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This book is about the making of ordinary, mass-produced, photographic
images. The kinds of image that we encounter many times each day as we pass
by advertising billboards, turn the pages of newspapers, flick through maga-
zines, glance at publicity brochures, and — increasingly for many of us — traverse
windows and websites on our computer screens. Yet although these images
are ubiquitous, they are also so unexceptional that our encounters with them
seem to have no duration, and are not marked off as noteworthy events or
experiences. They are, in fact, the sort of everyday images that we hardly give
a thought to, that escape our attention, that we barely recall and that we
struggle to place. Neither compelling nor arresting nor intriguing in any way,
they can seem almost deliberately inconspicuous, as though designed 7ot to
attract attention or detain the eye. Part of the background, unremarkable and
effectively ‘invisible’, they are routinely overlooked by most of their viewers,
most of the time. They are the wallpaper of consumer culture.

Of course, calling such images ‘ordinary’ begs quite a few questions. What
does being ordinary entail? What distinguishes ordinary, overlooked images
from those which stand out, catch our eye, grab our attention, and become
the focus not only of our personal interest but even of public discussion? Is
‘ordinariness’ a quality of the content of certain photographs, of their place-
ment within particular media contexts and viewing situations (making them
potentially extraordinary in other circumstances), of our viewing habits and
attitudes toward them, or of all these things together? And since, by our own
admission, these images are ordinary, why bother writing a book about them?
Surely the fact that they escape our notice indicates their insignificance within
the greater scheme of things: pictures so banal and uninteresting that they have
no value for us in the present, let alone any lasting importance for our culture
and society.
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A chief theme of this book is that the ordinariness of these images is neither
naturally given nor easily achieved. Rather, it is a result of an elaborate system
of manufacture, distribution and consumption that is itself largely concealed
from view. Just as these images are so unremarkable as to seem invisible, so
the system that creates them is for the most part unknown outside a relatively
small coterie of ‘image specialists’ in advertising, marketing, design and a
number of other media professions. And this despite the fact that this system
is actually quite big business: a billion-dollar industry, known variously
as ‘stock photography’ and ‘the visual content industry’, which is not only
responsible for an estimated 70 per cent of the images used in advertising,
marketing and design, but which owns some of the most important historical
photographic archives and the digital reproduction rights to much of the
world’s fine art.! So our ordinary, everyday visual environment is the product
of hidden forces.

It is tempting to conclude from this that we are the victims of some horrific
conspiracy. Obscure powers systematically producing the images that consti-
tute the visual background to our lives while escaping our conscious attention:
it almost sounds like the plot of a paranoid sci-fi thriller. This book does not
entirely endorse such a view. The creation of visual ordinariness is not a
streamlined and predictable affair, and while there are certainly crucial political
dimensions involved — who creates our visual environment, for what purpose
and with what effects — there are plenty of muddles and messes generated by
the conflicts, misunderstandings and indifference that exist between various
parties, not to mention the internal contradictions inherent within the produc-
tion system itself. But it does endorse the idea that we need to know something
of how our everyday visual environment is manufactured in order to under-
stand just how it comes to seem everyday, and what its significance might be
for us.

The form that this endorsement takes can be traced through the three
elements that make up the book’s sub-title: consumer culture, photography
and the visual content industry. ‘Consumer culture’ is an important term here
because it suggests that the industrially manufactured visual environment of
complex media societies is dominated by the treatment of viewers as consumers
of commodities, and by the sense that their social identities and roles are shaped
substantially in relation to consumption (rather than, say, in relation to work
or political power). Equally, this environment is dominated by the production
of visual images both as commodities in their own right and as promotional
vehicles for other commodities: objects whose primary value is realized in their
purchase and whose goal — much of the time — is to persuade viewers to buy
products with which they have been associated.2 The relevance of photography
is more immediately obvious. It is one of the chief media by which ordinary
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images are produced (television is another), although — as we shall see at
various junctures in this book — defining what precisely constitutes photo-
graphy can be a matter of some dispute. And the least familiar term, ‘the visual
content industry’, emphasizes the centrality of an industrialized system of
image-production to our everyday visual world, and the way it conceives of
images as ‘content’. In fact, the visual content industry (and its precursor, the
stock photography business) is really the main subject of this book: for it
contains within itself both an orientation toward consumer culture and the
routine employment of photography as a cultural practice.

These three elements also serve to situate the book within previous research
and thinking. Much of the stimulus for my interpretation of the visual content
industry was the surprising absence of research on commercial and advertising
photography, whether within historical studies on the medium or among
theoretical accounts of its status and impact. Related to this was my dissatisfac-
tion with most of those investigations of advertising and commercial photo-
graphy which had been undertaken. These were almost exclusively restricted
to textual (usually semiotic) analyses of advertisements or other cultural ‘texts’,
with little or no reference to the ways in which advertising images were manu-
factured. (This is generally true of “critical’ research on advertising: studies of
the institutional and practical contexts in which advertisements are made are
seriously outnumbered by formalistic and semiotic analyses (Soar 2000).) Both
of these concerns, however, were symptomatic of a broader worry, which
served as my starting point in approaching the visual content industry: the
feeling that the empirical investigation of cultural industries and production
processes in general had been seriously neglected within cultural studies,
certainly when compared to textual analyses and reception studies.

I will expand on these frustrations in due course. It would be counter-
productive, however, to do so in a vacuum. Since very little is known of stock
photography outside the professional worlds of advertising, marketing, design
and publishing, I will begin with a brief preliminary description that — while
it can only allude to issues that are explored in detail in subsequent chapters
— I hope will prevent confusion later on.

What is Stock Photography?

Stock photography is a global industry which manufactures, promotes and
distributes photographic images for use in marketing, advertising, sundry
editorial purposes, and increasingly for multimedia products and website
design. The industry is dominated by a small number of multinational ‘super-
agencies’ based in the United States and Europe: The Image Bank and Tony
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Stone Images, both owned by Getty Images PLC (The Image Bank and its
associated businesses were acquired in September 1999 from Eastman Kodak),
Visual Communications Group (owner of FPG International, Telegraph
Colour Library and others) which was owned by United News and Media PLC
until February 2000, when it too was bought by Getty, and Corbis, privately
financed by Microsoft President Bill Gates. These compete alongside a much
larger number of smaller and medium-sized agencies, around 2,500 altogether
(www.imagebank.com, March 1999).

Traditionally, stock-photography agencies acquire licences to sell the repro-
duction rights of photographic images in return for giving photographers a
share of the revenue generated from these sales:* the percentage for non-digital
domestic sales is customarily 50 per cent, although after deductions made by
the agencies to cover marketing and administrative costs, it can reach as little
as 36 per cent (‘ASMP’s Stock Survey Results — May 1999, The American
Society of Media Photographers (ASMP) Press Release, www.asmp.org).>
These images are kept in ‘stock’ by the agency, duplicated, filed and cross-
referenced according to general categories such as “The Family’, ‘People’,
‘Lifestyle’, ‘Business’, Nature’, ‘Sports’, ‘Scenics’ and ‘Abstract’. A selection
of them are marketed — through printed catalogues, CD-ROMs, and increas-
ingly the agency website — to prospective clients (usually advertising agencies,
marketing divisions and graphic designers) who can purchase the reproduction
rights relatively inexpensively and quickly for negotiable periods and areas of
exclusivity.® Until recently, purchased photographs were supplied to clients as
prints or slides, although this has changed as a result of digital technologies.

This production and distribution system is called ‘rights-protected’, ‘man-
aged rights’ or even ‘traditional licensing’ stock photography, and it has proved
mutually beneficial to photographers, stock agencies and clients: the photo-
grapher bears the production costs of the image but does not incur significant
marketing and distribution costs, and can expect a steady income from
repeated sales of the same image without relinquishing copyright. The agency,
on the other hand, can draw on a large pool of virtually free ‘content” which
it can sell worldwide over a long period, without having to worry about
production expenses. The client benefits by being able to acquire, extremely
quickly and relatively cheaply, the image of his or her choice, evading the
organizational and financial quagmire of the assignment photo shoot and the
danger of disappointing results. (Commissioning photographers for specific
assignments is the traditional method of creating advertising photographs, and
is still essential for product shots.) As Diane Fannon, then Vice President and
Managing Director of The Image Bank’s Still Image Division, noted: ‘the only
difference now between stock and assignment photography is that, with stock,
the photographer has already gotten lucky! I've been on enough bad-weather
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shoots to know that’s a hell of a guarantee to give a client’ (Zoom 1994: 13).
In terms of image-content and style, the system has traditionally encouraged
conservatism and the constant reproduction of formulaic and stereotypical
‘generic’ images (smiling, white middle-class families at the beach, well-
groomed businessmen shaking hands) which both reflect and construct cultural
stereotypes.’

In the last decade, however, stock photography has entered a period of rapid
and radical change. This change is connected to three overlapping types of
transformation: cultural, technological and structural-financial. Briefly (again,
each of these will be dealt with in much greater detail later on), shifts in
advertising and marketing practices have led, in the last decade, to the appear-
ance of less obviously stereotyped and more diverse image styles and content,
including ‘artistic’ images, more ‘realistic’ (i.e. grainy and black and white)
images and images of ‘ethnic’ and minority (e.g. gay and lesbian) subjects. It
is tempting to connect such changes to broad historical claims of a ‘post-
Fordist’ transformation in production and in commercial culture as a whole:
the rise of consumption-driven, flexible, ‘small-batch’ production (Harvey
1989: 141-72), ‘hyperrealist’ and ‘hypersignificant’ advertising (Goldman and
Papson 1994), and lifestyle research and niche marketing — all conceivably
elements of what Baudrillard contends is an epochal shift in the relationship
between the economy and culture, the collapse of the economic into the
symbolic (1981: 143-63;1988: 29-56). Whether or not we accept such grand
claims — and it will be my inclination throughout this book not to stray too
far from the specific material and representational practices of the visual
content industry — these changes in stock images nevertheless occurred within
a hegemonic framework, largely dictated by the cultural backgrounds of
photographers and the ‘cultural intermediaries’ (advertising-art directors and
picture editors) who are their primary clients, by advertising’s continued
promulgation of images of well-being, and by the orientation of many advert-
isements toward audiences with significant disposable income.$

Technologically, the advent of digital imaging technologies has augmented
the power of image-producers to manipulate and ‘enhance’ their photographs.
At the same time it threatens the ‘artistic integrity’ of photographs by giving
users the ability to dismantle them and recombine their fragments with other
images and media in unanticipated ways. Digital storage, search and retrieval
technologies have allowed the phenomenal growth and integration of greatly
differing categories of images, thus serving processes of cultural dedifferenti-
ation and redifferentiation required by niche-marketing. Digital distribution
via CD-ROM and websites promises to reduce duplication and distribution
costs and at the same time has created a number of perceived threats: extensive
violation of copyright in a global environment where both legislation and
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enforcement are failing to match the pace of technological change; the need
to redistribute the burden and the profits of marketing through both conven-
tional and digital channels which is endangering the delicate balance of power
between photographers and agency management; the threat that global access
to websites poses to the relationship of mutual dependency between large
US and European agencies and their local suppliers and representatives on
other continents; and the rise of an entirely new sector of ‘royalty free’ (RF)
photography, initially on CD-ROM but increasingly via websites as well,
which directly sells low-cost images to a broad consumer market as well
as to professional cultural mediators, radically challenging the traditional
operational structures, practices and assumptions of rights-protected stock
photography.”

The initial capital costs of the new technologies, plus the potential rewards
of ‘synergy’ between producers of technologies and producers of content, have
led to a spate of mergers and acquisitions (culminating in Getty’s $183 million
acquisition of The Image Bank in late 1999 and $220 million acquisition of
VCG in early 2000), resulting in the dominance of the multinational super-
agencies mentioned above. These usually own, in addition to stock photo-
graphy agencies, ‘stock footage’ companies (based upon the same principle as
stock photography, only with generic video or film clips), historical and
photojournalistic still and film footage archives, celebrity-image archives, fine-
art archives, illustration archives, royalty-free companies, and in some cases
developers of digital imaging, security and delivery technologies. Thus stock
photography is being subsumed within a globalized and digitized ‘visual
content industry’ (Getty Images, Company Overview, www.gettyimages.com,
1998), whose ramifications include, among many other things, the accelerated
blurring of boundaries between previously distinct institutional and discursive
contexts of production and distribution: in particular, between fine art, news
and advertising images, and in a culture glutted with authentic and fabricated
‘vintage’ images, between historical and contemporary photographs.

The visual content/stock-photography business is currently estimated to
have an annual sales turnover of between one and two billion dollars world-
wide: the largest super-agency alone, Getty Images PLC, earned $484.8 million
in 2000 and $451 million in 2001 (Annual Report, Getty Images PLC, 2000;
‘Getty Images Reports Financial Results for the Fourth Quarter and 2001,
Press Release 6/2/2002. Both at www.gettyimages.com), although this includes
revenues from operations not always considered part of the stock photography
business (such as the sale of royalty-free images).19 This caveat indicates only
one of the problems with the $1-2 billion figure, which has to do with the very
definition and identity of the industry, an issue that will be dealt with in later
chapters; the other major misgiving about the figure is caused by the almost
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paranoid reticence of agencies to provide reliable corporate figures (Getty, the
only publicly quoted major company, is alone in publishing quarterly and
annual accounts).

The figure’s approximate nature should not, however, disguise its utility as
an indicator of stock photography’s significance. Rather — and despite its
almost laughable modesty when compared with the $38.2 billion worth of
sales done alone in 2001 by AOL-Time Warner (the world’s largest media
conglomerate) — the figure marks out the business as a principal ‘site’ for the
production and distribution of photographic images in the culture as a whole.
Once considered a poor, and cheap, alternative to commissioned assignment
work, largely because of its reputation for producing visual clichés, stock
photography has become more integrated and reputable as a source of images,
for a variety of commercial, aesthetic and cultural reasons. Today, as the visual
content industry, it creates a substantial proportion of the photographs
encountered in commercial and consumer culture, supplying a majority of the
images used in US advertising, marketing and graphic design and acting as a
key provider of images for multi-media products and professional website
design. For this reason it is continually and extensively discussed in the profes-
sional photographic, advertising and design trade journals, and is widely
perceived in the marketing and design communities as an increasingly potent
force in contemporary visual culture.

Finally, stock photography enjoys what appears to be a powerful ideological
advantage over other sectors producing contemporary visual culture: invisi-
bility. As 1 suggested earlier, most viewers have never heard of stock photo-
graphy, and are blissfully unaware of the provenance of the pictures that
surround them. The industry’s system of production and distribution effectively
shields it from the ultimate consumers of its images, veiling the beliefs, interests
and power-relations that help shape their manufacture.

Photography as Product and Representation

This book seeks to integrate theories of cultural production and theories of
visual representation through their application in a specific case: stock photo-
graphy and the visual content industry. The choice of ‘case study’ is not,
however, merely incidental to the theories employed, not simply a convenient
empirical peg upon which to hang somewhat gaudy theoretical apparel. For
stock photography represents an exemplary standardization and systematiza-
tion of photographic practices on quasi-industrial lines, and a consequent
abstraction of photographic images as exchangeable signs and cultural com-
modities. In fact, the very word ‘stock’ refers us to the systemic nature of
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cultural production and to semiotic questions of appearance and meaning. A
stock image is literally kept ‘in stock’ in real agency archives, stored — ready
for distribution - like a manufactured product in a warehouse; the word ‘stock’
also connotes, however, the predominant appearance of these images: instantly
recognizable iconographic combinations which rely upon, and reinforce,
‘clichéd’ visual motifs and stereotypes that are drawn from a far broader
cultural archive or image-repertoire. Hence the ‘specific case’ of stock photo-
graphy is actually a privileged case. It provides the ideal conditions in which
to comprehend the enmeshing of photographic practices and images within
contemporary consumer societies.

