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SNAPSHOTS, or:

Visual Culture’s Clichés

Visual culture scholars and historians of photography are looking for new ways to interpret
and historicize vernacular snapshot photography, seeking to explain one of snapshot pho-
tography’s defining characteristics: repetitiveness in form and content. This paper proposes
to account for repetition by linking the snapshot to a seemingly unrelated vernacular phe-
nomenon: the cliché. The two phenomena — one visual, the other linguistic — have more
in common than at first appears. The genealogies of the cliché — an “expression or idea
that has lost its originality or force through overuse” — and the snapshot photograph —
“predictable, conservative, and repetitive in both form and content”, go back to the same
point of origin: the printing workshops of nineteenth century France, while at the same time
presenting a continuation of a pre-modern, oral tradition in which knowledge is transmitted
from generation to generation through repetition.

1.

In Martin Parr’s 1990 photograph The Leaning Tower of Pisa, some ten or so people are dis-
persed in front of the famous Italian tower. Four of them, two male and two female, are
posing — not for Parr’s camera, but for those of friends or relatives who are somewhere
outside the frame: they’re pretending either to push the tower over or to prevent it from
falling. The photograph, one of many similarly ironic observations of tourist activity in
Parr’s book Small World, shows us the very banality of that pose: viewing it, we con-
jure up a future moment in which the four posers ponder over virtually interchangeable
images of themselves.

Tourist photographs are a staple of amateur photographic practice (see, for exam-
ple, Chalfen, “Photography’s Role”; Kelsey; Holland) — and as Parr’s Leaning Tower
intimates, similarity and repetition are among their defining features — as they are
for snapshot photography in general.1 Artists like Joachim Schmid and Erik Kessels
have made a sport of collecting other people’s photographs and presenting them so
as to drive home the point of their conformity (see, for example, Schmid, Photoworks;
Batchen, “Snapshots”; Kessels).2 Sociologists like Pierre Bourdieu, Jaap Boerdam,
Richard Chalfen and Luc Pauwels have analyzed the conventionality of snapshot photog-
raphy (Bourdieu; Boerdam and Martinius; Chalfen, Snapshot; Pauwels, “De Betekenis”),
and critics and art historians have asked how we are to study it (Batchen, Each Wild Idea;
Batchen, “Snapshots”; Kelsey and Blake).

Since most snapshot photographs are, as photo historian Geoffrey Batchen puts it,
“predictable, conservative, and repetitive in both form and content”, they “challenge
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176 P H O T O G R A P H I E S

us to find another way of talking about photography, a way that can somehow account
for the determined banality of these, and indeed most other, photographic pictures”
(“Snapshots” 121). Art history, with its focus on originality and individuality, won’t do
the trick; instead, a history of the snapshot will need to “account for boredom and
ubiquity, the medium’s most abiding visual qualities” (ibid. 132).

If anything, Martin Parr’s Leaning Tower is a comment on precisely those visual qual-
ities: in a single image, it captures both the ubiquity (four people posing in the exact
same way at a single moment) and the boredom (because the joke does wear out after a
while) of tourist snapshots. The photograph is about clichés — and at the same time, it
is somewhat of a cliché itself: Parr’s gentle mocking of tourist photographic activity has
a precedent in, for example, Garry Winogrand’s 1968 Apollo 11 Moon Shot, Cape Kennedy
and Lee Friedlander’s 1969 Mt Rushmore, South Dakota. What Leaning Tower tells us, then,
both through its content as well as on a meta-level, is that snapshots are the clichés of
visual culture.3

2.

We use the word “cliché” advisedly. As it happens, the genealogies of the cliché —
an “expression or idea that has lost its originality or force through overuse” (American
Heritage Dictionary) — and the snapshot go back to the same point of origin: the printing
workshops of nineteenth century France. There, cliché was the name of the metal plate or
mould on the printing press “from which reproductions of print or design could be made
in unending quantity” (Sabin 10).4 Under this mechanical definition the cliché moved
into the English language, where it first appeared — or so the Oxford English Dictionary
informs us — in Charles Babbage’s 1832 Economy of Machinery and Manufactures.5 Thus
intimately tied to the printed word, its use was later expanded to denote the negative in
photography.6 From the start, then, the cliché was an emblem of the “age of mechanical
reproduction” (Benjamin).7

