
The Photographic Message 

The press photograph is a message. Considered overall 
this message is formed by a source of emission, a channel 
of transmission and a point of reception. The source of 
emission is the staff of the newspaper, the group of tech-
nicians certain of whom take the photo, some of whom 
choose, compose and treat it, while others, finally, give it a 
title, a caption and a commentary. The point of reception 
is the public which reads the paper. As for the channel of 
transmission, this is the newspaper itself, or, more precisely, 
a complex of concurrent messages with the photograph 
as centre and surrounds constituted by the text, the title, 
the caption, the lay-out and, in a more abstract but no less 
'informative' way, by the very name of the paper (this name 
represents a knowledge that can heavily orientate the reading 
of the message strictly speaking: a photograph can change 
its meaning as it passes from the very conservative L'Aurore 
to the communist L'Humanite). These observations are 
not without their importance for it can readily be seen that 
in the case of the press photograph the three traditional 
parts of the message do not call for the same method of 
investigation. The emission and the reception of the message 
both lie within the field of a sociology: it is a matter of 
studying human groups, of defining motives and attitudes, 
and of trying to link the behaviour of these groups to the 
social totality of which they are a part. For the message 
itself, however, the method is inevitably different: whatever 
the origin and the destination of the message, the photo-
graph is not simply a product or a channel but also an 
object endowed with a structural autonomy. Without in 
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any way intending to divorce this object from its use, it is 
necessary to provide for a specific method prior to socio-
logical analysis and which can only be the immanent analysis 
of the unique structure that a photograph constitutes. 

Naturally, even from the perspective of a purely immanent 
analysis, the structure of the photograph is not an isolated 
structure; it is in communication with at least one other 
structure, namely the text - title, caption or article - accom-
panying every press photograph. The totality of the informa-
tion is thus carried by two different structures (one of which 
is linguistic). These two structures are co-operative but, 
since their units are heterogeneous, necessarily remain 
separate from one another: here (in the text) the substance 
of the message is made up of words; there (in the photo-
graph) of lines, surfaces, shades. Moreover, the two struc-
tures of the message each occupy their own defined spaces, 
these being contiguous but not 'homogenized', as they are 
for example in the rebus which fuses words and images 
in a single line of reading. Hence, although a press photo-
graph is never without a written commentary, the analysis 
must first of all bear on each separate structure; it is only 
when the study of each structure has been exhausted that it 
will be possible to understand the manner in which they 
complement one another. Of the two structures, one is 
already familiar, that of language (but not, it is true, that 
of the 'literature' formed by the language-use of the news-
paper; an enormous amount of work is still to be done in 
this connection), while almost nothing is known about the 
other, that of the photograph. What follows will be limited 
to the definition of the initial difficulties in providing a 
structural analysis of the photographic message. 

The photographic paradox 
What is the content of the photographic message? What 
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does the photograph transmit? By definition, the scene 
itself, the literal reality. From the object to its image there 
is of course a reduction - in proportion, perspective, colour 
- but at no time is this reduction a transformation (in 
the mathematical sense of the term). In order to move from 
the reality to its photograph it is in no way necessary to 
divide up this reality into units and to constitute these 
units as signs, substantially different from the object they 
communicate; there is no necessity to set up a relay, that is 
to say a code, between the object and its image. Certainly 
the image is not the reality but at least it is its perfect 
analogon and it is exactly this analogical perfection which, 
to common sense, defines the photograph. Thus can be 
seen the special status of the photographic image: it is a 
message without a code; from which proposition an im-
portant corollary must immediately be drawn: the photo-
graphic message is a continuous message. 