This integration of approaches will involve bridging the gaps between
semiotic accounts concerned with elucidating the creation of photographic
meaning, and analyses in the tradition of the ‘sociology of culture’ and (very
broadly) the ‘political economy of communication” (Garnham 1986; Ryan
1992) which focus on the material processes and practices of cultural produc-
tion: on the one hand, approaches that define photographic images as specific
types of sign or text, as forms of representation and signification, and on the
other models of cultural production that emphasize their nature as products
and commodities, as the material of labour, and as tokens of exchange-value.!!
[ attempt to situate stock photography within what Scott Lash calls a ‘regime
of signification’, moving between its ‘cultural economy’ (relations of produc-
tion, conditions of reception, mediating institutional framework and means
of circulation) and its ‘mode of signification’ (characteristic relations between
signifier, signified and referent) (1990: 4-5). In other words, my task is simul-
taneously to illuminate the production of photographic meaning and the
meaning of photographic production.

Discourse, according to Paul Ricoeur, is ‘realised as event and understood
as meaning’ (1981:22). The integration and mutual transformation of socio-
logical and semiotic accounts that I hope to perform in the pages that follow
— the exploration of production practices interacting with the analysis of
complex representational forms — expresses this inescapable duality, or dia-
lectic, of discourse. The task of making such an integration and mutual trans-
formation happen begins properly in Chapter 3. However, to give a sense of
its implications, I want to make my position clearer by briefly staking it out
in relation to (a) developments in photography history and theory, and (b) the
(in)famous opposition between cultural studies and the political economy of
communication.
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Photography History and Theory

It is difficult, perhaps impossible, to make an absolute distinction between
theories of photographic representation and the historical study of photo-
graphy. To begin with, theories of photography frequently make use of histo-
rical evidence about photographic technologies and practices, while histories
of photography necessarily make assumptions about the nature of the medium
and technologies whose history they are describing. More profoundly, however,
the recurring themes of photography theory and history display an underlying
affinity that anchors their identities as intellectual endeavours. They are both
fascinated by an elusive object: the essence of photography, the very thing that
makes photography what it is and distinguishes it from other technologies and
cultural practices (painting, writing, lithography, illustration, print, etc).!2 This
fascination has enjoyed multiple incarnations: historically it is manifested as
the quest for the true origin, originator and destiny of photography;!3 philo-
sophically it is theorized as a new and unique relationship between reality and
representation, referent and sign; and culturally and politically it is proposed
as photography’s instrumental roles within modern Western societies: to
survey, copy, order and master the multifarious objects (and peoples) of the
world. The public declarations of Daguerre and his supporter Arago, as well
as of their English competitor Fox Talbot, testify to the unity behind this trinity
of concerns, as their texts fuse partisan technical histories of the invention,
claims regarding photography’s status as a mode of representation, and predic-
tions about its social and scientific uses.!

The orbital journey of photography history and theory around this core of
‘ontological desire’ (Barthes 1984: 3) has led in directions aesthetic and art
historical (the writing of monographs, the codification of artistic criteria, the
establishment of oeuvres and genres, the canonization of works and practi-
tioners), and technical and technological. In recent years it has also been
influenced - perhaps predictably — by literary analysis, semiotics, psycho-
analysis, and the convergence of post-structuralist, deconstructive and Marxist
approaches which can be conveniently labelled ‘cultural theory’. These influ-
ences have proved especially fruitful, enriching the variety of ways in which
photography is understood and discussed, and even allowing us to question
the notion of ‘photography’ as historically and technologically self-evident and
internally coherent.

Moreover, they have led to increasingly sophisticated analyses of the institu-
tional and cultural contexts of photographic production and consumption, and
their relationship to the formal and thematic conventions of images. Outstand-
ing among these are investigations of domestic photography (for example
Spence 1986; many of the essays collected in Spence and Holland 1991; Slater
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1983; Slater 1995a, Kenyon 1992), the connection of photography to social
status (Bourdieu 1990), the institutional contexts and cultural meanings of
news and documentary images (Hall 1972; Sekula 1982; Tagg 1988; Lutz and
Collins 1993; Kozol 1994) and art photography (Krauss 1982, 1984; Bolton
1989), the relationship of photography to positivist science and romantic
aesthetics (Sekula 1981) and the use of photographs in police, medical and
anthropological archives and projects (Sekula 1989).15

Despite this expansion in the concerns of photography theory and history,
at least one significant gap remains in the recounting of photography’s impact
upon social experience. This, as I have more than hinted, is the systematic
industrialization of photography as a ubiquitous part of contemporary Western
commercial and consumer culture. As Rosetta Brookes notes, writing specific-
ally but not exclusively of fashion photography, ‘For historians and critics
concerned with isolating “great” photographic images and according them
enduring significance, the commercial sphere of photography — the domain
of the everyday image — represents the debasement of a conventional history
of photography’ (1992: 17).1¢ Even those scholars who reject the “art histo-
rical” emphasis on the medium’s aesthetic development have revealed an
astonishing capacity for neglect. To take a canonical example, Giséle Freund’s
pioneering work, Photography and Society (1980), published in France in
1974, includes chapters on ‘Press Photography’, ‘Photography and the Law’,
‘American Mass Media Magazines’, ‘Photography as a Political Tool’ and
‘Amateur Photography’ — among others. Despite its historical and social
breadth, however, it barely mentions advertising or commercial photography.

More surprising, perhaps, is the fact that while virtually every semiotic or
textual analysis of advertising has had, at least implicitly, to interpret photo-
graphs as part of whole advertisements, and even to engage with photographic
conventions and the (controversial) notion of a specifically photographic form
of signification, very little of substance has been written on the organized mass
production of photographic images as part of advertising, marketing and
commercial culture as a whole (Ramamurthy, 1997: 155). Commercial photo-
graphy as an institutionalized section of ‘the culture industry’ (Adorno and
Horkheimer 1979) has been largely ignored, with only a few exceptions.

Such alarming scholarly and critical neglect of what would seem an obvious
subject accords, however, with the impression that both traditional photo-
graphy history and theory, and many (though by no means all) of the more
critical ‘post-structuralist’ approaches, ultimately circle about the contested
but familiar terrain of photography’s essential identity (including when they
persistently claim that photography has no such identity), venturing beyond
it mainly in gestural and programmatic ways in order to secure better positions
on the old battleground of ontological debate.!” In particular, there is a dearth
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of systematic analyses of contemporary commercial photographic production
that can discern the complex connections and discontinuities between photo-
graphy as a mode of representation and as an industry (some of the few that
do exist are discussed in Chapter 3).18 Needless to say, this scholarly inactivity
has been paralleled, in the world of commercial practice, by the consolidation,
growth and globalization of stock photography as an increasingly integrated
photographic business and an increasingly important source of the images
which surround us.

Cultural Studies and/versus Political Economy

The dearth of analyses of commercial (and other) photographic production
practices, as well as advertising practices can be understood to be symptomatic
of a double-headed malaise afflicting cultural studies in general since the 1980s:
first, its preference for the formalistic analysis of ‘texts’ informed, with what-
ever caveats, by the legacy of structuralism (see Billig 1997); and second, its
tendency toward abstract philosophizing based on a heady (and sometimes
ill-starred) fusion of post-structuralist and postmodernist writings, rendered
in an arcane style whose playful self-consciousness is severely obfuscatory. The
accuracy or otherwise of this description — much attributed to writers in the
‘political economy’ tradition (notably Garnham) though also reproduced by
some of the foremost figures in cultural studies itself (Hall 1992) - is not at
issue here.!® What is much less in doubt is that, compared with ‘theory’, textual
analyses and more recently reception studies, empirical investigations of
cultural production have been relatively marginal to the practice of cultural
studies — if the topics of the central journals and anthologies are any indication.
This is notwithstanding its seeming importance to some of the work of ‘founda-
tional’ thinkers: Williams’s writing on television springs to mind here, as does
Hall’s work in the 1970s on television programming and news photography,
and — very obviously — Adorno and Horkheimer’s critique of ‘the culture
industry’. And this is also despite the ongoing concern with the organization
of cultural production in the sociology of culture and media sociology.
Studies of ‘industrial’ cultural production have, however, begun to make a
comeback in recent publications (for instance, Du Gay 1997, Hesmondhalgh
2002, Negus 1997). In their diverse ways, and despite their different emphases
and areas of interest, these works share cultural studies’ concern with the
multiple and dialectical relations between social power, cultural identity,
material practice and symbolic representation as well as a distrust of attempts
—stereotypically attributed to political economy — to reduce culture to ‘under-
lying’, usually economic, forces. Yet they also share a detailed engagement with
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production procedures (including financial imperatives) and a commitment to
empirical research that appears closer to the political-economy tradition (and
definitely to the sociology of culture) than to much of what currently passes
for cultural studies (which just goes to show how simplistic the cultural studies/
political economy opposition is: see Hesmondhalgh 2002). What is most
interesting, however, is the way they seem to conceive of production as a
privileged yet complex ‘moment’ in the circulation of cultural goods and
practices. Production is ‘privileged’ because, however much it may be subject
to forces and influences at work more generally in a given society, it marks
that point at which cultural forms acquire their ostensive fixity with respect
to their ultimate audience, at which they achieve a ‘closure’ that is produced
systematically, at which they are sealed much as an envelope is sealed or an
object granted a seal of approval. An authorized version is created, a final mix,
a master copy, a definitive cut. And however much consumers may be free to
interpret, ‘resist’ or even alter these sealed forms, it is these forms that they
must receive and act upon.

Now, such fixity is not the natural or inevitable outcome of production
procedures. Rather, it is the result of culturally, socially, economically and
legally sanctioned practices that grant key players (individuals, occupational
groups and organizations), at particular sites, the authority and power to seal
cultural products. The discourses that sanction this power also naturalize it,
rendering it an invisible ‘given’ for consumers and — when it does appear (as,
for instance, the privileges accruing to artistic talent, professional expertise and
intellectual property) — making it seem instinctively ‘right’.

If, then, production is privileged, why is it ‘complex’? First, because produc-
tion is itself analysable (i.e. can be broken down) into organizationally distinct
processes and practices involving diverse and often competing agencies (indi-
viduals, occupational groups, companies). These fashion potential cultural
products in competition with other potential cultural products embarked upon
the same risky path to fixity and circulation. Second, because commercial
cultural production, as a rationalizable system involving the calculation of risk
and success (of this or that photograph/film/record/book in a competitive
market) and the maximization of profitability and utility (through formatting
and multiple reuse of component parts), requires the malleability, the openness,
the instability of products as they progress — or fail to progress — from the
moment of primary conception to their final appearance in approved manu-
factured form.

This systemic instability, and its relation to fixity and closure across the key
boundary between cultural industries and mass audiences, will be described
in later chapters under the rubric of ‘materialization’ and ‘dematerialization’.
What I want to stress here by these terms is the mutual transformation of
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semiotic and political economic approaches. How are these ‘mutually trans-
formed’? By overcoming the implicit opposition between ‘matter’ (the physical
constitution of an object) and ‘meaning’, as well as between product and
process. In the case of semiotics, this requires a rejection of so-called textual
autonomy and a movement — to reverse Barthes’s famous phrase — from text
to work. For the treatment of representational and symbolic forms is tho-
roughly imbricated within material practices and non-symbolic dynamics and
constraints: the meaning of a cultural product is neither inherent ‘in’ the
product nor endlessly polysemic in some ideal abstract way. It is always
meaning for someone within a specified interpretative and practical context.
Moreover, meaning is not something that is put into the product as one fills a
vessel with liquid, or that ‘occurs’ after the product has been produced: mean-
ing is what makes the product. Cultural production is an intentional affair,
and the multiple constructions of a potential product’s meaning (by different
people at different stages), and the anticipation of its diverse interpretation
by others (both professional and non-professional), is integral to the design
and manufacture process: meaning is not what is produced — meaning is always
in production as part and parcel of a material-representational practice. Hence
the ‘semiotic’ analysis of a product should also account for the ways in which
meaning is contingent upon and generative of the product’s material constitu-
tion in a particular context of production and in relation to other contexts.

At the same time, and in a reciprocal move, political economy becomes
‘semioticized’. Administrative routines; professional norms; financial impera-
tives and constraints; personal and occupational identities and values; the
power-relations between cultural managers, financial managers, technicians,
primary creators, owners and shareholders; the overall structure of the market
and the distribution of resources: these factors certainly bear upon the organi-
zation of production and upon product form. But to privilege them as constitut-
ing an ‘underlying’ process of material organization and manufacture, to which
meaning and meaning-making are somehow supplementary, is to fail to
comprehend cultural production as a dynamic process at once material and
semiotic.

Let me spell this out. Cultural products are designed, produced and distrib-
uted in complex manufacturing environments which are increasingly com-
posed of organizationally distinct yet interlinked sites, from the development
systems and marketing departments of transnational corporations to the more
fluid settings of freelance artists and independent specialists. A potential
product — an advertising image, a pop song, a film script, a news format, a
commercial photograph — must prove itself against alternative potential pro-
ducts as it develops and moves across these sites. This means that the product’s
path toward the consumer is fraught with uncertainty not just at the end stage
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— its appearance before its ultimate audience — but at key junctures in its
production.

Hence cultural products, as a result of their precarious existence, need to
deploy and conspicuously display their potential meaningfulness to a range
of different addressees well before they reach a mass audience. Such persistent
and systematic display is an existential imperative, constituting a self-promo-
tional rhetoric designed to propel products across the cultural and economic
borders between manufacturing and distribution sites within the production
system. This ‘system rhetoric’ is geared primarily toward meeting the economic
considerations and cultural assumptions of diverse cultural managers, rather
than toward the product’s ultimate audience. The latter is addressed by a
parallel ‘mission rhetoric’, the product’s self-justification before consumers (its
claim to their attention), which the system rhetoric structures, utilizes and
subsumes within its own self-promotional strategy. (Thus a key meaning of
an image to a cultural manager is its potential meaningfulness to consumers.)
Something as ‘intangible’ as promotion, therefore, is no less important to the
dynamism of the production process than, say, calculations of financial cost
and return: indeed — both monetary and ‘interpretative’ calculations are
intimately entwined.2?

This brief outline marks my approach as broadly sympathetic to recent work
in ‘cultural economy’ which ‘challenge[s] us to think about the reciprocal
interrelationship of what are often thought of as discrete “cultural” and
“economic” practices’ (Negus 2002: 504).21 Much of it informed by ‘actor-
network theory’, this work tends to endorse a view of reality as flux —and an
ontology of becoming rather than of being (Chia 1996) — that privileges
relationships, movement and processes over discrete and self-sufficient entities
(objects, facts), events and effects. Things are not self-evidently and statically
what they are: they have become (are always becoming) what they are, are
subject to (momentary) stabilization and materialization, through incessant
practices and performances of organization and ordering, codifying and
classification. It is the notion of self-evidence that is chiefly under suspicion
here, a suspicion which in the chapters to follow will lead me to stress the
instability, malleability and contingency of cultural objects (‘images’, ‘content’,
‘information’), values (‘success’, ‘creativity’) and activities (‘photography’) by
treating them as ‘black boxes’ (Latour 1987) — entities whose complexity has
been closed off to enable further operations — that need to be opened up to
view. Indeed, I will argue that this very instability is what makes objects and
activities productive. By opening up these black boxes in their particular
contexts, we not only restore their dynamism but we also move away from
the inertia of ‘the production of culture’ to an understanding of culture as
production.
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Such an understanding can be formulated in a number of key assumptions
about stock photography:

1. Stock photographs are the product of certain kinds of professional
practice. Those practices are systematized and institutionalized, both formally
in legal and contractual relations between individuals and different kinds of
organization, but also informally in the web of conventions, technological
imperatives, financial and administrative routines, organizational norms,
procedures and expectations, accepted professional wisdom, technical know-
how and aesthetic intuitions that shape the course of production. This point
expresses the essentially industrial approach to the production of culture. Its
legacy can most obviously be traced back to Adorno and Horkheimer’s (1979)
critique of ‘the culture industry’, which suggests that the content and form of
mass-produced cultural goods are substantially determined by the structures,
goals and limitations of the corporations that produce them within the overall
framework of capitalist commodity production. We can summarize this argu-
ment through the first part of Keith Negus’ (1998: 359) useful axiom: ‘an
industry produces culture’.

