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ONE OF T H E problems with the 'content analysis' of media images
is its inability to take into account image construction as an evolving pro-
cess.1 This 'freeze frame' approach, whether applied to the moving
picture or the still photograph, is always faced with a fundamental
dilemma. On the one hand it seeks to classify and identify the dominant
regime of codes and conventions which govern image production; and
on the other, it needs to struggle constantly to keep abreast of the
mutations in precisely those codes. The ability of the media continually
to create new meanings gives a certain instability to the image, which
constantly threatens to escape the analytic categories or stereotypes
within which we seek to contain it. Yet this restlessness of the image, the
search for the new, is not to be confused with a democratising of the
visual market place. On the contrary, the proliferation of images suggests,
for example, that in the case of the representation of women, the sites of
exploitation are themselves multiple and shifting. Take, for instance, the
ways in which notions of the positive or career orientated woman have
been adopted by advertising to promote anything from a 'liberating'
range of makeup to a building society account.

At any single moment, it is possible to compare the sexual and photo-
graphic conventions which determine, for example, how a woman will be
represented in a pornographic image to the codes which structure how
she will appear in a family snapshot or an advertisement for nappies. A
few months later, one may find evidence of the incorporation of amateur
family 'snapshotness' into an advertisement. Equally, notions of what
constitute the 'professional photograph' may affect the ways in which
individuals will pose for or photograph their friends. This trade-off of
conventions is not to be confused with a blurring of boundaries. The dis-
courses of the professional and the amateur photograph are distinct.
What we need to examine is the nature of the economic and ideological
structures which encourage an advertisement to deploy stylistic devices
familiar in the snapshot. The same questions apply to a comparison I
want to offer between pornographic and fashion images, specifically
those published in magazines.

While arguing that different image systems influence each other, I

1 This working
paper is a follow-
up to my article
'Towards a Femin-
ist Erotica',
Camerawork,
March 1982, no
24, pp 14-19.
There I argued
that different con-
texts tend to pro-
duce identifiable
sexual discourses,
and by extension,
specific forms of
pleasure and res-
ponse for the
reader. The point
was illustrated
with a comparison
of a 'soft-core'
pornographic
image to a fashion
advertisement for
swim wear.
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90 think it's important not to lose sight of the fact that the fashion image
and the pornographic image are in the first instance produced within
quite distinct sets of social and economic circumstances. Those differ-
ences affect the way in which the image is constructed as a commodity,
as well as the pleasures it makes available.

A fashion advertisement in a magazine is, like any other, itself the sum
of a system of commodity exchanges: printing costs, hiring of props,
models' and copywriters' wages, etc. These transactions may affect the
reader in terms of a higher price for the. advertised product on the one
hand; or a reduction in the price of the advertising medium (the maga-
zine), on the other. However, this system of exchanges is concealed from
the reader, since the advertisement never refers to the commodities
involved in its own production.

One of the jobs of the advertising agency is to invent or enhance use
values for the product. Within the space of the advertisement these use
values will be translated into intelligible meanings. Through the
creation of meaning, the advertisement works to simultaneously create
identities for both the product and the reader, who will be addressed as a
potential consumer. In order to engage the reader's attention, both text
and image must be capable of offering certain forms of interest and
pleasure. Crucially, for the image to fulfil its advertising function, it
must not offer satisfaction in its own right. The advertisement works to
displace satisfaction, promising fulfilment upon purchase of the
commodity, at which point the reader becomes a consumer. It then
articulates meaning and pleasure through a complex relationship which
it establishes between reader', advertising image and commodity. This
relationship is orchestrated by the overall marketing considerations,
which determine not only where the advertisement will appear, but also
where the commodity advertised will be distributed, retailed etc. These
marketing considerations establish the necessary conditions for con-
sumption to take place.

