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ABSTRACT
Although genre is one of the most extensively employed concepts
in various disciplines, only a few attempts have been made to
classify images in the press, providing either a palette of thematic
categories similar to those of photography competitions or
theory-based classifications, which often ignore certain types of
photographs. In addition, no studies have suggested the genre
typology as a tool for the interpretation of journalistic
photographs. Based on a literature review and visual material
analysis from the Polish daily Gazeta Wyborcza, this study
compiles a typology that sets out four photo-genres: news
photography, reportage photography, portrait photography and
illustrative photography, with related photo-types. The criteria
used to distinguish certain photo-types are based on differences
in the visual content of photographs, their context, layout of
display, number of images, and their fulfillment of informative,
expressive, impressive, esthetic, illustrative or marketing functions.
As a result, the study describes each genre and type separately,
illustrated by visual samples. The conclusion is that although
genres have a tendency to merge and create hybrids, and thus,
any attempt at classifying them leads to certain generalizations,
the typology can be applied as a tool in visual literacy education
to facilitate students’ interpretation of journalistic photographs.
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Introduction

The concept of genre is commonly used in film, literature and journalism studies, but little
attention has been paid to its definition and evaluation with regard to photography (Bate
2009, 3; Pienimäki 2013, 157–160). Dictionaries of media and communication (e.g. Barker
2004; Black 2006; Chandler and Munday 2011; Watson and Hill 2012) describe a complex
concept of genre by providing various synonyms, such as type, category, kind or classifi-
cation, whereas they should specify that genres organize different types or kinds of work
into a category (Barker 2004, 74; Bate 2009, 3). A genre is a type of text, which is subject to
certain conventions of form and content, common to other texts of the same type (Chand-
ler and Munday 2011). Similarly, with reference to visual texts, it is the practice to classify
images into certain groups, and thus, pictures which share the same features, belong to
the same genres (Rose 2012, 23). However, genres of journalistic photographs are
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sometimes confused with thematic categories such as news, sport or nature (see categor-
izations by Kobré 2008; Lester 1999; Newton 2001), similar to those used in photography
festivals and contests, for example, by the World Press Photo (WPP 2014). In addition, only
a few attempts have been made to provide a genre typology of journalistic photographs,
applying, for instance, the classic typology of literature genres (Wolny-Zmorzyński 2007),
later developed under the division of information and publicist journalism (Wolny-Zmo-
rzyński 2010), or creating a genre typology as a pedagogical tool for media education (Pie-
nimäki 2012, 2013).

Thus, this study aims to compile a genre typology of journalistic photographs, based on
a review of various classifications of journalistic photographs, and on the examination of
visual material from one of Poland’s most successful opinion dailies, Gazeta Wyborcza, with
its supplement Duży Format. I decided to extensively refer to Polish literature and analyze
visual samples from the Polish press, because, in comparison to other countries, the tra-
dition of genre studies in journalism is well established in Poland (Wojtak 2004; Wolny-
Zmorzyński 2007, 2010, 2011; Wolny-Zmorzyński, Kaliszewski, and Furman 2006).

In this article, I argue that although an effort to create a genre typology of journalistic
photographs may seem pointless, or even useless, for contemporary journalism studies, as
it leads to certain generalizations, nevertheless it can serve as a tool for the interpretation
of journalistic photographs for visual literacy education. The criteria used for visual
material analysis, and thus to create the typology, are based on differences in photo-
graphic content, context, functions of images, their number and the layout of the
display. These criteria are also important in the interpretation process. Hence, the typology
gives guidelines on how to interpret visual statements and helps us to think visually, which
are the main abilities of visual literacy (Avgerinou and Pettersson 2011, 10).

The study begins by differentiating between the terms: press photography and journal-
istic photograph. Furthermore, it reviews classifications of journalistic photographs to
provide knowledge about photo-genres and types appearing in the contemporary
press, with complementary definitions. Next, the review is integrated with an analysis of
journalistic photographs from Gazeta Wyborcza. Finally, I offer a genre typology of journal-
istic photographs, which can serve as a tool for visual literacy education.