Before long, the cliché migrated out of the realm of the strictly mechanical. Doing
so, it shed its originally technical connotation and obtained a more pejorative one: that
of a phrase that had been reproduced so often it was now trite and hackneyed. For
a while, the technical and critical uses of the word existed side by side: In 1879, for
example, the Christian Advocate wrote that “several Parisian photographers have been
wonderfully successful in the use of electric light for obtaining clichés” (“Science and
Art”) and in 1891 Outing, an “illustrated magazine of recreation”, reported that “a new
method for reducing the intensity of negative clichés was announced by veteran photog-
rapher P.C. Duchoichois” (Lincoln). In that same year the New York Times, interviewing
British publishers about American copyright law, reported that “American clichés . .
. would certainly not be chiefly used in the production of international editions [of
books]” (“Under Copyright Law” 3); one year later, Longman’s Magazine distinguished
“true” writers from literary hacks on the basis of the former’s “hatred of clichés and
commonplace, of the outworn phrase, of clashing consonants” (Lang). By the turn of
the century, however, the shift was pretty much complete.8 In the nineteenth century,
“a growing awareness of mass production in word and thought” (Flaubert 3) coincided
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S N A P S H O T S , O R 177

with Romantic pre-occupations with originality and creativity, and in this context the
cliché was seen as the linguistic denial of such individual attributes — indeed, as the
very antithesis of original thought.9 According to historian Walter Ong, a “strong dis-
approval of the cliché is a regular concomitant of the romantic state of mind . . .
subconsciously convinced that what is already known does not require repetition because
what is known is stored in books whereas art is necessarily a venture into the unknown”
(Rhetoric 21).

3.

The shift in the cliché’s meaning from the mechanical to the cultural also coincided
roughly with the 1888 introduction of Kodak’s easy to use and cheaply available Brownie
camera — and with the subsequent, expansive growth of a mass-market for amateur
photography. Before then, photography had been the domain of professionals (studio
photographers mostly) and dedicated, technically literate amateurs. Cameras were cum-
bersome, and exposing and developing photographic plates was a complicated process
that required knowledge, time, and chemicals. From the late 1870s to the end of the
1880s, however, a series of scientific and technological innovations in the United States,
France, and the UK led to the production of gelatin-coated glass plates, gelatinized paper
for positive print, and the roll-film system. Photography became simpler, cheaper, and
available to all: “You push the button, we do the rest”, as the company’s oft-quoted slogan
famously had it (see Jenkins).10

Eastman Kodak’s marketing ensured not only that many people bought its product
(from 1889 to 1909, the company’s domestic sales grew nearly 17.5 percent annually;
ibid. 177); it also prescribed the kinds of photographs that the new class of amateurs
was to take — of family, leisure, and vacation.11 The result, as the history of amateur
photography shows us, has been a startling thematic and stylistic uniformity in the kinds
of personal photographs people take around the world. The repetitive nature of ama-
teur snapshots and the repetitive nature of infinitely reproduced phrases and expressions
have had the same effect: triteness through overuse. “The casual snapshooter”, Steven
Halpern wrote in Aperture in 1974, “has retreated into the idealized, family-centered
landscape upon which Kodak has built its ads. This blind retreat has the effect of wearing
out the very idealization themselves. The snapshot is now . . . stereotyped” (67).

Around the turn of the century, the large-scale reproduction and circulation of
words and phrases made literary critics worry about the effect thereof on litera-
ture specifically, and on the state of humanity in general: “All but the most obvious
motives tend to express themselves no longer as thoughts but as clichés”, Edmund
Gosse lamented in 1902 (cited in Partridge, i). As the literary scholar Elizabeth Barry
describes, “the development of widespread mechanical reproduction of text had allowed
for an increasingly rapid dissemination of words and ideas ... As a result, however, stylis-
tic effects were felt to ‘wear out’ more quickly” (15–16). The mass-amateurization of
photography induced similar concerns: in Scribner’s Magazine, champion of artistic pho-
tography Joseph Stiglitz complained that “the placing in the hands of the general public
a means of making pictures with but little labor and requiring less knowledge, has of
necessity been followed by the production of millions of photographs”. As a result of
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178 P H O T O G R A P H I E S

this “fatal facility”, he lamented, photography had “fallen into disrepute” (qtd. in Nickel
P. 11).

