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…photography is the language of the twenty-first century and being able to think 

critically about and analyze photographs is an essential twenty-first century literacy. 
 

Michelle Bogre (2015, p. 3) 
 

 



 
 
ABSTRACT 
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Images are produced, used and distributed on an enormous scale. However, the 
skills of understanding, interpreting and using images as well as thinking and 
learning in terms of images are taken for granted, and thus, they are not 
sufficiently taught and developed, especially in higher education. The need for 
introducing visual literacy into the curriculum was identified in late 1960s, but 
no concrete guidelines have followed. This study proposes to apply 
interpretation of journalistic photographs as an instrument of visual literacy 
education. The main focus is on the image interpretation process and the kinds 
of meanings viewers apply to a photograph in the interpretation process. In 
each of the four articles included in this study, a model or approach to 
photography interpretation is proposed. The first method is the model for press 
photograph story analysis, immersed in visual semiotics. This model was 
simplified and improved and became the model for the interpretation of 
journalistic photographs. Both models were created as a synthesis of some of 
the visual research methods, including classical theories (elements of visual 
semiotics, visual rhetoric, Barthes’ concept of studium and punctum), 
approaches having their roots in the analysis of paintings (Barrett’s principles 
for interpreting photographs, compositional interpretation, iconological context 
analysis), methods dedicated to analysis of photographs in the press 
(quantitative content analysis). The concept of context of journalistic 
photographs is also critically discussed, indicating a context of production, 
context of medium and page context, and arguing for the decontextualized 
interpretation of journalistic photographs (proposing an intertextual approach) 
with a context limited to the caption. In addition, the study compiles the genre 
typology of journalistic photographs as an instrument for visual education. The 
study calls for changes in a largely textual higher education curriculum towards 
a more visually oriented one, which can serve as a start point for future 
research on the assessment of visual literacy skills. 
 
Keywords: context, interpretation, intertextuality, journalistic photograph, 
photo genre, press photography, visual literacy, visual research methods, visual 
studies  
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1 INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Background of the study 

The ability to understand paintings or critically approach music, or know how 
to dance, or play an instrument, is not necessary for every person to have, but 
each individual should be able to read images. Contemporary society becomes 
increasingly visual or even multimodal (but with pictorial representation as the 
predominant mode). Interpreting and creating images, and thinking in terms of 
images are essential skills “in order to engage capably in a visually-oriented 
society. Visual literacy empowers individuals to participate fully in a visual 
culture” (ACRL, 2011). Thus, individuals should be able to understand 
communication that is depicted everywhere: in road signs and picture-based 
instructions and diagrams, and in various types of still and moving images, 
including photographs in the press. 

Images are produced, reproduced and displayed on an enormous scale for 
various purposes from aesthetics, entertainment and advertising to news and 
information. By using the advantages provided by online platforms and the 
digital environment, images travel easily between different media (Rose, 2015), 
appearing in changing contexts that often require intertextual reading. 
Interestingly, in these visually stimulated environments, skills of interpreting, 
understanding and using images are often taken for granted, and thus, are 
rarely taught and developed in formal education. This educational gap has been 
identified and discussed by educators and scholars since the late 1960s, when 
the movement of visual literacy (hereafter VL) emerged. Bleed (2005) indicates 
that because visual media became prominent in our daily routines and 
communication, both at work and socializing, competence in VL is essential. 
Thus, the call for the introduction of teaching about visuals has been put 
forward at different educational levels (Fransecky & Debes, 1972; Adam, 2001; 
Barrett, 2003, 2010; Bleed, 2005; Riddle, 2009; ACRL, 2011; Brumberger, 2011). 
Nevertheless, this call does not go in line with sufficient guidelines, or ideas for 
exercises that include interaction with images. Fostering visual education is also 
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challenged by the difficulty, even impossibility of assessing its development 
among learners (Avgerinou, 2001). In addition, interest in particular VL skills 
varies greatly between individual learners (Brumberger, 2011), who are eager to 
improve certain VL skills, but ignore others. 

In this study, I suggest using journalistic photographs in VL education. 
Journalistic photographs are easily accessible visual materials of a polysemic 
character that can be approached on two different levels of interpretation: the 
basic that focuses on what a picture is all about, and the advanced that explores 
intertextual connections and visual symbolism. 

The method for photography interpretation can be either a compilation of 
various visual research methods, or a kind of simplification of some of the most 
popular visual approaches that are often used to analyse journalistic images (for 
instance, visual semiotics, rhetoric, or content analysis). Pauwels (2010, 2011, 
2012, 2015) repeatedly indicates that there is a need for “better theoretical and 
methodological grounding and a more sophisticated analytical set of tools” 
(Pauwels, 2015, p. 313) in visual research. This study aims to fill this gap by 
contributing to the theory of visual research methods, putting particular 
attention to the methods of interpretation of journalistic photographs. However, 
the study also considers that “visual methods (…) seem to be reinvented over 
and over again without gaining much methodological depth and often without 
consideration of long-existing classics in the field” (Pauwels, 2011, p. 3). Thus, 
although the study proposes four new methods and approaches for 
photography interpretation, it is grounded both on classical theories of visual 
analysis and on their critical evaluation. The result generates approaches that 
are both adjusted to the interpretation of journalistic photographs and are 
sufficiently simplified for educational purposes, in order to train visually 
literate viewers. 

1.2 Disciplinary foundations 

Although claiming that we live in an overwhelmingly visual era is already a 
cliché, and working with visual material is no longer novel, the scholarship that 
focuses on images is constantly struggling with gaining its identity and disci-
plinary recognition. Elkins (2003), in a skeptical introduction to visual studies, 
points out that visual studies is actually a term often mixed up with cultural 
studies or visual culture (studies), or even used as a synonym to those two. Vis-
ual studies, that started in the early 1990s, are the most recent of these three 
(Elkins, 2003, p. 4). Their initial aim “was to complement art history’s interest in 
fine art with new interest in television, advertising, photography, and mass 
media, using methodologies and concerns from other fields, especially cultural 
studies” (Elkins, 2013, p. 3). Practices of visual studies have several different 
scripts about their historical and thus also disciplinary origins. One is by juxta-
posing visual studies with a “pictorial turn” that Mitchell (1995) proclaims as a 
kind of continuum of a “cultural turn”, which gave birth to cultural studies. 
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Currently, visual studies are of a wide interdisciplinary character that involves 
even more complexity in regards to its theory and disciplinary identity. 

The distinction between visual studies and visual culture is, therefore, still 
indistinct. Mitchell (2002) proposes to regard visual studies as a field and visual 
culture as its object of enquiry, but simultaneously, he suggests to “let visual 
culture stand for both the field and its content, and to let the context clarify the 
meaning” (Mitchell, 2002, p. 166). This point of confusion in Mitchell’s work, 
Smith (2005, p. 247) criticizes as “misleading”. Smith does, however, also see 
Mitchell’s initial distinction as very useful, especially in higher education, both 
for creating a curriculum and for students to learn within particular subject 
frames. In this study, I favour the term visual studies, because I want “to stress 
the generality of the field and its commitment to visuality” (Elkins, 2013, p. 8), 
instead of emphasizing cultural origins of vision or visuality in using the term 
visual culture. 

Furthermore, there is also a state of confusion in regard to methodology 
that is applied in visual studies. Handbooks that provide guidelines to image 
interpretation (see, for instance, Stanczak, 2007; Margolis & Pauwels, 2011; Rose, 
2012) usually use a term “visual research methods” to classify the subject they 
depict, while in reality the topical field belonging to the methods they describe 
is blurred and mixed up with the name of the discipline. Thus, expressions that 
most commonly occur in this context are not only visual studies or visual cul-
ture, but also visual communication or visual research, or even image studies. 
This tendency portrays the field as quite open towards possible (in-
ter)disciplinary influences. In addition, individual researchers bring their own 
scholarly identity that makes the field even more complex to define, but also 
more interesting to explore. Visual studies is still quite a young field, lacking 
clear disciplinary boundaries that could help to position particular research that 
explores visual methods, image interpretation or visual representations. 

The point of departure for this study was journalism studies. However, 
over time, it has become more multidisciplinary in its scope, borrowing, com-
bining and sometimes also clashing with definitions, concepts and approaches, 
including, but not limited to the fields of visual communication, photography 
theory and history, photojournalism, education, visual research methods, visual 
sociology and visual culture. As a consequence, I also faced many challenges 
related to the multidisciplinary character of the work, such as trying to find a 
publication forum for the articles included in this study. In the same vein, Pau-
wels (2012, p. 253) observes that “the in-depth study of the visual typically re-
quires a more integrated and consequently a truly interdisciplinary approach”. 
Thus, the solution that I have finally applied was to agree to a multidisciplinary 
character for this study, while simultaneously, trying to situate it in the field of 
visual studies, bearing in mind ongoing debates about an appropriate name of 
the field/discipline and its object (just to mention one of such discussions, re-
ferred above, between Mitchell [2002] and Smith [2005]). 

Furthermore, VL is “an interdisciplinary, multidisciplinary and multidi-
mensional area of knowledge” (Avgerinou & Pettersson, 2011, p. 7). Hence, VL 
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is defined in various possible ways by scholars each representing different dis-
cipline. Even though the VL movement is already more than fifty years old, on-
ly a few attempts have been made to develop any pertinent theory (see, for in-
stance, Avgerinou & Pettersson, 2011). Instead of formulating one more defini-
tion of VL that adds confusion to the already complex field, this study situates 
itself within a palette of existing theories and definitions of VL. It mostly looks 
at the VL movement as a call for change of contemporary education that is still 
searching to be put into practice by reformulating higher education curricula. 

1.3 Aims of the study and research questions 

The focus of this study is on the interpretation process of images, and journal-
istic photographs in particular. The photograph includes a message (infor-
mation, news, etc.) that is received by the viewer, who further attributes mean-
ing(s) to the photograph (see Figure 1) in the interpretation process. The mean-
ing(s) that the viewer attributes depend on their cultural background, 
knowledge and VL skills. My particular interest lies in the methods and ap-
proaches that should be applied to guide the image interpretation process, es-
pecially in the teaching context. As an object for image interpretation process, I 
chose journalistic photographs due to their dual characteristics: artefacts of 
popular culture and their aspiration to become a semi-artistic visual representa-
tion. These features make journalistic photographs a stimulating visual material 
to work with in VL education. 

 

FIGURE 1 The image interpretation process. 

Visual literacy includes the notion of interpretation, which is a learned 
skill (Avgerinou, 2001). The study also assumes that the interpretation of jour-
nalistic photographs can be quite easily learnt if it is sufficiently guided. There-
fore, the aim of this study is to create and introduce models and guidelines for 
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photography interpretation that can be later utilized in VL education. I argue 
that the requirement for development of VL skills among learners should be 
immediately put into practice, because “if we accept that visual literacy is an 
essential ability for the 21st century, we must teach our students to be visually 
literate, just as we teach them to be verbally literate” (Brumberger, 2011, p. 46). 
For this purpose, I critically evaluated particular visual research methods to-
wards their use in the interpretation of journalistic photographs. In addition, 
two aspects of press photography, its context and genre, were reviewed in or-
der to determine their role in the image interpretation process. 

My study is mostly theoretical in its scope, but it includes some empirical 
evaluation (visual material analysis, educational experiments with students) 
that was conducted to design the models for photography interpretation and to 
illustrate more complex concepts such as photo-genre, or intertextuality. The 
study was guided by the two main research questions that were approached in 
relation to more precise questions, specified in each of the four articles included 
in this dissertation (see Table 1). The main research questions are: 

(i) Which are the methods to interpret journalistic photographs? 
(ii) How can the interpretation of journalistic photographs be used as a 

learning and teaching tool in visual literacy education? 
The first objective of this study was to clarify why journalistic photo-

graphs can, or should be used for learning visual interpretation, and thus also, 
what kind of photography interpretation I see useful for teaching-learning pur-
poses. This objective was realized by an extensive evaluation of the concept of 
photographic context, putting forward an argument that it is possible to inter-
pret journalistic photographs with applying minor attention to its context. The 
discussion was facilitated by the following research questions: 

1) What is meant by the context of journalistic photograph? 
2) Does the journalistic photograph (always) need a context for interpre-

tation? 
3) How else, instead of contextual interpretation, can a journalistic pho-

tograph be interpreted? 
Furthermore, in aiming to define and describe the object of this study, the 

journalistic photograph, an evaluation of the concept of photo-genre was under-
taken. As a result, the genre typology of journalistic photographs was created, 
indicating the main features of particular photo-genres and photo-types that 
can be further used in photography interpretation. The following research ques-
tions were formulated for this study: 

4) What is meant by the journalistic photo-genre? 
5) What kind of genre typology of journalistic photographs can be creat-

ed? 
6) How can the concept of journalistic photo-genre and its typology fa-

cilitate visual literacy education? 
Finally, the objective of creating a tool for photography interpretation was 

realized by proposing a Model for Press Photograph Story Analysis (hereafter 
PPSA) that can be applied in VL exercises (for the clarification of usage of the 
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terms journalistic photograph and press photograph, see subchapter 1.4). The model 
was partly inspired by visual semiotics. Empirical evaluation of the model was 
guided by the following research questions: 

7) How was the PPSA model used by students for the interpretation of 
journalistic photographs? 

8) Which elements of the model should be improved for the further de-
velopment of the model? 

The objective of simplifying the model for photography interpretation by 
introducing elements of other visual research methods (not limited to visual 
semiotics as in the case of the PPSA model) was facilitated by the research ques-
tions: 

9) Which visual research methods can be applied for the interpretation 
of journalistic photographs in visual literacy education? 

10) What kind of model for interpretation of journalistic photographs can 
be used in visual literacy education? 

Consequently, the articles provide four approaches that can be used for 
the interpretation of journalistic photographs in VL education, which are: (i) 
PPSA model, (ii) intertextual approach, (iii) genre typology of journalistic pho-
tographs, and (iv) a model for interpretation of journalistic photographs (see 
Chapter 3). 

TABLE 1 Research articles included in the study. 

Article Research questions 
I K dra, J. (2013). To See More: A Model 

for Press Photograph Story Analysis. 
Journal of Visual Literacy 32(1), 27-50. 

Research questions 7-8: 
7 How was the PPSA model used by stu-

dents for the interpretation of journal-
istic photographs? 

8 Which elements of the model should be 
improved for the further development of 
the model? 

II K dra, J. (2016). Does the journalistic 
photograph need a context? Rethink-
ing contextual interpretation. Manu-
script submitted for publication. 

Research questions 1-3: 
1 What is meant by the context of journal-

istic photograph? 
2 Does the journalistic photograph (al-

ways) need a context for interpretation? 
3 How else, instead of contextual interpre-

tation, can a journalistic photograph be 
interpreted? 

III K dra, J. (2016). Enhancing Visual Lit-
eracy through Interpretation of Photo-
Genres: Toward a Genre Typology of 
Journalistic Photographs. Journal of 
Media Practice 17(1), 28-47. doi: 
10.1080/14682753.2016.1159451 

Research questions 4-6: 
4 What is meant by the journalistic photo-

genre? 
5 What kind of genre typology of journal-

istic photographs can be created? 
6 How can the concept of journalistic pho-

to-genre and its typology facilitate visual 
literacy education? 

IV K dra, J. (2016). Acquiring visual liter-
acy skills: Interpretation of journalistic 

Research questions 9-10: 
9 Which visual research methods can be 
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photographs as a tool for contempo-
rary education. Manuscript submitted 
for publication. 

applied for the interpretation of journal-
istic photographs in visual literacy edu-
cation? 

10 What kind of model for interpretation of 
journalistic photographs can be used in 
visual literacy education? 

 

1.4 Short introduction to the articles 

This dissertation consists of four research articles and the cover text. Two of the 
four articles were published in international peer-reviewed journals (Articles I 
and III); the other two are under the review process (Articles II and IV). They all 
contribute to achieving the objectives of the study, while each article addresses 
particular issues related to journalistic photographs and their interpretation, 
visual methodologies and VL. The articles and their specific research questions 
are assembled in Table 1, while short introductions are presented below. Article 
I is a report of the empirical study that presents analysis of students’ interpreta-
tion of photographs, written using the PPSA model. Article II is essentially fo-
cused on the theory and literature concerning photographic context and its role 
in the interpretation process of journalistic photographs. Articles III and IV 
combine theoretical discussions and empirical evaluations, and propose two 
tools that can be used in exercises in VL education. Article III proposes the gen-
re typology of journalistic photographs, and Article IV, along with a critical re-
view of some of the visual research methods, introduces the model for interpre-
tation of journalistic photographs. 