Throughout this article, the term journalistic photo-genre refers to genres and types of
journalistic photographs published in the press, especially in daily newspapers, but also in
magazines. The typology proposed here covers photo-genres and types, each understood
as a model, or pattern or a set of conventions.

Press photography or journalistic photograph?

Press photography is a broad concept, sometimes referred to as a field (Becker 1996), or a
division of photography, the aim of which is to inform readers (of newspapers and the
Internet) about current, actual news or events (Pisarek 2006, 61), or to portray certain
people, or to provide an illustration when it is more appropriate to use visuals rather
than words, but excluding advertising photography. In the literature, the term press pho-
tography and photojournalism are often used interchangeably, whereas the definition of
each is rarely explicitly formulated. Tomanić Trivundža (2010), for instance, argues that
press photography covers all the photographs used by media outlets while photojournal-
ism is just one of its genre. Hence, he points out that photojournalism describes more

2 J. KĘDRA



informative and immediate images (i.e. spot and general news, background news or
issues, features and sports news), while press photography includes portraits, illustrations
and even picture stories, as well as stock photographs (Tomanić Trivundža 2010, 68–69). In
this article, however, I understand press photography as a field of scholarly enquiry, and,
following some other scholars (for instance, Pienimäki 2013; Wolny-Zmorzyński 2007,
2010, 2011), I apply the term journalistic photograph to cover a diverse and multi-genre
group of photographs, excluding advertisements, published in the print and online press.

Method

Putting a journalistic photograph into the frame of a particular genre leads to certain gen-
eralizations, often without much application to reality. This study attempts to overcome
this challenge by trying to combine theoretical perspectives on photo-genre categoriz-
ation with some empirical material from the contemporary press. However, as the main
objective for compiling a typology of journalistic photographs is to propose it as a tool
for the visual literacy education, some generalizations are inescapable.

The analysis starts with a brief overview of recent studies on genre categorization in the
field of press photography, which provides names and definitions of genres and types,
which are then applied to the visual material analysis from the major Polish daily
Gazeta Wyborcza and its Thursday supplement Duży Format. Sample photographs were
found from 17 to 23 November 2014, which was a period without any special events
that could have visually dominated the newspaper’s layout, and thus, not provided a
typical batch of photographs. The analyzed material includes five weekday issues
(Monday–Friday), one of them with a supplement (Thursday), plus a weekend issue (Satur-
day–Sunday).

In addition to the literature review on genre typologization, visual material was looked
at in terms of the following criteria: the content and context of a photograph, the role of a
photograph in the page or newspaper’s layout, the number of images, that is, a single
image or a series, and the function fulfilled, that is, the function which overwhelmingly
dominates. I argue that these are the basic criteria needed to initiate the interpretation
process of a journalistic photograph, and thus, the photo-genre typology compiled
below can serve as a tool for photo-interpretation practices in visual literacy education.

In the analysis that follows, a layout is understood as ‘the way in which the page is
designed showing the position of text, graphics and photographs’ (Black 2006, 131).
The position of a photograph in relation to other texts or visuals is indicated whenever
it is important to classify a photograph under a certain genre or type. As for the functions,
Wolny-Zmorzyński’s (2007, 42–44) division into informative (communicative – cognitive),
expressive, impressive and esthetic functions was applied, with the addition of marketing
and illustrative functions. By conveying visual information, a photograph fulfills an infor-
mative function. An expressive function exposes the sender’s (photographer’s) involve-
ment in the photographed events, and is accomplished by the choice of light, frame
and characters. Photographs with a dominant impressive function (sometimes supported
by an esthetic one) ought to make an impression on viewers (readers) and orientate their
thoughts, feelings and emotions toward the photograph. Journalistic photographs that
fulfill a marketing function aim to sell a newspaper or magazine, while all the others
simply illustrate a journalistic text by fulfilling the illustrative function. Even though all
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the functions may be performed in each journalistic photograph, usually one or two dom-
inate the others, and often determine to which genre and type the photograph belongs.