2. However, this corporate or industrial systematization of professional
practice is not isolated from broader cultural and social trends. ‘Production
does not take place simply ‘within’ a corporate environment created according
to the requirements of capitalist production but in relation to broader cultural
formations and practices that may not be directly within the control or under-
standing of the company’ (Negus 1998: 360). This axiom is in opposition to
“filter-flow” (Hirsch 1972), ‘organisational’ (DiMaggio and Hirsch 1976),
‘transmission’ and other models of industrial cultural production —such as that
developed by Rosenblum (1978: see my Chapter 3) — that treat cultural texts
as solely or primarily determined by organizational factors. Cultural material
is not merely, and somewhat tautologically, that which is made by the produc-
tion process, but a participant in a dynamic network of symbolic forms that
construct and express social experience (Jensen 1984). Specific cultural pro-
ducts, however original they are claimed to be, are therefore always in a sense
pre-produced and pre-understood ‘elsewhere’ in the weave of symbolic forms,
before and beyond the moment of specific production. Similarly, the very
practices of material production (including, for example, technical preferences,
economic calculations, contractual producer—client relationships, and pre-
ferred distribution channels) are themselves conditioned and limited by their
wider socio-economic and cultural contexts. The overall idea expressed here
can best be summarized through the second phrase of the axiom mentioned
at the end of point 1: while ‘an industry produces culture’, it is also true that
‘culture produces an industry’ (Negus 1998: 359).
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3. Production, like distribution and circulation, can be specified as a distinct
‘moment’ in ‘the circuit of culture’ (du Gay, Hall et al. 1997). These connected
but separate moments are part of an analytic model that attempts to show how
a continuous and circular cultural process ‘can be sustained through a “passage
of forms” (Hall 1980: 128). The expression of the cultural process through
these distinct moments allows us to specify the form that the product — in this
case, the commercial photographic image — takes as it moves through each
stage, and also to emphasize the product’s necessary openness, instability and
mutability within the overall production process. Moreover, it should not be
assumed that this model is a mere abstraction. In the case of stock photography,
the separation between moments is manifested concretely in the discrete
technical administration and distinctive milieu of each (see Chapter 3). And
passage through and across these moments is crucial for the life of the cultural
product, such that the individual image is shaped not only by its ‘mission’ —
the necessity to communicate with an end user — but also by the anticipated
interpretative frameworks and practical demands of agents within the ‘system’
of production-distribution-circulation itself.?2

4. Tt must be noted, however, that as integral phases of a circuit, each
moment carries traces of the others in varying ways: production is influenced
by distribution and reception, which in turn are affected by the possibilities,
conventions and limitations of production as well as by the form of the pro-
duct. It is assumed, therefore, that these moments are not simple and self-
contained, and that diversely complex processes of cultural mediation occur
in each (hence my reservations regarding Lutz and Collins (1993)’ implicit
emphasis on sequential linear process: see Chapter 3 below). Indeed, the precise
terms used show how difficult the task of designating these moments can
be. The trinity of ‘production’, ‘distribution’ and ‘reception’ actually presents
a simplistic model of the circuit of the stock image, as I hope to show later
on.

5. The creation of stock images is influenced by conceptions, often formul-
ated as key terms, through which the connections across different moments
are expressed and the cultural process is held in uneasy cohesion. Notions such
as ‘creativity’ and ‘originality’, for example, may not only be relevant during
the initial production stage (or ‘success’ during distribution or reception);
rather, they articulate the continuity between moments by conferring cultural
and professional legitimacy and by providing producers, cultural intermedi-
aries and end-users with an authorized vocabulary for the aesthetic and com-
mercial evaluation of images. Hence these terms are discursive in Foucault’s
sense (1972), providing a way of speaking about photography that also gov-
erns its practice. Apart from anything else, these terms place stock photo-
graphic practices and discourses within a more broadly cultural discursive
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formation, connecting the production of stock images to the creation of other
distinctively cultural and symbolic forms.

6. Production processes create multiple potentialities for image use and
interpretation rather than determining a single meaning inherent to the image.
Saying this does not, however, imply an unlimited diversity of potential read-
ings but rather a limited plurality that can, to a certain degree, be planned by
those producing the images through the use of pre-existing motifs and formu-
lae. This tension between singularity and plurality, the attempted predeter-
mination of meaning in production and its confirmation or transformation in
distribution and reception, formulaic predictability as against profitable
polysemy, appears to be at the heart of the visual content industry in general
and stock images in particular. It is made particularly apparent by the fact that
the process of cultural production manifested in stock photography seems to
incarnate the (unrealizable) ideal of the decontextualized image, the image as
artefact and sign ‘in its own right’, by presenting and promoting photographs
as objects of contemplation in printed catalogues, on CD-ROMs and in selec-
tions of slides. These decontextualized images — replete with diverse signifying
possibilities — are, however, made to be viewed instrumentally by cultural
intermediaries, as potential vehicles for purposive meanings anchored in the
final advertising or marketing text.

7. Stock images are products of photographic practices. They are subject
to contextual influences, constraints and pressures that impact upon their
production, distribution and reception, but they are also shaped by the specific
historical conventions and technological capacities of photography.

A Brief Word About Research Methods

The ways in which I have researched the visual content industry reflect my dual
concern with cultural production practices and representational forms, focus-
ing on two separate but related objects of analysis: stock-photographic produc-
tion procedures and categories of stock-photography images.

Data on photographic practices were gleaned from three sources: (1) Inter-
views with professionals connected to the stock photography industry, in Israel,
the UK and the USA. The interviewees included photographers, agency man-
agement, activists in professional trade associations, industry ‘observers’,
graphic designers and advertising ‘creatives’. (2) Attendance at the Photo Expo
East 98 conference in New York in November 1998, the East Coast version
of the stock and commercial photography industry’s most important profes-
sional gathering in the United States. Attending this conference meant that
I could participate in seminars with some of the leading figures in the stock
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photography industry. In particular I was able to observe the (increasingly
troubled) interaction between photographers and stock-agency management
over creative, technological and financial issues. This proved an essential sup-
plement to the information provided in the interviews. (3) Industry Publications:
I have made extensive use of articles on stock photography published in trade
journals such as Photo District News, Stock Photo Report, PhotoStockNOTES,
Communication Arts, Graphic Design USA and Creative Review, among
others. The websites of these magazines, and of the stock-photography com-
panies themselves (in particular Getty Images and Corbis), have also been
extremely important sources of information.

My analysis of stock photographs is organized around the catalogues of
images that are used by agencies as their main marketing tool. Twenty such
catalogues have been acquired, from a variety of US and European companies,
spanning the last decade. These provide the basic material for the analysis of
the images.

The rationale for using these catalogues as data sources is fourfold. First,
the notion of the ‘catalogue’ is especially compelling in photography theory,
for the medium is often accused of transforming the whole world into a
spectacular catalogue of interchangeable signs (Sontag 1977), while its actual
use as a format points to the way in which photography decontextualizes
unique material objects and presents them as equivalent and exchangeable
‘sights’. This kinship of critical cultural analysis and commercial photographic
production — ‘archive’ in particular is deployed as a key term in both — will be
explored more fully later on.

Second, the catalogues represent a pre-selected sample of the vastly greater
number of images held in stock by the companies concerned. As such, they
have been arranged according to subject-classifications chosen for their utility
to the catalogue user and/or their cultural resonance, rather than for their
fidelity to the structure of the agency archive as a whole: hence not only the
content, format and style of these pre-selected images, but the differences in
classification labels for particular content (such as, for pictures of people,
‘Lifestyle’ as opposed to ‘People’), can serve as cultural indicators.

The third reason for relying on the catalogues as data sources is that this is
chiefly how the immediate clients of stock agencies have traditionally encount-
ered most of the images, including the few that they may ultimately purchase,
although in recent years the printed catalogue has been augmented — and in
some cases replaced — by CD-ROMs and websites. Ultimately, the images that
are chosen and promoted in catalogues are those perceived by the agency as
having the greatest sales potential and, moreover, they are also those that are
most frequently sold in practice. Thus the catalogue, rather than the agency
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archive, most consistently articulates the connection between moments of
image-production, distribution and circulation.

The final reason for relying on stock catalogues as a pre-selected sample is
largely logistical. It is far easier to gain access to stock catalogues than it is to
agency archives: they are distributed free of charge to potential clients, whereas
the archive itself is normally amenable only to agency staff. Moreover, the
archive is subject to constant, complex change, both incremental and moment-
ous, much of which is unrecorded. The catalogues, on the other hand, provide
a permanent record from different periods. They allow for effective compari-
son historically between diverse periods and synchronically between different
companies during the same period, something that would be almost impossible
to achieve were the research to be carried out directly on the larger archives.

Despite the fact that the catalogues offer a more manageable sample of
images, their size still presents difficulties for qualitative cultural analysis. The
average catalogue is around two hundred pages in length, each page containing
from five to ten images: thus a conservative estimate puts the number of images
per catalogue at around one thousand. Multiply that by twenty catalogues,
and the sample has become too unwieldy for in-depth critical interpretation.
A possible solution would be to focus on ‘natural’ classifications of images,
by which I mean those named and used in the catalogues themselves, such as
‘People’.23

The problem with this is that classification names come and go from cata-
logue to catalogue, with — to continue with our example — ‘People’ either not
appearing at all or apparently taking over entire catalogues (and being subdi-
vided accordingly). In order to create a manageable corpus of stock images
while accounting for the impact of such shifts in classification I have further
narrowed the sample, selecting a priori a key category of images promoted in
stock-photography catalogues: ‘romantic couples’. The rationale for this choice
is discussed in Chapter 6.

Images and Words about Images

This dual approach to stock photography involves moving between — and
comparing — two different types of ‘data’: the ‘texts’ of industry practitioners,
including interviews, comments made at professional conferences and articles
printed in trade journals; and the images that are the products of that industry.
Hence an obvious but important difference between these data is their ‘medi-
um’: one is verbal, the other pictorial. This distinction has important implica-
tions not only for the operations of the visual content industry, as I hope to
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show. It also means that the research itself will need to be sensitive to the
complex and difficult history of encounters between images and words.

Such concern with the often fraught intersection of pictures and verbal texts
is clearly nothing new. Their areas of reciprocity and friction, co-presence and
intractability, equivalence and difference, are among the most vexed issues in
the study of cultural artefacts and artistic works. These are weighty, time-
honoured matters, subjects of extensive discussion across cultures and epochs,
and they necessarily enliven (and plague) many critical encounters with visual,
pictorial and ‘multi-medial’ symbolic forms.

Notwithstanding this venerable history, the advent of electronic and now
digital communication technologies has made the image-word relationship,
and its manifestation in contemporary cultural products — advertisements,
newspapers and magazines, films, television programmes — a matter of increas-
ing urgency to media analysts,24 as well as a defining problematic of the new
field of ‘visual culture studies’ (Mitchell 2002). Furthermore, these products
have become grist to the mill of a semiotically informed cultural studies, both
in their problematic appearance as ‘texts’ and through the apparently neutral
notion of ‘multimodality’. Yet a key problem besetting media and cultural
analysts is that there is no obviously external ‘vantage point’ from which to
observe the image-text relationship. For it is not simply a question of investi-
gating the interactions between images and words. It also a question of how
do this adequately i1 words. The study of images on their own is itself embroiled
in the image—-text problematic. Even if we set aside claims that verbal language
informs almost all areas of subjective and inter-subjective experience, including
visual perception and interpretation, the simple fact that academic scholarship
is mainly rendered as written discourse means that the analysis of visual culture
takes the form of words. We appraise pictures from within writing. We engage,
ineluctably, in ‘ekphrasis’, broadly defined as the verbal representation of visual
representation, the use of texts to describe images.2

At the most naive level this can involve an operational assumption of
adequate code-equivalence between visual images and the discourse that
interrogates them: the supposition that the analyst’s verbal text can, at least
approximately, ‘grasp’ the visual object and re-present it before a reader. Such
an assumption, both necessary and largely inconspicuous, is open to serious
challenge on theoretical and methodological grounds, although such challenges
run the obvious risk of disabling critical investigation of non-verbal pheno-
mena altogether. Upon these uncertain foundations, however, the edifice itself
is unsteady, in particular with regard to that branch of semiotics or semiology
in the Saussurean tradition that, for all the efforts of Peirceans, has been most
influential in fields of inquiry which take ‘visual’ or multimodal media as
primary objects of study: cultural studies, media studies, film history and
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theory, non-traditional forms of art and architecture criticism.2¢ For the
semiotic analysis of visual images bears within it a central crux — the claim
that semiotics possesses ‘supradisciplinary status’ (Bal and Bryson, 1991: 176)
and has freed itself from its (partial) origins in linguistics, making it suitable
for application to non-linguistic ‘texts’, including pictures and photographs.2”
Such a claim clearly raises questions concerning the putative status of semi-
ology as a ‘science’ (see Lefebvre’s (1991: 130-47) trenchant critique), as
well as about the relationship between disciplinary boundaries, representa-
tional forms and epistemological categories (such as modes of perception and
cognition).

When the dust has cleared in these debates, it is still worth asking whether
it is appropriate to analyse visual images using a theory that implicitly takes
language as paradigmatic for meaning (for example, Barthes 1977a, b, ¢;
Burgin 1982, a, b). Does not such a linguistic ‘bias’ threaten to reduce non-
linguistic signs to linguistic categories, eliding the more fundamental question
of the similarity — or otherwise — of images and words? And doesn’t it tend to
create a mystified and obscure ‘remainder’ of all that is irreducible to those
linguistic categories, of everything that is left unexplained in the image after
the various connotations and cultural codes have been peeled off and the
semiotic analysis has run its course? (Thus Barthes describes the ‘literal’
meaning of an image as ‘a message by eviction’ (1977b: 42).) Examples of such
a remainder might include Bryson’s (1981: 6) figural ‘being-as-image’, or
Barthes’ ‘obtuse meaning’: ‘what, in the image, is purely image’ (1977c: 61).
The key assumption behind this ‘purely image’ is that there is (or should be)
a realm of pristine visuality unadulterated by language and signification, a
‘this-side of language’ (Barthes 1977a: 30, original emphasis).

So a good reason for hesitating before accepting the claim that semiotics is
a ‘transdisciplinary theory’ is that the relationship between images and lan-
guage is very much unsettled: ‘“The visual has served, over and again, as the
figure within textual analysis for the nontextual, within discourse for the
nondiscursive . . . The image, in essence, becomes the figure in such analysis
for the rupturing of linguistic totality’ (Herbert 1995: 538). This linguistic
intractability of the image underpins what W.J.T. Mitchell has called the
‘pictorial turn’ (following Rorty’s ‘linguistic turn’) in philosophy and in the
production and understanding of culture, in which ° pictures form a point of
peculiar friction and discomfort across a broad range of intellectual inquiry’
(Mitchell 1992: 90; see also Mitchell 1994).