Are there other messages without a code? At first sight, 
yes: precisely the whole range of analogical reproductions 
of reality - drawings, paintings, cinema, theatre. In fact, 
however, each of those messages develops in an immediate 
and obvious way a supplementary message, in addition to 
the analogical content itself (scene, object, landscape), 
which is what is commonly called the style of the reproduc-
tion; second meaning, whose signifier is a certain 'treat-
ment' of the image (result of the action of the creator) and 
whose signified, whether aesthetic or ideological, refers 
to a certain 'culture' of the society receiving the message. 
In short, all these 'imitative' arts comprise two messages: 
a denoted message, which is the analogon itself, and a con-
noted message, which is the manner in which the society 
to a certain extent communicates what it thinks of it. This 
duality of messages is evident in all reproductions other 
than photographic ones: there is no drawing, no matter 
how exact, whose very exactitude is not turned into a style 
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(the style of 'verism'); no filmed scene whose objectivity 
is not finally read as the very sign of objectivity. Here again, 
the study of these connoted messages has still to be carried 
out (in particular it has to be decided whether what is called 
a work of art can be reduced to a system of significations); 
one can only anticipate that for all these imitative arts -
when common - the code of the connoted system is very 
likely constituted either by a universal symbolic order or by a 
period rhetoric, in short by a stock of stereotypes (schemes, 
colours, graphisms, gestures, expressions, arrangements of 
elements). 

When we come to the photograph, however, we find in 
principle nothing of the kind, at any rate as regards the 
press photograph (which is never an 'artistic' photograph). 
The photograph professing to be a mechanical analogue 
of reality, its first-order message in some sort completely 
fills its substance and leaves no place for the development 
of a second-order message. Of all the structures of informa-
tion1, the photograph appears as the only one that is 
exclusively constituted and occupied by a 'denoted' mes-
sage, a message which totally exhausts its mode of existence. 
In front of a photograph, the feeling of 'denotation', or, 
if one prefers, of analogical plenitude, is so great that the 
description of a photograph is literally impossible; to 
describe consists precisely in joining to the denoted message 
a relay or second-order message derived from a code which 
is that of language and constituting in relation to the 
photographic analogue, however much care one takes to 
be exact, a connotation: to describe is thus not simply 
to be imprecise or incomplete, it is to change structures, to 

1. It is a question, of course, of 'cultural' or culturalized structures, 
not of operational structures. Mathematics, for example, constitutes a 
denoted structure without any connotation at all; should mass society 
seize on it, however, setting out for instance an algebraic formula in 
an article on Einstein, this originally purely mathematical message now 
takes on a very heavy connotation, since it signifies science. 
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signify something different to what is shown.1 

This purely 'denotative' status of the photograph, the 
perfection and plenitude of its analogy, in short its 'objec-
tivity', has every chance of being mythical (these are the 
characteristics that common sense attributes to the photo-
graph). In actual fact, there is a strong probability (and this 
will be a working hypothesis) that the photographic message 
too - at least in the press - is connoted. Connotation is not 
necessarily immediately graspable at the level of the message 
itself (it is, one could say, at once invisible and active, clear 
and implicit) but it can already be inferred from certain 
phenomena which occur at the levels of the production 
and reception of the message: on the one hand, the press 
photograph is an object that has been worked on, chosen, 
composed, constructed, treated according to professional, 
aesthetic or ideological norms which are so many factors 
of connotation; while on the other, this same photograph 
is not only perceived, received, it is read, connected more 
or less consciously by the public that consumes it to a 
traditional stock of signs. Since every sign supposes a code, 
it is this code (of connotation) that one should try to estab-
lish. The photographic paradox can then be seen as the 
co-existence of two messages, the one without a code (the 
photographic analogue), the other with a code (the 'art', 
or the treatment, or the 'writing', or the rhetoric, of the 
photograph); structurally, the paradox is clearly not the 
collusion of a denoted message and a connoted message 
(which is the - probably inevitable - status of all the forms 
of mass communication), it is that here the connoted (or 
coded) message develops on the basis of a message without 
a code. This structural paradox coincides with an ethical 
paradox: when one wants to be 'neutral', 'objective', one 