So, here is the parallel: at the end of the nineteenth century, the cliché had become
for language what the amateur snapshot would shortly represent for photography: a
symbol of the lowest common denominator, an emblem of the boring, the repetitive,
and the formulaic.

4.

The cliché is a cultural product of a technological change, with middle-class conno-
tations. The amateur snapshot is the exact same thing. Both are associated with the
common man, indeed, both are commonplace. Clichés may vary slightly from one to
the next (and to be sure “some variability in the standardization does not disqualify
the expression as formulary so long as the expression retains its effective identity”, as
Walter Ong has written: Rhetoric, Romance 288), and the same is true of snapshot pho-
tographs: “each [snapshot] captures a unique pose, even if that pose obediently repeats
million other, very similar poses. They are all the same, but they are all also just slightly
different from each other”, Geoffrey Batchen has observed (“Snapshots” 125).

Formulaic and repetitive as they may be, however, clichés and snapshots are hardly
ever conceived of as such by those who employ or produce them. In 1941, French critic
Jean Paulhan criticized the attempt of French writers and literary critics to “exile” the
cliché in his influential book The Flowers of Tarbes. He marveled at the strange discrepancy
between the employment and perception of clichés:

And we all know . . . that the most innocent and sincere souls . . . often pour out
their feelings in proverbs, banal sayings, and commonplace expressions. Love let-
ters are a good example of this: infinitely rich and exceptionally meaningful for the
person writing or receiving them — but puzzling to an outsider because of their
banality and (he will say) their verbalism. (Paulhan 49)

Likewise, ploughing through a friend’s stack of holiday pictures is, nine times out of
ten, a very boring affair. “Looking at another person’s snapshots, slides, home movies
or tapes can indeed be killing: presentations are rarely of short duration, and repetition
seems endemic to the genre”, historian Martha Langford writes in her meditation on
photographic albums (5). “Private pictures often are regarded as the pinnacle of banal-
ity”, visual sociologist Luc Pauwels (“Communicating” 164) concurs. In order to make
sense of this repetitive nature, Langford has suggested that:

An album is an oral-photographic performance . . . [And] if the meaning of an album
depends on oral presentation, there must be links between photographic culture and
oral tradition that could be understood better and put to use in the interpretation
of albums. (20)
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S N A P S H O T S , O R 179

Langford’s heads-up to the oral tradition is apt, but incomplete, since the links between
orality and photography can be boiled down even further so as to interpret the function
not just of albums, but of individual snapshots. Indeed, with historians like Langford
and Batchen asking how to account for the repetitive form and subject of snapshot pho-
tographs, oral culture — basically, the way of the world before script — is the place
of choice to look for answers.12 By linking the snapshot to the cliché, it becomes clear
that repetition serves a mnemonic function with roots in a pre-modern, oral tradition,
in which knowledge is transmitted from generation to generation.

5.

The cliché is an ancient phenomenon. The word itself may be modern, but the thing
it has come to describe — a repeated, overused phrase, a formula — takes us back to
the earliest forms of storytelling and the most heralded paragons of poetry. Milman
Parry was one of the first scholars, in the 1930s, to demonstrate that the language in
Homer’s Iliad and the Odyssey did not sprout from original genius, but instead had been
“generated over the years by epic poets using old set expressions which they preserved
and/or reworked largely for metrical purposes” (Ong, Orality and Literacy 23, emphasis
added). That this should be so flew in the face of Romantic notions of individuality
and originality — of what Joan Didion has called “the Rousseaunean premise that most
people, left to their own devices, think not in clichés but with originality and brilliance;
that most individual voices, once heard, turn out to be the voices of beauty and wisdom”
(116).

After the initial shock, however, scores of scholars set out to demonstrate the
reliance of this author or that on clichés and stereotypes (see, for example LeSage;
Shulman; Monroe; Barry; Amossy). Walter Ong has described the importance of
repetition, set phrases, formulas — clichés — in what he calls oral culture:

Homeric Greeks valued clichés because not only the poets but the entire oral noetic
world . . . relied upon the formulaic constitution of thought. In an oral culture,
knowledge, once acquired, had to be constantly repeated or it would be lost: fixed,
formulaic thought patterns were essential for wisdom and effective administration.
(Orality and Literacy 23–4)

The disregard for — and, later, fear of — clichés did not arise until information could
be stored and retrieved effectively in books or other written materials: print culture
allowed mankind to fix its thoughts, and only when this project was well underway
did the unknown, the original and the non-formulaic became valued (Ong, Rhetoric,
Romance).

