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Techniques for Analysing a Visual Text
A list of techniques when analysing a visual text.
	Angle
	See Framing.

	Body language and gaze
	Facial expressions, gestures, stance or position – can convey the attitude, feelings or personality of the individual shown. Take note of the direction of the subject’s eyes.

	Composition
	What is included is deliberately placed (also applies to what is omitted). Consider all inclusions and omissions e.g. surroundings, objects, clothing etc.

	Colour, Hue and Tone
	In black & white images examine the use of contrast, light and darkness. In a colour image, colours are used to signify feelings and evoke a response. E.g. Red = passion, anger, hell, vitality, etc. blue = peace, harmony or coldness.

	Contrast
	The arrangement of opposite elements (light and dark, large and small, rough and smooth) to create interest, excitement or drama.

	Framing
	The same camera shots and angles relevant to film. Close ups, extreme close ups, medium shots, long shots, tilted up or down shots etc.

	Omissions
	What has been deliberately left out.

	Orientation, Point of view
	Relates to framing and angle: is the responder positioned above the image (looking down), below or at eye level?

	Positioning
	Consider which objects have been placed in the foreground, middle ground or background.

	Rule of thirds
	Divide an image into thirds from the top and sides and look at the placement of people and/or objects. An object in the top third is usually empowered whereas anything in the bottom third is disempowered.

	Salience
	The part that your eyes are first drawn to in the visual. Colour, image and layout determine what the salient image is.

	Symbolism
	The use of an image to represent one or more (often complex) ideas.

	Vectors
	The line that our eyes take when looking at a visual. Composers deliberately direct our reading path through the vectors. E.g. If all of the subjects are tall, long and upright our eyes follow straight vectors that lead to the top of the frame. This could make the subject seem powerful or inflexible.


- See more at: https://www.matrix.edu.au/techniques-for-analysing-a-visual-text/#sthash.e5026lUa.dpuf


Visual Images:

When viewing a visual image consider a number of different aspects about it.
These are called Codes and Conventions.

Assess the image based on the following aspects:
People:	
Gestures
Posture
Gaze
Facial expression/s
Proximity
Orientation
Clothing (style, colour/s)
Stereotypes and representation

Symbols:	
What objects have obvious symbolism?
What objects have contextual symbolism?
Specific lighting (and colour/s) can have stark symbolism, creating mood.

Setting:
How does the place and location affect the contextual understanding and meaning of the text?

Framing:
Consider what has been included and omitted from the image.
Consider the focal image

Composition:
Consider the way the photograph has been arranged in relation to each other. The composition may suggest relationships between people or images.
Juxtaposition of two things often suggests correlation despite their stark contrast.

Angle of the shot:
Has the image used low or high angles that can instil a feeling of superiority or weakness.
Eye level shots can suggest a relationship between the audience and the image.

Context:
In what era was the image taken and how does this affect the audience’s understanding of it?

http://www.etawa.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2013/12/Walker-Notes-Analysing-Still-Images.pdf


Analysing Still Images 
In visual texts, the basic units of meaning are the elements of which the text is composed, such as representations of people, objects, and places. Conventions such as size, colour, shape, camera angle and framing contribute to representations and thus the interpretations we make of visual texts. How a particular person, object or place is represented will vary from individual to individual. Similarly, when we view a visual text we cannot help but view it from a particular viewpoint. That is, we may unconsciously impose our own context, experiences, ideas, biases and feelings onto the text and that will influence our response to it. Visual texts provide representations of the socio-cultural context in which they were created. Socio-cultural context refers to the shared knowledge or values of a society in a particular setting. Having knowledge of the socio-cultural context of a visual text helps us to understand the text produced in that context. 

Contextual Information 

Establishing the context in which an image was produced and received before you begin deconstructing the use of codes allows you to have a better understanding of the producer’s intention and the dominant meaning of the image. Consider the producer of the image, the time and place the image was produced in, the genre the image belongs to, the purpose of the image, and the target audience of the image. 

