aperture On Sight



Lesson 8:
Reading Images

Form + Content + Context = Meaning




Materials needed:

Computer

Digital projector

Cameras or smartphones

One printed copy of The San Quentin Project with individual spreads given to
each student

Markers or colored pencils

Reference works

Reference works by:

Wendy Red Star
Stephen Shore
William Eggleston
Nigel Poor

Bieke Depoorter

Students will

Know: How to do a close reading of an image.

Understand: Photographs can be interpreted through close observation
and by making connections to context.

Do: Annotate images and record observations and insights.

Lesson 8: Reading Images

Artist bios and project info

Wendy Red Star (born in Billings, Montana, 1981) is an Apsdalooke (Crow)
photographer and multimedia artist who lives and works in Portland,
Oregon. Red Star’s practice as a photographer centers Native American life
through analyzing contemporary visual culture, as well as interrogating
European archival practices. She creates imaginative self-portraiture,

vivid collages, archival interventions, and site-specific installations.

Her work questions the role of the photographer in shaping Indigenous
representation. This inquiry is showcased in Peelatchiwaaxpdash / Medicine
Crow (Raven) (2014), a portrait of Chief Medicine Crow originally taken
by Charles Milton Bell in 1880 in Washington, DC, where a delegation of
Crow leaders had traveled to negotiate a treaty outlining the boundaries of
the Crow Reservation. Given that Red Star had previously found an image
of Chief Medicine Crow appropriated for a modern advertisement with

no reference to him in the photograph, she utilizes her written thoughts

as a method of historical exploration and artistic reclamation, noting the
cultural significance of his adornment and her own reflections on his role as
aleader.

“I have often heard that my work is reclaiming objects or history. I don’t
actually feel like 'm reclaiming. It’s already ours. In the case of the Crow
community, we have such a rich material culture that has been collected
all over the country and in Europe. One archive might have something
that is connected to another archive and it’s important for me to bring
those things together.”
—Wendy Red Star, “Wendy Red Star introduces ‘Delegation,’” by
Aperture, YouTube, 2022

Nigel Poor (born in Boston, 1963) is a visual artist and professor of
photography who lives and works in the San Francisco Bay Area. In 2011,
Poor began teaching a class on the history of photography through the
Prison University Project at San Quentin State Prison. Due to restrictions
on the use of cameras and books inside the facility, the photographer
designed a course rooted in mapping exercises in which students created
verbal photographs of their memories and annotated iconic images from
different artists. After being impressed by Poor’s teachings, San Quentin’s
public information officer granted her access to the prison’s archive that
held thousands of negatives made by correction officers decades prior. The
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https://youtu.be/s9gqYa2T31Q?si=KtgfH-oQepNhrVv1

officer thought Poor may be intrigued by the historical documentation

of the prison. Poor utilized the photographs of San Quentin’s past as
educational material for her students to explicate their observations about
the photographs’ content, context, and composition by writing on top of the
images. In The San Quentin Project (2021), Poor’s monograph that documents
her experience with prison photography education, one of Poor’s former
students, Ruben Ramirez, is quoted alongside an archived photograph of a
broken window in which his robust analysis is handwritten in the margins:
“Because of photography, [ now see fascination everywhere” (155).

“[The history of photography classes at San Quentin State Prison]

and the conversations we had using photography were, for me, the
foundation for everything that came after. The photographic image gave
us something to bond over and became our bridge to conversation. The
image is a generous communicator, as full and robust as any written or
aural story. [t requires a different kind of attention, but given time, the
narrative within the frame reveals itself. Point of view, character, plot,
subtext—everything a story has can be found in an image. As viewers,
we understand a photograph through our own experiences, so when
someone is asked to interpret an image, the response can be a form of
autobiography. In the class, we spent a great deal of time talking about
the meanings of images and trying to find the subtext, the full story
waiting to be discovered within the frame.”

