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▸ An American photographer known for his deadpan images of 
banal scenes and objects in the United States. 

▸ Pioneered the use of color in photography. 

▸ Second living photographer to have a solo exhibition at the 
Museum of Modern Art in New York City. 

▸ 1982 book “Uncommon Places” was very influential in proving that 
a color photograph could be considered a work of art.
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DETERMINING THE NATURE OF PHOTOGRAPHS

▸ A photograph is a result of a mechanical process.  All 
photographs have this in common.   

▸ These qualities form a visual grammar that makes 
clearer the meaning of the photograph.  

▸ Shore set out to define the qualities that make a 
photograph a photograph
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Look at a photograph.  Question how different the 
photograph might be from the actual scene.
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LEVELS TO VIEW A PHOTOGRAPH

Shore states that a photograph can be viewed on three 
levels: 

▸ The Physical Level 

▸ The Depictive Level  

▸ The Mental Level
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THE PHYSICAL LEVEL

▸ In general, a photographic print is on paper 

▸ Light sensitive emulsion, ink, or dyes 

▸ Has hard edges & does not move 

▸ The materials used determine the texture, tonal range, hue, 
saturation 

▸ Film or digital settings at capture 

▸ Chemicals used to process / digital processing 

▸ Type of paper photo is printed on
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PHYSICAL LEVEL

▸ Flatness of the paper is the plane 

▸ The edges of the paper are the “boundedness” 

▸ The base is the texture of the print
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PHYSICAL LEVEL

▸ The type of emulsion or paper/inks determine the tonal 
range, hue and saturation of the photograph 

▸ Printing a monochrome image on cool vs. warm-toned 
fiber based papers 

▸ Printing a digital image on watercolor paper vs. high 
gloss



“THE PHOTOGRAPH IS AN INDEPENDENT OBJECT IN 
THE WORLD; IT CAN BE STORED AND DISPLAYED IN A 
RANGE OF WAYS, BOUGHT OR SOLD.  THE CONTEXT 
THE VIEWER SEES THE PHOTOGRAPH WILL AFFECT 
… THE MEANINGS A VIEWER DRAWS FROM IT.”

Stephen Shore
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THE DEPICTIVE LEVEL

▸ When the world is captured by the process of 
photography, it is changed in four ways: 

▸ Flatness 

▸ Frame 

▸ Time 

▸ Focus
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THE DEPICTIVE LEVEL

▸ Flatness, Frame, Time and Focus define the 
photograph’s depictive content and structure 

▸ A photographer can use this to express their 
perceptions and meanings



THE NATURE OF PHOTOGRAPHS - STEPHEN SHORE

DEPICTIVE LEVEL: FLATNESS

▸ The world is 3-dimensional, a photograph is 2-dimensional 

▸ Photographs create the illusion of a 3-D space with a 
monocular view 

▸ By flattening the space that is photographed, a 
photographer creates relationships between subjects 
that did not exist previously



“THE ARTIST STARTS WITH A BLANK PAGE 
AND MUST FILL IT.  THE PHOTOGRAPHER 
STARTS WITH THE CLUTTER OF THE 
WORLD AND MUST SIMPLIFY IT.”

Stephen Shore
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DEPICTIVE LEVEL: FRAME

▸ Unlike the world, a photograph has flat edges 

▸ The photographer’s framing of an image (choosing what is 
included, and what is not) is a decision 

▸ This creates relationships between what is included, 
whether real or imagined





THE NATURE OF PHOTOGRAPHS - STEPHEN SHORE

DEPICTIVE LEVEL: FRAME

A Passive Frame 

▸ The photograph starts within the frame and works 
outward, implying a world extending beyond the 
edges of the frame 

An Active Frame 

▸ The structure starts with the frame and extends 
inward, implying that the photograph is a self-
contained world
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DEPICTIVE LEVEL: TIME

▸ Photographs are static, unlike life 

▸ Photographs can capture a moment in time that exists for a 
fraction of a second, thus creating a new interpretation of 
that movement 

▸ Longer exposures reveal movement (unlike how we actually 
see) freezing it as a motion blur, or accumulation of movement 

▸ Long exposures may also reveal “still time,” not revealing 
motion although it is an extended length of time
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DEPICTIVE LEVEL: FOCUS

▸ The focus creates an order of importance within a 
photograph 

▸ This separates the subject from other content 

▸ The only way to eliminate the impact of focus is to 
photograph the subject on a plane parallel to the film/
imaging sensor
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THE MENTAL LEVEL

▸ We construct mental images from the light that enters our 
brain 

▸ When we view a photograph, we refocus our eyes on a 
mental level, not optical 

▸ The Mental Level is essentially the process of the viewer’s 
interpretation of an image 

▸ This is dependent on the Depictive elements and how they 
are utilized in the photograph



WALKER EVANS, GAS STATION REEDSVILLE, WEST VIRGINIA



RENE BURRI, MEN ON A ROOFTOP, SAO PAOLO (1960)



RENE BURRI, TRAINING, FT LAUDERDALE, FL (1966)
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MENTAL MODELING

▸ Photographers base their photographs on mental models 
they have in their mind 

▸ Ex. a photographer that only recognizes sunsets as 
being worthy of photographing 

▸ Mental models can also be changing
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“Earlier I suggested that you become aware of the space between you and 

the page in this book. That caused an alteration of your mental model. You 

can add to this awareness by being mindful, right now, of yourself sitting in 

your chair, its back pressing against your spine. To this you can add an 

awareness of the sounds in your room. And all the while, as your awareness 

is shifting and your mental model is metamorphosing, you are reading this 

book, seeing these words – these words, which are only ink on paper, the ink 

depicting a series of funny little symbols whose meaning is conveyed on the 

mental level. And all the while, as your framework of understanding shifts, 

you continue to read and to contemplate the nature of photographs.”

MENTAL MODELING
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MENTAL MODELING

▸ When you are photographing, your perceptions are fed 
into your own particular mental model 

▸ Your mental model’s interpretation of these perceptions 
inform your photographic decisions 

▸ These interpretations then alter your original perceptions 

▸ This is an ongoing, self-modifying process
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SUMMARY

Shore states that a photograph can be viewed on three 
levels: 

▸ The Physical Level - the boundary of the print 

▸ The Depictive Level - flatness, frame, time, focus 

▸ The Mental Level - your mental modeling