Participants

Participants may be people, animals or inanimate objects. They are the crucial active elements within an image. Participants can be put into two categories: 

Actors- participants who are doing things 

Goals- participants who are having things done to them through action or gaze. 

Circumstances 

Circumstances are people, animals or inanimate objects in images that are not directly linked to the main participants (actors or goals). Circumstances provide information and context without actively contributing to the narrative, but their removal would reduce the amount of information being communicated by the image. There are three types of circumstances: 

Circumstance of setting – where the people, animals or inanimate objects (including props) provide a broader context, or background, for the narrative, 

Circumstance of means – where the people, animals or inanimate objects provide the means by which a narrative process takes place.

Circumstance of accompaniment – where a person, animal or inanimate object is associated with another, but not though action or gaze. 

Costume and Makeup 
The clothing and makeup worn by participants or circumstances are often important contributors to the meaning of an image. Different costumes worn in a culture denote different degrees of power, wealth and social status. They can also symbolise the interests, ideologies, values and belief systems of particular groups of people in society. Due to our repeated experiences with other cultures through the media, we have also compiled a set of ideas about what different international costumes stand for. These belief systems are often stereotypical and based on the ways that groups of people are represented in our media. 




Body Language
The posture of people, animals and creatures in images are cues intended to be read by viewers. Body language can signify power and social status and can denote ideas such as strength, dominance, defiance, independence, submission, thoughtfulness, invitation, passivity and dependence. It can inform viewers about the status of individuals or the relationship between participants. 

Gestures 
The gestures of participants are crucial narrative elements. Gestures may be self-directed, such as grooming gestures or those used to show emotion, or may be directed at other participants in an act of control and defiance, or as an attempt to attract others. It is important to remember that the meaning of gestures is culturally determined. Slapping someone on the back in Australia does not necessarily mean the same thing as slapping someone on the back in Japan. 

Facial Expression 
Facial expressions are an important cultural cue that we interpret every day in our attempt to understand the emotions of people around us. Facial expressions are a set of symbols that we have learnt to read through our interactions with others. Our reading of facial expression is often done on a subconscious level, but is crucial in effective interaction. Likewise, facial expression is an important narrative element that influences our reading of images. 

Gaze 
When gaze is discussed in relation to images, we may refer to the gaze of the viewer or the gaze of participants within the image. The gaze of the viewer is not a narrative element in itself, but is an act that is intrinsic in viewing images. The term gaze implies looking at someone through our formed set of ideologies, beliefs and values. These can include our accepted norms, prejudices, and value judgements. Thus, when we gaze at someone, we inflict our personal judgements upon the subject. The interaction is one way as the gaze effectively reduces the other to a subject, or object, for our scrutiny. This silences the subject as their own ideologies and beliefs are ignored as we make up a truth about them based on our own preconceptions. Whether we are given permission to turn participants in an image into subjects of our gaze is determined by the participants’ own gaze. If we view an image in which the participant is looking directly at the camera, then the participant is turning the gaze around and challenging the assumed right of the viewer to judge the participant based on their values and beliefs. However, if a participant looks away from the camera, it invites the viewer to gaze at the participant and to project their own desires and ideas onto the participant. 

Gaze of Participants: 
The gaze of participants can influence the way that we view them and can determine our imaginary relationship with them. Depending on whether participants are looking directly at the viewer or away from the viewer, the participant either makes a demand or an offer. 

Demand: 
Participants who gaze at the camera or viewer can be seen to be making a demand on the viewer to enter the imaginary relationship between participant and viewer on the participant’s terms. The participant’s gaze challenges the subjective gaze of the viewer and, in so doing, often challenges the viewer’s set of ideologies and values. Instead, the participant demands that the viewer acknowledge and interact with the participant’s own reality. However, the body language of a participant can play around with this concept. The passive body language of a female in an image who is looking directly at the camera can be seen as an invitation to viewers to project their desires onto her. Her gaze informs us, though, that she has made the invitation and so is in control of the interaction. She is in a position of power in that she has instigated the imaginary relationship and is gazing at the viewer as he succumbs to her allure. It is important to note that demands are not always aggressive, they can simply be conversational. The way that we read a demand can be determined by other narrative elements such as a participant’s body language, gestures and position. 