The methodological implications of such friction and discomfort are as
follows. To begin with, while linguistic-semiotic approaches are not only so
ubiquitous as to be unavoidable, but are also genuinely compelling analytical
tools, it is important to recognize the ways in which they are resisted by visual
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images, and to understand visual experience and the interpretation of images
as not wholly explicable in terms of textual decipherment.28 Equally, however,
it is essential to resist the contrary temptation: the reification of ‘the image’
and its abstraction from material, social and linguistic contexts, which some
have argued mirrors on the level of theory the decontextualization and com-
modification of images on a global scale that is so prominent a feature of
current cultural practice (Foster 1996: 106-7).2 Images may be very different
to linguistic texts, but they are almost always contextually juxtaposed with
words — whether captions, titles, advertising or editorial ‘copy’ — and it is
reasonable to assume that their interpretation is in important ways inflected
by language (see Barthes 1977a, b; Burgin 1986: 51-69).

In other words, word and image are not identical, but they are both mutually
engaged and jointly embedded in broader discourses, making it rash to claim
that the production and interpretation of images can be wholly detached from
‘non-visual’ sensory and signifying practices, especially language. The com-
plexity of this relationship necessitates the sensitive application of a number
of analytical approaches, recognizing the advantages, biases and limitations
of each. That is why the analysis of the images undertaken in this research
deploys a somewhat eclectic conceptual armoury, moving between modes of
inquiry borrowed from cultural studies, film studies, history of art and photo-
graphy theory, and well as from literary studies, textual hermeneutics, and
linguistic-semiotic accounts of cultural signification.

Yet I will also make a further claim: that the friction between images and
words is not really a ‘problem’. Rather, it is actually productive in practice. It
contributes to the ceaseless performance, intelligibility and utility of symbolic
forms both as ‘technical’ media and as ‘cultural’ activity, and to the (precarious)
coherence of cultural production processes. For intellectual uncertainty as to
the equivalence or difference of words and images is paralleled by a similar —
indeed, often far more intense — concern among particular groups of profes-
sional ‘imageers’ in contemporary popular culture. These occupational groups
include image-makers who manufacture pictures, as well as — for want of a
better term — professional ‘image-exploiters’ who buy and utilize them in
further text-image ensembles (adverts, brochures, newspaper and magazine
articles, product packaging, etc.). All of these groups use words systematically
and deliberately in order to create, organize, understand, evaluate, promote
and deploy that apparently most ‘visual’ of media — photographs — while
occasionally placing a tactical distance between themselves and the verbal
realm.

Stock photography provides a good example of this productivity. Not only
is the evaluation of images heavily dependent on verbal language, but the
professional literature is replete with advice to photographers to produce their
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images as visual counterparts to common verbal idiomatic expressions. More-
over, the images are subject to (and created through) institutionalized forms
of verbal classification and description in stock agency archives and catalogues
(see Chapter 3) — forms which are being reconfigured as a result of the deploy-
ment of ‘keyword’ searches to find images in digital archives, including web-
sites (see Chapter 7). So in effect I will use the case of stock photography to
explore a hypothesis: that among the engines driving the production of visual
culture, especially in its ‘mass’ or ‘industrialized’ forms, is the systematic and
dynamic intersection of images and words in a dialectic of symbolic generation.
And this dialectic is both creative and propulsive: it helps to bring images into
being as material objects and it drives their movement across institutionally
distinct sites of production, promotion, circulation and reception.

Admitting Limitations

Any research on ‘the real world’ is bound to be incomplete. In addition to the
extreme unlikelihood that an intellectual enterprise can fully convey the rich
complexity of empirical phenomena, there are always organizational and
logistical problems which can be as influential for the research as they are
annoyingly mundane. It’s best to be up-front about these before discussing any
‘findings’: my work on the visual content industry was beset by a number of
logistical difficulties. The first was the secrecy, verging on paranoia, of many
in the industry itself. This may have intensified recently as a result of the
transformations sweeping the business which have heightened competition and
increased both short-term and long-term uncertainty. As I mentioned earlier,
only Getty Images PLC publishes audited accounts, and that is because it is
legally obligated to do so as a publicly quoted company. The other large
agencies are unwilling to provide detailed sales information, except where they
can see a definite marketing advantage, a benefit that proved unlikely to arise
in connection with this research. Thus, acquiring information as basic as sales
turnover becomes a major obstacle. Regarding details of organizational pract-
ices, such as relationships between agencies and photographers, criteria for
image production and selection, the connection between the archives and the
catalogues, and the impact of new technologies, the informants from smaller
agencies proved extremely friendly and helpful, while (with the exception of
Getty, who were initially very helpful) for the larger agencies I have had to rely
mainly on articles in the trade press, the agencies’ own press releases, and
statements that slipped out during the sessions at Photo Expo East ’98.39 Some
representatives of large agencies (mainly in Israel) were so suspicious that they
either refused to meet me point-blank or turned down my requests to tape the
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interviews.31 Overall, this has the effect of making my information on photo-
graphic practices less definitive and representative than I would have liked.

With regard to the analysis of photographic images, the biggest problem is
the lack of chronological regularity and continuity in catalogue production,
as well as the instability of the format. Overall I was aiming at a sample of
images that would provide both diachronic continuity and synchronic range,
so that I could compare changes over time within corporations and differences
between diverse corporations at the same points in time. This proved to be
impossible for a number of reasons. First was the unwillingness of many
agencies to send me catalogues on the commercially sound grounds that
catalogues cost money and I was not a potential customer, which meant that
catalogues had to be begged and borrowed from contacts in the advertising
and design world who no longer needed them. This led to a rather random
selection, especially as it meant that I was unable to acquire or gain access to
any except a handful of catalogues from the 1980s.

A more significant problem is that catalogues are not necessarily issued on
a regular basis, nor do they possess the kind of uniform format that allows
for easy comparison. Not only have catalogues been released with increasing
frequency, but whereas in the past it was possible to point to a standardized
‘general catalogue’ format that included all the major image-classifications
(people, landscapes, industry, business, sports, abstract), in recent years the
larger agencies have taken to issuing specialist catalogues. For example, The
Image Bank’s Catalogue 16 (1995) was devoted solely to ‘People’, while
Catalogue 17 (1995) focused on ‘Ideas’. Likewise, Tony Stone Images released
the Wild catalogue — their second catalogue to be devoted solely to wildlife
and nature images (the first was called Visions of Nature) —in October 1998
(TSI Press Release 12.10.98, www.tonystone.com). Similarly, actual classifica-
tion names and applications are in accelerated flux: ‘People’ is fairly self-
explanatory, but the content and its meanings are subtly altered when similar
images are classified under ‘Lifestyle’ in a later catalogue, and especially when
they are dispersed throughout the sections of something like The Image Bank’s
Perceptions (Catalogue 24, 1998), whose headings are ‘emotions’, ‘relation-
ships’, ‘choices + changes’, ‘communication’ and ‘imagination’. Hence one
advantage of the methodological decision to concentrate on a particular pre-
defined category of images — romantic couples — is that it allowed me to
stabilize the object of analysis despite this fluctuation in format and classifica-
tion, and to account for the ways in which these fluctuations might impact
on the images’ meanings.

Finally, the principal limitation of the research is that it does not include an
analysis of the reception of the images by actual ‘end-users’. Indeed, it may
strike readers as odd that I focus on the production of images and the mediation
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of their meaning by ‘cultural intermediaries’ but do not attempt to ascertain
whether their projections of consumer interpretations are at all accurate or
determining.

There are many reasons for this. Logistically it is very hard to track most
of the images through to their final appearance in advertisements and market-
ing material, and in many cases the images have been hugely altered by the
time they reach the final viewer. (This is actually a central concern in stock
photography, one that will be explored in subsequent chapters.) At which point
the research would be less concerned with questions of cultural production and
the mediation of photographic meaning than with the formation of advertising
audiences and modes of reading in the broader context of cultural consump-
tion, questions which are extremely complex in their own right and — while
clearly connected — legitimately beyond the scope of this project. I am not
arguing for the absolute and eternal separation of production and consumption
(as I think is clear from the theoretical assumptions outlined above), or for the
primacy of production with regard to the determination of meaning, but for
the privileged complexity of cultural production. Therefore  would stress the
methodological value of making the production/consumption distinction when
analysing specific cultural industries. In fact, I would argue that this is one of
the strengths of this book. By refusing at the outset to join the zero-sum
argument over the power of producers versus the power of consumers, it is
able to take cultural production seriously without dogmatically insisting on
its ability to impose meanings.

Nevertheless, although I shall not directly investigate the processes of con-
sumption, perception and meaning-creation among empirical viewers, this
book would be seriously incomplete if it did not address the possible implica-
tions of production processes for consumption, since production has consump-
tion as its goal and both producers and intermediaries work with either an
implicit or an explicit ‘profile’ of an ‘ideal’ (that is, imagined or projected)
viewer. As Don Slater argues in his discussion of the production and marketing
of ‘mass’ (amateur) photography: ‘production might not create the consumer
concretely, without overwhelming mediation, but there is definitely an abstract
specific consumer at which it is aimed, and it is this abstract relationship — of
the ‘manner’ of production to the ‘manner’ of consumption — whose mechan-
isms must be explored’ (1983: 247). This abstract or ideal consumer is poten-
tially structured into the final product itself, although I will argue that in the
case of stock photography, if not in other sectors, the complexity of mediation
in the production process creates a diverse range of amorphous and sometimes
conflicting ideal viewers, including, for the stock photographer, the ideal
cultural intermediary. Moreover, these projections are not simply about who
the viewer is imagined to be, but about the optimum conditions for viewing
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and the preferred viewing mode for generating a particular meaning (the
‘manner’ of consumption). In other words, producers project discursively
sanctioned contextual ideals: ideal modes of viewing. As I argue in several of
the chapters (most explicitly in Chapter 6) these conflicting projections and
ideals are created around ‘system’ and ‘mission’ rhetorics — the former address-
ing professionals in the production system and the latter addressing ‘con-
sumers’ at the end of it — and which can be traced in the images themselves.
It is in these chapters that I come closest to speculating about the reception of
stock images in consumer cultures and their connection to visual ordinariness.

Whether or not ideal modes of viewing are actually adopted by empirical
viewers will, of course, remain beyond the scope of this book, although I do
not assume that the responses of empirical viewers are necessarily limited by
the range of viewing modes offered by a particular image: consumption is not
a simple mirror-image of production, nor is reception totally deducible from
the structure of the image or text. (See Bal and Bryson 1991 for an analysis of
the distinction between ideal and empirical viewers and its problems.) Indeed,
one of the claims of recent studies of consumer culture is that in many ways
cultural production aims to reflect consumption, and not the other way
around. The increasing use of focus groups, psychographic profiles, lifestyle
research and audience-targeting techniques mean that ‘ideal’ viewing modes,
at least as far as the cultural intermediaries in advertising agencies and market-
ing departments are concerned, are understood as a distillation of character-
istics gleaned from empirical viewers.

How This Book Works

In addition to this introduction, the book is divided into seven inter-linked
chapters (Chapters 2-8) followed by a very brief conclusion. The chapters are
as follows:

Chapter 2. From the Library to the Bank: The Emergence of Stock
Photography

Analysing the social and historical context of stock photography, this chapter
offers an account of the industry’s historical emergence and the crystallization
of its core values and discourses. Historically the stock industry emerges in the
United States and Europe in the early 1970s with the establishment of stock
agencies The Image Bank and Comstock. Despite elements of continuity with
previous formations — editorial picture agencies, photo libraries and private
collections of artistic images — the new stock industry transformed previous
practices by organizing them around the central discourse of marketing and
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advertising. This discourse was articulated through four interrelated core
values: the institutional priority of marketing and advertising clients and
images; the emphasis on ‘quality’ production values, technical excellence and
‘talent’; the adoption of professional marketing and branding techniques; and
a global orientation. Despite the dominance of these values, expressed in
particular through the rise of the ‘super-agencies’, the industry accommodated
diverse approaches informed by alternative practices and discourses, especially
those connected to art and documentary photography.

Chapter 3. Shooting for Success: Stock Photography and the
Production of Culture

This chapter explores the intersection between the ‘cultural economy’ of stock
photography and its ‘mode of representation’ (Lash 1990). Beginning with a
review of studies of photographic production, it then explores the ‘biography’
(Appadurai 1986, Kopytoff 1986) of the stock image by tracing its path
through configurations of production and distribution, and by analysing key
terms (success, creativity, meaning, genre, the concept, the catalogue) in the
discourses of different industry professionals (photographers, agency manage-
ment). These are interpreted in the context of semiotic and post-structuralist
approaches to photography and cultural studies.

Chapter 4. The Archive, the Stereotype and The Image Repertoire:
Classification and Stock Photography

Beginning with a theoretical discussion of the broader connection between
photography and forms of social categorization, this chapter explores stock
photography as an archival system, its connection to classification and social
hierarchies in modern societies, the targeting of audiences and lifestyles within
advertising and marketing discourse, and the relationship between stock
images, stereotypes, perceptual modes, and the organizational and cultural
milieu of cultural intermediaries. In the course of this discussion I introduce
a different term — the ‘image-repertoire’ — to emphasize that, unlike some other
photographic practices, stock photography is a dynamic archival system
informed by a rhetorical and theatrical tradition rather than by positivist or
empiricist emphases on the ‘truth-value’ of the image.

Chapter 5. The Image of Romance: Stock Images as Cultural
Performances

This chapter draws upon semiotic and post-structuralist approaches to inter-
pret a selected category of ‘romantic’ stock images and its relationship, broadly
speaking, to cultural stereotypes. The analysis employs three interconnected
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dimensions — content, style and textual placement — and interprets the images’
cultural significance using the central concepts of performativity (of social
categories), materialization (of normative and culturally intelligible bodies) and
abjection (of excluded others), particularly with regard to representations of
sex, sexuality, class and ethnicity.

Chapter 6. Rhetorics of the Overlooked: The Communicative Modes of
Stock Images

Developing the conception of the image-repertoire as a performative process,
this chapter focuses on the complex communicative properties of stock photo-
graphs, including the ways in which they conspicuously perform their potential
as promotional tools before cultural intermediaries while at the same time
intersecting with the creation of ‘ordinariness’ and ‘the everyday’ among
consumers. These communicative properties include the images’ temporality,
their narrative potentiality and their stillness, the conspicuousness of their
performance or staging, and their incessant repetition. Interpreting the com-
municative mode of stock images as fundamentally enmeshed within the
temporality of contemporary consumption itself, the chapter reassesses the
potentiality of notions such as ‘myth’ and ‘pseudo-cyclical time’ in accounting
for the visual dimensions of consumer cultures.

Chapter 7. And God Created Photoshop: Digital Technologies, Creative
Mastery and Aesthetic Angst

This chapter explores the impact of new digital technologies on the practices
and discourses of industry professionals and on stock images themselves. It
looks at the ways in which digital technologies have both transformed and been
incorporated into pre-existing industrial systems and cultural practices, tracing
elements of continuity and discontinuity through moments of ‘production’,
‘storage’ and ‘distribution’. It also examines the ways in which the technologies
impart a sense of creative mastery to professionals while reviving anxiety over
the ‘integrity’ of their images.

Chapter 8. The Realm of the Info-Pixel: From Stock Photography to the
Visual Content Industry

In this chapter I ask how we might understand the systematic digitization of
cultural forms, and how the environmental dynamics of industrialized visual
culture can be grasped in relation to cultural experience and the organization
of power. What, in short, might the advent of a digitized, global ‘visual content
industry’ mean for us and our culture? To answer this question I address the
relationship between new technologies and organizational, structural-financial
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and cultural factors in the creation of the visual content industry, exploring
the industry as an organizational mode for exploiting and containing the
destabilizing effects of digital technologies on previously distinct media such
as photography, illustration, fine art, film and video. Describing the dynamics
of the visual content industry, and their impact on the economic relations
between diverse types of professionals and organizations, the chapter raises
questions about their social and cultural ramifications for image-diversity,
cultural domination and creativity. Finally, it considers the ideological and
ethical implications of these developments.