1. The description of a drawing is easier, involving, finally, the 
description of a structure that is already connoted, fashioned with a 
coded signification in view. It is for this reason perhaps that psycho-
logical texts use a great many drawings and very few photographs. 
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strives to copy reality meticulously, as though the analogical 
were a factor of resistance against the investment of values 
(such at least is the definition of aesthetic 'realism'); how 
then can the photograph be at once 'objective' and 'invested', 
natural and cultural? It is through an understanding of the 
mode of imbrication of denoted and connoted messages 
that it may one day be possible to reply to that question. 
In order to undertake this work, however, it must be 
remembered that since the denoted message in the photo-
graph is absolutely analogical, which is to say continuous, 
outside of any recourse to a code, there is no need to look 
for the signifying units of the first-order message; the 
connoted message on the contrary does comprise a plane of 
expression and a plane of content, thus necessitating a 
veritable decipherment. Such a decipherment would as yet 
be premature, for in order to isolate the signifying units 
and the signified themes (or values) one would have to 
carry out (perhaps using tests) directed readings, artificially 
varying certain elements of a photograph to see if the varia-
tions of forms led to variations in meaning. What can at 
least be done now is to forecast the main planes of analysis 
of photographic connotation. 

Connotation procedures 
Connotation, the imposition of second meaning on the 
photographic message proper, is realized at the different 
levels of the production of the photograph (choice, technical 
treatment, framing, lay-out) and represents, finally, a coding 
of the photographic analogue. It is thus possible to separate 
out various connotation procedures, bearing in mind how-
ever that these procedures are in no way units of significa-
tion such as a subsequent analysis of a semantic kind may 
one day manage to define; they are not strictly speaking 
part of the photographic structure. The procedures in 
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question are familiar and no more will be attempted here 
than to translate them into structural terms. To be fully 
exact, the first three (trick effects, pose, objects) should be 
distinguished from the last three (photogenia, aestheticism, 
syntax), since in the former the connotation is produced 
by a modification of the reality itself, of, that is, the denoted 
message (such preparation is obviously not peculiar to the 
photograph). If they are nevertheless included amongst 
the connotation procedures, it is because they too benefit 
from the prestige of the denotation: the photograph allows 
the photographer to conceal elusively the preparation to 
which he subjects the scene to be recorded. Yet the fact still 
remains that there is no certainty from the point of view of a 
subsequent structural analysis that it will be possible to 
take into account the material they provide. 

1. Trick effects. A photograph given wide circulation in 
the American press in 1951 is reputed to have cost Senator 
Millard Tydings his seat; it showed the Senator in conversa-
tion with the Communist leader Earl Browder. In fact, the 
photograph had been faked, created by the artificial bringing 
together of the two faces. The methodological interest of 
trick effects is that they intervene without warning in the 
plane of denotation; they utilize the special credibility of 
the photograph - this, as was seen, being simply its excep-
tional power of denotation - in order to pass off as merely 
denoted a message which is in reality heavily connoted; 
in no other treatment does connotation assume so completely 
the 'objective' mask of denotation. Naturally, signification 
is only possible to the extent that there is a stock of signs, 
the beginnings of a code. The signifier here is the conversa-
tional attitude of the two figures and it will be noted that 
this attitude becomes a sign only for a certain society, only 
given certain values. What makes the speakers' attitude the 
sign of a reprehensible familiarity is the tetchy anti-
Communism of the American electorate; which is to say 
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that the code of connotation is neither artificial (as in a true 
language) nor natural, but historical. 

2. Pose. Consider a press photograph of President 
Kennedy widely distributed at the time of the 1960 election: 
a half-length profile shot, eyes looking upwards, hands 
joined together. Here it is the- very pose of the subject 
which prepares the reading of the signifieds of connotation: 
youthfulness, spirituality, purity. The photograph clearly 
only signifies because of the existence of a store of stereo-
typed attitudes which form ready-made elements of significa-
tion (eyes raised heavenwards, hands clasped). A 'historical 
grammar' of iconographic connotation ought thus to look 
for its material in painting, theatre, associations of ideas, 
stock metaphors, etc., that is to say, precisely in 'culture*. 
As has been said, pose is not a specifically photographic 
procedure but it is difficult not to mention it insofar as it 
derives its effect from the analogical principle at the basis 
of the photograph. The message in the present instance is 
not 'the pose' but 'Kennedy praying': the reader receives 
as a simple denotation what is in actual fact a double 
structure - denoted-connoted. 