Article I was the first study and my understanding was clearly influenced, 
primarily, by the tradition of visual semiotics (of which I am critical in Article 
IV), and by the disciplines of communication and journalism studies. Thus, the 
article uses Jakobson’s communication model (1960, p. 353). Although quite 
basic and linear, Jakobson’s model serves as a framework to design the PPSA 
model that is further elaborated through the trial test with international univer-
sity students. The PPSA model’s validity test serves as an illustration of its ap-
plication in teaching, rather than as its evaluation. However, I do come back to 
the PPSA’s trial test results in Article IV, when I designed a simplified version 
of it. Some of the concepts and theories that I see important in creating a meth-
od for photography interpretation, such as photographic context and photo-
genre, or intertextuality, are emphasized in Article I, but are elaborated in the 
other three research articles. 

Furthermore, the usage of some of the terms within Article I might be con-
fusing in regard to the concepts referred to in the other three articles, as well as 
in the cover text. Thus, for instance, when referring to the study’s main object 
(journalistic photograph), I use the terms of either press photograph or press 
photography. In later studies, as my understanding during the research process 
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improved, I narrowed the terminology to the more precise concept of journal-
istic photograph, defining press photography as a field of inquiry. This ap-
proach also helped me to clearly name the object of my study, i.e., a journalistic 
photograph, including all its features (see subchapter 2.1) that I see important 
when using journalistic photographs in visual education. Similarly, after inves-
tigating the concept of genre in Article III, I decided to use the term photo re-
portage instead of press photograph story, because the latter one refers to cate-
gories of the World Press Photo annual competition. In addition, by having 
quite high expectations towards the PPSA model and by assuming that it 
“could be used to analyze most press photograph stories” (K dra, 2013, p. 28), I 
use the term analysis of photographs instead of interpretation, while the latter 
term is more appropriate in the teaching/learning context. The research report-
ed in this article is situated in the field of communication, even though I later 
position my study as a whole within visual studies and visual research methods. 

The main focus in Article II is the photographic context and its role in the 
reception and interpretation process of journalistic photographs. The article dis-
tinguishes, and further discusses, three types of context: context of production, 
medium context and page context. The study argues, in particular, for a decon-
textualized interpretation of journalistic photographs, which rejects the notion 
of photographic context as being a crucial factor in the image interpretation 
process. Instead, the article suggests intertextuality as an approach to photog-
raphy interpretation that situates the visual content of a photograph and a 
viewer’s relation to it in the centre of the image interpretation process. 

Article III compiles a genre typology of journalistic photographs, based on 
a review of various classifications of journalistic photographs (Lester, 1999; 
Wolny-Zmorzy ski, 2007, 2010, 2011; Kobré, 2008; Pienimäki, 2011, 2012, 2013). 
It also examines visual material from one of Poland’s most successful opinion 
dailies, “Gazeta Wyborcza”, with its supplement “Du y Format”. As a result, 
the study proposes the genre typology of journalistic photographs and discuss-
es its application in VL education. In addition to the concept of photo-genre, the 
article briefly differentiates between the terms press photography, as a name of 
the field and, a journalistic photograph as its object of investigation. 

In Article IV, I return to some of the ideas already introduced in Article I, 
especially to semiotics, intertextuality (which is also a core of Article’s II discus-
sion), visual rhetorical figures and symbols. The article is a critical review and 
evaluation of several visual research methods and approaches in an attempt to 
compile them into a model for interpretation of journalistic photographs that 
can be used in VL education. The model proposed in this article is highly sim-
plified in order to provide a tool for interpretation that would not require any 
adjustment or introductory teaching. Application of the model is illustrated by 
an in-class experiment with university students who used it for interpretation 
of journalistic photographs. 
 



 

2 THEORETICAL AND METHODOLOGICAL 
FRAMEWORK, AND KEY CONCEPTS 

Due to the multidisciplinary character of this study, particular terms and con-
cepts used here, require some clarification. Firstly, I define the study’s main ob-
ject, journalistic photograph, accompanied by the concepts of iconic photograph, 
photographic context (discussed more broadly in Article II) and photo-genre (the 
concept is elaborated in Article III). All these terms are equally important both 
to define a journalistic photograph, and to design a method for its interpretation. 

In this chapter, I also attempt to define the concept of VL, emphasizing its 
multidisciplinary character and supporting the claim that it is an essential 
teaching and learning tool for contemporary education. I suggest that VL can be 
developed in exercises, which are based on the interpretation of journalistic 
photographs. In order to support this claim, the study explains particular fea-
tures of journalistic photographs that characterize them as an interesting visual 
material in terms of learning visual interpretation. 

Furthermore, this chapter combines criteria that were used, in studies re-
ported in the Article I, II and IV, to select visual research methods for their 
evaluation towards development of models for journalistic photography inter-
pretation. Visual pinning of the proposed models (further elaborated in Chapter 
3) to the conceptual map of this study is presented in the Figure 2. The map jux-
taposes the key terms and concepts used in this study and attempts to provide
visual understanding of the relationships between them and the research prob-
lem.
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FIGURE 2 Conceptual map of the study. 

2.1 Journalistic photograph 

The term journalistic photograph should immediately bring into focus specific 
features of this type of photography: photograph created by a journalist to re-
port news or event of particular interest to the public, or to illustrate a journal-
istic text. Journalistic photographs should be also distinguished from other pho-
tographs in the press, for instance, from advertisements, and the notion of a 
photo-genre can be helpful (see Article III, and the subchapter 2.1.2 below). 
Nowadays, the press, and especially online news providers, are often popular-
ized by amateur photographs (i.e., photographs taken by non-journalists), or 
even stock images used to illustrate journalistic texts (for more on stock photog-
raphy see Frosh, 2001). These kinds of images can be considered as journalistic 
photographs if the purpose of displaying them is to inform about events or to 
illustrate events or to show certain people. In such cases, especially for the pur-
pose of photography interpretation, the authorship of a picture is of secondary 
importance. Instead, its visual content or cultural significance are the focus. 

The other commonly applied term, in regard to photographs of journal-
istic origin in the press, is press photography, which the literature understands as 
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either a genre of photography (Becker, 1995), or a field of scholarly enquiry 
(Becker, 1996), or as a synonym to photojournalism. Also the term press photo-
graph is used frequently to refer to a type of photograph, which appears in the 
press or in competitions of photojournalism, and was taken by a journalist or 
for journalistic purposes. Indeed, Article I uses the term press photograph. 
However, since this study argues for a decontextualized interpretation of pho-
tographs, i.e., interpretation, which suggests minor attention to photographic 
context, usage of the term press photograph could easily raise the critique that I 
have tried to separate press photographs from the press. Therefore, by focusing 
on the purpose of a photograph, rather than on the place of its display (i.e., its 
belonging to the press), this study uses the term journalistic photograph. Conse-
quently, press photography is as a field of enquiry, while a journalistic photo-
graph is its object. This distinction does not yet clarify the terminology used in 
this study, because journalistic photographs have their types, such as iconic 
photograph (see subchapter 2.1.1), or genres: news, reportage, portrait and il-
lustrative photography (see Article III, and subchapter 2.1.2). In addition, pho-
tographic context is an important aspect that helps to define journalistic photo-
graph and ought to be discussed in greater detail. 

2.1.1 Iconic photograph 

Barthes (1973, p. 119) indicates that “a photograph will be a kind of speech for 
us in the same way as a newspaper article”. Indeed, journalistic photograph is a 
medium of communication, which conveys visual information, or illustrates a 
journalistic text. In addition, as a cultural artefact, it is often embedded in inter-
textual connotations and symbolic meanings that can be discovered in the in-
terpretation process. Sontag (2008, p. 106) points out that “some photographs 
right from the start refer us to other images as well as to life”, while others need 
some more in-depth, or guided interpretation. Due to their intertextual and 
symbolic features, journalistic photographs create societal visual memory. They 
freeze history into memory (Pease, 2007), often earning a status of visual icons 
of important events. The journalistic photographs that are named iconic photo-
graphs are either visually powerful, or have been frequently displayed through 
various platforms, and thus, they are easily recognized as part of popular cul-
ture. Furthermore, iconic photographs can appear without context, or just with 
a caption. When displayed, they are visually decontextualized by, for instance, 
changing or removing the caption, or placing them into an art gallery. Simulta-
neously, iconic photographs are packed with contexts, in which they were pro-
duced, distributed and received by certain viewers, but these kinds of contexts 
or connotative meanings can be further discovered in the interpretation process. 
Iconic photographs are intertextually powerful, often deeply immersed into 
viewers’ culture, full of symbols, visual tropes and other types of connotators. 

In their recent study, Hariman and Lucaites (2015) indicate that although 
the term iconic image is frequently used, it gains strong criticism in academia. 
Iconic photographs are accused of being repetitive, creating stereotypes of race, 
gender and class, or even being responsible for a kind of fetishization of culture 
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that turns viewers into consumers (Hariman & Lucaites, 2015). On the other 
hand, they also have the status of highly connotative images, which is of crucial 
importance for the image interpretation process that aims to develop VL. 

The purpose for singling out iconic images in this study is to emphasize 
that the concept of a journalistic photograph is a very broad one, and includes 
all types of images, although classified by one definition that I have already in-
dicated in the previous subchapter (2.1). Due to their features, iconic photo-
graphs can serve as suitable material for interpretation, especially for beginners, 
whose VL skills are not yet well developed, or for those more advanced learners 
who would like to test their intertextual visual thinking. Therefore, by discuss-
ing here the concept of iconic photography, I do not claim that iconic photo-
graphs are the only ones suitable for interpretation, but I do argue that they can 
provide possibility for more in-depth interpretations than any other types of 
journalistic images. However, photographs’ perception as iconic is highly relat-
ed to the viewer’s culture. In addition, journalistic photographs can be also clas-
sified on the basis of their genre (see Article III, and the following subchapter). 

2.1.2 Genre 

Genre is a concept that helps to define the study’s object of interpretation, a 
journalistic photograph and provides certain frames that assist in classifying 
photographs. In Article III, the concept of photo-genre is understood as a set of 
certain conventions of form and content, common to other texts of the same 
type (Chandler & Munday, 2011). The notion of genre helps to organize differ-
ent types or kinds of work into a category (Barker, 2004; Bate, 2009). However, 
the concept of photo-genre has not been yet widely applied to journalistic pho-
tographs, with some exceptions (Wolny-Zmorzy ski, 2007, 2010, 2011; Pien-
imäki, 2011, 2012, 2013), to whom I refer in Article III. One reason behind this 
tendency might be that genres often merge and create hybrids, and thus any 
attempt towards their typologisation can either fail or lead to certain generaliza-
tions. Therefore, the genre typology of journalistic photographs that is compiled 
in Article III is an ideal model, classifying genres in isolation, by providing clear 
frames for each photo-type. Nevertheless, the genre typology is proposed to 
assist in VL education, for instance, in exercises that concentrate on learning to 
identify differences and similarities within particular collection of photographs 
from the press (more about this in the subchapter 3.3). 

Photo-genres can be recognized and named on the basis of a set of conven-
tions in regards to their content, context, functions fulfilled (informative, ex-
pressive, impressive, aesthetic, marketing, illustrative), number of images and 
layout of display. Using these criteria, and a review of photo-genre classifica-
tions as well as by analysing, in Article III, journalistic photographs from the 
Polish daily “Gazeta Wyborcza”, I proposed the following four genres: news 
photography, reportage photography, portrait photography and illustrative 
photography, with related photo-types. The genre of news photography in-
cludes the photo-types of news photo and photo-chronicle; the genre of report-
age photography covers photo reportage and historical photo reportage; the 
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genre of portrait photography identifies mug shot, journalistic portrait and 
small portrait; while the genre of illustrative photography includes a photo il-
lustration, cover photo, photomontage and video-still. Each of these types is a 
model, or pattern that may, however, break conventions of the particular photo-
type, to which it is ascribed in the proposed genre typology. 

The two main objectives for compiling the genre typology were (i) to de-
scribe more precisely what types of photographs are covered by the term jour-
nalistic photograph, and (ii) to provide a tool for VL exercises that is not a typical 
interpretation model, but a form of engagement with journalistic images that 
aims to familiarize learners with this type of image. Hence, the genre typology 
applies criteria that can be easily identified by viewer-learners, and further as-
cribed to distinguish and name particular photo-genres and -types. The concept 
of photo-genre is used in this study as a learning tool that indeed, leads to cer-
tain generalizations. 

2.1.3 Context 

The journalistic photograph is not inextricably bound up with the press, even 
though it has information and news values and was taken for journalistic pur-
poses, of informing about events, illustrating certain issues, showing particular 
people. The current tendency in mass-mediated communication is to use visuals 
as sole mode for transferring information. Thus, also journalistic images often 
appear without context, or their context is limited to captions. They appear in a 
variety of platforms, initially being published in the press and later displayed at 
photographic exhibitions, screenings, and online in social media. Sometimes, 
photographs can appear at festivals such as Visa pour l’Image Festival of Photo-
journalism, and later in the press that gains them a status of press photographs 
with particular genre and context ascribed. 

Scholarly claims concerning the definition of photographic context and its 
role in the reception and interpretation process of journalistic images are either 
contradictory to each other, or confusing. For instance, Becker (1995) does not 
view the matter of context as being as simple as he initially claims. He points 
out that “leaving the context implicit does not make a photograph art, while a 
full context makes it documentary, social science, or photojournalism” (p. 89). 
He argues that thanks to context and contextual information, viewers are able to 
recognize a type of photograph they are looking at. Becker also indicates that 
perception has a contextual nature, whereas this study argues, especially in Ar-
ticle II, that looking for contextual information in the interpretation process is a 
convention viewers tend to apply (see, for instance, Chaplin, 2006, on the con-
vention of captioning). Indeed, context plays an important role in the interpre-
tation process, but it usually leads interpretation towards one particular direc-
tion that is indicated, for instance, in a caption. Thus, context can strip photo-
graphs of their visual ambiguity. 

This study distinguishes the following three types of photographic context 
(based on the review in Article II): 

(i) context of production, 
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(ii) context of a medium, 
(iii) page context. 

A fourth type, the context of reception was identified but only discussed 
in relation to the aforementioned three types of context. In regard to the study’s 
aim of creating methods for photography interpretation for VL education, one 
outcome is the recommendation of including a caption as the only element of 
photographic context. This kind of approach provides viewers with freedom of 
attributing various meanings to the photograph, and thus respecting its poly-
semic character. 

2.2 Visual literacy as an essential learning 

Contemporary literacy is no longer simply the ability to read and write, but is 
determined by multi-literacies, including digital, visual, multimodal, and many 
other literacies. Literacy is also “multidimensional” (Riddle, 2009, p. 4), which 
means that information and knowledge come from various directions, among 
which visual imagery often plays an important role. Thus, effective teaching 
should not focus solely on traditional literacy, but includes various activities 
that employ all possible modes. This study concentrates in particular on VL, 
seeing it as especially important for contemporary society and puts forward a 
need for VL training in higher education, because 

[l]iving in an image-rich world (…) does not mean students (…) naturally possess 
sophisticated visual literacy skills, just as continually listening to an iPod does not 
teach a person to critically analyze or create music. (…) With training and practice, 
people can develop the ability to recognize, interpret, and employ the distinct syntax 
and semantics of different visual forms. The process of becoming visually literate 
continues through a lifetime of learning new and more sophisticated ways to pro-
duce, analyze, and use images. (Felten, 2008, p. 60) 

As Felten indicates, everyday encounters with images are not sufficient condi-
tion for becoming visually literate, but any kind of visual training can help to 
develop VL skills. Indeed, Brumberger’s (2011) study on VL skills of digital na-
tives confirms this observation. She discovered that the majority of participants 
in her study, despite being recognized as digital natives, and thus also natives of 
visual orders, failed to interpret photographs, even when the interpretation cri-
teria were simplified. Brumberger (2011) concludes that it is essential to teach 
VL, because of the mistaken assumption that constant exposure to visual mate-
rial, or a frequent usage of a camera, are satisfactory activities towards devel-
opment of ones’ VL. 