Most of these chapters are characterized by the presentation and close
analysis of empirical material, whether historical accounts of industrial
developments (Chapter 2), explorations of professional practices and dis-
courses in pre-digital stock and the visual content industry (Chapters 3 and
7), readings of stock images (Chapter 5) and the ‘political-economic’ analysis
of organizational trends and power relations within the visual content industry
(Chapter 8). These ‘empirical’ sections, while they certainly engage with
cultural and photography theory, are punctuated by two chapters that are more
purely ‘theoretical’ (or possibly speculative) in character: Chapter 4 on the
archival dynamics of stock photography and Chapter 6 on the communicative
modes or ‘rhetorics’ of stock images and consumer culture. I say this because
although the book is written to be read as a whole, readers whose principal
aim is to glean some useful information about stock photography might wish
to postpone reading the ‘theoretical’ chapters. I hope that other readers who
— like me — want to look at stock photography and the visual content industry
in order to understand more about contemporary consumer cultures will
find these ‘speculative’ sections particularly interesting, if not necessarily
convincing.

Notes

1. This very rough figure of 70 per cent is based on data for 1997 (Com-
munication Arts, August 1998: 209).

2. Tusethe term ‘consumer culture’ rather than ‘consumer society’ because
it specifically applies to my main subject: the industrial production of
visual cultural products for consumers. I should add that the ‘treatment’
of viewers as consumers by cultural industries does not, of itself, neces-
sarily dictate that viewers do indeed shape their identities primarily
through consumption.

3. For the sake of brevity, [ will use the terms ‘stock photography’ and ‘visual
content industry’ almost interchangeably in this chapter, although they
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are not identical. As later chapters will make plain, the latter term both
includes the former and succeeds it chronologically.

This is the general practice, although some agencies employ salaried staff
photographers and produce in-house images which the agency owns.
Other agencies operate a mixed system, creating in-house photographs
and buying the licensing rights (not the copyright) to other images from
freelance photographers. Very recently a number of ‘high-end” agencies,
most notably Tony Stone, have instituted a type of assignment or ‘work-
for-hire’ relationship with photographers: the agency develops a particular
theme or idea for a catalogue, selects and approaches suitable photo-
graphers, and actively directs the shoots. This new (and, for stock
photography, minority) practice will be discussed in Chapter 8.

As a rule, photographers’ share of international sales are lower than for
domestic sales, largely because foreign representatives or franchisees need
to be taken into account. The allocation of revenue from digital sales will
also be dealt with in Chapter 8.

Prices can range from a few hundred US dollars for a small brochure to
several thousand for national advertising campaigns (Demystifying
‘Rights Protected’ Stock Photo Pricing, Comstock, www.comstock.com,
1999). According to the ASMP Press Release ‘ASMP’s Stock Survey
Results — May 1999, the value of the average sale made by stock agencies
in 1999 was $352.

The term ‘generic image’ is widely used in the stock industry.

The term ‘cultural intermediaries’ originates with Bourdieu (1986) — who
actually wrote of ‘new cultural intermediaries’, a new (petit-bourgeois)
class fraction of ‘knowledge workers’ specializing in representation and
the provision of symbolic goods and services in such areas as broadcasting,
public relations, advertising, etc. The term has been adopted, refined and
critiqued in subsequent explorations of cultural production and advertis-
ing (for cogent recent accounts see Nixon and Du Gay 2002 and Negus
2002), with writers such as Hesmondhalgh (2002) preferring the term
‘cultural managers’. The debate around these terms, which is in danger
of becoming arcane, has nevertheless focused scholarly attention on the
collaborative and complexly structured nature of contemporary cultural
production and its relation to commercial practices and new occupational
groupings. I use the term to refer to those workers in stock agencies, and
their clients in advertising, marketing and design, who are responsible for
the distribution and circulation of stock images but not for their initial
production (stock photographers are not therefore cultural intermediaries
—they are primary-symbol creators), although the distinction is not always
easy to make. As intermediaries these workers ‘come in-between creative
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artists and consumers (or, more generally, production and consump-
tion)’, and are continually engaged in articulating the connections be-
tween them (Negus 2002).

‘Royalty-free’ images are sold on a single-fee, multiple-use, mass-distrib-
ution principle, which means that, in contrast to rights-protected stock
photography, purchase of the image includes purchase of a broad, non-
exclusive licence to use the image as, when and however often the pur-
chaser sees fit (although there are more restrictions than immediately
meet the eye). Royalty-free images are generally sold on CD-ROM for
between $100 and $500 for several hundred and even several thousand
images, and are also available individually via the internet. The relation-
ship between conventional stock agencies and royalty-free companies
—which has moved from animosity to incorporation — will be dealt with
in Chapter 7.

Broadly endorsed within the industry in the late 1990s, the figure of $1
billion for total global sales was frequently mentioned during the trade
conference Photo Expo East *98, although no one could point to a defini-
tive source. (The Image Bank estimated the figure for 1998 at $650
million, reaching $1 billion by the year 2000, while Index Stock put the
value of the ‘visual content industry’ at $2.5 billion in 2000, without
spelling out how it calculated that figure: Index Stock, ‘Corporate Hist-
ory’, 19 November 1999, www.indexstock.com/press/history.htm.) It
was confirmed as an acceptable though ‘very rough, repeat very rough’
estimate by Brian Seed, Publisher of Stock Photo Report (probably the
most thorough, though not necessarily the most popular, industry mon-
itor) in private correspondence with the author (30.1.99). In his keynote
address at Photo Expo East 98, Jonathan Klein, CEO of Getty Images
PLC, bemoaned the secrecy of his competitors with regard to publishing
accurate financial figures (31.10.98).

‘Representation’ is a troubling term but especially useful for figurative
pictorial and photographic images, since it can mean simultaneously
‘depiction’ and ‘standing in place of’ (as in representative government).
This is complicated by the basic semiotic proposition that an image, as
a type of sign, frequently ‘stands in place of’ something other than what
it ‘depicts’: advertising images, for example, often depict scenes and
persons which not only signify undepicted concepts, but stand in place
of the viewer.

Barthes’s declared aim in Camera Lucida, probably the most influential
contemporary meditation on photography, is ‘to learn at all costs what
Photography was “in itself”, by what essential feature it was to be
distinguished from the community of images’ (Barthes 1984: 3).
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The choice is usually between Niépce, Daguerre and Fox Talbot.
Some of these central texts are usefully collected in Trachtenberg (1980).
To name only some of the most prominent books and articles.
Andrew Tolson (1996; 112-13) makes a similar point.

Geoffrey Batchen (1997) examines the ‘binary logic’ that manifests an
underlying connection — an obsession with ontology — between two
ostensibly opposed approaches to photography: a traditional ‘formalist’
insistence on the inherent, fundamental and determining characteristics
of photography as a unique medium, irrespective of cultural context,
versus a ‘postmodernist’ account that elevates the historical and cultural
context as against the self-sufficiency of the image, arguing that photo-
graphy has no essential identity. The obsession with the ontological
foundation of the medium is not of course unique to photograph theory:
precedents come to mind in painting and sculpture (see Foster 1996),
not to mention literary writing. Similarly, the ontologically-obsessed
opposition of ‘formalist’ medium-specificity and ‘postmodernist’ con-
textualization has arisen elsewhere: “Where we once ontologized medi-
ums to death, we now historicize them out of existence’ (Foster 1996:
100).

This is in contrast, for instance, to the theory and history of film. Although
frequently in conflict, especially over questions of reception, these pro-
jects embrace a range of both theoretical and historical investigations,
including detailed analyses of film as both text and as industry, that far
outstrips the range of photography theory and history. Balio’s (19835)
anthology on the US film industry provides some good examples, while
Bordwell, Thompson and Staiger’s (1985) analysis of classical Holly-
wood cinema remains probably the best-known integration of industrial
and textual analysis. For a lucid discussion of these issues see Hansen
(1991: 1-8).

The crucial debate — between Garnham (political economy of communi-
cation) and Grossberg (cultural studies), with various stabs at mediation
by other writers — can be found in a special issue of Critical Studies in
Mass Communication 12(1) (1995), as well as in Ferguson and Golding
(1997). Hesmondhalgh (2002) gives a brief but sane overview and
suggests an eminently sensible resolution, while Jones (1999) gives an
interesting account of the complex relevance of Raymond Williams’s
writings on ‘cultural materialism’ to this debate.

This sense that production is in great part a rhetorical affair is a develop-
ment of Wernick’s (1991) insight concerning the (self-)promotional logic
of contemporary consumer culture, one which, however, extends his
notion of promotional logic back into the production environment itself.
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The key publication here is the anthology edited by Paul du Gay and
Michael Pryke (2002).

The distinction between notions of ‘mission’ and ‘system’ is elaborated
in Chapter 6.

As a general rule in the discussion of stock photography catalogues, the
term “classification’ describes the subject-headings used by stock agencies
themselves. ‘Category’ refers to the a priori division and ordering of
images according to the needs of the research.

See McLuhan (1994 [1964]), Postman (1985), Meyrovitz (1985), Bolter
(1996), among many others.

The literature on the image-text relationship and on ekphrasis is extens-
ive. My broad use of ‘ekphrasis’ follows Mitchell’s superb account in
‘Ekphrasis and the Other’ (Miller 1994). For a discussion of ekphrasis
as a literary device, and in relation to the yearning for ‘the natural sign’,
see Krieger (1992).

It is sometimes claimed that Peircean semiotic theory offers a more
appropriate framework for the analysis of images (and other non-lin-
guistic signs) than the Saussurean tradition. Nevertheless, Peirce’s distinc-
tion between the sign-types index, symbol and icon has left a problematic
legacy, with ‘icon’ probably causing the most confusion and concern. See,
among others, Eco (1975), Rodowik (1990), and Elkins (1995) for brief
discussions.

This assertion by Bal and Bryson is unfortunate, since it appears to locate
their essay on semiotics and art history in a direct line of descent from
more ‘scientistic’ approaches. Equally unfortunate is their contention
that the development of semiotics in conjunction with literary texts is
‘perhaps largely a historical accident, whose consequences, while
not unimportant, can be bracketed’ (1991: 176). Notwithstanding the
deployment of conditionals and negatives here — ‘perhaps largely’ and
‘not unimportant’ used to strengthen a weak argument through contrite
candor — this claim remains unsupported, and is rightly criticized by
Mitchell (1994: 14, note 10). Most unfortunate, however, is that the
claim of ‘transdisciplinarity’ is actually unfaithful to the substance of
their essay, which is acutely sensitive to the limitations and lacunae of
semiotic theory, while arguing cogently for the utility and relevance of
‘post-strucuralist’ perspectives, critiques of Saussurean semiotics among
them.

This renewed emphasis on the opposition between image and text both
echoes Lessing’s eighteenth-century antinomy of painting and poetry in
Laocoon, and perhaps achieves its apogee in Lyotard’s distinction be-
tween ‘discourse’ and ‘figure’ (for a discussion see Lash 1988). According
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to Rodowick, the privileging of the verbal over the pictorial has been a
central strategy of Western philosophy for at least two hundred years
(1990: 10); Derrida (1976), of course, has argued that the graphic (which,
crucially, includes writing) has been systematically excluded by a phono-
centric Western philosophical tradition that can be traced back to Plato,
although some dispute whether Derridean ‘writing’ itself includes or
excludes the pictorial (for example, Elkins 1995).

The threat of ‘reification’ and ‘abstraction’ is at the heart of the controv-
ersy around the institutionalization of “Visual Culture’ as a separate field
of inquiry. See the “Visual Culture Questionnaire’, October 77 (1996:
26-69). For a critique of the assumptions behind this questionnaire, see
Irit Rogoff’s article in Mirzoeff 1998: 14-26. Mitchell (2002) provides
a characteristically lucid discussion of the issues.

Despite the cooperation of most of my informants, some asked not to
be named or quoted. Since their views were almost always echoed either
in the trade press, at Photo Expo East *98 or elsewhere in the public
domain, T have preferred to use these ‘on the record’ statements wherever
possible, including for informants who made no request for anonymity.
The interviews, therefore, largely occupy the background in the chapters
that follow (with a couple of exceptions): they were, however, crucial
in directing me — as an outsider — toward an understanding of the indus-
try’s core values and dynamics.

‘Suspicion’ is my interpretation of the following: I was required to bring
convincing proof of my status as a researcher, and when I promised to
do so, my potential informant suddenly became ‘too busy’ on a perma-
nent basis.
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In ‘Pictures for Rent: From Stereoscope to Stereotype’ (1999), the only pub-
lished scholarly critique of the contemporary stock-photography business, J.
Abbott Miller outlines the extreme difficulty of tracing the industry’s history.

Stock photography is both a border activity — a stepchild of more respected forms
— and a transient, commercially driven undertaking. Nor is stock photography a
stable, continuous or discrete entity . . . There is no single point of origin for stock
photography, which has grown out of the diverse areas of photographic production
and consumption. (Miller 1999: 121)

This is an acute observation. The issue of stock photography’s stability and
identity, its coherence as a discrete phenomenon (whether defined as an indus-
try, a marketing method, an archival procedure, a photographic style, etc.)
anchored in identifiable historical origins, is still of some concern among
professionals today. Nevertheless, however fragile the foundations, an ordered
chronological account of stock photography — shot through with critical
reflection — demands to be constructed. For the industry and its products
cannot be materially and discursively grasped without a sense of their historical
emergence.

It is worth the risk of either dignifying or deriding that emergence through
the conjuring trick of periodization. Three stages stand out from the wealth
of detail: (1) a ‘primitive’ age before the 1970s in which stock photography
barely exists, or exists only in potential (a potential to be recovered retrospect-
ively in the subsequent quest for legitimacy), consisting as it does of an inchoate
mass of small agencies serving a diverse range of sectors and purposes (edi-
torial, historical, scientific, geographical, educational, journalistic, commer-
cial) with little consciousness of belonging to a greater whole and sharing a
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common project or a distinguished future; (2) 1974-1990, a “classical’ period
in which, following the lead of agencies such as The Image Bank and Com-
stock, stock photography is consolidated as a unified industry and as an object
of discourse, establishing its paradigmatic identity and mission as the image-
producing arm of the advertising industry, and formulating a recognisable,
consensual visual aesthetic manifested in the ‘generic stock image’; (3) 1990
to the present, a ‘modern’ (or perhaps postmodern) period characterized by
rapid and radical fiscal, organizational and technological change, corporate
and cultural disorientation, fragmentation, restructuring and consolidation
coupled with massive growth and global wealth-generation, partial dislocation
from the immediate imperatives of the advertising industry and the construc-
tion of alternative (including consumer) markets, and an experimentation with
the style, and to a lesser degree the content, of images.

The necessarily brief chronicle that follows focuses on the first two of these
periods, although it will also touch upon the third (which has already been
outlined to some extent in the Introduction) where relevant.! A more in-depth
analysis of this ‘modern/postmodern’ period will be provided in later sections
and chapters, concentrating on the continuities and changes in image-content
and style, and on the impact of technological, commercial and organizational
changes. Hence I have attempted to keep repetition to a minimum, while trying
to provide some sense of historical order and breadth.

