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1.  Tell students to take their time in looking at the whole image carefully.  

--All of us are usually in a hurry in looking at visual information—even masterpieces in art museums—and we rarely take sufficient time to look carefully at visual images.  It’s helpful to get a quick sense of what you see, but it is usually rewarding to take a longer time to examine all the elements of an image carefully.  Slowing down is a hard habit to adopt, but it is very rewarding in developing both an aesthetic and intellectual understanding, if not always an appreciation, of an image.

2.   Ask them to describe what they see.

-- Proceed by stages.  This will help slow down the looking process.  Ask questions such as “What do you think is the subject of this image?”, “What element or elements seem most noteworthy?”, “Does this remind you of any other image or idea?”  Once you get the discussion going, try to pursue whatever leads open up.  The subject of some images might be obvious, but many are more complex and subtle.

--One goal here is to develop the idea that doing history involves a combination of description and analysis.  A sound interpretation is based on a detailed knowledge of the subject.
3.  Ask them what they think what the image means, and how it conveys its meaning.

-- Acquaint them with the idea of the image as a text that conveys meanings visually.  While you might try to get them to see how it might be read like a verbal document, they should appreciate the fact that it is a distinctly different kind of artifact that does not communicate through words and should not be viewed or judged on the same terms as a written text.  An image is usually not best considered as an “illustration” of an idea taken from other evidence, but should be analyzed, as much as possible, on its own terms.

--Make clear to them that you are not looking for hidden or secret meanings, but trying to understand the meanings that the image is conveying.

--Emphasize basing broader observations about meaning on specific evidence.  As they state that it means this or that, ask them to point out which specific elements in the image convey the meanings they see. 

-- As you work with them in developing a reading of an image, try to get them to understand the interrelationship between “content” (the subject or subjects of the image) and “form” (how the image conveys its ideas about the subject or subjects).  It might be useful to think of form in terms of style (the set of techniques or conventions or devices through which the image conveys its meanings) and of tone, the creator’s attitude toward the subject.  Style might involve a discussion of whether the image is dark or light, realistic or fantastical, orderly or unbalanced.  Tone might involve a discussion of whether the creator seems to be celebrating or criticizing the subject.  Style and tone, like form and content, are related to each other and to whatever meanings the image conveys.

-- In looking at the image for its meanings, make clear that there is not one “right” reading.  It is important to understand that different viewers might “read” the same image in different ways.  This might depend on their own point of view, on the image itself, or both.  In any case, a single image might have multiple and even contradictory meanings, and its meaning may be puzzling.  But, to repeat, emphasize that any reading of an image, like a reading of a written text, must be based on the careful use of specific evidence in both describing and analyzing the image.  This is yet another instance, as is most of “doing history” (and most analytical thinking), of developing a larger view or argument on the basis of the careful use of evidence.

--Keep in mind through all of this that some visual images carry great value to the historian largely on the level of fact.  Paintings and photographs and popular illustrations of all kinds are very useful, for instance, in telling us how people, places, and things appeared, both in themselves and in relation to one another.

4.  Encourage a consideration of aesthetic issues.  

--Do consider how the image works visually.  This usually involves matters of form.  It includes such questions as how the elements of the image are organized, especially their relation to each other in visual space, or how the creator uses color or black and white.  People talk about whether their reaction to viewing an image, i.e., whether they find it appealing, shocking, confusing, etc.  But in all cases you should try to get them to defend their assertions with reference to specific evidence in the image (this can include, however, such things as what associations the image evokes, including other images) and how aesthetic considerations relate to whatever meanings they see the image conveying.

5.  Consider how the particular medium affects both how we interpret it and its status as historical evidence

--There are many kinds of art images.  They include, among others, paintings, drawings, illustrations, cartoons, photography, murals, lithographs, posters, and multiple subgenres and combinations of all of these.  Many people place a higher truth value on some rather than others, e.g., photographs over paintings, although this is open to question, since a photographic image can be intentionally or unintentionally misleading (some famous photographs that we see as capturing the essence of a certain time or event sometimes have depended a good deal on how the image was framed, and in some cases the photographer arranged the subject as carefully as a painter might).  Different media often have a different status also depending on whether they are unique works supposedly of special skill and imagination (e.g., a so-called masterpiece of painting, as opposed to a photograph or lithograph reproduced in large numbers by craftsmen and entrepreneurs interested in reaching a mass audience.  How does this matter in considering it as historical evidence (e.g., is an advertising poster less useful to the historian than a supposedly more objective painting, or is it in some ways more useful)?    

6.  Similarly, when relevant, encourage a consideration of how contextual and historical issues may affect meaning.

--It may be useful to introduce the date when a particular image was produced (e.g., whether it is contemporary with its historical subject), whether the creator was male or female, and other circumstances of the image’s creation.  You might ask students whether this matters and, if so, how.

--Contextual and historical issues often extend to aesthetic considerations as well.  It is sometimes possible to date an image or even guess its creator by what styles and conventions it follows.  Developing a sense of this involves another dimension of “doing history.”  While it may be very useful to talk about what styles and conventions are linked to what eras, a mastery of such matters is not required in trying to date or place an image.  But, as ever, in so doing, any assertion should be based on specific evidence.

7.  Try to pursue a promising particular reading and see where it leads.
 --It will probably prove most effective to pursue a particular line of thought, following not your own interpretation but the lead of those students who do the best job of linking the specific to the broad and tying what you are doing (and, one hopes, discovering) here to previous discussions.  Ask questions that try to get the students to defend their positions, while asking others if they agree or disagree, and why. 