Offer: 
When a participant has no direct eye contact with the viewer, the image maker offers the participants to the viewer as objects for their contemplation or as targets for the projection of their ideologies, values, desires and beliefs. The viewer is made an observer and there is no direct relationship between the viewer and participant. Viewers are given permission to read the subject, and interact with them, on their own terms. It is important to note, however, that when a participant’s gaze is turned away from the viewer and a participant’s offer or gaze is directed at other participants, this can act to exclude the viewer from actively engaging with what is taking place. 

Camera Distance and Angle 
The size of a participant or the amount of space a participant occupies in an image can promote a particular relationship between the viewer and participant, and can shape our response to them. The relationship we have with participants is influenced by our accepted ideas of social distance in our culture. These distances include: 

Intimate distance – extremely close proximity allows smell and touch, as well as sight. When extreme close ups are used to promote intimacy and interaction between a viewer and participant, it can influence the viewer to experience feelings such as empathy, sympathy, compassion, horror, shock and disgust. It can also position the viewer to share in the participant’s feelings of happiness, joy, sorrow and so on. This can then influence the viewer to develop emotions on behalf of the participant, such as anger at the conditions in which they are placed or confusion as to why something is occurring. 

Personal distance – close proximity allows us to reach out and touch the person, and allows awareness of the person’s facial expressions and gestures. 

Social distance – proximity allows verbal interaction between people, but does not allow for touch or smell. It discourages personal interaction and positions viewers and participants to gaze at each other from their own social and cultural positions. This distance does not allow the two different spheres or worlds to intersect to create understanding or communication between the two. Rather, the interaction is one sided. The medium shot can be used to create feelings such as shock or horror as viewers are forced to gaze at the participants and make value judgements from their own cultural and social realities, and through their own value and belief systems. This distance can also be used to denote ideas such as loneliness or isolation. 

Public distance – distance separates people from others they do not know or do not wish to relate to. The long shot can be used to place the viewer at a social distance from participants to position the viewer to simply witness an event and to prevent them from interacting with the participants. This can prevent the viewer from making value judgements and viewing the events through their own belief systems. Also consider: what is the shot size and the angle? What effect do these have on the way you view the image? How do these affect the way the objects or subjects are presented? High, low and eye level angle perspectives can determine the relationship of power between the viewer and participant. This dialogue reflects the way we associate power or importance with looking up or down. If we look down on someone, we often view them as inferior, submissive, disempowered, weak or frightened. When we look up at someone, we often associate ideas such as superiority, dominance, power, importance or aggression with them. If we view someone at eye level, it promotes feelings of equality, and makes it easy for a viewer to associate with the participant. 

Positioning 
The way that a participant in an image is positioned in relation to the viewer can enable or limit the viewer’s interaction with the participant. If a participant is positioned so their whole body is facing the viewer, it suggests greater intimacy and invites the viewer to identify or become involved with the participant. If a participant is angled away from the viewer, the participant is distanced from the viewer and the viewer is influenced to remain detached from the participant. These concepts can be overlapped and the relationship made more complex by mixing signals, such as having the body facing away, but the head facing the viewer. 



Symbolism 
The objects shown in an image can have symbolic meanings as well as functional meanings. While symbols are culturally specific, their meaning can also be altered by the context in which they are shown. A simple example of this context driven reading is that the smile of a man with his arms around his wife and children symbolises something different to the smile of a man who has his hands around the throat of another man. 



Leading Lines and Focal Point 
To what point in the image is your attention drawn? Most images direct the viewer’s eye towards the most important elements of an image by using leading lines. Leading lines can include things such as roads, fences, horizons, colours and shadow, and participants pointing, gazing at, or moving towards an element. Elements can also be arranged in such a way as to lead the viewer’s eye in an intended direction. 