According to most accounts, stock photography assumes its definitive con-
temporary identity and structure in the 1970s, shifting from a largely ‘editorial’
orientation based on the supply of images for magazine and newspaper articles
to one that served the needs of consumer advertising and corporate marketing.%

In the process it broke decisively with ancestors who, judging by the tone
of some current commentators, were variously distinguished and vulgar. From
the wrong side of the cultural tracks, if we accept the implied disdain of the
description in How to Shoot Stock Photos that Sell, were the ‘photo libraries’
established ‘early in the 20th Century . .. “selling” rights to stock images of
such predictable subjects as babies, animals and staged photographs of people’
(Heron 1996: 13). Similar libraries are described by Naomi Rosenblum as
‘companies that during the 1890s had stocked large selections of photographs,
including stereographs, to meet the demands of middle-class viewers and
burgeoning magazines’ (1997: 467), apparently catering to a bourgeois taste
for the sentimental, the exotic and the mildly shocking.

More venerable progenitors can be found among the news archives estab-
lished by newspapers and wire services and in the documentary and art photo-
graphy collections assembled by individual collectors. Probably the most
famous private collection is that created by Otto Bettman, which began its life
as two trunks containing 25,000 photographs, prints and negatives spirited
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(along with Bettman himself) out of Nazi Germany in 1935, and is today, with
nearly 17 million images, the flagship historical archive of Bill Gates’s Corbis
Corp: the contemporary archive also includes material from United Press
International and Reuters. Another esteemed forebear of stock photography,
related to newspaper archives and private collections, is the ‘picture agency’
of the type established in Europe and the United States between the two world
wars. Frequently founded by photographers themselves, these agencies were
designed ‘to serve the thriving market for news picture magazines such as Life,
Paris Match and Picture Post’ (Visual Communications Group Web Page 1997,
no longer available). They focused primarily on the editorial market and
worked broadly within the framework of photojournalism. Significantly, they
were more than mere archives of ‘out-takes’ (unused images) from commis-
sioned assignments. Rather, picture agencies were proactive with regard to
their clients, and ‘concerned themselves with generating story ideas, making
assignments and collecting fees in addition to maintaining files of pictures from
which editors might choose suitable illustrations’ (Rosenblum 1997: 467).
Significantly — from the point of view of the subsequent development of stock
photography — many of their images were shot with multiple sales in mind.
This had an effect on visual content and style: in the case of news photo
agencies in Weimar Germany, for example, overt political imagery was discou-
raged ‘since a neutral picture had more potential to be sold to both liberal and
conservative publications’ (Miller 1999: 125).

A good example of such a picture agency, and its destiny, is provided by
the Freelance Photographers Guild, founded in the United States in 1936 in
response to demand for photo-essay material for picture journals. Today,
operating under its abbreviated title FPG International, it has evolved into one
of America’s largest stock-photography companies, its images and ethos now
geared primarily to the needs of the advertising industry. Its ownership has also
changed. No longer an independent stock agency, let alone a photographer’s
collective, FPG was bought in 1997 by Visual Communications Group (VCG),
at that time one of the multinational super-agencies, which also owned stock
agencies, fine art collections and historical archives in Europe, as well as a
‘royalty-free’ image division. VCG was itself owned by United News and
Media PLC, owner of the UK’s Express Newspapers and an international
media and information conglomerate comprising consumer publishing, broad-
casting, financial and business services.> Then, in 2000, FPG — along with the
rest of its parent company — was acquired from United News and Media by
Getty Images.

These historical antecedents — popular photo libraries, news archives and
private collections, and picture agencies — are important for three reasons. First,
each has contributed in identifiable ways to the contemporary stock industry:
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the photo libraries have imparted their profitable sensitivity to popular taste,
including for the conventional and the sentimental; the news archives and
private collections have imparted a rhetoric of quality which refers both to
seriousness of content and to technical proficiency; and the picture agencies
have bequeathed creative and commercial energy in generating images based
around saleable marketing concepts and specified target audiences. Second,
they have ‘returned’, in a transformed constellation, as integral components
of the advertising-oriented ‘visual content industry’ into which stock photo-
graphy, as their independent offspring, is itself being subsumed: this is
especially apparent from the affiliations and ownership structures of the
multinational ‘super-agencies’, where stock photography, royalty-free image
producers and historical and fine-art archives are being combined synergistic-
ally to serve corporate sales. Finally, this reconfiguration within the visual
content industry represents an ironic historical reversal of stock photography’s
‘decisive break’ with its forebears in the 1970s, emphasizing areas of continuity
and mutual transformation rather than those of absolute rupture and
difference.

The pioneer of that ‘decisive break’ is generally thought to be The Image
Bank, established in New York in October 1974 by businessman Stanley
Kanney and photographer Lawrence Fried, although Abbott Miller reports
that the founders of Comstock — Tom Grill and Henry Scanlon, another
photographer—businessman coupling — also claim credit (1999: 128; see also
‘Future Shock: Comstock Goes Clip, Henry Scanlon Explains Why’, PDN, 9/
97: 60-8). Whatever the precise truth, the widely disseminated narrative of
The Image Bank’s foundation serves well as an archetypal account, strategically
augmented by a few choice references to Comstock’s version of events.

According to the special issue of Zoom magazine in honour of The Image
Bank’s 20th anniversary, its two founders

shared a vision: to create a new type of stock image agency which serviced the
advertising industry; an agency which was more sophisticated, truly international,
which represented and commissioned top photographic talent, and which would
utilize the most up-to-date technologies, merchandising and marketing techniques.
(Zoom Special Issue, 1994: 4)

Michal Heron provides a breathless account of the changes wrought by The
Image Bank, without once mentioning the agency’s name:

A dramatic change occurred when the first agency to serve the advertising market
was founded. Entering the bastion of big money assignment photography, this
agency introduced aggressive sales techniques and, novel to the stock industry, the
concept of worldwide franchise agencies. (1996:13)
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Notwithstanding Heron’s claims and the hagiographic tone of the Zoom
article, this emphasis on producing stock photographs for advertising was not
at all new: Helen Wilkinson’s (1997) study of the British agency Photographic
Advertising Ltd in the 1930s makes it clear that stock companies were geared
to advertising well before Kanney and Fried experienced their ‘vision’. Miller,
in turn, traces the historical evolution of stock back to companies producing
and selling stereoscopic images in the nineteenth century, which mutated into
news and documentary photo agencies, and later into advertising-oriented
stock agencies. In fact, Miller gives credit for the establishment of the advertis-
ing-oriented stock system to large stereoscope companies, such as Underwood
and Underwood, who were in business in the first two decades of the twentieth
century: the ‘industry’s’ first catalogue was published by the same firm in 1920
(1999: 128). Similarly, Michael Hiley’s analysis of the dawn of advertising
photography in late nineteenth-century England suggests that something
similar to the stock system (even though he doesn’t use the term) produced a
thriving market in commercial images before commissioned assignments
became the norm. Early advertising photographers were adept at producing
‘telling scenes’, stereotyped narrative images that ‘might prove useful to
advertisers’ (Hiley 1983: 108-35) and which could be speedily supplied.

Yet the creation of The Image Bank did initiate a period of radical change
within the stock industry. It reshaped several already-existing patterns of
industry activity, articulating them within the terms of the visual regime of
consumer culture and its governing discourses of marketing and advertising,
and establishing what we can call the paradigmatic structures and outlook of
stock photography in its ‘classical’ period:

The first transformation was the institutional priority given to advertising
clients, the result of The Image Bank’s almost exclusive dedication to the
production of stock for the advertising industry. Most agencies prior to this
combined any advertising orientation with an editorial one, and stock work
with commissioned assignments: Wilkinson (1997) notes that the stock library
probably took up less than half the time of the staff at Photographic Advertis-
ing Ltd, the rest being committed to commissioned projects and possibly
advertising films. In contrast, The Image Bank was to immerse itself entirely
in the advertising industry, was to become, as it were, the industry’s image-
producing arm: its mission was not simply to supply appropriate ready-made
images, but to speak the industry’s language, accept its practices and norms,
adhere to its standards, and anticipate its needs — especially with respect to
speed of delivery, image content and quality, and reduced costs. The timing
of the new venture was crucial to the success of this effort: ‘In the aftermath
of the 1973 oil crisis, American business plunged into recession and the US
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communications industry suffered the fallout. Advertising agencies and their
clients began to scrutinize the cost-effectiveness of expensive photographic
assignments’ (Zoom 1994: 4).

The second area of change concerned production values, transformed through
The Image Bank’s emphasis on technical excellence and photographic ‘talent’.
This was an attempt to counter the stigma levelled at its precursors as repre-
senting second-rate photographers or purveying ‘out-takes’ — the unwanted
leftovers — from commissioned assignments. As Heron (1996: 14) notes, the
prevailing opinion of the industry before the 1970s could be summed up by
the phrase ‘stock is schlock’. Promoting product quality was therefore an
essential move if the company was to succeed in attracting the interest and
maintaining the loyalty of influential art directors inured against stock and
habituated to high-quality commissioned work.

In practice this involved a tripartite move: The Image Bank had to create a
new type of market for stock images, a pool of high-quality images for selection
that were produced specifically for stock, and a cadre of top photographers
to create these images. Delivering product quality itself possessed two comple-
mentary dimensions, technical and aesthetic. The first required the perfection
of conventional photographic duplication techniques: the development of
superior 35mm duplicate transparencies that would ‘banish the nightmare of
the lost original’ (Zoom 1994: 4) and enable The Image Bank to offer the same
high-quality image via representatives across the globe. The second was more
complex, the result of the mutual realignment of technical and production
criteria, creative personnel and target market: the creation of a recognizable
visual aesthetic based loosely on conventional advertising imagery, an authori-
tative and replicable fusion of formal and stylistic codes and preferred subjects,
which would determine for photographers exactly ‘how’ the new, high-quality
stock photographs should look. This, in effect, was to herald the birth of the
generic stock image.

Attracting photographers capable of producing these images was, according
to Comstock CEO Henry Scanlon, crucial:

Some very talented people, all of whom had been making their living shooting
assignments, began bringing the same level of talent to stock, to the point where
the quality of the imagery rivalled or exceeded what buyers could expect to achieve
if they hired a top-notch photographer for thousands of dollars a day out of New
York or Chicago. (PDN, 9/97: 62)

This strategy, aimed ultimately at persuading influential cultural intermediaries
of stock’s quality, was not only designed to let the aesthetic characteristics of
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the images ‘speak for themselves’ to their target market. It also worked by
promoting the images as the creative labour of well-known photographers: it
guaranteed the images’ pedigree, within a discourse of cultural production that
stressed the transmission of ‘quality’ from source to product and the import-
ance of source-recognition to the experience of cultural consumption. Thus it
was ‘essentially a brand extension process. How can you convince art directors
who think only of assignment photographers to consider buying stock? Gather
together a group of the most recognized names in assignment photography —
and announce to the world that you sell their stock’ (Scanlon quoted in PDN,
9/97: 64).

In order to achieve this, of course, the agency had to persuade photographers
that stock was a viable and profitable career option. Once again, historical
circumstances proved favourable, with the decline of the mass-circulation
picture magazines over the 1960s and 1970s encouraging an overall reduction
in the number of permanent, salaried staff photographers and an increase in
freelance photographers. The latter both needed the sales opportunities pre-
sented by stock, and were not contractually forbidden from selling out-takes
or undertaking projects independently of their staff contracts (unlike most staff
photographers, whose images were considered the property of their pub-
lishers). The 1978 US Copyright Law, which asserted that an image is the
property of its photographer, and that the client of a freelance photographer
is only paying for the specified ‘use’ of that image, further augmented the
appeal of stock: photographers could make profits from multiple sales secure
in the knowledge that their copyright was legally protected (Miller 1999: 128).

Overall, the transformation in production values was to become the source
of a central tension within stock photography between two imperatives: the
necessity, on the one hand, to produce images sufficiently generic, polysemic
and anonymous to tolerate multiple reuse in diverse promotional contexts, and
the requirement, on the other hand, to promote images of a singular quality
and apparent originality — the marketable works of prominent individual
photographers —that would enable them to compete with the context-specificity
and artistic pretensions of assignment photographs. As we shall see later on,
this tension between the generic and the singular, the anonymous and the
attributable, reappears in the digitized ‘visual content industry’.

The third paradigmatic transformation was an inevitable expression of The
Image Bank’s symbiotic relationship with the advertising world and its promo-
tion of a ‘quality’ aesthetic: the adoption of professional marketing techniques.
The stock catalogue, introduced into the modern stock industry by The Image
Bank in 1982 (following a prototype joint venture with another publisher in
1978), is the most obvious example of this strategy.# In part this was the result
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of financial necessity. Advertising ‘creatives’ needed to be convinced that stock
images were a useful and valuable resource, and they could not be relied upon
spontaneously to discover a company that did not promote itself. Financial
necessity, however, should be seen as one, albeit determining, element of an
overall discursive configuration that aimed to make the agency into a ‘brand’
in its own right. Hence the establishment of elegant corporate headquarters
in a penthouse office in New York’s Vanderbilt Avenue, and the creation of a
distinctive mirror-image black and white brand logo and corporate identity
which was immediately protected as an international trademark. As Rex Jobe,
President and CEO of The Image Bank, argued when explaining the redesign
of the corporate logo in 1994: “When your customer base comprises the top
creatives in the world, then it would be an insult to them not to pay close
attention to your visual identity’ (Zoom 1994: 14). The ‘professionalism’ and
‘marketing orientation’ of the company were as much about situating The
Image Bank within the overall visual culture of the advertising industry, of
placing it and its products within the corporate subconscious, so to speak, of
its potential clients, as a natural extension of their professional identities and
associations.

Comstock’s Henry Scanlon describes these three elements — ‘quality’ produc-
tion values, the recruitment of prestigious photographers, and the adoption
of professional marketing techniques — as absolutely symbiotic, and he also
emphasizes the ways in which The Image Bank and Comstock together shaped
the industry through a division of labour in these areas, the former promoting
‘talent’ (well-known assignment photographers) and the latter pioneering the
use of catalogues and other marketing techniques:

So you had Comstock hammering away at the market with a tactic that tried to
show art directors pictures, via catalogues, that would get the reaction, ‘Wow, I didn’t
know you could get a picture like that in stock!’, and Image Bank trying to get the
reaction “Wow! I didn’t know that great photographer also sold stock!” — and the
eventual result, after a long struggle, was the creation of a ‘position’ for stock in
the minds of art directors and the development of a market for photography in
general that dwarfed anything the industry had experienced during the days when
assignment photography was the only ‘cell” on the commercial photography block.
(PDN, 9/97: 64)

The final transformational mutation that The Image Bank initiated was in its
global orientation. Again, international connections were not new: Wilkinson
describes the close working relationship of Photographic Advertising in the
UK with agencies in Europe and the United States, and the reciprocal purchas-
ing of one another’s images. Such a system of reciprocal connections exists to
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this day, most typically in the form of ‘representation’, whereby a stock agency
holds the catalogues of any number of foreign agencies and ‘represents’ them
in its own home market, keeping 40-50 per cent of the revenues from any sales.
In contrast to this rather loose network of reciprocal relations between separate
agencies, each firmly established as an independent entity in its own particular
locale, The Image Bank set up a global operation on the basis of mutually
exclusive contracts with local licensees. The Image Bank could not sell its
images on the licensee’s territory except through the licensee itself; the licensee,
in return, could only sell The Image Bank’s products, and was, moreover,
obliged to adopt the agency’s administrative, archival and distribution systems,
corporate design schemes, and of course the corporate logo.

