gain 
attention. However the advert resulted in outrage causing offence to the Catholic 
Church because they felt it was mocking their catholic religious beliefs. Once again 
here we can see that the moment an image is shared it is subject to judgement and 
interpretation which in this case gathered a lot of negative interpretation. It is 
understandable to say that there is a reason why this ad caused controversy however 
given the knowledge of the internal context would we really know the photographers 
true intentions? And given the knowledge of this would it change the way view the 
photograph in a different way? “To decode photographs and advertising images more 
effectively it is essential for us to understand their context”, (Photography a critical 
introduction ,p28).  Toscani explained to The Times that his true intentions of the 
advertisement were to be aimed at a particular audience in order for it to be fully 
understood. The target audience he had in mind was a younger, true Benetton 
customer. He explained that “In Spain the country is alive with young people, they see 
the priest-and-nun ad and smile about that. In Italy where there are still old journalists, 
old institutions, they are upset”, (Toscani, 1991) . Toscani knew that its younger 
audience would understand what he was trying to convey and appreciate it in a more 
positive way. This suggests that without knowing the photographers intentions it risks 
being misunderstood or received the wrong way which is what occurred at the time. 
Looking at the research of Oliviero Toscani and the whole concept of shock 
advertising it is interesting to see that using such particular contexts can create such 
powerful and different reactions from an audience, all based from how these contexts 
affect our own perception. 
Chapter three
Sentimental photography and context 

In many ways, it is true to say that photographs that contain more emotional and 
sensitive contexts engage and connect with an audience on a much more deep level. If 
the piece of work means something to the photo taker the image will better relate to 
the spectator and be received and appreciated more positively. Looking at this concept 
this has lead to the deeper research of particular styles of photography such as 
intimate photography which mostly include realistic aspects of intimate life and 
personal contexts focussing more on  what Foucault describes as ‘felt experience’, 
(Foucault, Aesthetics, method and epistemology, p5).  This is something more than 
just what we see on a surface level but more of something we feel due to such 
particular touchy contexts. Intimate photography isn’t just pseudo-empathetic 
observations they are a genuine record of personal life which is what makes them so 
special. 
Nan Goldin
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                             Nan Goldin, ‘Gilles and Gotscho, Embracing, Paris 1992
With her emotional and personal contexts the work of Nan Goldin has provided a 
sense of profound engagement with her audience which allows an insight of who she 
is as a photographer, her experiences and her intentions. The use of such personal and 
raw meanings within her photographs acted as a language in which personal 
experience is communicated to the spectator. The photo above entitled ‘Gilles and 
Gotscho Embracing’ depicts a moment of two gay lovers sharing a tender moment 
between themselves. The photo presents the couple sitting on a bench embracing each 
other and displaying their affection with two people out of focus in the background 
watching. At the time Gotscho was supporting his partner who at the time was 
critically ill being diagnosed with AIDS which was new at that day and age, resulting 
in him eventually passing away due to its severity. Despite the fact the images show 
the devastating and upsetting reality of someone who is crucially ill with days left to
 survive, the images still show an element of happiness through the tenderness and 
intimacy of the two gay lovers. The beauty of the image is that the images are raw, 
real and are wholly a record of day to day life depicting real life scenarios which 
provoke feelings of tenderness, emotion and sadness. Given the knowledge of the 
internal context such as the AIDS back-story of Gilles it allows the spectator to feel a 
range of emotions which is what makes us human.  It provides the “capacity of 
empathy from the viewer. In short, we humans tend to share a stock of common 
experiences: joy and pain, happiness and suffering love and hate…” (Pandora’s 
camera, p21).   It is through these types of specific contexts that provokes the 
spectator to be emotionally moved and also gives the capacity to relate in a way 
through personal experience. Such personal contexts like this gives a sense of 
attachment towards the photographer and their resulting work which suggests that 
intimate contexts will be received more positively with a greater response from their 
audience, through the connections and experiences the viewers make with what they 
see. This is supported by looking at the quote of Michel Foucault, “there are the 
inevitable associations to places and spaces via the imagination of the viewer and the 
thoughts, memories and life experiences they bring to encounter with a photograph” 
(Foucault, Aesthetics, method and epistemology, p10). Gaining the knowledge and 
intricacies of the photograph can “add richness to our understanding”, (Barett, 2006). 
However without knowing the context of what we see the photograph risks being 
misinterpreted and undervalued losing its power. This generates probing questions 
such as would we feel the same if we didn’t know the context? Would it make us 
appreciate it in the same way? Would we feel different if there was no context at all? 
For example what looks like a normal picture of two people hugging, little does the 
audience know it might be the last tender moment they are able to share together 
before Gilles passes away due to the life threatening illness that is AIDS. 
Chapter four 
The flip side 