Felten (2008) suggests that an important pre-requisite about VL is the con-
tinuity of visual education that leads towards the development of VL skills. 
Training in VL should be systematic and occurring at all educational levels. 
This study focuses on higher education, but it recognizes the importance of vis-
ual learning in both preschool and primary school education, because otherwise, 
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individuals will lack even basic skills in visual communication. Images need to 
be discussed, evaluated, linked with other cultural artefacts, and divided into 
modes for interpretation. First and foremost, individuals should learn how to 
undertake all these activities related to visuals. Thus, Elkins (2008a) argues that 
because knowledge about images is such essential teaching, it should be al-
ready incorporated into the basic, common curricula for the first-year students 
among all disciplines: 

Since the 1980s the rhetoric of images has become far more pervasive, so that it is 
now commonplace in the media to hear that we live in a visual culture, and get our 
information through images. (…) It is time to consider the possibility that literacy can be 
achieved through images as well as texts and numbers. (Elkins, 2008a, pp. 4-5, author’s 
italics - JK) 

An aspect of VL that Elkins (2008a) emphasizes is that not only can VL occur in 
line with, but is also more than equal to, traditional literacy. In the era of visual 
orders and visually mediated information, VL should become one of the pre-
requisites of any basic curriculum in higher education. 

Interestingly, the requirement for VL training is not a new phenomenon. 
The concept emerged in the late 1960s as an answer to the growing anxiety aris-
ing from children’s increasing exposure to television. Early guidelines for VL 
education were proposed by Fransecky and Debes (1972). They were followed 
by other scholars, who addressed VL theory, teaching and learning in a context 
of rapid changes in the media landscape and the development of new technolo-
gies. Visual literacy was at first understood as learning how to see (Turbayne, 
1970), or as a teaching of visual thinking (McKim, 1972). Nevertheless, since the 
VL movement emerged, no consensus regarding VL theory, its definition and 
methods of measurement have been achieved (with some exceptions by Petters-
son 1993; Avgerinou, 2001; Avgerinou & Pettersson, 2011). In addition, each 
discipline understands and defines VL from its own disciplinary perspective 
(for some examples of this tendency, see the anthology of VL texts in Elkins, 
2008b). 

Furthermore, some disciplines, like journalism studies, force the concept 
of media literacy instead, suggesting that the term covers VL. Aufderheide (1993, 
p. 1) indicates that media literacy is about understanding, producing and nego-
tiating meanings in the audio-visually and textually stimulated environment, 
while Buckingham (2003, p. 36) focuses on the essential skills and knowledge 
that need to be acquired in order to use and interpret media. Buckingham (2003, 
p. 49) emphasizes that the abilities to interpret and produce media are core ele-
ments of media literacy. Indeed, skills of reading and interpreting journalistic 
photographs can be covered by media literacy. However, this kind of classifica-
tion labels journalistic photographs predominantly as a medium, and can pos-
sibly marginalize their visual character. In a similar manner, Seppänen (2006) 
initially questions the legitimacy of VL in reference to the interpretation of im-
ages. However, he later acknowledges that VL is related to learning and study-
ing, and thus, helps to understand visual reality. Seppänen (2006, p. 6) con-
cludes that “visual literacy forms a core part of media literacy (…), but media 
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form only one area of visual literacy”. Thus, when discussing skills associated 
with photography interpretation, I favour usage of the concept of VL. 

Media literacy is not the only concept used in the context of visual learn-
ing. One of the recent discussions in visual studies proposes to use visual compe-
tence as a paradigm for studying visuals (Müller, 2008), or visual competencies as 
a necessary addition to media literacy (Griffin, 2008). Müller (2008) claims that 
as VL has been constructed as parallel to traditional (lexical) literacy, its theory 
is also built on a textual approach that “misses out on many aspects of visuals 
that the new paradigm [i.e. visual competence] covers” (Müller, 2008, p. 102). 
However, I argue that both concepts have slightly different interests: for VL it is 
visual education, while a visual competence is “a paradigm for conducting 
basic research” (Müller, 2008, p. 103) with images. Thus, although VL and visu-
al competence are not exclusive terms, visual competence should not have priv-
ileged in usage simply because it covers a wider scope of practices (including 
VL to certain extent). 

On the other hand, Griffin (2008, p. 115) argues quite strongly that “it has 
become fashionable to invoke the term ‘visual literacy’ to loosely describe twen-
ty-first-century habits or propensities of the young”. However, his further ar-
gumentation to support this claim fails, when he poorly tries to define VL, ig-
noring recent scholarship on VL theory (for example Avgerinou, 2001; Avgeri-
nou & Pettersson, 2011). Indeed, defining VL is challenging due to the lack of 
agreement on its definition (Avgerinou, 2001). Almost every discipline and field 
have their favoured definitions, based on which, recommendations for research, 
study or curriculum are constructed. Thus, instead of adding one more new 
perspective to VL theory, current study evaluates and tries to adjust existing 
definitions of VL, in respect to this study’s purpose and object. 

The International Visual Literacy Association, in 1989, offered four defini-
tions of VL, which although quite descriptive can be easily linked to some cru-
cial aspects of the interpretation of journalistic photographs in terms of VL de-
velopment. As Pettersson (1993, p.140) indicates, the definitions state that VL is: 

1. a group of vision competencies a human being can develop by seeing and at the 
same time having and integrating other sensory experiences; 

2. the learned ability to interpret the communication of visual symbols (images), and 
to create messages using visual symbols; 

3. the ability to translate visual images into verbal language and vice versa; 

4. the ability to search for and evaluate visual information in visual media.  

The first definition refers to seeing being a multisensory experience (Beck-
er, 2004) that requires a degree of reading, listening, as well as smelling and 
touching. The multisensory character of seeing also connects to the point stated 
earlier that contemporary literacy is multidimensional (Riddle, 2009). Thus, 
when proposing the tools for photography interpretation, I particularly focus 
on intertextuality and intertextual connections that a viewer can discover. I ar-



27 
 
gue that a journalistic photograph is not just a visual content understood in 
close relation with a (lexical) context, but it is often a constructed entity. By con-
structed, I mean its multisensory character that requires interpretation, which 
will include all possible aspects of seeing experience. And seeing is not just look-
ing by using the eyes, but also trying to hear, smell and feel, which requires 
some experience in visual analysis. The constructed character of journalistic 
photographs reflects Mitchell’s (2005, p. 260) claim that “there are no visual 
media”, and thus, “all media are mixed media”, meaning that they employ var-
ious senses, but in different proportions. 

The second definition, by Pettersson (1993), indicates that VL is an ability 
to interpret and create images and can consequently be learnt. The third defini-
tion sees VL as a translation, or better – a communication process between visual 
and verbal, through which images can be converted into textual forms and vice 
versa. Thus, a visually literate viewer should be able to convert images into text, 
by providing either their verbal or written interpretation. The fourth definition 
links to the notion academic librarians are currently raising when elaborating 
the need for VL development: VL can help learners to search for and use images 
with respect to copyright and ethical standards. 

Each of these four definitions raise particular features of VL and describe 
certain abilities that any visually literate viewer should demonstrate. Thus, they 
are also quite broad in their scope. In Articles I-IV, I mostly refer to the VL defi-
nition proposed by Avgerinou (2001) and based on her extensive review of VL 
theory. In comparison to the previous four, this one is more concise, and set in 
the educational context. It reads that  

In the context of human, intentional visual communication, visual literacy refers to a 
group of largely acquired abilities, i.e. the abilities to understand (read), and to use 
(write) images, as well as to think and learn in terms of images. (Avgerinou, 2001, p. 
142) 

The abilities specified by Avgerinou should be fostered in VL education. How-
ever, not all of them can be always equally represented and developed in exer-
cises with different types of visual material. Thus, when working with journal-
istic images, a viewer can start from learning to understand (i.e., to interpret) 
photographs, followed by more conscious usage of them. Finally, the viewer 
develops skills of visual thinking that often leads towards creating better pho-
tographs. Avgerinou identifies the process of learning in terms of images as one 
of the VL abilities. This aspect of her definition is especially important in the 
light of this study, which created and introduced tools for photography inter-
pretation, aimed to be used in visual education. 

One more attempt to define VL that I would like to bring into focus is 
formulated in the “Visual Literacy Competency Standards for Higher Educa-
tion”, published in 2011 by Association of College and Research Libraries. It 
locates the need for VL training in a wider context of contemporary education, 
indicating that 
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Visual literacy is a set of abilities that enables an individual to effectively find, inter-
pret, evaluate, use, and create images and visual media. Visual literacy skills equip a 
learner to understand and analyze the contextual, cultural, ethical, aesthetic, intellec-
tual, and technical components involved in the production and use of visual materi-
als. A visually literate individual is both a critical consumer of visual media and a 
competent contributor to a body of shared knowledge and culture. (ACRL, 2011) 

This is not a definition per se, but is formulated as a goal to be achieved in 
higher education. It describes an intensive process of learning that includes all 
possible activities based on interaction with images (interpretation, evaluation, 
usage and creation of images) as well as results of visual learning (becoming a 
critical consumer and competent participant of contemporary culture). The 
need for VL training, argued by Felten (2008) and referred to earlier in this 
study, is developed here by explaining what VL education means and what its 
goals are. 

John Debes, one of the key figures in the history of VL (Fransecky & Debes, 
1972) and who was the first to propose a definition as early as 1969, characteriz-
es VL as a fundamental, learned competence that helps in everyday communi-
cation and gives joyful when looking at arts (Debes, 1969, p. 27). Debes points 
out the importance of learning towards development of VL skills. Similarly, 
Avgerinou (2001, p. 120) emphasizes the need for VL training and Felten (2008) 
insists on VL education having a longitudinal characteristic. Thus, this study 
suggests interpretation of journalistic photographs as a one kind of practice 
among many others in visual learning that can help to develop, or even ad-
vance students’ VL skills in higher education. 

Fransecky and Debes (1972) suggest that theorizing and reading about VL 
may only raise an individual’s curiosity about it, while the real experience may 
actually expand the sense of VL’s validity and value. Fransecky and Debes 
(1972) call for some real action towards VL development that is required for 
comprehensive understanding of the concept. Thus, this study proposes practi-
cal guidelines for the interpretation of journalistic photographs. In a longer per-
spective, the work is aimed to contribute towards development of students’ VL 
skills. 

2.3 Visual methods and the interpretation of journalistic photo-
graphs 

A variety of methods of visual analysis seemed to be only partially suitable 
when creating guidelines and constructing models for the interpretation of 
journalistic photographs. None of them was perfectly suited to both the object 
(a journalistic photograph) being interpreted and the purpose (the development 
of VL skills among learners) of the interpretation. Thus, I decided to review 
those visual research methods that I consider suitable for the interpretation of 
journalistic photographs in the context of visual learning (see Table 2). In addi-
tion, I aimed to challenge the visual methodologies by particular features of 



29 
 
journalistic photographs, that are: genre, context, layout, function fulfilled by a 
photograph (informative, expressive, impressive, aesthetic, marketing and illus-
trative; see Article III for descriptions of each function), and any symbolic, con-
notative or intertextual meaning of a photograph. These elements are often un-
mentioned in the interpretation, being too complex and polysemic (such as the 
concept of genre), or individually marked by the viewer’s cultural background 
(for instance, intertextual connotations). Thus, my attempt in this study was to 
include these aspects into the guidelines for interpretation of journalistic photo-
graphs, and to propose models, built as a combination of different visual re-
search methods or their essentials. The research methods that were reviewed 
for this purpose, were distinguished and based on the following criteria (see 
also Table 2): 

• their characteristics seem applicable for the interpretation of 
journalistic photographs, 

• they are classic theories or methods for analysis of photographs 
(especially visual semiotics, or Barthes’ connotation/denotation, 
studium/punctum), 

• they have already been used in contemporary scholarship to analyse 
journalistic photographs, 

• their focus is on visual content of an image and on particular 
elements within this content, 

• they pay special attention to certain aspects of a photograph (for 
instance, to the photographic context that I discuss in the Article II), 

• they are the closest possible approaches to an ideal method for 
photography interpretation that can serve VL education. 

The last criterion can be seen as a highly subjective and intuitive. It is indeed, 
but I attempt to support it by related scholarship and my teaching experience, 
or experiments conducted with students who were asked to interpret particular 
photographs (see the reports in Article I and Article IV). 

TABLE 2 Visual research methods reviewed and discussed in the study, along 
with the selection criteria. 

Category of 
a method 

Method reviewed Selection criteria Related 
article 

classic, well 
established 
methods 
and theories 

elements of visual 
semiotics 

• classic theory/method for analysis of 
photographs 

• frequently applied to analyse journal-
istic photographs 

I and 
IV 

visual rhetoric • its characteristics seem applicable for 
the interpretation of journalistic pho-
tographs 

• classic theory/method for analysis of 
photographs 

• frequently applied to analyse journal-
istic photographs 

• the closest possible approach to an 

IV 
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ideal method for photography inter-
pretation 

Barthes’(1993) phe-
nomenological ap-
proach (the concept 
of studium and punc-
tum) 

• its characteristics seem applicable for 
the interpretation of journalistic pho-
tographs 

• classic theory/method for analysis of 
photographs 

• frequently applied to analyse journal-
istic photographs 

I and 
IV 

having their 
roots in the 
analysis of 
paintings 

Barrett’s (2010) prin-
ciples for interpreting 
photographs 

• its characteristics seem applicable for 
the interpretation of journalistic pho-
tographs 

• its focus is on visual content and par-
ticular elements within this content 

• the closest possible approach to an 
ideal method for photography inter-
pretation 

IV 

compositional inter-
pretation (Rose, 2012) 

• its characteristics seem applicable for 
the interpretation of journalistic pho-
tographs 

• its focus is on visual content and par-
ticular elements within this content 

IV 

iconological context 
analysis (Müller, 
2011) 

• its focus is on photographic context II 

dedicated to 
analysis of 
photographs 
in the press 

quantitative content 
analysis (Bock, Iser-
mann, & Knieper, 
2011) 

• frequently applied to analyse journal-
istic photographs 

• its focus is on visual content and par-
ticular elements within this content 

• its focus is on photographic context 

II 

integrative model, 
combining iconology 
with psychophysio-
logical and eye-
tracking methods 
(Müller, Kappas & 
Olk, 2012) 

• frequently applied to analyse journal-
istic photographs 

• its focus is on photographic context 

II 

 
The visual research methods that I chose to evaluate in this study, meet 

some but never all of the criteria. Using these criteria, the visual research meth-
ods explored in the articles (especially in Article IV, but also in Article I and II) 
can be further divided into three categories: 

(i) classic, well established methods and theories: elements of visual se-
miotics, visual rhetoric, Barthes’ (1993) phenomenological approach 
(the concept of studium and punctum); 

(ii) having their roots in the analysis of paintings: Barrett’s (2010) princi-
ples for interpreting photographs, compositional interpretation (Rose, 
2012), iconological context analysis (Müller, 2011); 
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(iii) dedicated to analysis of photographs in the press: quantitative con-
tent analysis (Bock, Isermann, & Knieper, 2011), a new integrative 
model, combining iconology with psychophysiological and eye-
tracking methods (Müller, Kappas, & Olk, 2012); 

Some of the classic visual approaches, such as visual rhetoric (discussed in 
Article IV), provide useful tools that can be applied in the model for photog-
raphy interpretation. Among these tools are especially denotative and connota-
tive dimensions, or visual rhetorical figures. Methods that are used for analysis 
of paintings (for instance, compositional interpretation [Rose, 2012], or princi-
ples for interpreting photographs [Barrett, 2010]) can be also applied to photo-
graphs. They are especially suitable when working with iconic photographs 
that often have artistic aspirations, and are constructed in a way, which creates 
difficulties in distinguishing between aesthetic and informative values. One of 
the main characteristics of iconic photographs is a very poetic way of presenting 
the subject by, often brilliant usage of photographic techniques (framing, light-
ing, visualizing emotions) that affects viewers. These features seem to form of 
convergence between journalistic photographs and art. Thus, visual research 
methods that are dedicated to paintings or art photography can be also adjusted 
to the interpretation of journalistic photographs. Simultaneously, visual re-
search methods that are traditionally ascribed to analyse journalistic photo-
graphs, such as quantitative content analysis, are often insufficient for visual 
education, which requires methods that challenge viewer’s perception and in-
tertextual thinking. In addition, the method chosen for exercises with visual 
material should not be too difficult to either understand or use. 

Thus, although visual semiotics is a kind of a “first-choice-method” when 
coming across interpretation of photographs, it is too complex to be applied in 
VL education without a comprehensive introduction to its vocabulary. The 
PPSA model presented in the Article I is deeply immersed into semiotics (refer-
ring to Charles Sanders Peirce’s Theory of Sign), with addition of some socio-
logical aspects of visual analysis. However, as the study indicates (see subchap-
ter 3.1), the PPSA model was used in visual exercises with prior introductory 
teaching, including basics of semiotics. The Article IV comes back to the semiot-
ic tradition of visual analysis, referring not only to Peirce, but also to Ferdinand 
de Saussure’s sign division into signified and signifier. However, it mainly criti-
cizes insufficient and too complex apparatus of visual semiotics that is not able 
to provide guidelines for interpretation of journalistic photographs. 