The cliché, then, was an important mnemonic device in oral culture. And, as
some defenders insist, it still functions as such today: according to sociologist Anton
Zijderveld, clichés are “containers of old experiences. They contain, in a sense, the
experiences and observations of former generations” (Zijderveld 11). In 1941, Dermont
Morrah wrote that “the best of us most of the time, and most of us all of the time, are
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180 P H O T O G R A P H I E S

thinking . . . thoughts that have been thought before; and why should we be ashamed to
dress them in the language that the experience of the ages (cliché) has decided suits them
best?” (p. 166) In this, he echoed Logan Pearsall Smith, who, in Words and Idioms, wrote
that “a writer cannot create his own language; he must take what society provides him,
and in his search for sensuous and pictured speech he naturally has recourse to the rich
and living material created by generations of popular and unconscious artists”. (p. 156)

As it happens, the re-evaluation of amateur snapshots that started in the 1940s and
really took off in the 1960s and 1970s, relied on a similar Romantic notion of the “com-
mon man” as an “unconscious artist”.13 William Morgan of the Museum of Modern Art,
defending his decision to host an exhibition of amateur photographs in 1944, wrote: “I
feel that the dead walls of judgment . . . should be changed when it comes to evalu-
ating the spontaneous free spirit which is so often expressed in the personal snapshot.”
Similarly, when Aperture magazine devoted an entire issue to the snapshot in 1974, the
editorial announced that the issue would examine “the vitality and ambiguity of the naïve
home snapshot” (Green). In that same issue, photographer Lisette Model described her-
self as “a passionate lover of the snapshot, because of all photographic images it comes
closest to the truth”. It appears that Nancy Martha West, writing, in Kodak and the Lens of
Nostalgia, summed it up quite well: “Of all photographic genres, snapshot photography
has stubbornly maintained the illusion of naiveté” (7).

As a “container of old experiences”, the cliché is a mnemonic device; and pho-
tography, of course, has always been closely linked with memory as well. As many a
commentator has observed, we take photographs in order to remember, to “freeze time”
in its tracks, to produce souvenirs of experience had.14 If the printing press made it
possible to store memory in letters, sentences and books, then the camera allowed us to
outsource visual memorization to photo albums and, more recently, on computer hard
drives. With slogans like “Let Kodak keep the story”, it was Eastman’s company once
more that worked hardest to forge this link between photography and memory. Or, as
Nancy West put it: “Kodak . . . commodified memory . . . Like other souvenirs and
keepsakes, snapshots offered consumers the means to ‘preserve’ their memories” (9).

6.

The cliché is a political phenomenon. Terms like “containers for memory” and
“mnemonic devices” may suggest a mere instrumentality and passivity, but clichés and
snapshots in turn influence consciousness and perception as well.

When Gustav Flaubert conceived, in the 1850s, of a Dictionary of Accepted Ideas, his
resolution to satirize the common phrases of the bourgeoisie was inspired by fears over
the loss of individuality. His Dictionary was composed of seemingly innocent lemmas like
“hand” (“to govern France, must be of iron; to have a beautiful hand means to have a
fine handwriting”), “hard” (“always add “as iron.” There is also “hard as a rock,” but that
is much less forceful”) and “heat” (“always “unbearable.” Do not drink on hot days”).
Although Flaubert never actually used the word “cliché” himself (as we have seen, it did
not obtain its current meaning until some ten years later), his Dictionary of Accepted Ideas is
considered the first attempt at collecting and ordering commonplace expressions.15 As
Barzun has written, underlying Flaubert’s effort was an effort to “castigate the cliché”
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S N A P S H O T S , O R 181

(Flaubert 5), since for Flaubert clichés were “more than signs of dullness, they were
philosophic clues from which he inferred the transformation of the human being under
machine capitalism” (Barzun, Forword, in Flaubert).

As such, one could say that Flaubert was motivated by cultural and political ideals;
and the cliché is a political phenomenon indeed. When Frenchman Alexis de Tocqueville
visited the United States in the 1830s, he observed:

When men are no longer fixed in one social position, seeing each other and com-
municating together, when the class systems are destroyed to assume a changed and
uniform character, all the words of the language are mingled. Those words which
do not suit the majority die out; the rest form a common store of expressions used by
everyone almost at random. (556; emphasis added)

If his remark concerned the influence of politics on language — of democracy on clichés —
Flaubert was concerned with the converse: the influence of language on politics.