—Nigel Poor, The San Quentin Project (2021), 12

Bieke Depoorter (born in Kortrijk, Belgium, 1986) is a photographer

who lives in Ghent. Depoorter has traveled to Egypt regularly since the
beginning of the 2011 Egyptian Revolution, in which citizens began
protesting police brutality and restricted political freedoms that occurred
under a long-standing president. In the years following, the Egyptian people
have seen numerous transfers of political power, some peaceful and some
not. Depoorter spent time making intimate portraits of Egyptian families
in their homes. In 2017, she revisited the country with these photographs as
the first draft of a photobook, inviting other Egyptians she met during her
travels to write comments directly onto the photographs. This resulted in
an expansive written discussion of contrasting views on politics, religion,
society, and photography across Egypt during a tumultuous time.
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“Depoorter decided to ask Egyptians to write their thoughts on top

of her images. Her work became a medium for exchange. . . . For

Depoorter, allowing her pictures to be critiqued, commented on, and

even defaced by the pen was a solution she hadn’t realized existed before.

‘Photography alone felt so limiting, and the use of text opened a whole

new conversation,” she says. It was a liberating discovery, one that would

push her art to new levels.”

—Thessaly La Force, “Bieke Depoorter: Conversations with Pictures,”
Aperture, issue 250 (2023), 44-46

Lesson plan

® Consider reference works by Wendy Red Star: Share the image
Peelatchiwaaxpdash / Medicine Crow (Raven) (2014) by Wendy Red
Star. Ask the students to consider: What is the artist adding to the
photograph? How do her annotations change your interpretation of the
image? How does her writing change the meaning of the picture? Why
might she have chosen to do this? What is she communicating? What
would you say about it? For more context, Wendy Red Star explains in
the monograph: “I want people, when they look at this photo, to actually
have a sense of what is trying to be conveyed from my culture in this
image. And so, [ started outlining their outfits. Partly for myself to really
look at all the tiny details. I started to realize that they all wore brass
rings on their fingers. I started to notice the details, like the conch shells,
and that one of them has an eagle-claw bracelet. And all of that was just
stuff that I wasn’t picking up from looking™ (32).

® Consider reference works by Nigel Poor: Share William Eggleston’s
image from The Democratic Forest (1989), from The San Quentin Project.
Working as a pair or as a group, observe details in the photograph. Ask
students what they see. For more context, Eggleston’s photograph
was made for a larger collection of photographs of the Southern US
for The Democratic Forest, more than twenty years before Nigel Poor
began teaching at San Quentin State Prison. The book’s title comes
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https://archive.aperture.org/article/2023/1/1/bieke-depoorter-conversations-with-pictures

from Eggleston’s belief that, in photography, two different images of
differing content, treated with the same amount of care, can be equally
significant, even if the first photograph depicts an important landmark
and the second, something lesser known. How do their written
observations align with the photographer’s original image? How do they
differ? Do their written notes give the students insights into the author?

Consider reference works by Bieke Depoorter: Look at Depoorter’s
images. Consider: What is the text doing here? How does it affect your
understanding of the image? What are some of the different perspectives
you see here? Are there any gaps between the images and text? Where is
there room for personal bias to enter in?

Photo exercise: Invite students to choose an image from their camera
roll or memory card and write an image description for it. Be as
descriptive as possible. You might encourage the students to move from
foreground to middle ground to background, or from left to right, or
from the main focus of the image to elsewhere.
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Going further

Discuss: Compare the types of photographs in the projects by Wendy Red
Star, Nigel Poor, and Bieke Depoorter. Formal portraits versus documentary
images. Note how the gaze differs in each. Whose gaze are viewers
following? Discuss the differences. How does the writing and the image
description give more context?

Discuss: In the San Quentin images, some annotations document the inner
worlds of the writers. It is hard to put together an image of how we see
ourselves and how others see us. Try to take a photograph of how you think
others see you. Share with the group and consider what information you’d
need to annotate for a viewer.

Learn: MASS MoCA Educator Guide: Wendy Red Star: Apsaalooke:
Children of the Large-Beaked Bird

Read: “People of the Earth,” interview with Emily Moazami by Wendy
Red Star. This article originally appeared in Aperture, issue 240, “Native
America.”