Clearly, the pornographic image does not fulfil the same functions as a
fashion advertisement. It is not a promotional device to increase the sales
of a commodity. Where part of the pleasure offered by the advertisement
depends upon the future purchase of a commodity, the pleasure of
pornography is effected in the present conjunction of image and reader
made possible by a past purchase. Unlike the advertising image, the
pornographic image does not demand that the reader buy a specified
commodity as a guarantee of pleasure. The pornographic image is itself a
commodity, and it addresses the reader as an already positioned con-
sumer-a satisfied (and satisfiable) customer.

The Erotic Photograph

Certain forms of pornography have historically been labelled 'aesthetic'
. or 'erotic'. These terms have been deployed to defend sexually provoc-
ative or arousing imagery circulated within minority markets or interest
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groups. The current proliferation of 'erotic' photography (e.g. David
Bailey's Trouble and Strife2, Helmut Newton's Sleepless Nights1 and John
Hedgecoe's Possessions*) has enabled explicit allusions to sexual violence
which would not be tolerated within the legal and political constraints
which surround mass market 'soft' pornography.

In his acknowledgements for Possessions, Hedgecoe thanks: 'The
owners and the occupants for the loan of their possessions', a reference to
both the country house locations and the women who modelled in the
photographic sessions. One of these images depicts a beautiful woman
lying on the floor, her mouth gaping, like a beached goldfish, suffocating
under the net of her captor. The only thing which escapes the net is
fetishistic waves of golden hair. The image, like her life, is neatly trunc-
ated at the neck. The spectators are placed in a privileged sexual position
above this woman. We survey her orgasmic death in the company of an
anonymous man, whose shiny patent shoes peek menacingly into the top
of the frame; an authoritative fetish which sexualises the dying woman's
subordination. While explicit genital sexuality may be subject to
censorship, explicit sexual violence it appears, is not.

2 David Bailey,
Trouble and Strife,
London, Thames
and Hudson, 1980.

3 Helmut Newton,
Sleepless Nights,
London, Quartet
Books, 1978.

4 John Hedgecoe,
Possessions,
London, Mitchell
Beazley, 1978.
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Orgasmic suffocation:
an 'erotic'
photograph from
John Hedgecoe's
'Possessions'.

One of the reasons for the exemption of so-called 'Erotica' from legal
censorship is its location at the intersection of a number of different
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92
visual discourses which continually compete for the interpretation of the
image. These are the visual traditions established within fine art, com-
mercial fashion photography and hardcore pornography. The inability
easily to classify the erotic photograph lends it enough ambiguity to defy
censorship under a current legal system which has established an
effective exemption clause for that which is thought to be 'art'.

The photograph by Tim Brown appeared in the October 1981 issue of
Camera entitled 'Erotic Masterpieces'. Like many 'erotic masterpieces'
this image takes as its starting point the fine art tradition of the female
nude established within oil painting. The woman's body is presented as
aesthetic object to be surveyed and possessed, endowed with the capacity
to sexually arouse. The body, as artistic prop, is also a licensed vehicle
for individual artistic expression, a medium, as well as an object in its
own right. What differentiates the fine art nude from the erotic photo-
graph in Brown's eyes, is the capacity of the photograph to disrupt the
tradition of nude representation by making strange the image: 'I thought
the towel over her head would be disturbing, and I was right.' While fine
art has developed its own tradition of representing the female form,
erotic photographers such as Brown and Hedgecoe have taken their
erotic inspiration from the domain of marginalised and usually heavily
censored hard pornography. In the work of Hedgecoe and Brown we can
trace the making safe, or the making acceptable, of many of the sensi-
bilities of hard-core pornography. Here necrophilia, suffocation,
decapitation, mutilation and sadism appear as condoned. The erotic
photograph trades on a dubious tradition of sexual libertarianism which
invests that which is censoVed with the power to disrupt and liberate.
Hence the 'erotic'-whether it alludes to sadism, nihilism or what-
ever-is acclaimed as a sexually liberating force.