“As innocent as they may seem to be”, Zijderveld has written, “clichés are generally
deeply installed in a man’s consciousness where they can do their work . . . without
the intervention of potentially relativizing reflections . . . By means of sheer repetition
clichés mould people’s minds and souls in a specific direction” (5). In this view, the
cliché does not only threaten the unique individual simply because of what it represents —
infinite copies of the same thing — but also because of what it does: easily digestible and
easily repeated, the cliché prevents people from critical reflection and original thought.
(Political propaganda, too, tends to rely on catchy slogans, repeated up to the point
where they become mantras that are taken in and uttered unreflectively.)

“The fight against bad English is not frivolous and is not the exclusive concern of
professional writers”, wrote George Orwell in 1946, in his famous essay Politics and the
English Language:

As soon as certain topics are raised, the concrete melts into the abstract and no one
seems able to think of turns of speech that are not hackneyed: prose consists less
and less of words chosen for the sake of their meaning, and more and more of phrases
tacked together like the sections of a prefabricated henhouse. (355)

Per Orwell, “if one gets rid of these habits one can think more clearly, and to think clearly
is a necessary first step toward political regeneration” (355–7). Likewise, Zijderveld
has noted that “shaking up a society’s clichés is as hazardous an enterprise as trying to
overthrow its institutions” (5). The cliché, they suggest, is what is getting in the way
of political revolution; in much the same way, the 1990s saw a host of critics arguing
that the conventions of amateur photographic practice serve to suppress and undermine
family tensions and individual differences for the sake of producing standardized, socially
desirable images. “The images in circulation in a particular culture act to mould and set
limits upon how each of us will ‘see ourselves’ and others”, Jo Spence and Rosy Martin
have argued: “the stories about ourselves which we can common-sensically construct
from family albums probably say more about the histories of amateur and popular pho-
tography and their conventions than they do about the history of any given family or its
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individual members.” (Martin & Spence, p. 405) Likewise, Annette Kuhn, discussing the
evidential function of photographs, argues that “evidence of this sort . . . can conceal,
even as it purports to reveal, what it is evidence of” (395).

“We do not yet realize”, John A. Kouwenoven wrote in 1974, “how fundamentally
snapshots altered the way people saw one another and the world around them by reshap-
ing our conceptions of what is real and therefore what is important. We tend to see only
what the pictorial conventions of our time are calculated to show us.”16 With these pic-
torial conventions growing increasingly similar — increasingly common — all over the
world,17 snapshots, like clichés, seem to defy individuality.

For Jean Paul Sartre, clichés (or commonplaces, the term he used for “our most
hackneyed thoughts, inasmuch as these thoughts have become the meeting place of the
community”) were “Hell”:

The commonplace belongs to everybody and it belongs to me; it is the presence of
everybody in me. In its very essence it is generality: in order to appreciate it, an act
is necessary, an act through which I shed my particularity in order to adhere to the
general. (p. 137)

The tension between individuality and generality, between originality and conformity,
is also a feature of snapshots: “most snapshots are . . . about conformity, not innovation
or subversion”, Geoffrey Batchen writes, adding:

As a collective activity, snapshots show the struggles of particular individuals to
conform to the social expectation, and visual tropes, of their sex and class . . .
everyone simultaneously wants to look like themselves and like everyone else — to
be the same but (ever so slightly) different. (“Snapshots” 133)

We have seen by now that clichés need not be strictly linguistic. If anything, the ety-
mology of the word suggests as much: in its printing press days, the cliché referred not
only to casts or moulds for the reproduction of letters and words: it could be used to
print images as well. As Elizabeth Eisenstein put it, in her seminal history of the printing
press:

Typographical fixity affected the way images were shaped, partly by changing the
way they could be collected, catalogued and reproduced . . . the duplicative powers
of print also placed an increasingly high premium on the development of new visual
vocabularies. (255)

If fear of the cliché compelled writers to always try and come up with new language,18 it
did the same for graphic designers and other visual artists: images designed for one form
of decoration were quickly taken up and reproduced by printers and “reworked by cab-
inet makers, glaziers, potters and tapestry weavers”, in an endless circle of copying and
re-use. “In this way, visual clichés were created which later generations had to manipulate
self-consciously or attempt, with increasing desperation, to evade” (Eisenstein 255).
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S N A P S H O T S , O R 183

Just as the cliché left its mechanical nest to become part of literary culture, the snap-
shot came to act as the cliché’s visual twin. Both are generally seen as the commonplace
antithesis of romantic originality and creativity, and both are associated with a loss of
individuality. Yet at the same time they perform vital social and personal functions —
as containers of memory much more ancient than their industrial and modern nature
suggests.

