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From its inception, the practice of photography affected anew how people saw images, and what audiences considered to be the proper aesthetic rules of composition.  In late nineteenth century painting, for example, a painter such as Edgar Degas started to embrace photography’s compositional structure which cuts figures off at the edges, as though they are about to enter or exit – a compositional form previously frowned upon by traditional painters.  He found these croppings were able to convey meaning which for him related to an experience of modern life, or were at least more truthful to perception.


The problem of how the construction of a photograph relates to meaning was made a political issue when photography became an important communicative tool (both for artistic and propaganda purposes) in the early days of the Soviet Union.  Margarita Tupitsyn’s article, ‘Fragmentation versus Totality: The Politics of (De)Framing’ addresses these problems by examining a debate amongst Soviet photographers over whether one should make images of part of a scene or the whole scene, if one wanted to communicate to an audience about a goal to be attained.  She uses, for example, the debate between Aleksandr Rodchenko and Aleksandr Shaikhet over whether to show a portion of a steamroller in the act of paving a road, or to show a fleet of whole steamrollers working in a column along a highway, as if in a parade.  The debate focused on the problem of how much a photographer should show the audience a coherent scene which communicates clearly what it is that they should see and believe, or whether the photographer should give only a fragment, thereby forcing the viewer to participate more actively by imagining the remaining parts, or by piecing together several photos to make it whole.


Using Tupitsyn’s article and its accompanying images on Canvas, I want you to take a side in this debate, either Rodchenko’s or Shaikhet’s position, and defend its usefulness not only for political purposes (as they were arguing for) but for aesthetics in general (for communication, for aesthetic pleasure, etc.). Use an example of a photograph in the article to demonstrate your points.

Papers must be three full typed pages in length, with 1” margins, double-spaced, using a standard 12-point font. You must directly cite at least two passages from the article.  Please don’t forget to put your name on the paper, and stapling your pages together is appreciated.  Paper is due in class on Tuesday, January 28th.