Nevertheless, as VL theory and definition(s) derive from the traditional 
(lexical) literacy, it might be difficult, if not impossible, to entirely “escape” from 
semiotic tradition. One such attempt to leave visual semiotics approach is to ap-
ply multimodality. I came across this concept mostly through the work of Bateman 
(2008, 2014), getting tremendously fascinated by it, and thus, willing to adjust it 
for the tools for photography interpretation. Indeed, van Leeuwen (2008, p. 130), 
who also writes on multimodality, but from a bit different angle than Bateman, 
indicates that “the move towards multimodality is necessary, not as some sort of 
corrections to earlier theories, but because visual communication itself has 
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changed”. Müller (2008, p. 102) ironically claims that multimodality is a “cure” 
for insufficient approach to visuals, offered by media or visual literacies that are 
grounded in linguistics and semiotics, and that operate with tools based on tradi-
tional (lexical) literacy. Although I agree with Müller’s remark, and hence my 
argument for excluding semiotics as a method for visual analysis, I do not see 
multimodality as a salvific solution. Indeed, to some extent, multimodality can 
solve the problem of approaching images with an appropriate visual vocabulary, 
but multimodal analysis does not exclude semiotics either. Contrary, the method 
is based on semiotic modes that ought to be identified in multimodal artefacts in 
the interpretation process (Bateman, 2008). In addition, it provides same complex 
apparatus, insufficient for basic VL education. 

The current study moves away from visual semiotics towards visual rhet-
oric, suggesting denotation and connotation (Barthes 1977; 1983) as one of the 
simplest ways to initiate interpretation process. These two concepts are wide-
spread among visual methodologies (see, for instance, Barrett, 2003) and it is 
difficult to classify them under one visual research method. Therefore, I used 
them in the models for photography interpretation, first, as a part of visual se-
miotics approach (PPSA model in Article I), and later as a part of visual rhetoric 
approach (Article IV). I foster the second classification as more appropriate. 
Looking at a photograph from denotative and connotative perspectives means 
to identify particular elements that belong to each of the two dimensions, even 
though they are not disconnected, but interrelated. Denotation is mainly based 
on a simple description of who or what is in the picture, while connotation 
leads to more advanced analysis, looking at visual connotators (symbols, tropes, 
visual rhetorical figures, intertextuality). The division into denotation and con-
notation is easy to follow by learners in visual exercises, although it is not nec-
essary to clearly indicate it in the model for interpretation (see the model intro-
duced in Article IV). 

The interpretation of journalistic photographs, intended for use as a tool in 
VL education, is a unique process, both due to its object and purpose. Journal-
istic photographs are often packed with emotions and intertextual meanings. 
Barrett (2010, p. 149) indicates that they “carry more credibility than other kinds 
of images and especially require interpretation”. Thus, a journalistic photo-
graph is not just a news that is communicated visually, but instead, it is a visual 
representation of reality that can be read (interpreted) both on very basic (deno-
tative) and more advanced (connotative) levels. 

In the current study, the term interpretation is understood in relation to the 
image interpretation process, in which a viewer attributes certain meaning(s) to 
the photograph. Avgerinou (2001, p. 122) claims that “to interpret pictures an 
individual must understand that a picture is a symbol representing, not itself 
being, an object, concept or event”. The meaning of a photograph does not only 
depend on what or who is framed, but also on a particular way of presentation 
of a subject. What is more, the meanings attributed to the photograph can differ 
in time and between viewers. This tendency prompt that the meaning of a pho-
tograph is polysemic, often not matching with actual intentions of the origina-
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tor of a photograph (photographer, photojournalist), or photo editor or image 
broker (term from Gürsel, 2012). Hall (1997, pp. 32-33) emphasizes this tenden-
cy by underlining the need for interpretation: 

The meaning we take, as viewers, readers, audiences, is never exactly the meaning 
which has been given by the speaker or writer or by other viewers. (…) So interpreta-
tion becomes an essential aspect of the process by which meaning is given and taken. 

In Hall’s understanding of interpretation, the meaning is given and taken, 
rather than discovered, while the interpretation process of journalistic photo-
graphs is heavily based on viewer’s active role in the attribution of meanings 
(see Figure 1). In the interpretation process, meaning(s) attributed to the photo-
graph do not only reflect reality and message(s) implied in the photograph, but 
for most – they mirror viewer’s own perception and understanding of particu-
lar events. Understanding of visual messages develops through visual training. 
Thus, this study’s focus is on the learning process that occurs within an image 
interpretation process. Approach to visual education presented here favours the 
joy of photography interpretation, rather than any final result of such interpre-
tation. In other words, in the context of VL education, by interpretation, I mean 
the process of learning how to read and understand photographs, with minor 
focus on any kind of material result of this practice (except of development of 
VL skills, which is, however, of quite immaterial nature). 

Due to the visual character of its object, each process of photography in-
terpretation is unique. In addition, individuals never approach a photograph 
twice from the same perspective, because their skills in VL evolve, as well as 
their personal experience and knowledge that are brought to the interpretation 
process, differ in time. Thus, the meanings attributed to the photograph differ 
significantly, based on: 

(i) viewers’ experience in visual interpretation (and thus, their VL skills), 
(ii) type of journalistic photograph that is interpreted (consider various 

photo-genres, or iconic photographs) 
(iii) method used for interpretation. 

This study emphasizes in particular the third aspect, aiming to compile 
guidelines for photography interpretation that can be applied in teach-
ing/learning context, without any need for additional adjustment. Thus, the 
model for photography interpretation that I introduced in the Article IV does 
not require any pre-knowledge of visual studies or visual methodologies, or 
their specific vocabulary (although it derives from an extensive review of par-
ticular visual research methods). However, the PPSA model proposed in the 
Article I, or intertextual approach to photography interpretation proposed in 
the Article II, or the journalistic photo-genre typology as a tool for interpreta-
tion, introduced in the Article III, may all require some facilitation from the 
teacher who aims to apply them in VL education. The kinds of additional in-
structions that these methods require are indicated in the articles and further 
elaborated in the following chapter that reports findings of this study by pre-
senting tools for the interpretation of journalistic photographs. 



 

3 FINDINGS: TOOLS FOR THE INTERPRETATION 
OF JOURNALISTIC PHOTOGRAPHS 

Four different models and approaches to the interpretation of journalistic pho-
tographs that can facilitate VL training were compiled and introduced in this 
study. Below, each of them is discussed in brief. Models can be used both in an 
individual or group-work assignments. They can be adjusted for particular 
learning purposes or topics if needed. However, some of the models or ap-
proaches require introductory teaching (except for the model introduced in the 
Article IV), intended for those learners who are less familiar with particular 
terms, or have less experience in visual analysis. The kind of introductory teach-
ing that is needed is indicated in the subchapters that follow. Suggestions for 
exercises based on the models are described with an aim to develop certain VL 
skills, in particular, reading and understanding of images and learning to think 
in terms of images. 

The models proposed in the articles and reported here, were mainly tested 
with highly connotative, if not iconic, images (except for Article III) to exempli-
fy models’ implementation in the most illustrative manner. At the beginning of 
visual education, learners’ VL skills can be quite weak, assuming that they have 
not had any previous experience in purposefully analysing images. Thus, even 
though the tools for photography interpretation that I introduce are not solely 
dedicated for iconic images, I do recommend working with this type of journal-
istic photographs first, because they are sufficiently connotative for beginners 
who are not yet fluent in discovering visual references. Iconic photographs are 
condensed visually, and thus, advanced, multilayered interpretation is possible. 
Simultaneously, in-depth visual interpretation can facilitate development of 
learners’ visual sensitivity that helps them to acquire VL skills. On the other 
hand, any set of journalistic photographs from the press can be used when ap-
plying the genre typology of journalistic photographs as a tool for interpreta-
tion (see Article III). 

The choice of a method that is used for photography interpretation is cru-
cial, because it influences the learning process that should lead towards devel-
opment of VL skills. This claim has acted both as a starting point for this study 



35 
 
and its main goal, and it has been considered in each of the studies reported in 
the articles. 

3.1 Press Photograph Story Analysis (PPSA) model 

The PPSA model was grounded on two traditions: semiotics and communica-
tion theory. In both cases, necessary simplifications for the purpose of the mod-
el were made. Thus, in semiotic terms, the model applies Charles Sanders 
Peirce’s Theory of Sign (as described in Mrozowski, 2001, pp. 271-273), in par-
ticular, the trichotomy of sign, object and interpretant. The PPSA model also 
uses Barthes’ (1983) concept of photograph as an analogon, as well as his idea of 
photographic punctum (Barthes, 1993). In the trial assessment of the PPSA mod-
el with students, it appeared that semiotic references made in the model were 
unnecessary for the interpretation process, in that they did not help to add any 
extra information. The only exception was punctum that students tried to identi-
fy in analyzed photograph stories. Similarly, the framework for the PPSA mod-
el, built on the basis of Roman Jakobson’s communication model (1960) assisted 
only in separating particular steps of the interpretation process. 

The PPSA model applies Barthes’ division into denotation and connota-
tion, which the students confused in the trial assessment of the model. Indeed, 
these two parts of the interpretation process should not be separated as they 
often interfuse. Thus, the clear division was later abandoned in the model for 
interpretation of journalistic photographs, reported in the Article IV. Neverthe-
less, for teaching purposes, it is good to make students aware of both the deno-
tative and connotative aspects of the image interpretation process. Understand-
ing this division can enhance students’ ability to conduct more in-depth inter-
pretations with more complex models. According to the PPSA model, a denota-
tive interpretation consists of the basic observation of who is in the photographs, 
what kind of visual techniques were used and how the caption helps to under-
stand each picture’s theme. Connotation, the next level of interpretation, aims 
to explore denotative observations. Connotation is a stage, at which learners’ 
skills in VL are either applied or can be developed through repeated usage of 
the model in the interpretation process with various photographs. The PPSA 
model was initially dedicated to press photograph stories (photo reportages; see 
Article III for the genre typology). However, it can equally facilitate the inter-
pretation process of single photographs as opposed to a series. 

From the point of view of this study, the aim to design tools for VL educa-
tion, one of the most interesting elements of the PPSA model is the idea of look-
ing for, describing and explaining interpretants in the photographs. By interpre-
tants, I mean visual rhetorical figures, symbols and intertextual connotators. In 
the trial test of the model, this part of students’ interpretations was sufficiently 
well developed, which can suggest that without both the PPSA model and some 
prior introductory teaching, students will be unable to provide such in-depth 
interpretations that indicated various connotations. 
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The last part of the model that contains additional questions can be freely 
modified by the teacher, regarding the aim of the photography interpretation 
conducted with the model. Based on the trial test, I see particular relevance in 
the second question: “What can you learn about the world from these photo-
graphs?” (K dra, 2013, p. 31). In the interpretation process of journalistic photo-
graphs these kinds of questions should be always asked, in order to encourage 
learners’ attention to move from abstract thinking about images to reality. In 
other words, this last part of the model provides a summary of learning that 
occurred during the interpretation process. 

The trial test of the PPSA model was conducted after several relevant vis-
ual exercises that aimed to help learners to understand the vocabulary used in 
the model (especially some of the semiotic terms, or the concept of the visual 
rhetorical figure). As a result, I later decided to develop a simplified version of 
the PPSA model that would not need any introductory training. The revised 
version is proposed in Article IV as a model for interpretation of journalistic 
photographs. The new model borrows from the PPSA model a few elements, 
which do not require any pre-knowledge from learners. However, as the PPSA 
model requires introductory teaching leads to the conclusion that visual inter-
pretation is a learning process that is more effective when applied step-by-step, 
through various visual exercises. These exercises can, for instance, train learners’ 
intertextual thinking. 

3.2 Intertextual approach 

The concept of intertextuality was introduced and popularized by Julia Kristeva 
(1980), who combined elements of linguistics of Ferdinand de Saussure with 
Mikhail Bakhtin’s theories. Indicating the concept’s origin in the analysis of text, 
which both Fairclough (1992, 2003) and Wodak (2001) use in critical discourse 
analysis, I further looked at the concept of intertextuality and its application in 
visual studies and visual research methods. I referred, in Article II, in particular 
to Burgin (1982) in the field of photography, Rose (2012) in visual discourse 
analysis and Barrett (2010) in the principles for interpreting photographs. 

The intertextual approach to photography interpretation, as described in 
Article II, is a prerequisite for learners to conduct more systematic interpreta-
tion, or to use multi-layered models, such as the PPSA model, or the model for 
interpretation of journalistic photographs, proposed in Article IV. Both these 
models include intertextuality as an important element of the interpretation 
process. Thus, visual exercises that apply intertextuality can help to prepare 
learners for next steps in visual analysis. 

Contemporary texts, whether visual or textual, do not only have meaning 
of their own, but their meaning can also occur in relation to other texts. In this 
case, “the text becomes the inter-text”, as Allen (2000, p. 1) suggests, and read-
ing becomes a process of moving between various texts, investigating relations 
between them. Allen (2000) further indicates that the intertextual approach to 
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texts also influences thinking about photographs, interpretation of which de-
pends on certain conventions and codes that ought to be recognized by viewers. 
Allen’s focus is on art photography, but his observation can be equally applied 
to journalistic photographs. 

In visual research methods, intertextuality is an infrequently mentioned 
concept (see Burgin, 1982; Barrett, 2010; Rose, 2012) and not sufficiently elabo-
rated or used as an approach to photography analysis. Furthermore, intertextu-
ality is usually applied to literary arts, but not restrictively, because intertextu-
ality can be “found in discussion of cinema, painting, music, architecture, pho-
tography (…) It is possible to speak of the ‘languages’ (…) which involve pro-
ductions of complex patterns of encoding, re-encoding, allusion, echo, transpos-
ing of previous systems and codes” (Allen, 2000, p. 174). Interpretation of par-
ticular cultural artefacts can occur in relation to artefacts from the same group, 
or from the other groups. In intertextual interpretation of journalistic photo-
graphs, context is of secondary importance, because, primarily there is a viewer 
who attaches meanings to the photograph that are based on individual experi-
ence, knowledge and VL skills. Thus, the photographic content, i.e., the visual 
representation of events and emotions, is in focus of intertextual approach. 

Intertextuality, as a name and form of a visual exercise, is as I propose in 
this study based on a question about any connotations of a particular photo-
graph (or its elements) to other images, or cultural artefacts that the viewer can 
identify. The more pictures that viewers see and interpret, the more they can 
read in and between them. Intertextuality concerns training learners’ individual 
perception and visual sensitivity. Thus, when used in educational settings, in-
tertextual exercises with photographs should be guided in the beginning, espe-
cially with students who have less experience in visual analysis. Showing cou-
ple of examples of what is meant by intertextual connotations of a particular 
photograph to other cultural artefacts can be a good starting point of such visu-
al training. 

In this study, intertextuality is proposed as a way of thinking outside the 
box that insists on looking at journalistic photographs as we see them – not as 
they have been contextualized for us. Thus, intertextual exercises should help to 
develop learners’ visual thinking, and thus, contribute to the development of 
learners’ VL skills. Intertextual interpretation is a never-ending, constant learn-
ing process: the more connections are seen, the more there is to find out and 
link to. 

3.3 Genre typology of journalistic photographs as an interpreta-
tion tool 

The genre typology of journalistic photographs was created by analysing differ-
ences and similarities in photographic content, context, place and role of a pho-
tograph in a newspaper layout, the number of images (single and series), and 
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function fulfilled. These kinds of criteria are often used to initiate interpretation 
process of journalistic photographs. Thus, the study proposes the genre typolo-
gy as a tool for VL education. The typology can be easily adjusted for exercises 
that introduce students to visual material they are going to interpret, and famil-
iarize them with a concept of genre. 

Although the proposed typology was not simplified for educational pur-
poses as in the case of Pienimäki’s (2013) “genre tool”, it still includes certain 
generalizations. One of these generalizations is a lack of indication that genres 
merge and create hybrids. This feature of genre can be mentioned by a teacher, 
but the information itself is not necessary for using the genre typology in visual 
exercises. The aim of the typology was to clearly describe photo-genres, indicat-
ing particular features of each of the related photo-types. 