3. Objects. Special importance must be accorded to 
what could be called the posing of objects, where the meaning 
comes from the objects photographed (either because these 
objects have, if the photographer had the time, been arti-
ficially arranged in front of the camera or because the person 
responsible for lay-out chooses a photograph of this or that 
object). The interest lies in the fact that the objects are 
accepted inducers of associations of ideas (book-case = 
intellectual) or, in a more obscure way, are veritable symbols 
(the door of the gas-chamber for Chessman's execution 
with its reference to the funeral gates of ancient mythologies). 
Such objects constitute excellent elements of signification: 
on the one hand they are discontinuous and complete in 
themselves, a physical qualification for a sign, while on the 
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other they refer to clear, familiar signifieds. They are thus 
the elements of a veritable lexicon, stable to a degree which 
allows them to be readily constituted into syntax. Here, for 
example, is a 'composition' of objects: a window opening 
on to vineyards and tiled roofs; in front of the window a 
photograph album, a magnifying glass, a vase of flowers. 
Consequently, we are in the country, south of the Loire 
(vines and tiles), in a bourgeois house (flowers on the table) 
whose owner, advanced in years (the magnifying glass), is 
reliving his memories (the photograph album) - Francois 
Mauriac in Malagar (photo in Paris-Match). The connota-
tion somehow 'emerges' from all these signifying units which 
are nevertheless 'captured' as though the scene were immedi-
ate and spontaneous, that is to say, without signification. 
The text renders the connotation explicit, developing the 
theme of Mauriac's ties with the land. Objects no longer 
perhaps possess a power, but they certainly possess meanings. 

4. Photogenia. The theory of photogenia has already been 
developed (by Edgar Morin in Le Cinema ou I'homme 
imaginaire1) and this is not the place to take up again the 
subject of the general signification of that procedure; it 
will suffice to define photogenia in terms of informational 
structure. In photogenia the connoted message is the image 
itself, 'embellished' (which is to say in general sublimated) 
by techniques of lighting, exposure and printing. An inven-
tory needs to be made of these techniques, but only insofar 
as each of them has a corresponding signified of connotation 
sufficiently constant to allow its incorporation in a cultural 
lexicon of technical 'effects' (as for instance the 'blurring 
of movement' or 'flowingness' launched by Dr Steinert and 
his team to signify space-time). Such an inventory would 
be an excellent opportunity for distinguishing aesthetic 
effects from signifying effects - unless perhaps it be recog-
nized that in photography, contrary to the intentions of 

1. [Edgar Morin, Le Cinima ou L'homme imaginaire, Paris 1956.] 
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exhibition photographers, there is never art but always 
meaning; which precisely would at last provide an exact 
criterion for the opposition between good painting, even 
if strongly representational, and photography. 

5. Aestheticism. For if one can talk of aestheticism in 
photography, it is seemingly in an ambiguous fashion: 
when photography turns painting, composition or visual 
substance treated with deliberation in its very material 
'texture', it is either so as to signify itself as 'art' (which was 
the case with the 'pictorialism' of the beginning of the 
century) or to impose a generally more subtle and complex 
signified than would be possible with other connotation 
procedures. Thus Cartier-Bresson constructed Cardinal 
Pacelli's reception by the faithful of Lisieux like a painting 
by an early master. The resulting photograph, however, 
is in no way a painting: on the one hand, its display of 
aestheticism refers (damagingly) to the very idea of a paint-
ing (which is contrary to any true painting); while on the 
other, the composition signifies in a declared manner a 
certain ecstatic spirituality translated precisely in terms of 
an objective spectacle. One can see here the difference 
between photograph and painting: in a picture by a Primi-
tive, 'spirituality' is not a signified but, as it were, the very 
being of the image. Certainly there may be coded elements 
in some paintings, rhetorical figures, period symbols, but 
no signifying unit refers to spirituality, which is a mode of 
being and not the object of a structured message. 