7.

On May 2, 2010, the New York Times photography weblog Lens invited “everyone with
a camera” to take a picture at 15:00 UTC, and to submit the result to the website,
after which the editors would create a “mosaic portrait of a Moment in Time around
the world” (http://lens.blogs.nytimes.com). Overwhelmed by more than 10,000 sub-
missions, the site’s capacity to accept the photographs went down, and the promised
publication of the portrait was pushed back to a later date. As a placeholder, Lens did
offer a sneak preview of some twenty images the next day, including a photograph of
two little boys smiling to the camera, captioned “Miami: My kids and I playing at home”,
and a pink-hued portrait of a one-month old infant, dozing in her crib, her tiny hands
folded behind her head as though she was posing in her sleep (“Washington: Photo of
Carla Maxine Cicuto, hanging out at home in D.C. on her month anniversary of life!”).
Commenting on the submitted images, the editors wrote that they had received “maybe
a few more cats, dogs, tulips and coffee cups than we hoped to see, if truth be told”
(http://lens.blogs.nytimes.com).

Over the past ten years or so, scholars have tried to assess the effects of digital pho-
tography and the Internet on snapshot photography, asking how new technologies affect
self-presentation and manipulation (Pauwels, “Communicating”; Pauwels, “A Private
Visual Practice”), as well as subject matter and style (Fontcuberta; Murray; Schmid,
“Currywurst”). With the capacity to take and store photographs infinitely expanded,
they suggest, taking pictures is no longer reserved for holidays and travel; in fact, new
genres of snapshot photography have come in to being, such as the “buddy shot” — “the
self-portrait with friends made with the camera at arm’s length” (Schmid, “Currywurst”
289) — as well as photographs of one’s meal pre-consumption (Murphy). The way
in which the camera-equipped mobile phone alters everyday photography has been
widely discussed (see for example David; Humphreys; Tinkler; Okabe and Ito; Oksman;
Kindberg and Spasojevic), often with a focus on the changing relationship between
photography and memory in a digital age (van Dijck; Tinkler).

The findings suggest that the practice and experience of everyday photography have
become more important than the pictures themselves — a conclusion that Don Slater
also drew on the basis of a market survey that found that people seldom look at their
snapshots: “the family album”, Slater wrote, “is hypervalued, yet plays little part in
everyday life. Taking pictures is a taken for granted part of leisure activities; but looking at
them is marginal” (139). Likewise, Susan Murray has argued that in the context of photo
sharing websites like Flickr, “photography is no longer just the embalmer of time...but
rather a more alive, immediate, and often transitory practice/form” (147). In a similar
vain, José van Dijck writes that “the cameraphone merges oral and visual modalities —
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the latter seemingly adapting to the former. Pictures become more like spoken language
as photographs are turning into the new currency for social interaction” (62).

Van Dijck’s allusion to the oral is telling — however, an understanding of snapshot
photographs as the visual brethren of clichés suggests that memory and practice, the
visual and the oral, do not exclude each other; on the contrary: they go hand in hand,
exist side by side, define each other. After all, it is the practice of taking photographs, as
it is the practice of uttering a cliché, that serves the mnemonic function. As such, digital
cameras, photo sharing websites and cameraphones do not fundamentally alter snapshot
photography; they simply amplify an already existing practice.

This is not to say that nothing has changed, for the amplification is a startling one.
With roughly 6000 uploads to Flick per minute, the number of photographs taken has sky-
rocketed. And what is more, it is much easier now for anyone to see the kinds of images
produced — and thereby to notice even more the “stereotypical character” (Pauwels,
“Communicating” 164) of the vast majority of them.