The typology opens several possibilities for VL exercises. Firstly, students 
can choose particular photographs from newspapers (preferably), but opinion 
weeklies and online press can be also used as sources, and try to identify the 
photograph’s genre and type, according to the typology. The exercise should 
follow with an explanation of the genre-choice made by learners, by describing 
content, context, layout of display, and dominant function of the interpreted 
photograph. Furthermore, after naming, for instance, a news photo and photo 
reportage (both single and series), learners can try to identify differences in sto-
ry-telling of these two photo-types. Similar exercises, based on comparison of 
images, can be made between all four photo-genres, and may focus on just one 
particular aspect of photographs, such as their content. Although the concept of 
photo-genre along with its typology may require some introductory teaching 
for less experienced learners, the genre tool proposed in Article III can be im-
mediately used for the above mentioned exercises, or for any similar ones. 

The central aim of applying photo-genre and its typology in VL education 
is to raise learners’ understanding of the kind of images they are going to inter-
pret. Ability to recognize particular photo-genres in the press can lead to a bet-
ter understanding of a journalistic photograph as a visual medium. It can also 
prepare learners for the interpretation process of journalistic images with the 
aid of the models proposed in this study. Moreover, for those learners who 
would like to develop their VL skills in creating images, knowledge of genre 
and awareness of differences between various types of photographs can equip 
them with better imagery tools. 

The thematic-driven categorizations of journalistic photographs (for ex-
ample, Lester, 1999; Newton, 2001; Kobré, 2008), to which I also briefly referred 
in Article III, are usually less attractive for teaching purposes, because their fo-
cus is limited to a picture’s theme. By contrast, the proposed typology also co-
vers other aspects of journalistic photographs, such as context, layout, and pho-
tographic functions. Analysing these kinds of elements in a set of photographs 
can help to develop the practice of looking, and foremost, seeing. 
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3.4 A model for interpretation of journalistic photographs 

The model for interpretation of journalistic photographs proposed in Article IV 
is a synthesis of various visual research methods and approaches, or their es-
sentials, including an improved version of the PPSA model introduced in Arti-
cle I. The main improvement concerns its simplification for educational purpos-
es, which was possible after removing references to visual semiotics. The eight-
step model is a collection of questions that should be answered in the interpre-
tation process of a journalistic photograph. They are compiled in an order of 
interpretation, and thus the viewer is expected to first describe what they see in 
a photograph and later read a caption for additional information. The sequence 
of questions is built on Barthes’ division into denotation and connotation that 
was also observed in other approaches to visual analysis, such as the first and 
second level interpretant in Peirce’s semiotics, or the first- and second-layer of 
interpretation in Barrett’s (2010) principles for interpreting photographs. Refer-
ence to the denotative-connotative division, although not indicated in the mod-
el itself, means that the viewer starts from the basic description of an image (in-
cluding photo-content, information depicted from the caption and photo-
techniques) and follows with more advanced interpretation, based on intertex-
tuality, symbolism and visual rhetorical figures as well as looking for punctum 
and identifying viewer’s emotional reaction to the photograph.  

The model can be instantly applied for visual exercises. However, ques-
tions about symbols or intertextual connotations can pose some challenges to 
viewers that have little experience in visual analysis. The only element of the 
model that may require prior introductory explanation from the teacher is the 
one that concerns visual rhetorical figures in photographs. Thus, the model can 
be applied either in the version presented in Article IV (including introductory 
teaching; interpretation process is facilitated by a teacher), or as it was used in 
the visual exercise with students of the course “Media Analysis and Criticism”, 
reported in Article IV (analysis of visual rhetorical figures excluded, short in-
troduction about how to use the model). 

Although the model for interpretation of journalistic photographs was ini-
tially constructed on the basis of the PPSA model, its aim differs significantly by 
moving away from visual semiotics and constructing a more accessible tool for 
educational purposes. In the current model, the main focus is on photographic 
content and image-viewer relation, i.e., on kinds of meanings a viewer attaches 
to the photograph. These meanings can concern the viewer’s emotions toward 
the content of a photograph (Step 4 in the model), photographic punctum (Step 
5), visual symbols depicted in the photograph (Step 6) and intertextual connec-
tions made by the viewer (Step 7). I recommend using the model for interpreta-
tion of journalistic photographs to support VL education by constructing exer-
cises with the model as a tool for interpretation. However, for the purpose of a 
more advanced, in-depth interpretation, it is suggested that usage of the model 
will be facilitated, at least in the early phases of visual learning. 



 

4 CONCLUSION 

4.1 Theoretical and practical contributions of the study 

Contemporary communication occurs through online platforms and new media 
and is heavily transmitted visually, with overwhelming usage of photographs 
taken and distributed on any possible occasions by any individual armed with 
portable camera. However, although vision seems to be the dominant mode, the 
more images are used for communication, the less they are understood, valued 
and critically approached (see, for instance, the study on VL skills of digital na-
tives by Brumberger, 2011). Skills of reading, understanding and creating imag-
es are taken for granted, both by individuals who communicate visually and by 
educators who are responsible for developing these skills among their students. 

The current study provides models for photography interpretations that 
can be applied in visual education in order to increase the level of VL among 
viewers. As an object for these models, the study uses the journalistic photo-
graph – a cultural artefact that is characterized as either a visual report about an 
event, or a compilation of intertextual references to other cultural artefacts. The 
importance of studying photographs is indicated by Bogre (2015, p. 3) in the 
introduction to his teaching guide for photography educators: “photography is 
the language of the twenty-first century and being able to think critically about 
and analyse photographs is an essential twenty-first century literacy.” 

This study is a voice in the discussion that fosters VL education and calls 
for changes in a largely textual higher education curriculum towards a more 
visually oriented one. The study provides concrete tools for studying visuals 
that can be used for development of VL skills. In addition, it complements the 
theory of press photography by elaborating on photographic context and jour-
nalistic photo-genre typology, iconic photograph and definition of a journalistic 
photograph. The study also makes a contribution to visual methodologies by 
reviewing, juxtaposing and adjusting both classical visual theories and some 
newer approaches that together form the basis for the models for interpretation 
of journalistic photographs, introduced in this study. As indicated in the Intro-
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duction, the study has crossed various disciplinary borders in order to find suf-
ficient ways to realize its aims and to answer its research questions. As a result, 
the study contributes to visual studies by providing a multidisciplinary per-
spective on the image interpretation process, with particular interest in journal-
istic photographs. Furthermore, the introduced methods of photography inter-
pretation are not solely applied from traditional perspectives such as visual se-
miotics or quantitative visual content analysis. Instead, the study brings new 
solutions to visual analysis of photographs that combines elements of various 
visual research methods. The models for interpretation are adjusted for educa-
tional purposes, being created according to specific features of journalistic pho-
tographs. 

The study addresses the need for introducing VL into the curriculum, es-
pecially at the higher education level that still concentrates mainly on texts, 
rarely incorporating visuals (Elkins, 2008a). Photography education is im-
portant for all students, irrespective of discipline or major, because “studying 
photography teaches the skills to think critically, independently, and creatively” 
(Bogre, 2015, p. 4). Also one of the Barrett’s (2010, p. 149) principles for inter-
preting photographs that “we ought to teach people to carefully think about 
what they consume” should be seriously taken into consideration. Images are 
part of popular culture, and thus, it is impossible to escape from visual orders 
and visually mediated communication. Individuals need to learn how to live 
and smoothly move between images, being able to understand and evaluate par-
ticular visual artefacts. The “pictorial turn”, proclaimed by Mitchell (1995) al-
ready more than two decades ago, has unfortunately been followed with lim-
ited implications to pedagogy. Hence, this study aims to contribute towards 
changes in teaching guidelines, especially in higher education that usually lacks 
interaction with any type of images (except slideshows that are often more tex-
tual than pictorial). The guidelines that aim to facilitate reading and interpret-
ing, rather than only viewing, of journalistic photographs are proposed as an 
end result of this study. Each of the models and approaches can be applied for 
visual exercises both in formal teaching context and for individual learning, and 
modified according to needs. Elkins (2008a, p. 3) argues that moving college 
education towards being more visually oriented is “the most important and 
potentially revolutionary problem in current curricular theory”. Thus, the prac-
tical contribution of this study is by providing concrete tools that can be used 
towards development of more visually oriented higher education. 

In addition, the study also attempts to introduce visual methodologies in-
to journalism studies that usually use images in research to investigate certain 
topics, rather than solely focusing on them as cultural artefacts. By referring to 
the journalistic photograph as a purely visual medium that contains only one 
semiotic mode – pictorial representation, this study attempted to introduce a 
new kind of thinking about press photography to journalism studies. Thus, my 
suggestion for photography interpretation that is radically detached from any 
type of context (context of production, medium and page context), including 
only a caption. This kind of approach identifies journalistic photographs as a 
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purely visual and decontextualized medium that is also accordingly interpreted. 
However, this study is not in violation of press photography theory, but it pro-
poses a fresh approach that tries to combine journalism studies with visual re-
search methods, visual education and visual studies. In addition, the study 
provides discussion on photographic context, distinguishing its various types 
and role in the interpretation of photographs. 

Introducing a genre typology of journalistic photographs is another im-
portant, both theoretical and practical, contribution of this study. Although the 
typology is constructed on the basis of a small sample in a particularly national 
context (the review of journalistic photographs from the main Polish daily 
“Gazeta Wyborcza”) and it is not free from certain generalizations, it provides 
comprehensive descriptions of particular photo-genres and -types that can be 
applied to photographs in the press of any origin. The genre typology of jour-
nalistic photographs compiled in Article III is the first of this kind of systematic 
approach applied to the concept of photo-genre. 

4.2 Limitations of the study 

Although every effort was made to restrict the potential limitations of the study, 
there remain a few that require acknowledgement. The most important limita-
tion lies in the predominantly theoretical character of this study. This may raise 
the objection that even though the proposed tools for photography interpreta-
tions are well described, explained, developed and immersed in contemporary 
scholarship about visuality, they were not applied in real educational settings. 
Indeed, the intertextual approach and the genre typology for journalistic photo-
graphs as tools for photography interpretation were not tested in visual exercis-
es. The study also contains just a few explanations as to how these two ap-
proaches can be used in visual education. In contrast, the PPSA model under-
went a small-scale validity test in classroom settings with university students. 
The conclusions of this trial assessment were later used in the research process 
to improve the interpretation model reported in Article IV. The first version of 
that model was also verified in the trial test with students, even though this was 
not reported in Article IV, which focus was predominantly on the review of 
visual research methods. 

Related to the above mentioned limitation, another issue that was not ad-
dressed in this study was whether the proposed models for photography inter-
pretation can actually help to increase level of VL among learners. As already 
indicated, development of VL is difficult, if not impossible, to measure (Avgeri-
nou, 2001). Indeed, some attempts have already been made to design tools, such 
as the VL Index (Avgerinou, 2001), which can help to verify individuals’ VL 
skills. However, it was not the aim of this study to present empirical verifica-
tion, except for some trial tests that were conducted to illustrate how particular 
models can be used in visual exercises. Thus, this study does not contain suffi-
cient empirical evidence that can confirm or reject the assumption that the pre-
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sented tools help to develop VL skills. The only possible way to overcome this 
limitation would be to design a large scale research program that focuses on 
creating appropriate measurement tools that help to investigate VL develop-
ment. However, this lies beyond the scope of the current study, and should ra-
ther be seen as a direction for future research. In addition, one of the study’s 
main arguments is that any effort made towards more visually oriented educa-
tion by promoting teaching that includes visuals as objects of investigation, is 
already a step forward towards VL development. 

Furthermore, being limited to the review of particular visual research 
methods, this study may lack some interesting approaches to visual analysis 
that could have been added to the models for journalistic photography interpre-
tation. Visual methods chosen for review were selected on the basis of particu-
lar criteria (see subchapter 2.3) that helped to narrow the scope for the review. 
However, the proposed models for photography interpretation are still open for 
further development and improvement, and thus, can include elements of 
many other visual research methods, reviews of which were not considered 
here. 

The argument for excluding context as unnecessary for the interpretation 
of photographs can be seen as another limitation to the models proposed in this 
study. In addition, the context of reception was also not discussed here. Never-
theless, the main interest of this study lies in the interpretation process, not in 
its final product. Thus, the exclusion of context (or inclusion of a caption only), 
which may not please many scholars, especially those that perceive journalistic 
photographs as mainly press images deeply immersed into context. 

Furthermore, one of the findings of this study, i.e., the genre typology of 
journalistic photographs proposed in Article III, has its limitation in terms of 
the material, on which it was created. For purposes already explained in the 
article, the typology was developed by reviewing mostly Polish scholarship 
about genre and using visual material of Polish daily “Gazeta Wyborcza”. 
Therefore, the proposed typology may require some further verification, includ-
ing journalistic photo-genres from other cultural press-contexts. 

Finally, this study should have posed the question whether or not photog-
raphy interpretation can be taught at all. I have repeatedly argued here that the 
image interpretation process is highly individualized and interconnected with 
the viewer’s cultural background, experience and knowledge in visual analysis. 
Thus, as VL development is almost impossible to measure, it might be assumed 
that teaching photography interpretation is also difficult due to the variations in 
the learning outcomes. However, thanks to their openness towards diversity, 
visual learning and teaching are so interesting. 

This study’s interest was in the image interpretation process that occurs 
with the usage of the suggested models. I tried to observe and verify those ele-
ments of the proposed models, which can facilitate the interpretation and learn-
ing process, and how to advance the level of photography interpretation to 
guide it towards more intertextual and connotative. Thus, the question is not if 
teaching photography interpretation is possible, but how it should be realized 
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in practice. Therefore, the mainly theoretical character of this study can serve as 
a great opening for future research towards more visually oriented education. 

4.3 Directions for future research 

First and foremost, future research on the topic introduced in this study, should 
focus more on assessment how VL skills are developed among learners, 
through what kind of activities and exercises. In other words, it is recommend-
ed to design appropriate methods for measuring VL development. It would 
also be interesting to investigate how the proposed tools for journalistic photog-
raphy interpretation can actually facilitate VL education. 

Although this study does not provide any proofs of the usefulness of the 
proposed models for photography interpretation, it puts forward concreate so-
lutions in the discussion about changing higher education curriculum towards 
being more visually oriented. Thus, any future research should also focus on 
promoting visual education by developing visual exercises, models and tools 
for visual interpretation that can be easily applied in classroom settings. It 
would also be interesting to create some online platforms that could support 
visual learning and teaching. In this context, making educators and educational 
decision makers aware of the need of VL training should be a primary goal. 

Furthermore, one direction of future research is to continue to review vis-
ual research methods towards their application to the interpretation of journal-
istic photographs. This kind of revision can include visual methods that were 
not discussed here, or even try to apply multimodality as a method, but with its 
proper adjustment for educational purposes. The cross-disciplinary or multidis-
ciplinary approaches to visual methodologies should be further promoted in 
order to finally establish and gain appropriate recognition to visual studies (or 
visual culture) as a field. Revision of various theories, concepts and methods 
within visual studies is necessary to systematize, a still quite young, field of in-
quiry. It would be especially useful to unify its vocabulary, even though it may 
seem impossible in the context of the multidisciplinary character of visual stud-
ies. 

Further research on the press photography theory is also necessary. The 
concept of photo-genre should especially gain more scholarly attention as it 
seems to be marginalized in journalism studies. Although, these studies discuss 
journalistic genres, they do tend to forget about photographs in the press (with 
some exceptions in Polish by Wolny-Zmorzy ski, 2007, 2010, 2011; and in Finn-
ish by Pienimäki, 2011, 2012, 2013). 

Finally, future studies should promote VL as an essential component of 
21st century education. The models for interpretation of journalistic photo-
graphs proposed in this study are just one tool towards developing a more vis-
ually oriented education. Photographs demand interpretation, because they 
“get their meaning from the way the people involved with them understand 
them, use them, and thereby attribute meaning to them” (Becker, 1995, p. 5). 
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Thus, interpreting photographs can be a key towards understanding visual cul-
ture and visually mediated communication. Nevertheless, higher education can 
also discover and apply other types of visual material, or possibilities offered by 
visual research methods and visual studies. 
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SUMMARY 

Introduction 
In a visually stimulated environment, where images are produced, used and 
displayed on an enormous scale, skills of reading and understanding visual 
communication are taken for granted. Thus, they are rarely a part of higher ed-
ucation curriculum, while developing students’ visual literacy (hereafter VL) 
skills can help them become conscious consumers of visual culture. The need 
for visual education was identified in the late 1960s, when the VL movement 
emerged and since has been constantly repeated in regard to all levels of educa-
tion (Fransecky & Debes, 1972; Adam, 2001; Barrett, 2003, 2010; Bleed, 2005; 
Riddle, 2009; ACRL, 2011; Brumberger, 2011). However, the call has not been 
followed by concrete guidelines, or ideas for exercises that could form the core 
of teaching VL. In order to fill this gap, this study suggests using journalistic 
photographs and their interpretation as an instrument of visual literacy educa-
tion. As Felten (2008) relates, everyday encounters with images are not a suffi-
cient condition for becoming visually literate, but any kind of visual training 
can help to develop VL skills. This study, by proposing four models for photog-
raphy interpretation, provides concreate solutions within the discussion that 
fosters VL education. It also contributes to the theory of press photography by 
discussing the concept of photographic context and definition of journalistic 
photograph, and by suggesting the genre typology of journalistic photographs. 