6. Syntax. We have already considered a discursive 
reading of object-signs within a single photograph. Natur-
ally, several photographs can come together to form a 
sequence (this is commonly the case in illustrated maga-
zines); the signifier of connotation is then no longer to be 
found at the level of any one of the fragments of the sequence 
but at that - what the linguists would call the supraseg-
mental level - of the concatenation. Consider for example 
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four snaps of a presidential shoot at Rambouillet: in each, 
the illustrious sportsman (Vincent Auriol) is pointing his 
rifle in some unlikely direction, to the great peril of the 
keepers who run away or fling themselves to the ground. 
The sequence (and the sequence alone) offers an effect of 
comedy which emerges, according to a familiar procedure, 
from the repetition and variation of the attitudes. It can be 
noted in this connection that the single photograph, con-
trary to the drawing, is very rarely (that is, only with much 
difficulty) comic; the comic requires movement, which is 
to say repetition (easy in film) or typification (possible in 
drawing), both these 'connotations' being prohibited to the 
photograph. 

Text and image 
Such are the main connotation procedures of the photo-
graphic image (once again, it is a question of techniques, 
not of units). To these may invariably be added the text 
which accompanies the press photograph. Three remarks 
should be made in this context. 

Firstly, the text constitutes a parasitic message designed 
to connote the image, to 'quicken' it with one or more 
second-order signifieds. In other words, and this is an 
important historical reversal, the image no longer illustrates 
the words; it is now the words which, structurally, are 
parasitic on the image. The reversal is at a cost: in the 
traditional modes of illustration the image functioned as 
an episodic return to denotation from a principal message 
(the text) which was experienced as connoted since, pre-
cisely, it needed an illustration; in the relationship that now 
holds, it is not the image which comes to elucidate or 
'realize' the text, but the latter which comes to sublimate, 
patheticize or rationalize the image. As however this opera-
tion is carried out accessorily, the new informational 
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totality appears to be chiefly founded on an objective 
(denoted) message in relation to which the text is only a 
kind of secondary vibration, almost without consequence. 
Formerly, the image illustrated the text (made it clearer); 
today, the text loads the image, burdening it with a culture, 
a moral, an imagination. Formerly, there was reduction 
from text to image; today, there is amplification from the 
one to the other. The connotation is now experienced only 
as the natural resonance of the fundamental denotation 
constituted by the photographic analogy and we are thus 
confronted with a typical process of naturalization of the 
cultural. 

Secondly, the effect of connotation probably differs 
according to the way in which the text is presented. The 
closer the text to the image, the less it seems to connote it; 
caught as it were in the iconographic message, the verbal 
message seems to share in its objectivity, the connotation 
of language is 'innocented' through the photograph's 
denotation. It is true that there is never a real incorporation 
since the substances of the two structures (graphic and 
iconic) are irreducible, but there are most likely degrees of 
amalgamation. The caption probably has a less obvious 
effect of connotation than the headline or accompanying 
article: headline and article are palpably separate from the 
image, the former by its emphasis, the latter by its distance; 
the first because it breaks, the other because it distances 
the content of the image. The caption, on the contrary, by 
its very disposition, by its average measure of reading, 
appears to duplicate the image, that is, to be included in its 
denotation. 

It is impossible however (and this will be the final remark 
here concerning the text) that the words 'duplicate' the 
image; in the movement from one structure to the other 
second signifieds are inevitably developed. What is the 
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relationship of these signifieds of connotation to the image? 
To all appearances, it is one of making explicit, of pro-
viding a stress; the text most often simply amplifying 
a set of connotations already given in the photograph. 
Sometimes, however, the text produces (invents) an entirely 
new signified which is retroactively projected into the image, 
so much so as to appear denoted there. 'They were near to 
death, their faces prove it', reads the headline to a photo-
graph showing Elizabeth and Philip leaving a plane - but 
at the moment of the photograph the two still knew nothing 
of the accident they had just escaped. Sometimes too, the 
text can even contradict the image so as to produce a 
compensatory connotation. An analysis by Gerbner (The 
Social Anatomy of the Romance Confession Cover-girl) 
demonstrated that in certain romance magazines the verbal 
message of the headlines, gloomy and anguished, on the 
cover always accompanied the image of a radiant cover-
girl; here the two messages enter into a compromise, the 
connotation having a regulating function, preserving the 
irrational movement of projection-identification. 