Review of photo-genre classifications

Journalistic photo-genres can be perceived from the following three perspectives:
dynamic, static and materialistic, as applied by Wojtak (2004) to (journalistic) press
genres. The dynamic perspective describes genre as a communicative or cultural phenom-
enon. Indeed, a journalistic photograph is a visual communication and cultural artifact,
that is, both the concept of photo-genre and convention of genre categorization is a
kind of agreement between readers and media outlets. The static perspective indicates
that genre is a type of text (or image, i.e. a visual text), a pattern which allows it to
combine with other texts or images with similar features. In other words, the static per-
spective refers to the possibility of creating genre classifications. Finally, the materialistic
perspective looks at genre as a statement or a compilation of statements, which are the
best possible representation of a certain set (Wojtak 2004, 16). The materialistic perspec-
tive indicates that the genre is a stable concept, but in fact, it transforms into hybrids (Bate
2009, 4; Rose 2012, 23), according to the general tendency in the media to merge and mix
genres in order to surprise the viewer (Branston 2006).

Studies on genre typologization of photographs contain a multitude of terms and the-
ories, and thus, it is difficult to choose or formulate one classification that can be used as a
tool for the interpretation of journalistic photographs. Pienimäki (2011, 2013), who devel-
oped photo-genre classification as a tool for education, argues for rejecting the thematic-
driven categorization, saying that it generates too many genres and thus makes the recep-
tion and interpretation process complicated for the viewer. However, topic-based categ-
orizations are often used by photography festivals and competitions, such as the WPP
(2014), as well as by some scholars, for instance, Newton (2001, 5) who writes about
sub-genres of photojournalism, that is: spot news, general news, features, illustration
and sports news. Kobré (2008) highlights the following eight sub-genres in photojournal-
ism: spot news, general news, issues, features, portraits, sports, photo story and illustration,
while Lester (1999) writes that the photographer is assigned to cover news, features,
sports, portraits, illustrations and picture stories (for the comparison of various photo cat-
egories, see Figure 1). Thematic categories are suitable for photographic assignments or
competitions, which judge photographs based on their content, but they are not appro-
priate for learning about how to interpret journalistic photographs, because they ignore
other important aspects of journalistic photographs, such as context, layout, number of
images and functions.

Like Pienimäki (2011, 2013), I argue that we should concentrate on practice- or purpose-
based classifications, instead of semantic, mainly topic-based categorizations, which may
generate too many genres. However, Pienimäki’s (2012, 2013) classification is quite limited
in its scope, because of the pedagogical purposes for which it was created. Pienimäki
identifies the following four genres of journalistic photographs: (i) news photograph,
which she further splits into observational (hard news) and participatory (soft news), (ii)
photographic illustration, (iii) journalistic portrait, among which she distinguishes realistic
and performative portraits,1 and (iv) an identification or index photograph, for instance a
mug shot. Even though Pienimäki’s (2013) classification was designed as a ‘genre tool’ for
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enhancing media literacy, it was neither tested in reception studies or in an analysis of the
contemporary press. Instead, it is cross-disciplinary and literature-driven research, which
overlooks some important types of journalistic photographs (for instance, photo repor-
tage), because of the necessary simplifications and generalizations for pedagogical
purposes.

While Pienimäki’s classification may serve as a basis for further development, especially
in defining photo illustration or photo-portrait, Wolny-Zmorzyński’s (2007, 2010, 2011)
classification is more comprehensive. It takes its roots from literature studies2 where a
journalistic photograph is a distinct genre within information and publicist journalism
(Table 1). In the context of information journalism, Wolny-Zmorzyński (2010) distinguishes
the press photograph (understood as a counterpart to the news photograph, but also
including photo-portraits) and the photo-chronicle (a genre currently more common on
the Internet than in the press). Within publicist journalism there is the photo-feuilleton/
photo-essay, cover photo, photo reportage, photomontage, photo-cartoon, pictorial and
photoblog. The main criticism of his approach is the use of the term press photograph
to cover three different types of photographs, that is, news photographs, photo-illus-
trations and photo-portraits. In addition, Wolny-Zmorzyński lists the genre of a photo-feuil-
leton (as a synonym to photo-essay!), which is very rare in the contemporary press and

Table 1. Classification of photographic genres of journalism.
News journalism Opinion journalism

• Press photograph: • Photo-feuilleton/photo-essay
News photograph • Cover photo
Illustration • Photo reportage
Portrait • Photomontage
• Photo-chronicle • Photo-cartoon

• Pictorial
• Photoblog

Source: Compiled from Wolny-Zmorzyński (2010, 2011).

