
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Signs
The background of this photo is the Jeannette Blast Furnace, part of the old Brier Hill Works, where the man pictured (Ken Platt) used to work.  

Signs
The  clothing -- somewhat grimy work shirt, jeans, and the boy's baseball jacket and backwards hat -- help to mark them as working-class people.  

Signs
The condition of the background -- no other people, debris strewn on the floor, no smoke or sparks -- shows us that the furnace is no longer operating.

Signs
The caption tells us who these people are and where they are standing.  It also tells us that this photo has a context -- it isn't part of someone's personal collection.  It was published somewhere.  

Signs
The pose suggests a combination of pride and resignation.  The man looks straight at the camera, holding his son.  His direct gaze tells us that he's proud, but the expression on his face and on his son's suggests sadness.

Structure
The photo is a portrait of the Platts but with the furnace dominating the background.  While the furnace is fairly large, the focus here is clearly on the people.  The photo leaves out a larger sense of how this scene fits into the mill at large.  Our attention focuses on the Platts instead. 

Structure
The figures are positioned just to the left of center, which gives the furnace more prominence that it might otherwise have.  At the same time, we look at the Platts directly, from just slightly below their eye level.  Because we look up at them, they gain additional importance in the photo.

Intent
This photo is one of about 100 taken by photojournalist Michael Williamson as part of a 1985 book on the rise of homeless in the US.  The book begins with several chapters set in Youngstown, where the mills are in the process of shutting down.  The book's purpose was to explore how deindustrialization was leading to increases in homelessness and -- equally important -- how losing jobs and homes was affecting American workers.  

Use
People would encounter this photo in the book Journey to Nowhere.  They would have purchased or borrowed the book because they were interested in either homelessness or photography.  The photos accompanied a narrative text that would have provided a clear context for the images, but many readers probably looked more closely at the images than at the words.  

One famous reader of this book, Bruce Springsteen, based his song "Youngstown"  on some of the stories told in this book, leading it to be republished in 1995.  Some readers then probably picked up the book because they were interested in Springsteen.

Memory
I come to this photo with both personal and intellectual connections.  I have met and talked with Michael Williamson and Dale Maharidge, the creators of Journey to Nowhere, and I've spent considerable time studying what happened in Youngstown after the mills closed down.  This plus my own experiences living in Youngstown give me a strong feeling of sympathy for the people pictured here and the community that they represent.

At the same time, I come to this photo as someone interested in how visual images convey meaning, so I tend to analyze more closely than many readers would how Williamson uses the pose, color, and composition to create a feeling of sympathy and respect for Platt.

SLL
To read my analysis of this photo, click on the icons below.  Each style and color of icon represents a different element in the Text Analysis Rubric.