Photographic insignificance 
We saw that the code of connotation was in all likelihood 
neither 'natural' nor 'artificial' but historical, or, if it be 
preferred, 'cultural'. Its signs are gestures, attitudes, 
expressions, colours or effects, endowed with certain 
meanings by virtue of the practice of a certain society: the 
link between signifier and signified remains if not un-
motivated, at least entirely historical. Hence it is wrong to 
say that modern man projects into reading photographs 
feelings and values which are characterial or 'eternal' 
(infra- or trans-historical), unless it be firmly specified that 
signification is always developed by a given society and his-
tory. Signification, in short, is the dialectical movement 
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which resolves the contradiction between cultural and natural 
man. 

Thanks to its code of connotation the reading of the 
photograph is thus always historical; it depends on the 
reader's 'knowledge' just as though it were a matter of a 
real language [langue], intelligible only if one has learned 
the signs. All things considered, the photographic 'language' 
['langage'] is not unlike certain ideographic languages which 
mix analogical and specifying units, the difference being 
that the ideogram is experienced as a sign whereas the 
photographic 'copy' is taken as the pure and simple 
denotation of reality. To find this code of connotation 
would thus be to isolate, inventoriate and structure all the 
'historical' elements of the photograph, all the parts of the 
photographic surface which derive their very discontinuity 
from a certain knowledge on the reader's part, or, if one 
prefers, from the reader's cultural situation. 

This task will perhaps take us a very long way indeed. 
Nothing tells us that the photograph contains 'neutral' 
parts, or at least it may be that complete insignificance in the 
photograph is quite exceptional. To resolve the problem, 
we would first of all need to elucidate fully the mechanisms 
of reading (in the physical, and no longer the semantic, 
sense of the term), of the perception of the photograph. 
But on this point we know very little. How do we read a 
photograph? What do we perceive? In what order, accord-
ing to what progression? If, as is suggested by certain 
hypotheses of Bruner and Piaget, there is no perception 
without immediate categorization, then the photograph is 
verbalized in the very moment it is perceived; better, it is 
only perceived verbalized (if there is a delay in verbalization, 
there is disorder in perception, questioning, anguish for the 
subject, traumatism, following G. Cohen-Seat's hypothesis 
with regard to filmic perception). From this point of view, 
the image - grasped immediately by an inner metalanguage, 
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language itself - in actual fact has no denoted state, is 
immersed for its very social existence in at least an initial 
layer of connotation, that of the categories of language. 
We know that every language takes up a position with regard 
to things, that it connotes reality, if only in dividing it 
up; the connotations of the photograph would thus coincide, 
grosso modo, with the overall connotative planes of language. 

In addition to 'perceptive' connotation, hypothetical but 
possible, one then encounters other, more particular, modes 
of connotation, and firstly a 'cognitive' connotation whose 
signifiers are picked out, localized, in certain parts of the 
analogon. Faced with such and such a townscape, I know 
that this is a North African country because on the left I 
can see a sign in Arabic script, in the centre a man wearing 
a gandoura, and so on. Here the reading closely depends 
on my culture, on my knowledge of the world, and it is 
probable that a good press photograph (and they are all 
good, being selected) makes ready play with the supposed 
knowledge of its readers, those prints being chosen which 
comprise the greatest possible quantity of information of 
this kind in such a way as to render the reading fully satisfy-
ing. If one photographs Agadir in ruins, it is better to have 
a few signs of 'Arabness' at one's disposal, even though 
'Arabness' has nothing to do with the disaster itself; 
connotation drawn from knowledge is always a reassuring 
force - man likes signs and likes them clear. 