Figure 1. World Press Photo categories and sub-genres of photojournalism.
Source: Compiled from Kobré (2008), Lester (1999), Newton (2001) and WPP (2014).
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thus difficult to both define and identify. Wolny-Zmorzyński’s (2007, 2011) typology also
devotes too much attention to the genre of pictorial, which is nothing more than a
picture with an erotic tinge and could be classified as a type of photo-portrait, displayed
in certain types of magazines.

Even though, Wolny-Zmorzyński’s typology is yet another catalog of photo-genres, it is
more useful for image-categorization than, for instance, Becker’s (1995) distinction into
documentary photography, social science and photojournalism, or Bate’s (2009) division
into documentary and story-telling (including photojournalism), portraits, landscape, still
life (referring to advertisements), and art photography. Due to the differences in how
each photograph depicts reality, all images printed in the press cannot be labeled as
one genre of photojournalism, and thus, a more careful approach is required.

Toward a typology of journalistic photographs

Below I propose a genre typology of journalistic photographs that consists of four genres:
news photography, reportage photography, portrait photography and illustrative pho-
tography. Each photo-genre covers a group of photo-types (Table 2). In some cases, a
short interpretation of a certain type is provided to illustrate how the typology of journal-
istic photographs can be used in visual literacy education.

News photography

The aim of a news photo is to provide visual evidence (information) of events of topical
significance. Hence, the key aspect of this kind of picture is to capture the right
moment (Freeman 2011), and to answer to the same five questions as news story
should, that is, what (happened)?, where?, when?, how? and why? However, some news
photos make use of text in addition to visual representation, providing extra information
in a caption which explains the when, where and how something happened (Lashmar
2014, 58). Captions are usually added by photo-editors (instead of photographers), who
also happen to crop images for a better frame (Freeman 2011). In Gazeta Wyborcza,
news photographs mostly appear on the first few pages about current affairs, while
those that are displayed on the newspaper’s front page play a similar role to the cover
photo in magazines (see illustrative photography). Although news photos may exist sep-
arately from the journalistic text, asking ‘readers to “see for themselves”, [and thus,] limit-
ing critical inquiry of the story with which they are being presented’ (Wardle 2007, 265), it
seems that they almost always require a caption to transfer full information.

In the analyzed material, the news photograph (Figure 2) is usually the only photograph
on a certain page, often displayed in the center, and accompanied by a news agency’s

Table 2. Genre typology of journalistic photographs.
Genres News photography Reportage photography Portrait photography Illustrative photography

Types . News photo
. Photo-chronicle

. Photo reportage

. Historical photo reportage
. Mug shot
. Journalistic portrait
. Small portrait

. Photo illustration

. Cover photo

. Photomontage

. Video-still
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(here: Reuters) or photographer’s name. It is either self-explicit for the viewer, who knows
the culture and political context, or with the addition of a caption. The main characters in
the picture are people, especially politicians (here: Tony Abbott and Vladimir Putin), while
the visual content covers current affairs (picture was taken just before the G-20 summit in
Australia). The news photograph is usually closely related to the article and its title (here:
‘Australian harassment of Putin’), while the caption gives the news in highlights:

Tony Abbott and Vladimir Putin just before the beginning of the G-20 summit. The welcome
was courteous, but the Australian Prime Minister was one of the leaders who later strongly
pressed Putin in regards to the Russian aggression towards Ukraine.

The photograph, with the addition of a caption, answers the key questions of a news
photo: (what?) Putin and Abbott meet before the G-20 summit, (where?) in Australia
(see visual indicators of koala bears!), (when?) just before the G-20 summit, (how?) ‘the
welcome was courteous’ and (why?) because Abbott is a Prime Minister of the host
country, and Putin is the key person of the current political affairs.