The strategy behind this seemingly more restrictive and less lucrative opera-
tion (in comparison with the earning potential of multiple representation of
other agencies) was to establish The Image Bank as an international presence,
to ‘position’ it as a ‘global brand’, complete with global corporate headquarters
(in the United States — first in New York, and since 1992 in Dallas). This
exclusive, rigidly defined hierarchy of relations between a centre and its foreign
branches, along with its daily performance (in integrated administrative
routines), concrete symbolization (in design schemes and the corporate logo),
uniform product and occasional ceremonial celebration (regular international
licensee conferences at corporate headquarters, the first being held in New
York in 1980), effectively added a global dimension to the construction of the
stock agency as an ‘imagined community’ (Anderson 1983; Salaman 1997)
for its employees and franchise holders.’ It sustained and imposed a unified
transnational identity that imparted a sense of extended belonging, loyalty and
mission to the corporate culture in general, and to local licensees in particular,
which could be called upon in dealing with customers, especially when the latter
themselves came from similarly global advertising agencies or multinational
corporations. These feelings, of participating in a greater whole whose reach
transcends national boundaries and cultural differences, of collectively further-
ing the mission of that whole, could be said to establish the global stock agency
not only as an imagined community, but as an ‘imagined commonwealth’, in
all senses — including the most literal — of the last word of that phrase.®

So central was global expansion to The Image Bank’s project that its first
foreign licensee, The Image Bank, Canada, opened for business in July 1975
— a mere eight months after the company was founded. Licensees in Tokyo
(1976), Brazil (1976) and France (1977) quickly followed: today the company’s
international network extends to 10 wholly owned offices and 62 franchisee
offices in 40 countries — all of which have been taken over by the Getty empire.
However, this model of rapid international expansion and consolidation as a
global brand, unlike the other areas of the stock industry that The Image Bank
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transformed, was not widely adopted by other stock agencies. It made little
sense for small and medium-sized agencies to emulate the grandiose formula
of the The Image Bank at the expense of more immediately lucrative reciprocal
relations with a diversity of agencies abroad. It did, however, become the
dominant paradigm for the new breed of super-agencies in the late 1980s and
especially through the 1990s, as each attempted to establish a corporate
presence in a rapidly changing global market. Being a ‘global’ stock agency
with multiple foreign branches, monumental corporate headquarters in the
United States or Europe (usually the UK) and a unified sense of hierarchy,
identity and mission is not simply about selling products, serving customers
and making profits on an international scale. It is also about being able to say
that one is ‘global’ to both clients and competitors in a culture — the culture
of corporate marketing and advertising — where extension across space and
national boundaries is a visible measure of consequence.” Thus being ‘global’
is a type of performance: a way of continually making manifest one’s power.
In this sense, while The Image Bank’s global positioning constructed it as an
imagined commonwealth to its own employees and licensees, it provided a
model for competitors and clients on how to establish an ‘imagined empire’.

The globalizing strategy of The Image Bank in the mid-1970s through to
the present day ties in, of course, with far broader trends affecting American
and European advertising, marketing and media corporations in general.
Equally, it refracts a particular version of globalization as the transcendence
of national and cultural boundaries for the good of all, a version which in the
eyes of many critics masks the true structures of power within global media
corporations and a globalized world, especially the hegemony of US capital
and US cultural values (Schiller 1991; Herman and McChesney 1997). These
issues will be addressed in later chapters, as they bear on the radical restructur-
ing of the stock-photography business within an integrated and global visual
content industry that is currently under way and that characterizes the latest,
‘modern/postmodern’ period in the sector’s brief history.

While I have so far stressed the ‘imperial’ tendency set in motion by the
transformations wrought by The Image Bank, I should, in all fairness, add that
The Image Bank’s formation consolidated an entire industry from disparate
elements and galvanised a diverse range of professionals — commercial photo-
graphers, photographic agents — to identify with the stock business. This means
that while The Image Bank made global marketing and advertising the key
legitimating discourses of stock photography — the core of the industry’s
‘identity’ — and provided an operational model for centralized organization,
it also ushered in an era of massive expansion, in sales and profits, but also in
the sheer quantity and diversity of agencies and photographers who defined
themselves as part of the stock photography business. The Image Bank itself
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reports that the market ‘tripled” from 1980 to the early 1990s, with today more
than 2,500 stock agencies competing globally (Zoom 1994: 5).8

Comparing this period to the Californian gold-rush, Heron sums up the
changes as primarily one of attitude or consciousness:

With this opening of the previously untapped advertising market and the introduc-
tion of tough and sometimes glitzy marketing approaches, we saw, in the seventies,
the rapid and irreversible move away from the small business mentality that had
prevailed in the past. As a result, stock photography changed more in one decade
than in the previous six. What was once a Mom-and-Pop, handshake business
became irrevocably altered. (Heron 1996: 13)

Growth, however, did not necessarily mean uniformity, despite the dominance
of the new marketing ‘mentality’. While many of the growing number of stock
agencies were influenced by The Image Bank, they also had to distinguish
themselves from it in order to establish their own unique identities and selling
points. Furthermore, many, such as FPG, emerged from the old popular photo
libraries, news archives and private collections, and picture agencies, and some
retained distinctive areas of specialization, operational habits, idiosyncratic
archival procedures, and eclectic stocks of images, none of which were immedi-
ately or entirely subsumed by the new marketing and advertising ethos. Cert-
ainly, agencies shifted corporate resources and priorities ever more inexorably
toward the advertising industries, but they did not, for example, necessarily lose
their editorial clientele or their archives of nineteenth-century celebrity images.

Indeed, this diversity could accommodate a very small minority of com-
panies that were (and still are) almost entirely editorial in orientation. One of
these is the UK company Topham Picturepoint, which provides a good example
of the incremental, seemingly haphazard and amateur, often serendipitous
development typical of some agencies ‘post-Image Bank’. Created from an
initial purchase of an intact historical archive, which Topham Picturepoint’s
owner, Alan Smith, had discovered after he and his wife had applied to the
archive for permission to reproduce one of its images in a book, it grew in a
piecemeal fashion, acquiring other archives and integrating them partly from
an intuitive sense of what could be sold, partly out of an overall desire to be
as comprehensive as possible so as better to serve clients with ‘multidisciplinary
editorial projects’ such as text-book and encyclopaedia publishers, and partly
because of the owners’ passionate curiosity and impressively broad range of
personal interests. Its client base is overwhelmingly editorial (about 95 per
cent), making it, according to Alan Smith, one of only three UK agencies with
serious historical archives still specializing in this market: the other two,
Popperfoto and especially Hulton Getty (formerly Hulton Deutsch, now part
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of the global Getty Images PLC group, one of the industry’s super-agencies),
have in recent years deliberately refocused, claims Smith, on the advertising
market (interview with author: 26/8/98). Nevertheless, this almost exclusive
editorial orientation does not mean that Topham Picturepoint is on the fringes
of the industry. Smith has long been one of the key figures in trade organisa-
tions such as the British Association of Picture Libraries and Agencies (BAPLA),
and more recently in the Co-ordination of European Picture Agencies Press
and Stock (CEPIC).

The trade associations themselves provide further evidence of the interaction
of elements of the stock industry that were both continuous and discontinuous
with previous formations. BAPLA was founded in 1975, and its aims include
promoting the industry, establishing a code of ethics for dealing with clients
and photographers, providing guidelines on pricing, copyright and intellectual
copyright, standard contracts, archive management and technological issues.
It represents over 350 ‘libraries and agencies’ in the UK. These include the big
stock agencies, but also a wide variety of institutional archives (such as the
British Library, The National History Museum, The National Portrait Gallery,
the BBC and ITN) and specialist niche libraries. The sheer diversity of content
offered by these agencies and archives is readily apparent from the BAPLA
Directory for 1998/9, in which BAPLA members categorized themselves
according to 97 different subjects, from Advertising and Aerial Photography
to War and Weather. With the exception of Corbis, almost all of the big stock
agencies appear in only one category — ‘General’ — (Getty Images PLC is
actually represented twice here, by both Tony Stone Images and the Hulton
Getty Picture Collection, neither of which appears in any other category?), a
self-definitional modesty that belies the financial and institutional power of
these corporations compared to that of most other agencies represented.

What the BAPLA directory really reveals, in fact, is a complex and somewhat
contradictory industrial structure. On the one hand, this structure bespeaks
the apparent marginality of the marketing-oriented stock-photography indus-
try within a broader convocation of pictorial archives covering a far larger
range of topics than is conventionally associated with advertising imagery.
On the other hand, it also discloses the conscious self-regulation and self-
promotion of institutional and organizational archives (galleries, museums,
public libraries, media organizations, pressure groups), and their extensive
commodification, along the lines laid down — and for the prices charged — by
the hegemonic advertising-oriented stock industry.

Such a structure makes it imperative to recognize the intricate web of
continuous and discontinuous processes, of relations of difference as well as
similarity within the new advertising hegemony, that emerged from the overall
transformation in the 1970s and 1980s. As Foucault observes:
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We must not imagine that rupture is a sort of great drift that carries with it all
discursive formations at once: rupture is not an undifferentiated interval — even a
momentary one — between two manifest phases . .. it is always a discontinuity
specified by a number of distinct transformations, between two distinct positivities.
(1972: 175)

The emergence of ‘classic’ stock photography in the mid-1970s, along with
its unfinished project of self-definition, represents such a ‘rupture’ with the
past: a new paradigm based on the specific transformations of key domains
and the unremarkable perpetuation of others. Crucially, the four main defining
principles of that paradigm described above — the institutional priority of
advertising, ‘quality’ production values, marketing professionalism and global
expansion — need to be understood not as isolated elements but as the inte-
grated forces of a system of cultural production that impinge, non-uniformly
and asymmetrically, upon the various moments of the production cycle, from
the conception of the image to its sale. It is now time to analyse precisely how
that system has traditionally created its definitive product — the stock photo-
graph — within the broader framework of consumer and commercial culture.

Notes

1. Stock photography awaits its historian and its definitive written history.
Aside from Abbott Miller’s brief account, and the extremely vague descrip-
tions that fill the introductions to the various ‘How To Shoot Stock’ guides
(of which Michal Heron’s book, quoted below, is a good example), the
best the industry currently possesses issues from the volumes of Brian
Seed’s Stock Photo Report. The simple narrative told here cannot hope
to do justice to the complexities of the industry’s history and the richness
of detail available both in archives and in the memories of key individuals,
and is simply an important preamble to the main substance of the research.

2. Miller describes this reorientation as the formal separation of stock
photography ‘into two fields — photo agencies oriented towards advertis-
ing, and news agencies furnishing documentary images’ (1999: 128).

3. In February 2000, however, United News and Media announced plans
to sell VCG to Getty Images PLC. See Chapter 5.

4. Henry Scanlon claims that Comstock pioneered the modern stock cata-
logue.

5. Benedict Anderson employs the phrase ‘imagined community’ to describe
the nation as the construct of specific discourses. The phrase has since been
extended and applied to a variety of entities which are constructed to
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provide a sense of purpose, meaning and identity for those they include.
I follow Salaman (1997) in arguing that corporations can also be described
as imagined communities.

The wealth generated by this system was far from imaginary, however.
Leiss, Klein and Jhally (1997: 166) make a similar point about the emerg-
ence of global advertising ‘mega-agencies’ in the late 1980s: it gave the
agencies ‘clout’ when dealing with global corporate clients, and especially
‘critical mass’ and ‘buying power’ in negotiations with the new trans-
national media giants.

This rough estimate of the number of stock agencies worldwide is still
considered reasonably accurate today.

At the time of the Directory’s publication, The Image Bank, which is also
only listed in the ‘General’ category, was still owned by Eastman Kodak.
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Echoing the public’s general unawareness of stock photography is the over-
whelming scholarly and critical silence of media and cultural analysts. Despite
its obvious significance as a principal producer of photographic images, as a
major force in contemporary visual and consumer culture, and as an important
section of the culture industries, the stock photography business has never been
the subject of serious academic research. As I mentioned earlier, there are two
important exceptions to this rule: Helen Wilkinson’s (1997) investigation of
stock photography in 1930s Britain, and Abbott Miller’s (1999 [1994]) analy-
sis of the contemporary stock industry. These are pioneering but all too brief
pieces, and they virtually beg for theoretical elaboration and critical dialogue:
Miller’s paper actually ends with such an appeal (1999 [1994]: 133). Given
the context of overall academic disregard, it is edifying to note that both articles
originally appeared in journals associated with design research (Wilkinson’s
was published in The Journal of Design History, and Miller’s initially appeared
in Eye), a field which is still, and to my mind unjustly, largely confined to the
fringes of media and cultural studies.

Unfortunately, just as there are no specific studies of stock photography as
a mode of cultural production, there are all too few ‘sociological’ studies of
the contemporary production process of professional photography in general
—with the exception of photojournalism —and of commercial images in partic-
ular. This dearth is strangely at odds both with the increased scope, sophistica-
tion and vigour of historical research on photographic production in earlier
periods, and with the perceived dominance of ‘the image’ — especially the
commercial image — in contemporary culture.
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As the principal voice in this scholarly void, Barbara Rosenblum’s
Photographers at Work: A Sociology of Photographic Styles (1978) offers a
useful framework for analysis, even if its empirical findings are somewhat
dated (though there are a surprising number that still ring true). Aspiring to
explain ‘why things look the way they do’, Rosenblum argues that sociological
accounts of the conditions under which photographs (and other material
objects) are produced and distributed can help us to understand their distinctive
visual characteristics, their ‘styles’. Using ethnographic research methods,
particularly participant observation, she analyses three photographic styles —
news, advertising and art photography — from three points of view: (1) the
organization of work; (2) the impact of institutional features and shared
understandings; and (3) the effect of photographers’ conceptions of what they
do.

These three perspectives, with the emphasis placed firmly on the first, attest
to a thorough acquaintance with contemporary (for Rosenblum) sociological
research on the production of culture (especially DiMaggio and Hirsch 1976;
Peterson 1976). They yield a comprehensive examination and explication of
the photographic production process in terms of the power relations between
photographers and others (editors, designers, clients) regarding control over
work, the economic and social constraints on production, the social organiza-
tion of distribution, and the various conceptions of ‘creativity’ among
photographers.

Rosenblum’s investigation of advertising photography seems particularly
promising. She observes that the photographer’s position of present and future
financial dependence upon the art director and his or her client severely limits
the photographer’s role: ‘For most advertising photographers, the social organi-
zation of advertising has the net effect of chiselling away at the broad range
of knowledge and expertise that the photographer brings with him. The
photographer’s contribution is virtually reduced to technical labor’ (1978: 80).
With the exception of top industry practitioners, photographers do not make
any contribution to the ‘concept’ behind the image, this being the preserve of
the art director, usually with the approval of the client: rather, ‘the photo-
grapher is called upon to supply his skill to turn a graphic design into a
photograph’ (81). Such technical virtuosity is then constituted as the entire
space of creativity itself, there being little else available, in that creativity
becomes, in the discourse of typical advertising photographers, the innovative
solution of technical challenges — how to shoot underwater, in poor light
conditions, etc. — for which standard technical solutions are, for whatever
reason, inappropriate. Furthermore, deprived of creative control over the
conception of the image, the photographer often turns ‘creativity’ into a
performance, inviting the art-director and client into the studio during shoots
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and effectively transforming the site of production itself into an arena of
spectacular play.

Thus far the analysis, though acute, seems not to be wholly relevant to
the production process of stock images. Rosenblum’s account is exclusively
focused on commissioned assignment photography, still the dominant system
of advertising photography at the time of her research. In stock photography,
however, photographers are not expected to produce a photographic transcript
of an art director’s sketch but to produce an image for which they are usually
— in theory at least — entirely responsible, both conceptually and in terms of
technical execution. Indeed, Rosenblum argues, for assignment advertising
photographers, the separation of conception from execution, the norm of
illustrating a concept not of their own choosing, is a key factor in distinguishing
between their world of work and its products and that of art photographers,
for whom the unity of conception and execution is paramount. Tentatively,
at least, it could be hypothesized that stock photographers should also enjoy
the kind of autonomy, and integration of conception and execution, often
associated with the production of art.