Today, Flickr provides the documentation to the argument of Martin Parr’s
Leaning Tower, Pisa: typing “Pisa tower” into the website’s search bar will yield more
than 40,000 images, many of them featuring the tower as though it is being held
between thumb and index finger, or pushed over, or leaned against. Over at Lens,
the editors were quick to add to their cats, dogs and coffee cups remark that
most submissions were “not snapshots. By and large, they’re sensitive pictures, taken
with care and affection” (http://lens.blogs.nytimes.com/2010/05/02/readers-13/
?scp=1&sq?%2522moment%20in%20time%2522&st=cse). The editors thus voiced
the widespread consensus that snapshot photography is conventional and thoughtless19

— while also speaking the desire, equally widespread, to be an exception to that rule;
to the desire, that is, for uniqueness in the face of mass production, for originality in the
midst of clichés. Ironically, the cliché is precisely the point.

Notes

1 In this essay, I refer to snapshots as the kind of photographs that Richard Chalfen has
defined as “photographic pictorial forms, generally made by nonprofessional pho-
tographers, that visually represent personally important subject matter, for use and
interpretation in private contexts of interpersonal communicative relationships”, and
that Geoffrey Batchen has more economically called “art history’s worst nightmare:
boring pictures” (Chalfen, “Redundant Imagery” 106; Batchen, “Snapshots”, 121).

2 Schmid and Kessels are but the most recent (and of the most recent, the most
renowned) of a whole spade of artists who collect and display vernacular pho-
tographs in this way; earlier examples can be traced back to Gerhard Richter’s Atlas,
begun in the 1960s and continuing through today.

3 “Visual culture” can be used to describe both an object of study and a field of
research. Originally used as a term to “designate the distinctive visual skills and
modes of attention exercised by painters in a historical phase of a national culture;
as an emergent object of study it can be seen as an historical event itself, accom-
panying the nineteenth-century mechanical production and reproduction of images”
(“Editorial”). The field that takes on visual culture as its object is an interdisciplinary
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one, borrowing techniques from art history, anthropology, communications, his-
tory, and film studies, to name but a few. For an overview of the “visual turn” in
anthropology for example, see Mahon. For a critique of the “visual turn”, see Foster.

4 According to Sabin, clicher is an onomatopoetic verb, derived from the clattering
sound of the printing press.

5 “A process for copying, called in France clichée” in Babbage. Incidentally, British
astronomer and inventor Charles Babbage (he invented the computer, among other
things) was close friends with John Herschel, who produced the first glass negatives
for photography, allowing for multiple reproductions of the same image; Herschel
is also credited with first coining the term “snapshot” in relation to photography
(Kouwenhoven).

6 Although the first photographic image was produced by Joseph Nicéphore Niépce in
the early 1820s, the invention of photography is usually taken to coincide with the
invention of the daguerreotype, by Louis Daguerre, in 1839. The first glass negatives
were produced by John Herschel (see above).

7 The author is aware that citing Benjamin’s essay in a paper about photography is a
somewhat hackneyed move.

8 The Oxford English Dictionary lists mentionings of “cliché” in the technological
sense from 1832 to 1868, and the quotations from New York Times, Christian Advocate
and Outing indicate that the word was still being used as such in the 1890s. However,
the phrase “negative clichés” is already a pleonasm, and later on it seems that “nega-
tive” on its own wins out. This might be because of later technological developments
in photography, which took place mostly in the United States rather than in France,
as Reese Jenkins has described. In French it is still common to say “prendre un cliché”
for taking a photograph, and “clichés” for prints, although “photos” is more commonly
used.

9 See, for example, Lionel Trilling: “That the word [authenticity] has become part of
the moral slang of our day points to the peculiar nature of our fallen condition, our
anxiety over the credibility of existence and of individual existences. An eighteenth-
century aesthetician states our concern succinctly: ‘Born Originals,’ Edward Young
said, ‘how comes it to pass that we die copies?”’ (Trilling, p. 93).

10 Of course, citing this slogan in a photography paper is by now a cliché in and of
itself.

11 Nancy Martha West offers a thorough analysis of the company’s marketing campaigns
in those early years, arguing that “Kodak has done more than any other single enter-
prise or individual to determine the uses and expectations for snapshot photography.”
(p. xii) For further analysis of Kodak marketing campaigns, see also Kotchemidova;
Olivier.

12 Walter Ong, in Orality and Literacy writes: “In a primary oral culture, to solve effec-
tively the problem of retaining and retrieving carefully articulated thought, you have
to do your thinking in mnemonic patterns, shaped for ready oral recurrence” (34).