An 'erotic
masterpiece' by Tim
Brown from the
October 1981
Camera.

• The conventions of photographic erotica however, are not exclusively
derived from fine art, nor from the development of soft-core or hard-core
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pornography. The erotic photograph owes many of its formal devices to
innovations created within the domain of commercial photography, and
in particular fashion photography. It is interesting to note, for example,
that two of its most celebrated practitioners, Helmut Newton and David
Bailey, made their names in fashion. Fashion work occupies the pres-
tigious end of commercial photography. The industry's seasonal
demands for 'new fashion looks' and new modes of representation
require both technical and stylistic innovation. Unlike other forms of
commercial photography, fashion photography is auteuristic:'-David
Bailey confers authorial prestige upon the fashion garments he chooses
to shoot. The nude has been appropriated as the showcase for the photo-
graphic auteurs' work. Whereas the soft porn image is anonymous, the
erotic image is authorised.

93

Fashion Erotica

While certain conventions drawn from the system of fashion photo-
graphy have influenced the representation of the 'erotic nude' as
photographic art, it can be argued equally that the codes and conventions
of'erotica' have influenced the construction of certain fashion images.
Rosetta Brooks has argued that photographers like Guy Bourdin and
Helmut Newton have applied the conventions of the erotic photograph
in order to 'make strange' or challenge some of the 'stereotypical' notions
of femininity and female sexuality which inform the dominant conven-
tions of fashion photography. 'This emphasis upon* the alien and arti-
ficial qualities of the picture make a straightforward accusation of sexism
problematic... Newton manipulates existing stereotypes; their
alienness is accentuated.'5 In the same way as this style purports to dis-
rupt the conventions of the art-nude, so it can be seen to make strange the
fashion image. Brooks suggests that this stylistic subversion is facilitated
by making the photographer's mediation of the image apparent. In so
doing, she argues, the photograph distanciates spectator from image,
rendering any simplistic notion of identification impossible. She con-
tinues:

Many of his (Newton's) more successful photographs hold a distanciated
engagement with the manipulative devices of fashion photography and with
the process of mediation. Those alien features present in suppressed form in
fashion photography and current images of women are exposed and fore-
grounded. The image is presented as alien: a threat rather than an invita-
tion. Stereotypes are presented as a falsity.6

One of the central problems with Brooks' argument is the equation of
distanciation with subversion. Yet an analysis of advertisemertts aimed
at an 'upmarket' female readership can demonstrate that distanciation
has been created as a new norm in fashion and beauty marketing. Not all
forms of stereotype are dependent upon easy audience identification.
with the image, and not all distanciation subverts.

Rosetta Brooks,
'Fashion: Double
Page Spread',
Camerawork, Janu-
ary/February,
1980.no 17, p 2.

ibid.
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Not the girl next door: mediation and distanciation in cosmetics advertising.

The advertisement for the Revlon cosmetic range 'Formula 2' was tar-
get marketed by the Grey agency at a 'sophisticated' female readership.
The notion of sophistication is juxtaposed against that of'accessibility'.
In image terms 'accessible' images rely on a straightforward notion of
audience identification, supposedly inducing reactions of 'I want to be
like that'. The 'accessible' image will tend to use models who look like
the friendly, smiling girl next door. By comparison the sophisticated
image works to secure audience recognition of image as con-
struct - image as image - without any immediate reference to the 'real' or
to personal identity. It uses the image of the woman as a vehicle to
deploy other kinds of codes and conventions. Often the 'sophisticated'
image foregrounds itself in a readily identifiable cultural system, for
example that of fine art painting, or in the case of Helmut Newton, avant
garde erotic photography. The image of woman is used as a complex
signifier to associate the advertised product with other aspects of the
cultural and ideological system: art, status, wealth, etc.