Scholarship that focuses on images is constantly struggling to gain both 
identity and disciplinary recognition. The two competing terms are visual stud-
ies that is fully dedicated to visuality, and is more general in scope (Elkins, 
2013), and visual culture that underlines cultural character of vison. Thus, bear-
ing in mind the ongoing debates (Mitchell, 2002; Smith, 2005) regarding the 
name of the field and its object of investigation, this study favours the term vis-
ual studies in order to position the multidisciplinary research that it presents. 

The focus of this study is the image interpretation process and on the 
methods that can be applied to guide journalistic photography interpretation in 
VL education. The photograph includes a message (information, news, etc.) that 
is received by the viewer, who further attributes meaning(s) to this photograph 
in the interpretation process. The meaning(s) that the viewer attributes differ in 
time and depend on viewer’s cultural background, knowledge and VL skills as 
well as on the type of interpreted photograph and method used for this inter-
pretation. As an object for the image interpretation process, the study uses the 
journalistic photograph – an artefact of popular culture that is often a semi-
artistic visual representation of reality, which has a polysemic character. The 
meanings that a viewer attributes to the photograph may not match with actual 
intentions of the originator of the image (the photographer, photo editor, image 
broker), but they mirror the viewer’s own perception and understanding of an 
issue framed in a photograph. The study assumes that the interpretation of 
journalistic photographs can be quite easily learnt if it is sufficiently guided. 



47 
 

The first objective of this study is to clarify why journalistic photographs 
can, or should, be used for learning visual interpretation, and thus also, what 
kind of photography interpretation is seen as useful for teaching-learning pur-
poses. This objective is realized by an extensive evaluation of the photographic 
context. Although the study proposes photography interpretation that is almost 
detached from photographic context, it is not in violation of press photography 
theory, but it rather aims to provide fresh view by combining journalism stud-
ies with visual research methods, visual education and visual studies. 

Furthermore, the study discusses the concept of photo-genre and, based 
on the literature review and visual material analysis of the Polish daily “Gazeta 
Wyborcza”, it creates and introduces the genre typology of journalistic photo-
graphs. In the typology, the main features of particular photo-genres and pho-
to-types are indicated for their further usage in visual exercises. Finally, the ob-
jective of creating a tool for photography interpretation is realized by proposing 
a Model for Press Photograph Story Analysis (hereafter PPSA). The PPSA mod-
el is later simplified in the model for interpretation of journalistic photographs, 
which is created on the basis of a critical review of certain visual research meth-
ods. As a result, the study proposes four different tools that can be used in exer-
cises in visual education. Each of these models is reported in one of the four 
articles that this study comprises, along with the cover text that indicates the 
links between particular elements of this study. 

An empirical research that presents analysis of students’ interpretation of 
photographs, written using the PPSA model, is reported in the Article I. Article 
II is more theoretical and literature-centred study of photographic context and 
its role in the interpretation process of journalistic photographs, while Article III 
and IV are both a combination of theoretical discussions and empirical evalua-
tions, suggesting two tools that can be used in exercises in VL education. Article 
III proposes the genre typology of journalistic photographs, and Article IV, 
along with a critical review of particular visual research methods, introduces 
the model for interpretation of journalistic photographs. The study is mostly 
theoretical in its scope, but it also includes some empirical research (educational 
experiments with students, visual material analysis) that was conducted to de-
sign and evaluate models for photography interpretation and to explain more 
complex terms related to photography (photographic context and photo-genre). 
The two main research questions, addressed in this study, along with more spe-
cific and detailed research questions in each of the dissertation articles are: 

(i) Which are the methods to interpret journalistic photographs? 
(ii) How to use the interpretation of journalistic photographs as a learn-

ing and teaching tool in visual literacy education? 
 
Theoretical and methodological framework and key concepts 
The study’s main object, i.e., journalistic photograph is considered as a photo-
graph created by a journalist to report either news or an event of particular in-
terest to the public, or to illustrate a journalistic text, or to show certain people. 
Thus, press photography is regarded as a field of enquiry (except for Article I, 
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in which press photograph was used as a synonym to journalistic photograph, 
which was further verified as the study has developed). The journalistic photo-
graph is a medium of visual communication, which as a cultural artefact, is of-
ten embedded in intertextual connotations and symbolic meanings, possible to 
be identified in the interpretation process. Due to these particular features, 
journalistic photographs often become a part of societal visual memory, which 
earns them the status of visual icons of particular events. Iconic photographs 
are intertextually powerful, rich in symbolic meanings, visual tropes and other 
types of connotators. The reason for singling out iconic images in this study is 
to emphasize that a journalistic photograph is a very broad term that includes 
various types of images. In addition, the study suggests that iconic photographs 
are sufficient material for visual exercises, especially for beginners, who have 
less experience in visual analysis. However, all other types of journalistic pho-
tographs can be equally suitable to apply the interpretation models proposed in 
this study. 

Furthermore, the study discusses the concept of photo-genre that is un-
derstood as a set of certain conventions of form and content, common to other 
texts of the same type (Chandler & Munday, 2011). The notion of genre helps to 
organize different types or kinds of work into a category (Barker, 2004; Bate, 
2009). Genre is a concept that has been quite extensively used in various disci-
plines, but without receiving sufficient attention in regard to photographs in the 
press. Thus, after reviewing and comparing existing typologies and categoriza-
tions of photo-genres (Lester, 1999; Wolny-Zmorzy ski, 2007, 2010, 2011; Kobré, 
2008; Pienimäki, 2011, 2012, 2013), and analyzing visual material from the 
Polish daily “Gazeta Wyborcza”, the study proposes the genre typology of 
journalistic photographs. The typology sets out four photo-genres: news pho-
tography, reportage photography, portrait photography and illustrative pho-
tography, with related photo-types. The photo-types are distinguished based on 
differences in the visual content of photographs, their context, layout of display, 
number of images, and their ful lment of informative, expressive, impressive, 
aesthetic, illustrative or marketing functions. 

Furthermore, the attention is turned to the concept of photographic con-
text that is especially important in this study, which argues for decontextual-
ized interpretation of photographs, i.e., an interpretation with minor attention 
to context (including only a caption). The study indicates and further discusses 
three types of photographic context and their usage in the methods of visual 
interpretation: (i) context of production, (ii) context of medium, and (iii) page 
context. The context of reception, although identified, is not discussed separate-
ly, but only in relation to the other types. However, in order to provide poten-
tial users of the models for photography interpretation with the freedom of at-
tributing various meanings to photographs, the study recommends including 
the caption as the only element of photographic context. 

Finally, the study addresses the concept of VL and the need for its devel-
opment in contemporary education. Contemporary literacy is not solely seen as 
the ability to read and write, but is superseded by multi-literacies, among which 
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VL should gain more attention due to its importance in a visually stimulated 
environment. Lacking a clear, comprehensive definition, VL is often included in 
descriptions of media literacy, or placed in contrast to the concept of visual 
competence (Griffin, 2008; Müller, 2008) that is favoured as a term more rele-
vant to visuals (Griffin, 2008). This study uses the concept of VL and refers to 
exceptional efforts in providing its theory and definition by Pettersson (1993), 
Avgerinou (2001) and Avgerinou and Pettersson (2011). Thus, VL is defined 
here as an ability to understand, interpret and use images as well as thinking 
and learning in terms of images (Avgerinou, 2001, p. 142). 

In order to design models for photography interpretation, the following 
visual research methods and approaches, divided into three groups, are evalu-
ated: 

(i) classic, well established methods and theories: elements of visual se-
miotics, visual rhetoric, Barthes’ (1993) phenomenological approach 
(the concept of studium and punctum), 

(ii) approaches to visual interpretation, having their roots in the analysis 
of paintings: Barrett’s (2010) principles for interpreting photographs, 
compositional interpretation (Rose, 2012), iconological context analy-
sis (Müller, 2011), 

(iii) methods dedicated to analysis of photographs in the press: quantita-
tive content analysis (Bock, Isermann, & Knieper, 2011), a new inte-
grative model, combining iconology with psychophysiological and 
eye-tracking methods (Müller, Kappas, & Olk, 2012). 

The study attempts to challenge visual methodologies by analysing par-
ticular features of journalistic photographs: genre, context, layout, function ful-
filled by a photograph (informative, expressive, impressive, aesthetic, market-
ing and illustrative), and symbolic, connotative and intertextual meanings. Thus, 
the study results in approaches to photography interpretation that include these 
elements and that are a combination of particular visual research methods. 
However, it also excludes visual semiotics from the final model for interpreta-
tion of journalistic photographs due to its complexity and requirement of com-
prehensive introductory teaching. 
 
Tools for the interpretation of journalistic photographs 
Findings of this study present four models and approaches for interpreting 
journalistic photographs that are aimed to facilitate training in VL. They were 
mainly tested with highly connotative, or even iconic, photographs (except for 
the photo-genre typology) to exemplify each model’s implementation in the 
most illustrative manner. Both the choice of the method and a set of photo-
graphs are crucial to the learning process, in which learners should develop 
their VL skills. 

The PPSA model, grounded in semiotics and communication, comprises 
three sections: denotative, connotative and additional questions. The interpreta-
tion process begins with a description of what is seen in the photographs (as the 
model was initially dedicated for the interpretation of photo reportage, which is 
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a series of photographs), a selection of photographic techniques used and anal-
ysis of the caption. The next stage is the connotative part that includes (herme-
neutic) interpretation of the photographer’s relation to the presented story and 
a description of the viewer’s feelings towards the analysed photographs, and 
the Barthian punctum. The most interesting element in the PPSA model is the 
idea of looking for and explaining interpretants in the photographs: visual rhe-
torical figures, symbol and intertextual connections. In the trial test of the model, 
this part of students’ interpretations was well developed, while most of the se-
miotic references appearing in the model were unnecessary. There is also not 
any need for separating denotation and connotation as these two often interfuse 
in the interpretation process. The last part of the model, i.e., additional ques-
tions, can be freely modified by the teacher, according to the aim of interpreta-
tion for which the model is applied. Usage of the PPSA model requires some 
introductory teaching that can also lead to the conclusion that visual interpreta-
tion is a learning process, which is more effective when introduced step-by-step, 
through various visual exercises that can, for instance, train learners’ intertextu-
al thinking. 

Indeed, the intertextual approach to photography interpretation that is 
proposed in this study can serve as a prerequisite for more advanced interpreta-
tions. It is based on the question concerning the kinds of connections that a 
viewer can make with a particular photograph (or its elements) to other images, 
and cultural artefacts. Intertextuality is proposed in this study as a way to think 
outside the box, i.e., to look at the photograph as it is, not as it was contextual-
ized for us. This kind of interpretation is a never ending process, the more that 
is seen – the more connections can be made. 

The following instrument (explained below) for VL education is aimed to 
raise learners’ understanding of a kind of images they will work with in the in-
terpretation process. The genre typology of journalistic photographs opens sev-
eral possibilities for VL exercises. It provides clear descriptions for each photo-
genre and related types. The descriptions can be used by students in classifying 
any set of journalistic photographs, or to discuss differences between particular 
images. 

The key finding of this study is a model for the interpretation of journal-
istic photographs that is proposed as both a synthesis of particular visual re-
search methods and as a simplified version of the PPSA model. The main focus 
in this model is on photographic content and image-viewer relation (as in the 
image interpretation process), i.e., on kinds of meanings viewer attaches to the 
photograph. The model is an eight-step collection of questions, compiled in or-
der of interpretation, starting from a basic description of the photographic con-
tent, reading and analysing the caption, describing photographic techniques, 
viewer’s emotions and feelings related to the photograph, identifying punctum 
and intertextual connotations along with visual rhetorical figures, and indicat-
ing a message implied in the photograph. Although the model is built on the 
denotative-connotative division, this fact is not directly specified, but it is visi-
ble in a sequence of questions that leads from basic to more advance interpreta-
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tion. The most important feature of this model is that it can be applied straight 
away in visual exercises (except for visual rhetorical figures, a notion which 
may require some prior explanation). However, for the purpose of more in-
depth interpretation, it is suggested that usage of the model is facilitated or in-
troduced with some visual exercises. 

The predominantly theoretical character of this study can serve as a great 
opening for future research that can focus on assessment of VL skills and its 
development. The models proposed here can be further reviewed both through 
empirical studies in visual education and by adding elements of some other 
visual research methods that this study did not elaborate. Future studies should 
also focus on promoting VL education by proposing concrete instruments that 
can be used for developing the skills of reading, understanding and using im-
ages as well as visual thinking skills. 
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Abstract
This article presents and evaluates an interdisciplinary model for 
press photograph story analysis. The research comprised two stages: 
(i) familiarizing study participants with the interpretation model and 
(ii) qualitative content analysis of the participants’ interpretations 
of samples of press photograph stories. The result is that the model 
could be used in the educational context to develop the skills of  
visual literacy among students. Although the study opens new  
directions in visual methodologies, the model requires further  
development.
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Enhancing visual literacy through interpretation of photo-
genres: toward a genre typology of journalistic photographs
Joanna Kędra

Department of Communication, University of Jyväskylä, Jyväskylä, Finland

ABSTRACT
Although genre is one of the most extensively employed concepts
in various disciplines, only a few attempts have been made to
classify images in the press, providing either a palette of thematic
categories similar to those of photography competitions or
theory-based classifications, which often ignore certain types of
photographs. In addition, no studies have suggested the genre
typology as a tool for the interpretation of journalistic
photographs. Based on a literature review and visual material
analysis from the Polish daily Gazeta Wyborcza, this study
compiles a typology that sets out four photo-genres: news
photography, reportage photography, portrait photography and
illustrative photography, with related photo-types. The criteria
used to distinguish certain photo-types are based on differences
in the visual content of photographs, their context, layout of
display, number of images, and their fulfillment of informative,
expressive, impressive, esthetic, illustrative or marketing functions.
As a result, the study describes each genre and type separately,
illustrated by visual samples. The conclusion is that although
genres have a tendency to merge and create hybrids, and thus,
any attempt at classifying them leads to certain generalizations,
the typology can be applied as a tool in visual literacy education
to facilitate students’ interpretation of journalistic photographs.
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Introduction

The concept of genre is commonly used in film, literature and journalism studies, but little
attention has been paid to its definition and evaluation with regard to photography (Bate
2009, 3; Pienimäki 2013, 157–160). Dictionaries of media and communication (e.g. Barker
2004; Black 2006; Chandler and Munday 2011; Watson and Hill 2012) describe a complex
concept of genre by providing various synonyms, such as type, category, kind or classifi-
cation, whereas they should specify that genres organize different types or kinds of work
into a category (Barker 2004, 74; Bate 2009, 3). A genre is a type of text, which is subject to
certain conventions of form and content, common to other texts of the same type (Chand-
ler and Munday 2011). Similarly, with reference to visual texts, it is the practice to classify
images into certain groups, and thus, pictures which share the same features, belong to
the same genres (Rose 2012, 23). However, genres of journalistic photographs are
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sometimes confused with thematic categories such as news, sport or nature (see categor-
izations by Kobré 2008; Lester 1999; Newton 2001), similar to those used in photography
festivals and contests, for example, by the World Press Photo (WPP 2014). In addition, only
a few attempts have been made to provide a genre typology of journalistic photographs,
applying, for instance, the classic typology of literature genres (Wolny-Zmorzyński 2007),
later developed under the division of information and publicist journalism (Wolny-Zmo-
rzyński 2010), or creating a genre typology as a pedagogical tool for media education (Pie-
nimäki 2012, 2013).

Thus, this study aims to compile a genre typology of journalistic photographs, based on
a review of various classifications of journalistic photographs, and on the examination of
visual material from one of Poland’s most successful opinion dailies, Gazeta Wyborcza, with
its supplement Duży Format. I decided to extensively refer to Polish literature and analyze
visual samples from the Polish press, because, in comparison to other countries, the tra-
dition of genre studies in journalism is well established in Poland (Wojtak 2004; Wolny-
Zmorzyński 2007, 2010, 2011; Wolny-Zmorzyński, Kaliszewski, and Furman 2006).