As humans we have been taught that we need to search for meaning however 
sometimes what we see can ultimately speak for itself. It can be strongly suggested 
that context is essential to understand the whole purpose behind what we see however 
on the flip side context doesn’t necessarily have to be needed to appreciate something 
or believed to be beautiful. 
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Scene from Ivan’s Childhood, 1968, Tarkovksy 

Leading on from this concept of contextless media this has prompted me to research 
and explore the work and philosophies of Andre Tarkovsky. Andre Tarvosky was a 
Russian filmmaker, writer and theorist who was considered one of the most influential 
directors in the history of Russian and world cinema. His films displayed his own 
methodology, regarding cinema as an art and form of his own personal expression. 
Tarkovsky believed that a single shot or image could unveil a universal message 
without words or a concrete meaning. He believed that meaning interfered with 
cinemas emotional side and using signs and symbols would act as too much of a 
giveaway to what he didn’t want to be exposed. Instead his films were purely 
atmospheric rather than logical. His cinematic philosophy was that communication 
doesn’t always have to be expressed vocal, emotion can be another way to relay a 
message, far beyond the verbal.  One of the ways Tarkovsky built the atmosphere in 
his films was through textures. For example a dust covered landscape or the crackling 
of a fire. These textures gave a sense of reality which developed associations and 
relations of personal experience with the spectator, giving them the capacity to 
immerse themselves in his fantasy world and feel a range of emotions. This links to 
the ‘felt experience’ as proposed by Barthes, (. If we can visually feel something it 
builds greater connections and prompts the spectator to appreciate what they see in a 
more powerful way. This also links to Tarkvoskys technical methods of his films. He 
moves the camera in a subjective view as if we were physically being drawn in to the 
scene. This was so the viewer could feel as if they were physically in that moment of 
time which leads to the viewer feeling a sense of reality which further allows the 
spectator to build emotional bridges with what they see, “When we see a landscape 
we situate ourselves in it, (Ways of seeing, p11) Building these emotional bonds 
which feel so real between the photograph and the spectator is one of the reasons why 
an artwork can be received or appreciated more positively.  Although Tarkovskys 
films were beautiful it lead the audience to think they were difficult to understand and 
therefore had to adopt their own meaning through their own imagination which is 
again what Barthes describes as the ‘death of the author’. This leads the audience to 
question, what is the work really about? Tarkovsksys aim was for his spectators to 
discover meaning for themselves through their own subjective interpretation because 
after all we think further on that which we don’t necessarily understand. Looking at 
the work of Tarkovsky and his approach to context and the purpose behind it itself 
this probes me to ask the question is it always right to analyze art from an intellectual 
perspective?  Does what we see have to make sense? 
After all why do we think art should make sense when we know that life in fact 

doesn’t make sense? 
Conclusion and Personal experience 
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In conclusion, taking into account the research and viewpoints of context it is true to 
say that context is in fact essential in fully understanding and appreciating a 
photograph. Throughout researching and exploring the significance of context it is 
also true to say that context not only affects the way the spectator views a piece of 
work but also how a photographer feels about their work. One of the reasons I chose 
this subject is because context has affected my own working process as a 
photographer directly in a personal way. For example, whilst developing my ideas for 
a project I initially started taking images that did not have any context or meaning at 
all; to me I was interested in the way the photos I had produced looked on the surface 
and had potential to look good. However I realized that this wasn’t enough it is true to 
say that context in fact can ‘add richness to our own understanding’. Reflecting on my 
past work I had made I realized that the majority of my strongest work had contained 
a message or followed a distinct theme. I then understood that something can look 
good but it does not mean anything. Looking at the photographs I have made and 
thinking about how my audience may receive them or interpret them it made me think 
of some of the questions my audience might ask. For example who is this girl in the 

picture? What is she thinking about? Does the clothing she wears mean anything? 
Why that particular choice of clothing? It is through examining my own personal 
experience that context is in fact essential to the way in which we understand 
photographs because I believe in every visual artist there is a longing in wanting their 
efforts and processes behind the photograph to be seen and appreciated by their 
audience which is very much key to my values as a photographer.
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