Read: “A Startling Discovery at San Quentin,” Rebecca Bengal. This article
originally appeared in Aperture, issue 230, “Prison Nation,” under the title
“San Quentin Archive.”

Read: “Bieke Depoorter: Conversations with Pictures,” Thessaly La Force.
This article originally appeared in Aperture, issue 250, “We Make Pictures in
Order to Live.”
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https://massmoca.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/WRS_EducatorGuide_ForPublic.pdf
https://massmoca.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/WRS_EducatorGuide_ForPublic.pdf
https://massmoca.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/WRS_EducatorGuide_ForPublic.pdf
https://aperture.org/interviews/people-of-the-earth-wendy-red-star/
https://aperture.org/magazines/aperture-240/
https://aperture.org/magazines/aperture-240/
https://aperture.org/editorial/san-quentin-nigel-poor/
https://aperture.org/new-and-noteworthy/aperture-230/
https://archive.aperture.org/article/2023/1/1/bieke-depoorter-conversations-with-pictures
https://aperture.org/magazines/aperture-250/
https://aperture.org/magazines/aperture-250/

Wendy Red Star, Peelatchiwaaxpdaash / Medicine
Crow (Raven), 2014; from Wendy Red Star: Delegation
Lesson 8: Reading Images (Aperture, 2022)
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Stephen Shore, El Paso Street, El Paso, Texas, July 5, 1975,
mapped by anonymous; both from Nigel Poor: The San
Quentin Project (Aperture, 2021)
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William Eggleston, from The Democratic Forest, 1989,
mapped by anonymous; both from Nigel Poor: The San
Lesson 8: Reading Images Quentin Project (Aperture, 2021)
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Bieke Depoorter, Nazlat al-Samman, Cairo, March 2012;
from Bieke Depoorter: As it may be (Aperture, 2018)
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Bieke Depoorter, Al-Minya, Eqgypt, 2013; from Bieke
Lesson 8: Reading Images Depoorter: As it may be (Aperture, 2018)



Aperture On Sight was conceived by Sarah Anne McNear, former deputy
director for external affairs and public programs. The 2023-24 edition

has been written and led by Alice Proujansky, teaching artist; Frances
Dorenbaum, content editor and curatorial advisor; Alex Schlechter,
education and public programs manager; Virginia Cannella, education and
public programs work scholar; and Sarah Meister, executive director, with
contributions from work scholars Seth Fields and Sofia Turner. Graphic
design: Karina Eckmeier. [llustration assistance: Lu Gan. Copyeditors:
Susan Ciccotti, Freddy Martinez, and Claire Voon. The first edition, in
2015, was written by Sarah Anne McNear and Alice Proujansky, with
contributions by Zalika Azim, Frances Dorenbaum, Schuyler Duffy, Adair
Ewin, Becca Imrich, Alexis Lambrou, Christopher Lopez, Pete Pin, Nancy
Schneider, José Soto, Emily Stewart, and Ashley Strazzinski.

Aperture On Sight (2023-24) is made possible with support from the
National Endowment for the Arts. Thank you to all the artists for sharing
their images.

Aperture On Sight (2015) was made possible with support from The

Bay and Paul Foundations, The Charina Endowment Fund, The Milton
and Sally Avery Arts Foundation, The Pinkerton Foundation, The Reba
Judith Sandler Foundation, The Tinker Foundation, The William Talbott
Hillman Foundation, and a gift from Agnes Gund. Additional public
support was provided by the National Endowment for the Arts, New York
State Council on the Arts and the New York State Legislature, New York
City Department of Cultural Affairs in partnership with City Council,
Manhattan Borough President’s Office, and Grand Street Settlement.

Compilation copyright © 2025 Aperture; all photographs copyright and
courtesy the artists or estates except where noted otherwise.

aperture

380 Columbus Avenue
New York, NY 10024
aperture.org

Aperture is a nonprofit publisher dedicated to creating insight, community,
and understanding through photography.