The 'sophisticated' appeal of the Formula 2 advertisement is construc-
ted through a series of devices which mediate and distanciate the spec-
tator's relation to the image: the grid over the face; the use of portrait
framing and pose; the figure's serenity, her acknowledgement of her to-
be-looked-at-ness without recourse to the familiarity of a direct smile at
the spectator. The image is constructed as a 'classic' beauty, derived as
much from oil painting (with all its economic and ideological implica-
tions of rarity, cost, status, etc) as commercial 'packshot' photography.
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This sort of haute couture distanciation offers us an appropriate site for
the 'accentuated alienness' which Brooks notes in Newton and
Bourdin's work, including the now common use of sado-masochistic
motifs. I would question her 'subversive' reading of such representations
(a harsher look has been fairly easily incorporated into our notions of
femininity via the influence of recent styles like punk). But a marketing
strategy founded on reflexivity and deferred identification does problem-
atise feminist interpretations of these images as simply and directly
encouraging or condoning the activities represented.
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Soft-core Pornography and the Fashion Image

I have suggested that notions of hard-core pornography as mediated
through auteuristic eroticism affect the form and presentation of certain
up-market fashion images. I want to argue that the soft-core image,
familiar in magazines such as Knave or Penthouse, displays a different
kind of relationship with the fashion image. What characterises the soft-
core image is its amazing resistance to stylistic innovations in the fashion
field. Soft-core magazines are very similar in design, format, layout and
choice of model. In appearance these models tend to conform to a very
particular version of what is thought to be sexually desirable: long curly

'Subversive' sadism?
Fashion photography
by Hans Feurer in
the December 1981
Italian Vogue.
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96 hair, lightly tanned skins and a total lack of body hair-with the excep-
tion of neatly topiaried pubic growth. With their luxurious locks and
toothy tanned looks, these models resemble nostalgic reappraisals of
Farrah Fawcett Majors: an image which the women's fashion market
abandoned in the mid-seventies. But the pleasure which this porno-
graphy offers its reader depends on this sense of sameness, identity and
repetition. The soft-core magazine is itself a fetish form, resistant to
change and stylistic innovation, which demands an amazing conserva-
tism not only in the choice of model, but also in the poses and locations
deemed acceptable.

Such images are neither signed by name nor identifiable photographic
style. While most readers of soft porn will realise that the image is posed
and constructed 'for their pleasure', it works on a principle of disavowal:
'I know it's constructed, but nevertheless...' To facilitate this
disavowal, soft-core images tend to be made up, lit and tinted
naturalistically. Readers are offered a version of the model's sexuality
apparently unmediated by such devices as photographic innovation
(flash light, blur, solarisation etc). Work on the image is denied rather
than flaunted, as it might be in high fashion or erotic photography.

But the sexual codes which govern the representation of the soft porn
image may also appear in certain areas of the fashion market: for exam-
ple, the advertisements which appeared in the mid-seventies for Janet
Reger underwear deploy the soft-focus vulnerability of contemporary
centrefolds. The position of Janet Reger at the more expensive end of the
naughty nightie market is complicated by the fact that its merchandise is
bought by women, and byVmen for their female lovers. This differen-
tiates the lingerie market from other aspects of women's fashion, and
perhaps can help to explain the persistence here of romanticised photo-
graphic imagery which has been outmoded or superseded in other
aspects of the trade.
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Janet Reger's lingerie (opposite) meets soft-core pornography (above).

All this would suggest that different notions of the pornographic are at
work in the construction of the female fashion image which can only be
understood in relation to a detailed analysis of the construction of.the
respective markets for both. The ways in which female sexuality will be
expressed are dependent not only on the context in which the image
appears, but also on the intended target market for that image. While the
deployment of sexual codes is continually subject to change and reorgan-
isation, their alterations are far from arbitrary. An analysis of the repre-
sentations of female sexuality could usefully attend not only to the range
of codes and conventions through which they are constructed, but also to
the economic and cultural rationales for their deployment.
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