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A spread from the December
1995 issue of Colors, edited

by Tibor Kalman and produced
by the Benetton Company.
Colors promotes itself as a
magazine “about the rest of the
world,” echoing the global
marketing strategies of Benetton,
an Italian clothing manufacturer.
In this “wordless” all-photography
issue, images from stock photo
houses are paired with images
from news photo agencies.

The “non-design” of the layouts
echoes the gridded pages of
stock catalogues. Like Goffman’s
Gender Advertisements, Kalman
invites a comparative reading

of contemporary media imagery,
though with a less specific
editorial agenda. Art director:
Fernando Gutiérrez.
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Gender Advertisements by Erving
Goffman, a 1976 publication,
classified the rhetoric of adver-
tising and mass-market imagery
according to recurrent poses

and compositional relationships.
The book is a compendium

of facial expressions and gestures
that echo from one image to
another. Goffman’s work suggests
that media imagery operates as

a language, and his book is a kind
of thesaurus of popular culture.
Goffman’s work predates the
artistic production of post-modemn
photographers such as Cindy
Sherman and Richard Prince,
who investigated similar terrain
in the 1980s.



12 “In early modern Europe,
alphabetization combined with
printing served as a potentially
unifying force in many states by

imposing a standard form of lin-

guistic communication, which
in turn influenced the spoken
word by offering high-prestige
models.” Jack Goody, The Inter-
face Between the Written and the
Oral (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1988), 283.

13 “[Photography]...has resulted
ina kind of progressive eviction
of the word by the image.”

Paul Valéry, “The Centenary of
Photography,” Classic Essays on
Photography, Alan Trachtenberg,
ed., (New Haven: Leete’s Island
Books, 1980), 192-193.

14 In his book The Politics of
Pictures, John Hartley uses the
term “popular reality” to refer

to the forum of imagery that
creates our concepts of the
public, John Hartley, The Politics
of Pictures: The Creation of

the Public in the Age of Popular
Media (London: Routledge,
1992).
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STOCK PHRASES AND STEREOTYPES
The business of stock photography is
predicated on the notion that a single
photograph has the potential for multi-
ple applications or, to invert a cliché, a
word is worth a thousand pictures. In
modern stock photography, the infor-
mational richness and depth of the
photographic image is at odds with the
imperative for the generic, the symbolic,
the superficial, and the stereotypical.
This striving for clarity and legibility (in
both formal and conceptual terms)
unites the products of stock photo agen-
cies, whether they are artfully blurred
still-lives or sharply focussed portraits.

The catalogues and archives of the
stock industry provide an index of how
images communicate in the context of
mass media. In the process of building
and marketing their collections, stock
agencies are establishing a visual dic-
tionary of mass media—a visualization
of emotions and situations such as
leisure, parenthood, friendship, work,
power, confusion, love, and aggression.

Historians of writing and printing
have shown that the formalization of
writing through the medium of
typography—which eliminated the
inconsistencies of handwriting—affect-
ed the development of grammar and
vocabulary.’2 While grammatical rules
became more narrow and restrictive,
the lexicon of words rapidly multiplied.
A higher degree of structure yielded
an expansion of vocabulary.

The notion that modern culture is
characterized by a shift from print-
based literacy to picture-based literacy
has been discussed since the advent of
photography.’3 With the pervasiveness

of photographic imagery—in maga-
zines, advertising, newspapers—it
could be argued that a formalization is
occuring in the realm of images parallel
to that which occurred in writing.

Stock photography is an index of
how images speak in the public realm.
Writers as diverse as Daniel Boorstein,
Guy Debord, and Jean Baudrillard have
written about the disturbing power of
“the image” in contemporary society.
Less frequently has this phenomenon
been looked upon as the effect of a new
kind of literacy.

The growth of stock photography
has brought a tremendous increase in
the supply of pictures available, but this
expansion of output has also yielded
pictures that look more and more alike.
The codification of poses, subjects,
settings, and styles in stock photography
indicates a narrowing of the representa-
tional field for this commercially-driven
practice.

Designers engage stock imagery in
ways that could be described variously
as sincere, naive, pragmatic, ironic,
humorous, political, or appropriationist.
In some designers’ work, stock photos
become discursive, reflecting on their
own status as a form of “popular
reality.”™4 Historical and comparative
studies of stock photography could yield
insights into the often hypothesized
domination of the image over the word,
and the ways in which the specificity
captured by the camera serves to fund a
repetitive set of visual phrases describ-
ing modern life.
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