As we shall see later on, this hypothesis is deeply flawed, but it does suggest
that assignment photography imposes direct constraints that are either absent
or highly mediated in stock photography. Other constraints noted by Rosen-
blum do, however, seem more obviously to apply:

The institution of advertising is similar to journalism in that there are basic stories.
Many themes found in advertising — what may be called advertising stories — are
institutionalized. A family breakfasting together or the ‘boys’ having a beer after a
game are examples of advertising stories. Even a close-up shot of a bottle of beer is
a type of standard advertising picture. In short, advertising photography relies
heavily on typical situations, typical themes and typical arrangements of people and/
or products. (81)

These standardized scenarios dominate the expectations of advertisers regard-
ing the final image, with the proviso that while the image is to be ‘retrieved
from the institutional stockpile of advertising stories’ it is also to provide, in
some way, an original ‘twist’ that will differentiate both the advertisement and
the product from other advertisements and products: ‘in short, the advertiser
wants an “original standard picture”” (81). Such originality usually, accord-
ing to Rosenblum, takes the form of technical variation — manipulating focus,
lighting, colour, scale, etc. — performed within the narrow confines of an
overriding preference for photographic realism: ‘art directors seem to believe
that advertisers will most readily approve of a straightforward pictorial rendi-
tion of their product’ (81).
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This dialectic of standardization and variation, or ‘pseudo-individuality’ as
Adorno and Horkheimer called it (1979: 154), is a key theme in accounts of
advertising and cultural production in general. It is also at the heart of the
rights-protected stock industry and its definitive product, the ‘generic image’,
and as such will be given more considered attention later in this chapter. For
the moment I refer to it in order to show how Rosenblum’s account, though
devoted to a process of image production which was in significant ways
supplanted by stock photography, provides powerful tools for understanding
how the web of institutional relationships, expectations and conceptions
impact upon photographic style.

There is, however, a central problem with Rosenblum’s analysis. In a key
passage at the end of her introduction she states:

One final note: the analysis of styles here rests on the association or correlation
between two types of data. On the one hand, there are descriptions of three categories
of photographs. On the other, we have descriptions of the social worlds in which
these pictures are made. I am making a connection between the two sets of data . . .
This analysis does not intend to assert that one specific thing in the work setting,
let us say, technology, ‘causes’ one particular aesthetic feature in the photograph . . .
Rather, I treat one particular style of photography as a totality and treat a socio-
economic system as a totality of patterns. In short, the analysis rests on the associa-
tion between totalities (1978: 8-9).

The problem has two related aspects. First, Rosenblum doesn’t really keep her
promise to analyse the categories of photographs. The descriptions of the three
styles are restrictively brief, confined to a six-page chapter at the beginning
of the book, while the data on the social and economic environments in which
these styles are produced occupies the rest of the research (129 pages in total).
This quantitative imbalance reflects a qualitative one. The discussion of the
styles is superficial, to say the least, consisting largely of generalizations and
abstractions bereft of either historical, cultural or textual specificity: of the few
photographs that are reproduced, none is subjected to any kind of thorough
description or analysis in the main body of the argument. Brevity combined
with superficiality allows Rosenblum to comprehend each style as a ‘totality’,
with no room for complexity or contradiction. Their distinctiveness and
cohesiveness is taken to be ‘empirically unproblematic’ (ibid.: 13), the justifica-
tion for this claim being an ad hoc classroom experiment in which Rosenblum’s
students classified twenty images.

This failure to deliver the goods is really a manifestation of a deeper theor-
etical and methodological problem: the implicit assumption that the relation-
ship between work organization and style is causal, one-way and exclusive.
Rosenblum’s pioneering but problematic account in effect rehearses a key
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controversy within the study of culture in general, the thesis that cultural
products are determined by the ‘underlying’ socio-economic forces manifested
in the organizational environments and processes which materially produce
them.! Thanks to an applied version of the ‘production of culture’ perspective
(Peterson 1976) that became prominent in American sociology in the mid- and
late 1970s, Rosenblum can define news, advertising and fine-art ‘styles’ as self-
evident, separable and self-sufficient categories because they are perceived
solely as the products of three distinctive forms of work organization. This
assumption, as Simon Watney observes, causes her to “fall back into a kind of
latent functionalism, as if the demands of a particular branch of production
such as photojournalism always secure an inflexible uniformity of appearance’
(1999: 149).2 It sanctions the lack of historical or cultural explication of the
styles and their development, the insensitivity to nuance and complexity, indeed
the very brevity of the formal analysis: as Kreiling (1978), writing at about
the same time as Rosenblum, noted, ‘symbols are not real or consequential to
most sociologists, who try to explain their manifest forms and intrinsic mean-
ings into some “real” world of forces behind them’. In order for this more ‘real’
world of forces to be truly determining, Rosenblum’s styles have to map onto
the work environments in which they are produced, if not in terms of a one-
to-one correspondence of dependent formal characteristic and independent
socio-economic variable, then as self-contained and ahistorical totalities. They
cannot be wholly or partially produced elsewhere in the dynamic weave of
symbolic forms and practices we call ‘culture’.

The assumption also leads to a conscious evasion of the question of ‘mean-
ing’: “This chapter is a formalistic analysis,” Rosenblum declares, ‘that is, T look
primarily at the subject matter and its rendition. An analysis of meanings, in
the tradition of Gombrich or Panofsky, is beyond the scope of this inquiry and
would lead to other questions’ (1978: 13). Assuming that such a separation
is even possible (Panofsky was not at all sure3), what are these ‘other questions’
that make the eviction of meaning so necessary? Presumably, why given types
of subject matter and their various renditions produce particular kinds of
meanings, why certain meanings invoke or require the particular rendition of
specific subject matter, and why these selected meanings should be produced
by these work environments? In other words, questions that concern the
relationship between production processes, symbolic forms and ideologies;
questions which point, yet again, to the broader realm of culture, and whose
avoidance makes it impossible for Rosenblum to address the overall social,
ideological and cultural functions of news, advertising and art photography.
Questions, in short, that would radically politicize her project.

Perhaps predictably, the excluded term — ‘meaning’ — returns to haunt
the research, in true deconstructive style. Hence Rosenblum’s analysis of an
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institutional stockpile of visual ‘advertising stories’ that the photographer
draws upon (mentioned above), begs the question ‘but why zhese stories?’,
which leads inexorably to a consideration of their cultural significance. This
is not a question that can be answered formalistically with any satisfaction,
just as the preference for photographic realism is only tautologically explained
by stating that it issues from art directors and advertisers (‘so why do they
prefer it?’): a more penetrating analysis would require the investigation of the
‘meaning’ of photographic realism as a set of constructed beliefs and conven-
tions, and of its relevance to the institution and aims of advertising; in other
words, a critical account of advertising’s relationship with the social experience
of consumers and the forms in which that experience is visually represented
elsewhere in the culture.

Similarly, the broader cultural context of style formation cannot be repressed
absolutely. In her concluding discussion, Rosenblum herself acknowledges that
the three chosen styles are by no means self-contained categories, ‘that there
is borrowing and exchange between them’ (ibid.: 112). Rejecting the mobility
of photographers as an explanation for such exchange, she opts for the notion
of “diffusion’: “The stylistic conventions become part of the larger culture,
accessible to everyone . . . Some photographers in one field might utilize the
conventions usually associated with another type of photography, and if the
conditions permit, the borrowed convention will enter another specialized
photographic vocabulary’ (ibid.). This admission effectively undercuts Rosen-
blum’s core assumption, that there is a determinate and determining corre-
spondence of socio-economic and aesthetic totalities, free from the intrusion
of the network of symbolic forms, discourses and actions beyond.

Rosenblum’s study, then, while integrating a wealth of original data on the
photographic production process, is, in both theoretical and methodological
terms, a prisoner of a particular conception of cultural production that was
influential in the United States in the mid- to late 1970s.% In contrast, more
recent studies of photographic production — specifically applied to popular
photojournalism — have been based on notions of cultural production that
address both the organization of production processes (albeit in a more limited
framework than Rosenblum’s) and the meanings of the images within their
specific historical and cultural contexts. The most pertinent, both for the
contemporary currency of its subject matter but also for the rigour with which
the organization of production and the meaning of the images are analysed,
is Lutz and Collins’ Reading National Geographic (1993).

‘Cultural products have complex production sites;’ note Lutz and Collins,
‘they often code ambiguity; they are rarely accepted at face value but are read
in complicated and often unanticipated ways’ (11). This complexity leads Lutz
and Collins to analyse the photographs of non-Western ‘others’ appearing in
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National Geographic from three perspectives: (1) the process of image produc-
tion, including an historical exposition of the development of National
Geographic as an institution, its relationship to broader cultural trends, the
construction of its identity and its audience, plus an analysis of the organization
of work at the magazine; (2) the structure and content of a sample of images,
analysed in terms of their content and their immediate textual/graphic environ-
ment, their relationship to photographic genres and socio-cultural contexts,
and the ‘looking practices’ of magazine staff and readers; and (3) the responses
of readers to the photographs, paying attention to questions of conformity or
resistance to the ‘communicative intent’ of the magazine, interpretations based
on the recognition of cultural difference, plus possibilities of empathy and
identification with those photographed.

This tripartite approach, involving a mix of research methods (archival
research, interviews with staff and readers, quantitative and qualitative content
analysis of images, captions and layout), produces a sophisticated, compre-
hensive and authoritative account of the significance and power of National
Geographic photography. As a model for investigating stock photography and
the visual content industry it is extremely suggestive, yielding a number of very
useful approaches which will be explored more thoroughly at the relevant
junctures. And yet its applicability to the current case is subject to important
limitations. These stem mainly from the difference in research subject: National
Geographic is a single, albeit very prominent, organization creating limited
types of images, in a unified and largely uniform framework of production and
distribution, that directly addresses an identifiable readership in a highly
specific context of consumption (magazine reading). It operates in the immedi-
ate discursive frameworks of photojournalism and popular science, and in the
wider context of Western representations of cultural (especially “Third World’)
otherness. The stock-photography/visual-content industry is a large, somewhat
amorphous, business constituted of competing elements, with a paradigmatic
but not absolutely dominant mode of production, a wide and increasing variety
of image styles and content, a primary audience of professional cultural
intermediaries within the advertising and design industries, and a secondary
mass audience of viewers who encounter images (usually after radical altera-
tion) in the diverse material contexts of consumer culture (magazine advertise-
ments, billboards, direct-mail shots, corporate brochures, editorial content,
product packaging, websites, etc.).

These differences mainly affect the appropriateness of employing in one
project all of Lutz and Collins’s methods, and for reasons that I have already
set out, I do not follow through the research on production with an investiga-
tion of the final reception of stock images by actual consumers —the equivalent
of Lutz and Collins’s analysis of readers’ responses to National Geographic.
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In addition, a partial concomitant of the more unified and homogenous world
of National Geographic is that the account of image-production privileges the
notion of a linear process: Lutz and Collins organize their extremely illuminat-
ing narrative around distinct sequential stages of production — story-initiation,
the field-work of photographers, image-selection, layout, captions and print-
ing. Given that one has to start somewhere, it seems petty to reprove Lutz and
Collins for treating production as a ‘process’, especially since it is institu-
tionalized as such within National Geographic itself.? In fact, the notion of
production as a process in which raw material (in this case initially conceptual
rather than material: the ‘story idea’) is worked upon in a chronologically
arranged series of separate stages until it reaches its final form, is both
commonplace in Western society and axiomatic to some of the sociological
models of cultural production already discussed. It is, essentially, an industrial
‘production-line’ conception of production, and it is still a powerful - if not,
arguably, the pre-eminent — tool for rationalizing and controlling the diverse
elements of productive activity. What is slightly troubling about Lutz and
Collins’s account, therefore, is not that it mirrors the industrial organization
of production at National Geographic — given the research subject that seems
reasonable — but that it does so uncritically. There is no discussion of what gets
left out by such an account. The convergence of the parallel orders of narrative
sequence and industrial process naturalizes them both, renders them self-
evident, and makes unaskable the ultimate question: why is production so
organized? In particular, marketing and advertising considerations, which are,
according to Lutz and Collins, responsible for some of the major trends in (and
conflicts over) editorial direction and photographic content, are relegated to
a brief discussion at the end of the chapter that seems to do little justice to their
impact upon all stages of production. This is something that could possibly
have been avoided in an account that worked ‘vertically’ as well as ‘horizont-
ally’, tracing the interaction of specific forces at different moments in the
production chain.

It is difficult to avoid such a linear, horizontal bias, especially in cases where
separate moments of the cultural process are concretely manifested in discrete
forms of technical administration. To focus on these stages alone would miss,
however, the ways in which they carry traces of one another and are inflected,
unevenly, by ‘external’ (to the linear process) socio-economic and cultural
forces, as well as the forms and powers through which they cohere and are
articulated together as a complex whole. It would also miss the problem of
beginnings: that the symbolic nature of cultural material tends to make it
prefabricated elsewhere, perpetually deferring any product’s point of origin.
That is why culture is a circuit, not a conveyor belt: it comes back to us
transformed. To conceive of stock photography as a process of production,
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then, requires an analytical starting point that is as arbitrary as the intersection
of a circle.

The Production of the Stock Image

Hence I would like to begin my analysis of the ‘production process’ of stock
photography by proposing a slightly unorthodox approach. Rather than
structuring the account ‘horizontally’ according to the discrete stages of a linear
sequence (like Lutz and Collins), or according to such predetermined (and
admittedly useful) concepts as ‘control over work’, ‘the economic and social
constraints on production’, ‘the social organisation of distribution’ (Rosen-
blum 1978), I want to explore the configuration of a number of key terms that
emerge from within the industry itself — from the discourses of professionals
— but that resonate far beyond it: ‘success’, ‘creativity’, ‘meaning’, ‘genre’,
‘concept’ and ‘the catalogue’. In so doing I hope to be able to distinguish
‘moments’ in the circuit of culture without stripping them of their multiple
practical and discursive interconnections, putting into play the dual (socio-
logical and semiotic) focus on stock photography’s ‘cultural economy’ and its
‘mode of signification’.

Success

‘Success’ in stock photography almost invariably refers to the income earned
by an image and its photographer: both the amount of income and its stability
over time. Given that the rights-protected stock system is based on independent
freelance photographers competing for the attention of stock agencies (which
compete for the budgets of other cultural intermediaries), such a definition is
hardly surprising. Neither is its centrality to the discourse of professional stock
photographers. Not only is the term itself frequently used in trade journals and
conferences, but there is a constant search for role-models (‘master’ photo-
graphers) and examples (‘best-selling’ images) which can be mined for guid-
ance, as in the following popular sessions at Photo Expo East *98: ‘Secrets to
Success in Stock Production’, ‘How Great Ads Got That Way’, ‘Stock Photo-
graphy: Best Sellers and Why’, ‘How to Become a Master Photographer’, “The
Masters of Stock Photography’. In turn, ‘How To’ guides such as Michal
Heron’s (1996), which are aimed primarily at younger, less-established photo-
graphers, generally prioritize commercial sales over other potential indicators
(though see the section on ‘creativity’, p. 62).

More specifically, ‘best-sellers’ or ‘successful” photographs are those that are
used, over a period of time, by a number of advertising or design professionals
in multiple formal, commercial and social contexts. Since stock agencies
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normally grant their clients only limited exclusivity (if any) on the images they
hold in stock, this capacity for multiple usage is one of the fundamental
commercial premises of stock photography, allowing photographers and
agencies to make money while charging lower prices than for assignment
photographs. It is, therefore, the extent of resale to cultural intermediaries such
as art directors, picture editors and designers, rather than the