Juxtaposition 
To juxtapose is to place one thing beside another. The way that the elements relate to one another creates a particular meaning. The relation between elements in an image can determine how we read the image. Our reading of a young child in an image in which he or she is juxtaposed with a violent war scene will be dramatically different to our reading of a child juxtaposed with a park. 

Colour 
Colour can have an emotional impact on viewers. Colours that are dominant in an image can be used to indicate the importance of elements that are represented in the dominant colour. Colours can be used symbolically or to create a particular atmosphere. Colours can also be limited for a specific effect. An example of this is when black and white images are used to focus a viewer’s attention on elements such as texture and shape. 

Lighting 
Light can be used to highlight elements within an image to indicate importance. In the same way, shadow can be used to make elements seem less important. Lighting can also be used to influence the viewer’s response to participants. Figures engulfed in light can appear holy or special, while participants enshrouded in shadow can be read as evil or dubious. 

Composition and Framing 
The way that elements are arranged in a frame is called composition. The arrangement of elements can affect the viewer’s reading of, and response to, an image. Often, elements in the middle of a frame or at other points of interest seem important, while those that are near the edges are marginalised and are of little importance. However, this concept can be played with for special effect. Consider what is included and what is excluded in the framing. Positioning elements in relation to each other is also an important part of composition. Traditionally, in Western culture, greater importance has been given to elements in an image that are positioned to the right of other elements. This is because we read from left to right, thus we glance at the elements on the left, and they act to direct our view to the elements on the right where our gaze settles. When looking at an image, consider the following questions: Which elements are the largest? Which elements are in the background or relegated to the edges of the frame? Which elements take centre position? Which elements are placed on the left and which on the right? 

Interaction of Print and Visuals 
Many visual texts are accompanied by words or have captions underneath them and these play an important role in influencing how we interpret them. The words can anchor the meaning of the visual texts by encouraging the viewer to interpret them in particular ways rather than others. Consider: the font and the size of the writing and the choice of words.



VIEWING OUTCOME: READING STILL IMAGES

When reading visual texts, you must be able to identify and decode the codes and conventions used to construct them. The process involves developing an increasingly sophisticated understanding of the role played by visual images in communicating, representing and shaping meaning, attitudes, beliefs and values. 