This short interpretation of a news photograph attempts to show how the notion of
photo-genre can be used in visual literacy classes. Students are asked to identify a news
photograph in the press and to justify their choice by indicating particular features of a
news photo-type.

Figure 3 shows one big and seven smaller news photographs from the week of 15–21
November 2014, displayed in Gazeta Wyborcza on two pages in the centerfold of a
weekend issue (Saturday–Sunday), titled Tydzień w obrazach [a week in pictures]. All
pictures, authored by different photojournalists, or press photo agencies, are cap-
tioned, but their visual contents are not linked to one another. Captions briefly describe
the visual news, with the addition of an explanatory commentary, indicating where and

Figure 2. News photo. Page section of Gazeta Wyborcza, 17 November 2014. Reprinted with
permission.
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what happened, but not exactly when. The news is told in short, with coherence
between the visual and textual components. I suggest naming this photo-type a
photo-chronicle (following Wolny-Zmorzyński 2010, 2011), the role of which is to visu-
ally summarize the most important events of a week, month or year in a selection of
photographs, subjectively chosen by the newspaper’s photo-editors. Each of the
selected photographs may belong to a different genre and type, for instance, a news
photo, photo reportage or a journalistic portrait, but when published together, they
create a news report of a certain period of time. A photo-chronicle is, of course, less
topical than a news photo.

Reportage photography

The subject of reportage photography is usually less topical than news photography, while
its documentary character tends toward conveying an opinion or creating an atmosphere
instead of delivering current news (Wright 1999, 130). Reportage photography has its roots
in written reportage, first literary and then press. The genre is frequently discussed in the
literature, but it appears under a variety of names, such as feature photography (Wright
1999), or simply features (Kobré 2008; Lester 1999; Newton 2001), a photo-essay
(Freeman 2011) or a photo reportage (Wolny-Zmorzyński 2007, 2010, 2011). The World
Press Photo applies the term story by dividing each thematic category into single photo-
graphs and stories (WPP 2014), which creates a distinction with regard to the number of
images, rather than to their characteristics. This study uses the term reportage photogra-
phy to name the genre that covers types of photo reportage (series or single) and historical
photo reportage.

Figure 3. Photo-chronicle. Centerfold section of Gazeta Wyborcza, 22–23 November 2014. Reprinted
with permission.
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Freeman3 (2011) observes that photo reportage stirs up viewers’ emotions more than
any other type of journalistic photograph. This characteristic might be because the main
topic of photo reportage is a human being in a context of news and events (Freeman 2011;
Wolny-Zmorzyński, Kaliszewski, and Furman 2006). Although some photo reportages only
capture buildings, interiors or the human environment, rather than people as such, Wolny-
Zmorzyński, Kaliszewski, and Furman (2006) seem to overlook these kinds of photographs
when formulating the definition of photo reportage. In contrast, this study does not
exclude any topics, or ways of visual representation from the definition of photo repor-
tage, but underlines that photo reportage tells a story about people in a certain time
and place.

Photo reportage (or the photo-essay) developed at the turn of the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries, but got its status in Life magazine, where the Country Doctor (1948)
by W. Eugene Smith was published as the first modern photo-essay (Freeman 2011).
The subject literature states that photo reportage is usually a series of at least three
photos (Wolny-Zmorzyński 2007), often without much textual commentary. It should be
looked at as a series, because particular photographs have an effect on each other
(Freeman 2011), and thus they compose a story told in a sequence of frames. A single
photograph of an entire story may possibly exist independently, but this is usually the
case with iconic images,4 that is, images that provide symbolic meaning of particular
events and are repeatedly used by media outlets (Zelizer 2005, 172). In addition, some
photo reportages are intentionally created as single images, never being a part of a
series. This trend has recently become more popular due to the limited space in newspa-
pers that are not able to publish a series of photographs on several pages. Indeed, as
Freeman (2011) claims, the ideal model is to report a news event, or tell a story, in just
one picture.