In this article, I argue that although an effort to create a genre typology of journalistic
photographs may seem pointless, or even useless, for contemporary journalism studies, as
it leads to certain generalizations, nevertheless it can serve as a tool for the interpretation
of journalistic photographs for visual literacy education. The criteria used for visual
material analysis, and thus to create the typology, are based on differences in photo-
graphic content, context, functions of images, their number and the layout of the
display. These criteria are also important in the interpretation process. Hence, the typology
gives guidelines on how to interpret visual statements and helps us to think visually, which
are the main abilities of visual literacy (Avgerinou and Pettersson 2011, 10).

The study begins by differentiating between the terms: press photography and journal-
istic photograph. Furthermore, it reviews classifications of journalistic photographs to
provide knowledge about photo-genres and types appearing in the contemporary
press, with complementary definitions. Next, the review is integrated with an analysis of
journalistic photographs from Gazeta Wyborcza. Finally, I offer a genre typology of journal-
istic photographs, which can serve as a tool for visual literacy education.

Throughout this article, the term journalistic photo-genre refers to genres and types of
journalistic photographs published in the press, especially in daily newspapers, but also in
magazines. The typology proposed here covers photo-genres and types, each understood
as a model, or pattern or a set of conventions.

Press photography or journalistic photograph?

Press photography is a broad concept, sometimes referred to as a field (Becker 1996), or a
division of photography, the aim of which is to inform readers (of newspapers and the
Internet) about current, actual news or events (Pisarek 2006, 61), or to portray certain
people, or to provide an illustration when it is more appropriate to use visuals rather
than words, but excluding advertising photography. In the literature, the term press pho-
tography and photojournalism are often used interchangeably, whereas the definition of
each is rarely explicitly formulated. Tomanić Trivundža (2010), for instance, argues that
press photography covers all the photographs used by media outlets while photojournal-
ism is just one of its genre. Hence, he points out that photojournalism describes more

2 J. KĘDRA



informative and immediate images (i.e. spot and general news, background news or
issues, features and sports news), while press photography includes portraits, illustrations
and even picture stories, as well as stock photographs (Tomanić Trivundža 2010, 68–69). In
this article, however, I understand press photography as a field of scholarly enquiry, and,
following some other scholars (for instance, Pienimäki 2013; Wolny-Zmorzyński 2007,
2010, 2011), I apply the term journalistic photograph to cover a diverse and multi-genre
group of photographs, excluding advertisements, published in the print and online press.

Method

Putting a journalistic photograph into the frame of a particular genre leads to certain gen-
eralizations, often without much application to reality. This study attempts to overcome
this challenge by trying to combine theoretical perspectives on photo-genre categoriz-
ation with some empirical material from the contemporary press. However, as the main
objective for compiling a typology of journalistic photographs is to propose it as a tool
for the visual literacy education, some generalizations are inescapable.

The analysis starts with a brief overview of recent studies on genre categorization in the
field of press photography, which provides names and definitions of genres and types,
which are then applied to the visual material analysis from the major Polish daily
Gazeta Wyborcza and its Thursday supplement Duży Format. Sample photographs were
found from 17 to 23 November 2014, which was a period without any special events
that could have visually dominated the newspaper’s layout, and thus, not provided a
typical batch of photographs. The analyzed material includes five weekday issues
(Monday–Friday), one of them with a supplement (Thursday), plus a weekend issue (Satur-
day–Sunday).

In addition to the literature review on genre typologization, visual material was looked
at in terms of the following criteria: the content and context of a photograph, the role of a
photograph in the page or newspaper’s layout, the number of images, that is, a single
image or a series, and the function fulfilled, that is, the function which overwhelmingly
dominates. I argue that these are the basic criteria needed to initiate the interpretation
process of a journalistic photograph, and thus, the photo-genre typology compiled
below can serve as a tool for photo-interpretation practices in visual literacy education.

In the analysis that follows, a layout is understood as ‘the way in which the page is
designed showing the position of text, graphics and photographs’ (Black 2006, 131).
The position of a photograph in relation to other texts or visuals is indicated whenever
it is important to classify a photograph under a certain genre or type. As for the functions,
Wolny-Zmorzyński’s (2007, 42–44) division into informative (communicative – cognitive),
expressive, impressive and esthetic functions was applied, with the addition of marketing
and illustrative functions. By conveying visual information, a photograph fulfills an infor-
mative function. An expressive function exposes the sender’s (photographer’s) involve-
ment in the photographed events, and is accomplished by the choice of light, frame
and characters. Photographs with a dominant impressive function (sometimes supported
by an esthetic one) ought to make an impression on viewers (readers) and orientate their
thoughts, feelings and emotions toward the photograph. Journalistic photographs that
fulfill a marketing function aim to sell a newspaper or magazine, while all the others
simply illustrate a journalistic text by fulfilling the illustrative function. Even though all
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the functions may be performed in each journalistic photograph, usually one or two dom-
inate the others, and often determine to which genre and type the photograph belongs.

Review of photo-genre classifications

Journalistic photo-genres can be perceived from the following three perspectives:
dynamic, static and materialistic, as applied by Wojtak (2004) to (journalistic) press
genres. The dynamic perspective describes genre as a communicative or cultural phenom-
enon. Indeed, a journalistic photograph is a visual communication and cultural artifact,
that is, both the concept of photo-genre and convention of genre categorization is a
kind of agreement between readers and media outlets. The static perspective indicates
that genre is a type of text (or image, i.e. a visual text), a pattern which allows it to
combine with other texts or images with similar features. In other words, the static per-
spective refers to the possibility of creating genre classifications. Finally, the materialistic
perspective looks at genre as a statement or a compilation of statements, which are the
best possible representation of a certain set (Wojtak 2004, 16). The materialistic perspec-
tive indicates that the genre is a stable concept, but in fact, it transforms into hybrids (Bate
2009, 4; Rose 2012, 23), according to the general tendency in the media to merge and mix
genres in order to surprise the viewer (Branston 2006).

Studies on genre typologization of photographs contain a multitude of terms and the-
ories, and thus, it is difficult to choose or formulate one classification that can be used as a
tool for the interpretation of journalistic photographs. Pienimäki (2011, 2013), who devel-
oped photo-genre classification as a tool for education, argues for rejecting the thematic-
driven categorization, saying that it generates too many genres and thus makes the recep-
tion and interpretation process complicated for the viewer. However, topic-based categ-
orizations are often used by photography festivals and competitions, such as the WPP
(2014), as well as by some scholars, for instance, Newton (2001, 5) who writes about
sub-genres of photojournalism, that is: spot news, general news, features, illustration
and sports news. Kobré (2008) highlights the following eight sub-genres in photojournal-
ism: spot news, general news, issues, features, portraits, sports, photo story and illustration,
while Lester (1999) writes that the photographer is assigned to cover news, features,
sports, portraits, illustrations and picture stories (for the comparison of various photo cat-
egories, see Figure 1). Thematic categories are suitable for photographic assignments or
competitions, which judge photographs based on their content, but they are not appro-
priate for learning about how to interpret journalistic photographs, because they ignore
other important aspects of journalistic photographs, such as context, layout, number of
images and functions.

Like Pienimäki (2011, 2013), I argue that we should concentrate on practice- or purpose-
based classifications, instead of semantic, mainly topic-based categorizations, which may
generate too many genres. However, Pienimäki’s (2012, 2013) classification is quite limited
in its scope, because of the pedagogical purposes for which it was created. Pienimäki
identifies the following four genres of journalistic photographs: (i) news photograph,
which she further splits into observational (hard news) and participatory (soft news), (ii)
photographic illustration, (iii) journalistic portrait, among which she distinguishes realistic
and performative portraits,1 and (iv) an identification or index photograph, for instance a
mug shot. Even though Pienimäki’s (2013) classification was designed as a ‘genre tool’ for
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enhancing media literacy, it was neither tested in reception studies or in an analysis of the
contemporary press. Instead, it is cross-disciplinary and literature-driven research, which
overlooks some important types of journalistic photographs (for instance, photo repor-
tage), because of the necessary simplifications and generalizations for pedagogical
purposes.

While Pienimäki’s classification may serve as a basis for further development, especially
in defining photo illustration or photo-portrait, Wolny-Zmorzyński’s (2007, 2010, 2011)
classification is more comprehensive. It takes its roots from literature studies2 where a
journalistic photograph is a distinct genre within information and publicist journalism
(Table 1). In the context of information journalism, Wolny-Zmorzyński (2010) distinguishes
the press photograph (understood as a counterpart to the news photograph, but also
including photo-portraits) and the photo-chronicle (a genre currently more common on
the Internet than in the press). Within publicist journalism there is the photo-feuilleton/
photo-essay, cover photo, photo reportage, photomontage, photo-cartoon, pictorial and
photoblog. The main criticism of his approach is the use of the term press photograph
to cover three different types of photographs, that is, news photographs, photo-illus-
trations and photo-portraits. In addition, Wolny-Zmorzyński lists the genre of a photo-feuil-
leton (as a synonym to photo-essay!), which is very rare in the contemporary press and

Table 1. Classification of photographic genres of journalism.
News journalism Opinion journalism

• Press photograph: • Photo-feuilleton/photo-essay
News photograph • Cover photo
Illustration • Photo reportage
Portrait • Photomontage
• Photo-chronicle • Photo-cartoon

• Pictorial
• Photoblog

Source: Compiled from Wolny-Zmorzyński (2010, 2011).

Figure 1. World Press Photo categories and sub-genres of photojournalism.
Source: Compiled from Kobré (2008), Lester (1999), Newton (2001) and WPP (2014).
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thus difficult to both define and identify. Wolny-Zmorzyński’s (2007, 2011) typology also
devotes too much attention to the genre of pictorial, which is nothing more than a
picture with an erotic tinge and could be classified as a type of photo-portrait, displayed
in certain types of magazines.

Even though, Wolny-Zmorzyński’s typology is yet another catalog of photo-genres, it is
more useful for image-categorization than, for instance, Becker’s (1995) distinction into
documentary photography, social science and photojournalism, or Bate’s (2009) division
into documentary and story-telling (including photojournalism), portraits, landscape, still
life (referring to advertisements), and art photography. Due to the differences in how
each photograph depicts reality, all images printed in the press cannot be labeled as
one genre of photojournalism, and thus, a more careful approach is required.

Toward a typology of journalistic photographs

Below I propose a genre typology of journalistic photographs that consists of four genres:
news photography, reportage photography, portrait photography and illustrative pho-
tography. Each photo-genre covers a group of photo-types (Table 2). In some cases, a
short interpretation of a certain type is provided to illustrate how the typology of journal-
istic photographs can be used in visual literacy education.

News photography

The aim of a news photo is to provide visual evidence (information) of events of topical
significance. Hence, the key aspect of this kind of picture is to capture the right
moment (Freeman 2011), and to answer to the same five questions as news story
should, that is, what (happened)?, where?, when?, how? and why? However, some news
photos make use of text in addition to visual representation, providing extra information
in a caption which explains the when, where and how something happened (Lashmar
2014, 58). Captions are usually added by photo-editors (instead of photographers), who
also happen to crop images for a better frame (Freeman 2011). In Gazeta Wyborcza,
news photographs mostly appear on the first few pages about current affairs, while
those that are displayed on the newspaper’s front page play a similar role to the cover
photo in magazines (see illustrative photography). Although news photos may exist sep-
arately from the journalistic text, asking ‘readers to “see for themselves”, [and thus,] limit-
ing critical inquiry of the story with which they are being presented’ (Wardle 2007, 265), it
seems that they almost always require a caption to transfer full information.

In the analyzed material, the news photograph (Figure 2) is usually the only photograph
on a certain page, often displayed in the center, and accompanied by a news agency’s

Table 2. Genre typology of journalistic photographs.
Genres News photography Reportage photography Portrait photography Illustrative photography

Types . News photo
. Photo-chronicle

. Photo reportage

. Historical photo reportage
. Mug shot
. Journalistic portrait
. Small portrait

. Photo illustration

. Cover photo

. Photomontage

. Video-still
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(here: Reuters) or photographer’s name. It is either self-explicit for the viewer, who knows
the culture and political context, or with the addition of a caption. The main characters in
the picture are people, especially politicians (here: Tony Abbott and Vladimir Putin), while
the visual content covers current affairs (picture was taken just before the G-20 summit in
Australia). The news photograph is usually closely related to the article and its title (here:
‘Australian harassment of Putin’), while the caption gives the news in highlights:

Tony Abbott and Vladimir Putin just before the beginning of the G-20 summit. The welcome
was courteous, but the Australian Prime Minister was one of the leaders who later strongly
pressed Putin in regards to the Russian aggression towards Ukraine.

The photograph, with the addition of a caption, answers the key questions of a news
photo: (what?) Putin and Abbott meet before the G-20 summit, (where?) in Australia
(see visual indicators of koala bears!), (when?) just before the G-20 summit, (how?) ‘the
welcome was courteous’ and (why?) because Abbott is a Prime Minister of the host
country, and Putin is the key person of the current political affairs.

This short interpretation of a news photograph attempts to show how the notion of
photo-genre can be used in visual literacy classes. Students are asked to identify a news
photograph in the press and to justify their choice by indicating particular features of a
news photo-type.

Figure 3 shows one big and seven smaller news photographs from the week of 15–21
November 2014, displayed in Gazeta Wyborcza on two pages in the centerfold of a
weekend issue (Saturday–Sunday), titled Tydzień w obrazach [a week in pictures]. All
pictures, authored by different photojournalists, or press photo agencies, are cap-
tioned, but their visual contents are not linked to one another. Captions briefly describe
the visual news, with the addition of an explanatory commentary, indicating where and

Figure 2. News photo. Page section of Gazeta Wyborcza, 17 November 2014. Reprinted with
permission.
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what happened, but not exactly when. The news is told in short, with coherence
between the visual and textual components. I suggest naming this photo-type a
photo-chronicle (following Wolny-Zmorzyński 2010, 2011), the role of which is to visu-
ally summarize the most important events of a week, month or year in a selection of
photographs, subjectively chosen by the newspaper’s photo-editors. Each of the
selected photographs may belong to a different genre and type, for instance, a news
photo, photo reportage or a journalistic portrait, but when published together, they
create a news report of a certain period of time. A photo-chronicle is, of course, less
topical than a news photo.

Reportage photography

The subject of reportage photography is usually less topical than news photography, while
its documentary character tends toward conveying an opinion or creating an atmosphere
instead of delivering current news (Wright 1999, 130). Reportage photography has its roots
in written reportage, first literary and then press. The genre is frequently discussed in the
literature, but it appears under a variety of names, such as feature photography (Wright
1999), or simply features (Kobré 2008; Lester 1999; Newton 2001), a photo-essay
(Freeman 2011) or a photo reportage (Wolny-Zmorzyński 2007, 2010, 2011). The World
Press Photo applies the term story by dividing each thematic category into single photo-
graphs and stories (WPP 2014), which creates a distinction with regard to the number of
images, rather than to their characteristics. This study uses the term reportage photogra-
phy to name the genre that covers types of photo reportage (series or single) and historical
photo reportage.

Figure 3. Photo-chronicle. Centerfold section of Gazeta Wyborcza, 22–23 November 2014. Reprinted
with permission.
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Freeman3 (2011) observes that photo reportage stirs up viewers’ emotions more than
any other type of journalistic photograph. This characteristic might be because the main
topic of photo reportage is a human being in a context of news and events (Freeman 2011;
Wolny-Zmorzyński, Kaliszewski, and Furman 2006). Although some photo reportages only
capture buildings, interiors or the human environment, rather than people as such, Wolny-
Zmorzyński, Kaliszewski, and Furman (2006) seem to overlook these kinds of photographs
when formulating the definition of photo reportage. In contrast, this study does not
exclude any topics, or ways of visual representation from the definition of photo repor-
tage, but underlines that photo reportage tells a story about people in a certain time
and place.

Photo reportage (or the photo-essay) developed at the turn of the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries, but got its status in Life magazine, where the Country Doctor (1948)
by W. Eugene Smith was published as the first modern photo-essay (Freeman 2011).
The subject literature states that photo reportage is usually a series of at least three
photos (Wolny-Zmorzyński 2007), often without much textual commentary. It should be
looked at as a series, because particular photographs have an effect on each other
(Freeman 2011), and thus they compose a story told in a sequence of frames. A single
photograph of an entire story may possibly exist independently, but this is usually the
case with iconic images,4 that is, images that provide symbolic meaning of particular
events and are repeatedly used by media outlets (Zelizer 2005, 172). In addition, some
photo reportages are intentionally created as single images, never being a part of a
series. This trend has recently become more popular due to the limited space in newspa-
pers that are not able to publish a series of photographs on several pages. Indeed, as
Freeman (2011) claims, the ideal model is to report a news event, or tell a story, in just
one picture.