· Shot size – this has to do with how far the camera is from the subject. As a rule of thumb, the closer the camera to the subject, the more the shot is about emotion; the more distant the camera is from the subject, the more the shot is about action or setting.
· Examples are extreme close up and the long shot. 
· Composition – This refers to how the elements of or parts of the shot are arranged inside the frame for particular effect. It involves rules of composition including lines and diagonals. Mise en scene, which is French for ‘put in the scene’ or frame, is the way in which a visual text creator includes within the shot all the combined elements such as props, set, lighting and costume. Framing and composition are interdependent. 
· Consider what is in the foreground or background; what is centred and what is marginalised by the spatial composition. Think about the use of foreground, middle ground and background. Who are the central figures in the image? Who or what is the focaliser?
· Framing – framing of image – what’s in the frame (or on the edge of the frame). Note: the frame or border around a shot gives it a vantage point – a point of view; it selects some details and not others. It’s more than just the edge around the shot and is the result of deliberate choices by the creator of the image. Sometimes there are frames within the frame eg doorways and windows.
· What’s ‘beyond the frame’? Consider leading lines/ vectors, gaze – leading beyond the frame.  
· What’s not in the image? (silencing) 
· The effects of portraiture versus full body shots?
· Focus – this can be used to make us pay attention to certain details. Things kept out of focus can be made to seem unimportant. The focus can be described as soft or sharp (depth of field)
· Camera angles – this is the angle from the camera to the subject. A high angle shot means the camera is higher than the subject and shooting downwards, perhaps making the subject seem insignificant and powerless. Extremely high angle shots are ‘bird’s eye’ or aerial shots and can create an almost omniscient feeling. Low camera angle shots can make the subject seem more threatening and powerful. Wide camera angle shots are used to include more breadth of shot.
· Leading lines/ vectors – Leading lines are lines within an image that lead the eye to another point in the image, or occasionally, out of the image. Anything with a definite line can be a leading line. Fences, bridges, even a shoreline can lead the eye. 
· Lighting can also be used to confer power and/or focus our attention and/ or create meaning. For example the ‘halo effect’ where light shines on one character in the image can lead a viewer to see that character as innocent, saintly or ‘divine’. This may be empowering. Think about the effect of shadows as well. 
· Although the images you will discuss in tests will be in black and white, you can discuss patterns and textures.
· You may also be able to comment meaningfully on the use of angled or curved surfaces. 
· Touch and proximity – refers to interaction between characters and may suggest a relationship (or lack of)
· Gaze – consider the direction of character’s gaze. Is a character the object of the gaze? (within the image and in terms of the viewer). Consider where a viewer’s gaze is directed – what are we being asked to view/look at/ observe? What are we encouraged to ignore/ avoid/ Overlook?
· Can you make meaning of the stance/ body language/ gestures of any of the characters? 
· Facial expressions – particularly interesting when combined with camera distance
· Symbolic code: colours, objects, setting, people, gestures, clothing etc
· Setting: interior/ exterior; domestic/ public; rural/ urban etc 
· Objects: specific significance in context of power/ race relations/ gender/ class
· The arrangement, positioning and significance of items displayed in the frame
· Traditional representations/ stereotypes/ stock representations
· Incongruity – incongruous images
· Juxtapositioning 
· Binary oppositions: passive/active; male/female; inside/outside; domestic/ public, hard/ soft etc – see charts below
· Any written code? Consider style, font, placement…
· Contextual understandings: context, audience, purpose. Is this a photo accompanying a written text? Was it printed in a newspaper? Was it capturing an event? Was it staged? Is it a graphic design/ poster? Is it displayed in public space eg street graffiti? Consider the contexts in which texts were produced and the contexts of the intended audiences – how do these influence the construction, content and interpretation of texts. Speculate on the social, political or cultural purposes texts may serve. Discern controlling viewpoints, attitudes, values and/or assumptions
· Consider the context in which you are being asked to view the text – does this influence your reading? This is not the original context and any meanings made may be influenced by this.
· The notion that visual images aren’t natural but cultural productions; our reading of any one text depends on our ‘knowledge’ of text type/ contexts/ genre etc
· Links to other viewing texts – intertextuality. Make meanings of these links.
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Indeed, persuasive writing is often accompanied by visual 
material - including photographs, cartoons, graphs and 
charts - which can help to persuade the reader to agree 



with a particular point of view. The images that accompany 
a piece of persuasive writing are often as powerful as the 
words themselves.



It is often said that a picture is worth a thousand words. 



Analysing visual texts
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Analysing photographs
Here are some questions to think about when considering how photographs can 
be used to persuade. It is often a good idea to start by considering what has been 
included in the photograph and what has been left out. Photographs, like all media 
texts, are constructed. When someone takes a photograph, they make decisions 
about what will be included and left out of the photograph. In newspapers, writers 
often don’t have a say about the images that accompany their article but subeditors 
usually choose an image that will reinforce the point-of-view and tone of the article. 



Subject
Photographs usually have a subject. This is the focus of the 
photograph. Although the subject of a photograph is usually 
a person, this isn’t necessarily the case. When you’re looking 
at the subject, think about how they are dressed and their 
body language. These sort of visual cues can be subtly used 
to make us think about the issue in a particular way. 



Camera angle
Photographers always consider how camera angle  
will contribute to the meaning of their photograph. 



• Overshot. The camera is positioned directly above  
the subject, looking down. This can create a sense  
of powerlessness and insignificance. 



