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Lesson 5:
Signs and Symbols

Form + Content + Context = Meaning




Materials needed:

Computer

Digital projector

Cameras or smartphones
Construction paper to use as backdrops

Reference works by:

Awol Erizku
Ryan McGinley
Ruvan Wijesooriya

Students will

Know: Signs and symbols are things that stand in for, or point to,
something else.

Understand: Photographic content (what the picture is of) can function
like a symbol, representing things not seen or not physically in the
picture.

Do: Identify symbols and infer meaning from visual elements of
photographs to look beyond the literal meaning of a picture.

Lesson 5: Signs and Symbols

Artist bios and project info

Awol Erizku (born Gondar, Ethiopia, 1988) lives and works in Los Angeles.
Erizku creates photography, film, video, paintings, and installations. His
brightly colored work references and reimagines African American and
African visual culture, from hip-hop vernacular to ancient Egyptian figures
such as Nefertiti, while nodding to traditions of spirituality and Surrealism.
He calls his revisioning of an art history centering on a Black and
Afrocentric—instead of European—visual language “Afro-esotericism.” His
still lifes and portraits contain many symbols and references, as seen in the
photograph Asiatic Lilies (2017), where traditional East African symbolism
interacts with modern objects and tools of the medium of photography.

“That tension is what I’'m after, a marriage between the picture plane,
or surface, and a three-dimensional object. . . . My interest in adding
additional objects to my paintings is to load the surface with rich
signifiers and make new things from perpetual aesthetic accumulation.”
—Awol Erizku, Mystic Pavallax (2023), 240

Revolution Is Love: A Year of Black Trans Liberation (2022) is a celebratory
archive of the contemporary activist movement in New York City centering
transgender and queer folks in the Black Lives Matter movement. The
photobook documents the weekly gatherings, marches, vigils, and
celebrations organized by Qween Jean and Joela Rivera, which went on to
be named the Stonewall Protests due to their meeting at the Stonewall Inn,
a historic site in LGBTQ+ liberation. Rewvolution Is Love includes images by
twenty-four photographers who participated in the Stonewall Protests and
showcases the vibrant community brought together by Qween Jean and
Rivera’s dedication to Black trans liberation. Ryan McGinley’s photograph
Liberation Not Deportation (2020) reflects the collective’s prioritization of
transgender people in their mission, demonstrated by trans pride flags held
high at the forefront of the group’s procession.

“The Stonewall Protests created visibility and space for Black trans
people, who deserve their place in history and whose messages should
serve as inspiration for a more inclusive future.”

—Robert Hamada, Revolution Is Love (2022)
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Lesson plan

® Key concept: A sign is an image or expression that represents something

specific. Signs can be used to communicate messages that can be
understood almost universally: Can you think of some that could

be understood around the world? Still, there are other signs that are
community specific. Can you think of any in your own life that not
everyone would understand? What are some reasons that signs might
be exclusive to a community (examples students might bring up: safety,
cultural specificity, inside jokes, lost information, and assimilation)?
Putting signs into certain contexts can create a larger symbolic meaning.
Symbols are similar in how they can stand in for a larger message but
have slightly more malleable meanings and can be used to represent
different ideas depending on the context.

Consider the reference work by Awol Erizku: Look at Awol Erizku’s
image. What do you see? Are there any signs? If so, where and what are
they? Can you understand these signs? You may want to share more
context: In Ishmael Reed’s description of Erizku’s work on page 14 of
Mystic Pavallax, Reed explains: “One of the most controversial women
in history is Nefertiti, queen of the eighteenth dynasty of Egypt. She was
the wife of Pharaoh Akhenaten, whose idea of the existence of only one
god led to the genocide of those whose pantheons include multiple gods.
... Erizku is aware of this legacy as he includes symbols one associates
with this ancient civilization whose continued discoveries never fail to
dazzle us. He uses animals, birds, and plants, symbols used in Egyptian
hieroglyphics, to tell his story. The lead character is Nefertiti.” With
this context in mind, how do the signs add meaning to the work?

What context would you need to understand them? How might the
photographer be asserting their own perspective using these signs?
What might this image symbolize?

Consider reference works by Ryan McGinley and Ruvan Wijesooriya:
Look at the images from Rewvolution Is Love: A Year of Black Trans
Liberation. Are there any familiar signs? What do they mean? Are there
unfamiliar signs? How do the signs add meaning to the image? What
might this image symbolize?
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® Photo exercise 1: Ask students to think of a sign or symbol in their
community, school, or culture. A landform? A body of water? A team
mascot? An insignia that represents the town? Something evocative of
local industry? A shared cultural reference? Consider together how you
could engage with this sign in a photograph, then make related pictures.
What symbols, cultural references, visual references, or codes will you
use? What context will the viewer need to understand your work?

® Photo exercise 2: Make a still life—photographs of inanimate objects—
in the style of Awol Erizku. Consider which objects, backgrounds,
colors, and signs and symbols you would like to include.

Going further

Read: “Awol Erizku’s Surreal Visions of Africa and Its Diaspora,”
Ashley James. This article originally appeared in Aperture, issue 244,
“Cosmologies,” under the title “Awol Erizku: Mystic Parallax.”

Read: “The Photographers Who Built an ‘Army of Lovers’ through Protest
and Celebration,” Raquel Willis, from Revolution Is Love (Aperture, 2022)
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https://aperture.org/editorial/awol-erizku-surreal-visions-of-africa-and-its-diaspora/
https://aperture.org/magazines/aperture-244/
https://aperture.org/editorial/the-photographers-and-activists-finding-trans-community-and-joy-through-protest/
https://aperture.org/editorial/the-photographers-and-activists-finding-trans-community-and-joy-through-protest/
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Awol Erizku, Asiatic Lilies, 2017; from Awol Erizku: Mystic
Lesson 5: Signs and Symbols Parallax (Aperture, 2023)




Ryan McGinley, Black Trans History Ball, February 2021;
from Revolution Is Love: A Year of Black Trans Liberation
Lesson 5: Signs and Symbols (Aperture, 2022)



Ryan McGinley, Liberation Not Deportation, October 2020;
from Revolution Is Love: A Year of Black Trans Liberation
Lesson 5: Signs and Symbols (Aperture, 2022)



Ruvan Wijesooriya, Say Their Names, December 2020;
from Revolution Is Love: A Year of Black Trans Liberation
Lesson 5: Signs and Symbols (Aperture, 2022)
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Aperture is a nonprofit publisher dedicated to creating insight, community,
and understanding through photography.