The typical characteristic of photo reportage is the lack of an extended commentary,
usually limited to either or both caption(s) and a short introductory article. This ten-
dency was already noticeable in the 1960s when photo reportage developed from
an almost non-textual to totally visual form of display in some magazines (Freeman
2011). The photo reportage used for this study is displayed on four pages (Figure 4)
in the Thursday supplement to Gazeta Wyborcza – Duży Format, labeled on its front
page as the ‘reporters’ magazine’. It publishes mainly reportages and longer articles,
and at least one photo reportage (as a series). The analyzed photo reportage (Figure
4) is a series of five captioned photographs with a title (A wife for a week), lead para-
graph and a short introductory article. The first photograph with a community’s leader
and his wives, children, grand- and great-grandchildren is an introduction to the story,
which develops in the following photographs about the everyday life of the biggest
family in the world. Although the photographs are related to each other and constitute
a series, they could be viewed in any order. The accompanying article works as an
extended caption, providing additional information about the community and its
leader, but leaving readers with some doubts and some pressure to see and judge
for themselves.

Due to the characteristics described above, photo reportages are especially interesting
visual material for interpretation. Students can, for instance, discuss how similar and differ-
ent, in the context of story-telling, single and series photo reportage are in relation to each
other, or to the news photograph.
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Gazeta Wyborcza publishes one more type of journalistic photograph, which seems to
fit into the genre of reportage photography. I propose naming this historical photo repor-
tage. Photos are usually displayed singly, with a caption and often in black-and-white or
sepia. Historical photo reportage has similar characteristics to photo reportage, in that it

Figure 4. Photo reportage. Page sections of Duży Format, 20 November 2014. Reprinted with
permission.
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tells a story about people in certain historical circumstances. Quite often its main function
is to illustrate a journalistic text, instead of developing an independent visual narration
that is left to the article. The source of this photo-type is usually a newspaper’s or other
institution’s archive, indicated by a picture’s frame.

Portrait photography

The tradition of photographic portraiture dates back to the invention of photography,
which in turn has followed the model of portraiture in art history. The publication of a
photo-portrait in the press is motivated in two ways. First, to present visual evidence of
a person and second, to tell a story about the person framed. The former is known
either as an identification (index) photograph (Pienimäki 2013), or a mug shot (Lashmar
2014; Lester 1988), or thumbnail faces on the home pages of newspapers (Knox 2009).
Thumbnail-sized images usually appear without any caption, but with someone’s face dis-
played in a close-up. Although in the literature all photographs which present a person
and aim to show what the person looks like are covered by the common term of portrait,
I make a distinction into three photo-types of the portrait photography genre, that is, a
mug shot, a journalistic portrait and a small portrait, because they correspond to visual
material from Gazeta Wyborcza.

As observed in the analyzed material, commentaries are frequently published with mug
shots of their authors (Figure 5), who are either well-known faces in journalism (Figure 5,
bottom photo: Monika Olejnik, TVN 24, Radio Zet), or in politics, or who are the newspa-
per’s commentators (Figure 5, top photo: Bartosz T. Wieliński, Gazeta Wyborcza). Despite
the recognizability of the person framed, each mug shot is accompanied by the name, pro-
fession and place of work of that person. Typically, mug shots impudently address viewers,
catching their attention with the person’s gaze, directed toward potential readers. Pass-
port-sized images, without the photographer’s name, are situated in the left upper
corner of a commentary, under its title. Mug shots are usually displayed in color, in a
square frame, and sometimes also in black-and-white, or cut to a person-shaped size.
They are visually explicit, working as both a signature and an illustration to the text.