• High angle. The camera is positioned at an angle above 
the subject, looking down. This camera angle usually 
makes the subject appear small and powerless. 



• Eye level. Most photographs are taken at eye level 
because it is how we’re used to seeing the world.  
It can create a sense of normalcy. 



• Low angle. The camera is positioned below the 
subject, looking up, giving them a sense of power  
and dominance. 



• Undershot. The camera is positioned directly  
beneath the subject. 



Shot size
Shot size refers to how close the camera is positioned  
to the subject.



• Extreme long shot. An extreme long shot is when 
the camera is positioned a long way from the 
subject. Extreme long shots are usually used to show 
landscapes or cityscapes. This type of shot size could 
be used to show how vast or large a location is. 



• Long shot. In a long shot, people are usually visible 
but there is often a great deal of background as well. 
Long shots often depict places and provide some sort 
of commentary about how people in the frame are 
affected. 



• Full shot. A full shot shows a person from head to  
toe. Full shots can be used to show what a person  
is wearing or capture their body language, both  
of which can convey a great deal about an issue. 



• Mid shot.  A mid shot shows the subject from the 
waist up, capturing aspects of their appearance and 
body language while helping to illustrate their facial 
expression more clearly. 



• Close up. Close ups are usually used to emphasise  
the facial expressions of a subject. Whether pain, 
anguish, happiness or confusion, the close ups of  
these expressions can help to persuade an audience  
to accept a particular point of view.  



• Extreme close up. Extreme close ups show a very 
small detail. It might be a shot of someone’s eyes or 
something else entirely. Extreme close ups can create 
emphasis by capturing a detailed view of something 
related to the issue. 



Lighting
Photographers think carefully about their use of lighting 
and how this contributes to the meaning created in their 
photograph.



• Key light. The key light refers to the main light in a 
scene. Shots that are only lit with one light source  
can create shadows and areas of great contrast  
on the face of a subject. 



• Fill light. A fill light is a secondary light source that 
softens shadows and helps to illuminate the face  
of a subject. 



• Back light. A back light is often used to create a subtle 
halo-effect around the edge of the subject. This can 
help distinguish them from a dark background. 



• Hard light. Hard light refers to any light source that 
emits bright, direct light onto the face of a subject. 
This creates shadows, emphasises wrinkles and  
creates a sense of gritty realism. 



• Soft light. Soft light refers to any light source that is 
diffused or indirect. This is usually more flattering  
than hard light because it creates softer shadows. 
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Colour
Colour always conveys meaning and can be a powerful 
persuasive technique. Always consider how colour contributes 
to the meaning conveyed by a photograph and how it might be 
used to persuade. Are the colours bright and vivid? Are they dull 
and desaturated? The colours themselves also convey meaning. 
Red is commonly used to convey passion and romance. Blue 
might create a sense of sadness or depression. The colour 
green might be used to reinforce an environmental message.



Focus
When discussing photographs, always consider how focus 
contributes to the image. Depth of field is a term that refers 
to how much of an image is in focus. Deep focus is when 
everything in an image, from the foreground through to 
the background, is completely in focus. This can help to 
emphasise the surroundings of the subject. The phrase 
‘narrow depth of field’ is used to described shots in which 



the focal distance is quite short. Photographs using narrow 
depth of field typically have the subject in focus while the 
background is completely blurred out. This technique can  
be used to emphasise the subject of the photograph. 



Composotion
When analysing photographs, always consider how the 
shot has been composed. Think about the positioning of 
the subject and objects within the frame. Is the photograph 
balanced or asymmetrical? How does this help to represent 
the issue? What does it make the audience think and feel? 



When you’re explaining how a photograph might be used 
to reinforce the point of view of an article, don’t get bogged 
down in unnecessary detail. Only discuss techniques that are 
appropriate and clearly being used to make the audience 
think or feel about the issue in a particular way.



ACTIVITY
Describe how the above image, which accompanied an article about drug addiction,  



helps to create a sense of sympathy for the victims of drug abuse. 
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