Perceptive connotation, cognitive connotation; there 
remains the problem of ideological (in the very wide sense of 
the term) or ethical connotation, that which introduces 
reasons or values into the reading of the image. This is a 
strong connotation requiring a highly elaborated signifier 
of a readily syntactical order: conjunction of people (as 
was seen in the discussion of trick effects), development of 
attitudes, constellation of objects. A son has just been 
born to the Shah of Iran and in a photograph we have: 
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royalty (cot worshipped by a crowd of servants gathering 
round), wealth (several nursemaids), hygiene (white coats, 
cot covered in Plexiglass), the nevertheless human condition 
of kings (the baby is crying) - all the elements, that is, of 
the myth of princely birth as it is consumed today. In this 
instance the values are apolitical and their lexicon is abun-
dant and clear. It is possible (but this is only a hypothesis) 
that political connotation is generally entrusted to the text, 
insofar as political choices are always, as it were, in bad 
faith: for a particular photograph I can give a right-wing 
reading or a left-wing reading (see in this connection an 
IFOP survey published by Les Temps modernes in 1955). 
Denotation, or the appearance of denotation, is powerless 
to alter political opinions: no photograph has ever convinced 
or refuted anyone (but the photograph can 'confirm') 
insofar as political consciousness is perhaps non-existent 
outside the logos: politics is what allows all languages. 

These few remarks sketch a kind of differential table of 
photographic connotations, showing, if nothing else, that 
connotation extends a long way. Is this to say that a pure 
denotation, a this-side of language, is impossible? If such a 
denotation exists, it is perhaps not at the level of what 
ordinary language calls the insignificant, the neutral, the 
objective, but, on the contrary, at the level of absolutely 
traumatic images. The trauma is a suspension of language, 
a blocking of meaning. Certainly situations which are 
normally traumatic can be seized in a process of photo-
graphic signification but then precisely they are indicated 
via a rhetorical code which distances, sublimates and paci-
fies them. Truly traumatic photographs are rare, for in 
photography the trauma is wholly dependent on the cer-
tainty that the scene 'really' happened: the photographer 
had to be there (the mythical definition of denotation). 
Assuming this (which, in fact, is already a connotation), 
the traumatic photograph (fires, shipwrecks, catastrophes, 
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violent deaths, all captured 'from life as lived') is the 
photograph about which there is nothing to say; the shock-
photo is by structure insignificant: no value, no knowledge, 
at the limit no verbal categorization can have a hold on the 
process instituting the signification. One could imagine a 
kind of law: the more direct the trauma, the more difficult 
is connotation; or again, the 'mythological' effect of a 
photograph is inversely proportional to its traumatic effect. 

Why? Doubtless because photographic connotation, like 
every well structured signification, is an institutional activity; 
in relation to society overall, its function is to integrate man, 
to reassure him. Every code is at once arbitrary and ra-
tional; recourse to a code is thus always an opportunity 
for man to prove himself, to test himself through a reason 
and a liberty. In this sense, the analysis of codes perhaps 
allows an easier and surer historical definition of a society 
than the analysis of its signifieds, for the latter can often 
appear as trans-historical, belonging more to an anthro-
pological base than to a proper history. Hegel gave a better 
definition of the ancient Greeks by outlining the manner in 
which they made nature signify than by describing the 
totality of their 'feelings and beliefs' on the subject. Similarly, 
we can perhaps do better than to take stock directly of 
the ideological contents of our age; by trying to reconstitute 
in its specific structure the code of connotation of a mode 
of communication as important as the press photograph we 
may hope to find, in their very subtlety, the forms our society 
uses to ensure its peace of mind and to grasp thereby the 
magnitude, the detours and the underlying function of that 
activity. The prospect is the more appealing in that, as was 
said at the beginning, it develops with regard to the photo-
graph in the form of a paradox - that which makes of an 
inert object a language and which transforms the unculture 
of a 'mechanical' art into the most social of institutions. 