The typical characteristic of photo reportage is the lack of an extended commentary,
usually limited to either or both caption(s) and a short introductory article. This ten-
dency was already noticeable in the 1960s when photo reportage developed from
an almost non-textual to totally visual form of display in some magazines (Freeman
2011). The photo reportage used for this study is displayed on four pages (Figure 4)
in the Thursday supplement to Gazeta Wyborcza – Duży Format, labeled on its front
page as the ‘reporters’ magazine’. It publishes mainly reportages and longer articles,
and at least one photo reportage (as a series). The analyzed photo reportage (Figure
4) is a series of five captioned photographs with a title (A wife for a week), lead para-
graph and a short introductory article. The first photograph with a community’s leader
and his wives, children, grand- and great-grandchildren is an introduction to the story,
which develops in the following photographs about the everyday life of the biggest
family in the world. Although the photographs are related to each other and constitute
a series, they could be viewed in any order. The accompanying article works as an
extended caption, providing additional information about the community and its
leader, but leaving readers with some doubts and some pressure to see and judge
for themselves.

Due to the characteristics described above, photo reportages are especially interesting
visual material for interpretation. Students can, for instance, discuss how similar and differ-
ent, in the context of story-telling, single and series photo reportage are in relation to each
other, or to the news photograph.
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Gazeta Wyborcza publishes one more type of journalistic photograph, which seems to
fit into the genre of reportage photography. I propose naming this historical photo repor-
tage. Photos are usually displayed singly, with a caption and often in black-and-white or
sepia. Historical photo reportage has similar characteristics to photo reportage, in that it

Figure 4. Photo reportage. Page sections of Duży Format, 20 November 2014. Reprinted with
permission.
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tells a story about people in certain historical circumstances. Quite often its main function
is to illustrate a journalistic text, instead of developing an independent visual narration
that is left to the article. The source of this photo-type is usually a newspaper’s or other
institution’s archive, indicated by a picture’s frame.

Portrait photography

The tradition of photographic portraiture dates back to the invention of photography,
which in turn has followed the model of portraiture in art history. The publication of a
photo-portrait in the press is motivated in two ways. First, to present visual evidence of
a person and second, to tell a story about the person framed. The former is known
either as an identification (index) photograph (Pienimäki 2013), or a mug shot (Lashmar
2014; Lester 1988), or thumbnail faces on the home pages of newspapers (Knox 2009).
Thumbnail-sized images usually appear without any caption, but with someone’s face dis-
played in a close-up. Although in the literature all photographs which present a person
and aim to show what the person looks like are covered by the common term of portrait,
I make a distinction into three photo-types of the portrait photography genre, that is, a
mug shot, a journalistic portrait and a small portrait, because they correspond to visual
material from Gazeta Wyborcza.

As observed in the analyzed material, commentaries are frequently published with mug
shots of their authors (Figure 5), who are either well-known faces in journalism (Figure 5,
bottom photo: Monika Olejnik, TVN 24, Radio Zet), or in politics, or who are the newspa-
per’s commentators (Figure 5, top photo: Bartosz T. Wieliński, Gazeta Wyborcza). Despite
the recognizability of the person framed, each mug shot is accompanied by the name, pro-
fession and place of work of that person. Typically, mug shots impudently address viewers,
catching their attention with the person’s gaze, directed toward potential readers. Pass-
port-sized images, without the photographer’s name, are situated in the left upper
corner of a commentary, under its title. Mug shots are usually displayed in color, in a
square frame, and sometimes also in black-and-white, or cut to a person-shaped size.
They are visually explicit, working as both a signature and an illustration to the text.

Another type of the portrait photography, observed from the visual material, seems to
belong to the journalistic tradition of providing news and views, and is referred to in the
literature as the journalistic portrait (Pienimäki 2013). It is created not only to show what a
certain person looks like, but also to tell something more about this person’s life, character
and so on. Hence, the photographer captures the sitter with an individual facial expression,
or with some typical attributes related to their profession, activities, social status and pos-
ition, and in a certain environment or background, which provides additional information
about this person. Freeman (2004) indicates that this kind of photograph alludes to the
tradition of portraiture for the press, the aim of which is to include a lot more information
in the image than is usually the case, in order to tell the story of the person in a certain
visual context. However, the journalistic portrait is less common in daily newspapers, com-
pared, for instance, to magazines, in which the quality of print is higher. Magazines display
a lot more of this type of photograph, often in a stylized form (thus, performing an esthetic
function). Journalistic portraits appear either with a short caption, for instance, a quotation
from an associated article, or as an illustration for an interview (or other journalistic text) as
in the case of the photograph from the analyzed sample (Figure 6), displayed in Duży
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Format on an entire page, without a caption. However, the way a person is portrayed is
highly related to both the article’s title and content.

Visual material contains one more type of portrait photography, which is between a
mug shot and a journalistic portrait in terms of its characteristics. I suggest naming this
a small portrait. It presents a person either with or without attributes, but the person’s
gaze is not directed at the reader, as in the case of a mug shot. The caption only indicates
the name of the person framed. A small portrait is usually only a little bigger than a mug
shot, while the purpose of it is quite similar, that is, to provide a visual identification of the
person mentioned in the associated article, instead of telling a story about that person, as
in the case of a journalistic portrait. The placement of a small portrait within a newspaper
depends on the page layout; hence, it is not as strict as in the case of a mug shot.

Illustrative photography

Illustration is the oldest visual genre in the press, and it developed long before the inven-
tion of photography, in the form of a lithograph. Later, it competed with photographic

Figure 5. Mug shots. Page section of Gazeta Wyborcza, 21 November 2014. Reprinted with permission.
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images, but soon became an independent and quite different genre with regard to its aim
in the press (Wolny-Zmorzyński 2010). Since lithographs, and then drawings, or other
graphical forms of images, have become satirical commentaries to events, some photo-
graphs have taken the role of illustration. Kobré (2008, 341) claims that illustration is a
result of a combination of journalistic and advertisement photography. Indeed, the aim
of a photograph on a magazine’s cover is to catch attention of potential readers, and
thus, to sell the magazine.

Based on the literature review and the analysis of the visual material, I suggest dis-
tinguishing four photo-types in the genre of illustrative photography, that is, a photo illus-
tration, a cover photo, a photomontage and a video-still. As observed from the visual
material, a photo illustration is neither news nor visual information, but instead it visualizes
the content of the associated journalistic text. In Gazeta Wyborcza, a photo illustration is
accompanied by a name of a stock photography agency, or other source, for instance
‘press materials’ rather than a photographer’s name. As observed, illustration photographs
are displayed in three ways: (i) as the background for a lead, without a caption or the
photographer’s name, (ii) playing with the page layout, for instance, a man acting as a
doctor, standing partly behind the text while at the same time pointing at the title of
the article (Figure 7); the source of the picture is shown, or (iii) by simply accompanying
a journalistic text in a regular frame with a caption. The content of a photo illustration

Figure 6. Journalistic portrait. Page section of Duży Format, 20 November 2014. Reprinted with
permission.
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always seems to be closely related to the journalistic text that it illustrates. It functions both
as a visual aid for the reader and as an important element of a page layout.

The second type of illustrative photography is a cover photo, which traditionally
appears in magazines, but only rarely in newspapers. Its content may refer to one of
the topics described in the magazine, but its main role is to compose the cover’s layout
(Wolny-Zmorzyński 2007, 76–77) and to sell the magazine. Hence, it fulfills a marketing
function. Frequently, this type of image comprises some graphical elements, or appears
in the form of an intentional photomontage. Wolny-Zmorzyński (2007) observes that a
cover photo is more often taken by an artist than by a photojournalist. The function of
some front-page pictures in dailies is similar to that of the cover photo in magazines,
that is, they intend to catch the attention of potential readers, and thus, to sell the news-
paper. However, they should not be classified as cover photographs, because they are pre-
dominantly news photos or photo reportages.

Photomontage is a vanishing type of illustrative photography and I could not identify it
within the analyzed sample, even though Gazeta Wyborcza sometimes uses it. Wolny-
Zmorzyński (2007, 100–103) defines a photomontage as a photograph of high persuasive
and opinion values, which consciously distorts the real world. I claim that a photomontage
is a form of infographics that ideally combines only photographs, but may also contain a

Figure 7. Photo illustration. Page section of Gazeta Wyborcza, 21 November 2014. Reprinted with
permission.
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few graphical elements. Hence, photomontage can be recognized not only as a type of
illustrative photography genre, but also as a hybrid of journalistic photograph and
graphics or drawings. Indeed, photomontage often appears in a form that combines a
photograph or photographs with some symbolic graphical elements, and thus it assem-
bles a lot more of the information included in the associated article than a traditional illus-
tration photograph does.

One more type of illustrative photography is a video-still, a picture which is not a photo-
graph per se, but a still taken from video footage. Gazeta Wyborcza usually uses it to illus-
trate a film review (as in Figure 8), which at first sight may look like a typical journalistic
photograph in terms of its visual content and convention of captioning. Figure 8, for
instance, is a frame from the Polish movie Serce, serduszko [Heart, tiny heart] with a
caption related to the plot and the main character (‘Marcin Dorociński [the film character]
as an alcoholic, trying to be up to the role of father’). Sometimes, a video-still is not just an
illustration, but may also play the role of news photo, if there is no suitable photograph
available in the newsroom. In that case, it belongs to the genre of news photography.

Photo-genre typology and visual literacy

In a few places in this article, I have already suggested how the concept of genre and the
genre typology of journalistic photographs can be introduced and used in visual exercises.
I further propose to visual literacy, media and journalism educators to organize a class
about photo-genre and ask students to observe what different types of photographs
appear in the press (preferably in newspapers, but magazines or online press may also
be used). Next, students can compare their ideas with the genre typology compiled

Figure 8. Video-still. Page section of Gazeta Wyborcza, 19 November 2014. Reprinted with permission.
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Table 3. Journalistic photo-types with criteria for their classification.
Criteria

Journalistic
photo-type Content Context Layout

Number of
images

Dominant
function

News photo Current, or unusual event, natural disaster, current
political affairs

Usually self-evident with a caption; appears
in relation to the article’s content

Either on the front page (centered) or
in the news section

Single Informative

Photo-chronicle Compilation of various contents (news,
entertainment, nature, sport); photographs not
related to each other within a series

Caption indicates where and what happened
but not exactly when

A selection of photographs with
captions; displayed on an entire
page or two pages

Series Informative

Photo reportage Story about people in news, events, tragedies,
everyday life situations, entertainment, etc.

Photos dominate over text; short
introductory article with lead plus captions;
photos self-evident visually

In almost totally visual form;
displayed on few pages; size of
photos may vary

Series or
single

Impressive

Historical photo
reportage

Story about people in historical circumstances Text and caption play an important role in
explaining the photo-content

In a black-and-white or sepia Single Illustrative

Mug shot Newspaper commentators, well-known people in
politics, journalism, who authored the
accompanied text; person’s gaze directed at the
reader

No caption; the name and profession of the
person framed are indicated

Passport-sized photo of the author of
a commentary or other text

Single Illustrative

Journalistic
portrait

Portrait of a person in a certain environment, or
background, with attributes related to their
profession, activities, etc.

Illustrates the interview/other text, but often
self-explanatory visually; sometimes
caption as quotation from the associated
text

Stylized; often displayed on full page;
more common in magazines

Single Esthetic

Small portrait The person that the associated text is about; the
person is sometimes portrayed with attributes

Caption indicates who is in the photo;
associated text gives news about the
person framed

Usually little bigger than passport-
sized; place of display depends on
the page layout

Single Illustrative

Photo illustration Content related to the accompanied text Not always captioned; associated text may
play a crucial role in reading a photograph

As part of the page layout, or
displayed in a regular frame

Single Illustrative

Cover photo Refers to one of the articles; may include graphical
elements

No caption; visually explicit Typical for magazines; composes
cover’s layout

Single Marketing

Photomontage A combination of photographs, sometimes with
graphical elements, to illustrate the content of an
associated article

Stays in close relation with the associated
text; often uses visual symbols to illustrate
textual content

Displayed in a similar way as
illustration photograph

Single Expressive

Video-still A still taken from the footage; illustrates, for
instance, a film review; can also act as a news
photograph

Caption explains what the film plot is about,
or who is in the picture, or what happened

Usually displayed in a regular frame;
adds visuals to the page layout, or
appears in the news section

Single Illustrative or
informative
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within this study (Table 2). Applying the criteria used for creating the genre typology, stu-
dents should be able to describe the content and context of photographs, the role of par-
ticular photograph in the newspaper’s layout, the number of images and the function
fulfilled (see Table 3, which compiles all criteria in respect to each photo-type and
reveals each criterion individually). The criteria will not only guide the students’ interpret-
ations of photographs, but will also help them to understand the concept of genre.

In addition, students can focus on just one genre or type and, by using the genre typol-
ogy (Tables 2 and 3), they can choose to identify one photo-type in different kinds of news-
papers or magazines. However, as the concept of photo-genre remains complex, it requires
some introductory teaching that can be based on the study presented in this article.

Conclusion

The literature in mass media studies (Barker 2004; Black 2006; Branston 2006; Chandler and
Munday 2011; Neale 1990; Watson and Hill 2012; Wojtak 2004) provides extended discus-
sions, and formulates definitions, when approaching the concept of genre from subject-
specific angles. However, the key feature of genres is their tendency to merge and
create hybrids (Branston 2006; Rose 2012), and thus, any typology of journalistic photo-
graphs leads to certain generalizations. In a similar vein, Pienimäki (2013) argues that a
genre is just a tool, and hence, not all journalistic photographs have to fit into particular
genre-frames. Thus, some images cross the boundaries of the genres to which they
were initially ascribed. For instance, the video-still, classified here as a type of illustrative
photography, can be also labeled as a news photo, as, for example, the famous video-
still of Neda Agha-Soltan from anonymous footage, which received a Special Mention in
the WPP (2010). Nevertheless, the typology suggested within this study comes across
same difficulties concerning the unambiguous classifications of certain journalistic photo-
graphs into genres and types.

In addition, it should be also considered whether it is possible to apply the typology to
the online press, or information portals and vortals, where the boundaries between photo-
genres and types are even more blurred than in the traditional press. Some photo-chron-
icles, for example, have recently moved to the Internet, due to limited space in the tra-
ditional newspapers, and transformed the best pictures of the week into a slide show.
Also some other types, such as mug shots, are currently more typical in the online than
the paper press (Knox 2009).

The typology of journalistic photographs introduced in this article is based on a review
of existing classifications (Pienimäki 2012, 2013; Wolny-Zmorzyński 2007, 2010, 2011) as
well as on an analysis of visual material from Gazeta Wyborcza. The major limitation of
this study lies in its focus on only the Polish press and on the Polish literature. However,
it should be underlined that the scholarship on journalistic genres is well established in
Poland, compared to other countries, where photo-genres are often confused with the-
matic categories (Kobré 2008; Lester 1999; Newton 2001).

Even though newspaper readers have grown up in a certain environment that applies
the concept of genre, not all of them are able to instantly recognize and name photo-
genres and types. In addition, the interpretation of journalistic photographs relies
heavily on a viewer’s visual competence, and ability to read images that does require
some training, because merely looking at pictures is not a sufficient condition to
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become a visually literate viewer. Thus, this study addresses these challenges, providing a
typology of journalistic photographs, along with particular criteria for their identification,
complemented by short definitions and visual samples. The typology is proposed as a tool
for visual literacy education. Based on the typology, various visual exercises can be created.
However, as for every tool designed for educational purposes, it requires a teacher’s assist-
ance to facilitate the learning process.

Notes

1. This division into realistic and performative portraits links to the recently renewed categories
of the World Press Photo (from the year 2014 onwards), where the category People was
divided into observed and staged portraits (WPP 2014).

2. Based on the assumption that journalism originates in literature, Wolny-Zmorzyński, Kali-
szewski, and Furman (2006) formulate the typology of journalistic genres, which derives
from Aristotle’s classical division into types and genres in literature studies. The authors
propose four types of journalism, that is, press, radio, television and the Internet, which are
then divided into information, publicist and information-publicist journalistic genres.

3. Freeman (2011) uses two terms with reference to what is called photo reportage here. He dis-
cusses photo essays, which may be a counterpart to photo reportage, and photojournalism,
the characteristics of which fit partly to photo reportage and partly to news photographs.

4. See, for instance, Dorothea Lange’sMigrant Mother (1936), which was initially a part of a series,
or a more recent example of the World Press Photo of the Year 2009 by Pietro Masturzo,
selected from the longer photo story.
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