13 I have discussed this revival previously, in “The Authentic Amateur”.
14 And clichés, too, have a chilling effect on the passing of time: “in clichés time has

been frozen. Human expressions in language and behaviour tend to be in a state
of flux, changing their content and form with the development of socio-cultural
life. But when these expressions turn into clichés, time freezes” (Zijderveld 16).
The relation between memory and photography is by no means uncontested, how-
ever: “As long as photography has existed, claims for its usefulness as a repository of
memory has been countered by arguments that echo the ancient distrust of writing,
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the fear that reliance on any system of recording ultimately leads to mental degenera-
tion, to a condition of mnemonic atrophy” (Langford, 4). Nevertheless, sociological
and ethnographic research time and again shows that people, when interviewed
about their reasons for taking photographs, offer memory and remembrance as a
reason (see, for example, Batchen, “Ere the Substance Fade”; Boerdam; Chalfen,
Snapshot; David; Okabe and Ito; Oksman).

15 This practice was copied in later years by Gelett Burgess in Are You a Bromide? (1906),
Logan Parsall Smith in Words and Idioms (1925) and Eric Partridge in A Dictionary of
Clichés (1940), among others. Actually, the tradition of “commonplace books” goes
back much further, as they were used as a device for the study of Rhetoric right
from the Ancients up until the Renaissance: “commonplaces . . . are excerpts culled
from one’s own compositions or from other authors in one or another standard
subject and saved up in one’s head (or later in writing) for subsequent use” (Ong,
Rhetoric, Romance 261). However, Flaubert’s project was different in that is collecting
the commonplace expressions not to use them but, on the contrary, to discourage
others from employing them at all. This subversive way of collecting clichés is intrin-
sically modern. Indeed, like the cliché, the desire to collect and order information
in dictionaries is a modern phenomenon; it did not get into full swing until the 18th
century, aided, of course, by the printing press — see, for example, Headrick’s When
Information Came of Age or Ong’s Rhetoric, Romance and Technology. In a way, the fact
that clichés should be collected refers to the way in which “cliché” is bound up with
modernity and commodity culture: “we exchange clichés like the many coins of our
inflated system. They are easily coined and easily spent, and they are available in
great quantities”, Anton Zijderveld has observed (6). The same has been said about
snapshots: “commodity culture in the mid-to late nineteenth century [was] a cul-
ture Kodak helped shape with its transformation of memory and experience into an
infinite supply of objects that could be bought and sold (West 4). As it happens, snap-
shots, too, have traditionally been collected in books: “the word snapshot is tied in
meaning to the family album, a book which brought to photography a new vernacular
form” (Aperture 24). And, per West, “collection implies an attempt at completion,
a desire for narrative wholeness. This observation applies most poignantly to the
collection of photographs” (West 3).

16 Noting a similar phenomenon in linguistic terms, Anton Zijderveld has written that
“by means of sheer repetition clichés mold people’s minds and souls in a specific
direction”.

17 “The look of a snapshot is so similar around the world that it amounts to a universal
style,” Lisette Model wrote in 1974. Today, the universality of snapshot conven-
tions is rendered visible in particular by artists/collectors like the abovementioned
Joachim Schmidt and Erik Kessels.

18 Sometimes to detrimental effect: “Our English is corrupted, of course, not only by
the indolent use of stale phrases, but by the almost ferocious effort to avoid them,
by saying everything as no mortal would naturally say it”, Andrew Lang wrote in the
New York Tribune in 1902, concluding that “this laborious exercise, if perseveringly
practiced, constitutes what is now called style. We have many authors with a great
deal of ‘style,’ and all of it bad”.

19 “He never edits; he never editorializes; he just snaps away”, wrote Ken Graves and
Mitchell Payne of the snapshot photographer in 1977 (6). This thoughtlessness need
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not always be a bad thing: in 1944, MoMA worked together with Eastman Kodak to
organize an exhibition called The American Snapshot. W.D. Morgan of the Museum’s
Department of Photography wrote approvingly that “the folk art of the camera is
unself-conscious” (p. 1). Likewise, Lisette Model extolled that the snapshot’s unself-
consciousness was “exactly their appeal and their style. The picture isn’t straight. It
isn’t done well. It isn’t thought out. And out of this imbalance, and out of this not
knowing, and out of this real innocence toward the medium comes and enormous
vitality and expression of life” (6).
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