Another type of the portrait photography, observed from the visual material, seems to
belong to the journalistic tradition of providing news and views, and is referred to in the
literature as the journalistic portrait (Pienimäki 2013). It is created not only to show what a
certain person looks like, but also to tell something more about this person’s life, character
and so on. Hence, the photographer captures the sitter with an individual facial expression,
or with some typical attributes related to their profession, activities, social status and pos-
ition, and in a certain environment or background, which provides additional information
about this person. Freeman (2004) indicates that this kind of photograph alludes to the
tradition of portraiture for the press, the aim of which is to include a lot more information
in the image than is usually the case, in order to tell the story of the person in a certain
visual context. However, the journalistic portrait is less common in daily newspapers, com-
pared, for instance, to magazines, in which the quality of print is higher. Magazines display
a lot more of this type of photograph, often in a stylized form (thus, performing an esthetic
function). Journalistic portraits appear either with a short caption, for instance, a quotation
from an associated article, or as an illustration for an interview (or other journalistic text) as
in the case of the photograph from the analyzed sample (Figure 6), displayed in Duży
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Format on an entire page, without a caption. However, the way a person is portrayed is
highly related to both the article’s title and content.

Visual material contains one more type of portrait photography, which is between a
mug shot and a journalistic portrait in terms of its characteristics. I suggest naming this
a small portrait. It presents a person either with or without attributes, but the person’s
gaze is not directed at the reader, as in the case of a mug shot. The caption only indicates
the name of the person framed. A small portrait is usually only a little bigger than a mug
shot, while the purpose of it is quite similar, that is, to provide a visual identification of the
person mentioned in the associated article, instead of telling a story about that person, as
in the case of a journalistic portrait. The placement of a small portrait within a newspaper
depends on the page layout; hence, it is not as strict as in the case of a mug shot.

Illustrative photography

Illustration is the oldest visual genre in the press, and it developed long before the inven-
tion of photography, in the form of a lithograph. Later, it competed with photographic

Figure 5. Mug shots. Page section of Gazeta Wyborcza, 21 November 2014. Reprinted with permission.
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images, but soon became an independent and quite different genre with regard to its aim
in the press (Wolny-Zmorzyński 2010). Since lithographs, and then drawings, or other
graphical forms of images, have become satirical commentaries to events, some photo-
graphs have taken the role of illustration. Kobré (2008, 341) claims that illustration is a
result of a combination of journalistic and advertisement photography. Indeed, the aim
of a photograph on a magazine’s cover is to catch attention of potential readers, and
thus, to sell the magazine.

Based on the literature review and the analysis of the visual material, I suggest dis-
tinguishing four photo-types in the genre of illustrative photography, that is, a photo illus-
tration, a cover photo, a photomontage and a video-still. As observed from the visual
material, a photo illustration is neither news nor visual information, but instead it visualizes
the content of the associated journalistic text. In Gazeta Wyborcza, a photo illustration is
accompanied by a name of a stock photography agency, or other source, for instance
‘press materials’ rather than a photographer’s name. As observed, illustration photographs
are displayed in three ways: (i) as the background for a lead, without a caption or the
photographer’s name, (ii) playing with the page layout, for instance, a man acting as a
doctor, standing partly behind the text while at the same time pointing at the title of
the article (Figure 7); the source of the picture is shown, or (iii) by simply accompanying
a journalistic text in a regular frame with a caption. The content of a photo illustration

Figure 6. Journalistic portrait. Page section of Duży Format, 20 November 2014. Reprinted with
permission.
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always seems to be closely related to the journalistic text that it illustrates. It functions both
as a visual aid for the reader and as an important element of a page layout.

The second type of illustrative photography is a cover photo, which traditionally
appears in magazines, but only rarely in newspapers. Its content may refer to one of
the topics described in the magazine, but its main role is to compose the cover’s layout
(Wolny-Zmorzyński 2007, 76–77) and to sell the magazine. Hence, it fulfills a marketing
function. Frequently, this type of image comprises some graphical elements, or appears
in the form of an intentional photomontage. Wolny-Zmorzyński (2007) observes that a
cover photo is more often taken by an artist than by a photojournalist. The function of
some front-page pictures in dailies is similar to that of the cover photo in magazines,
that is, they intend to catch the attention of potential readers, and thus, to sell the news-
paper. However, they should not be classified as cover photographs, because they are pre-
dominantly news photos or photo reportages.

Photomontage is a vanishing type of illustrative photography and I could not identify it
within the analyzed sample, even though Gazeta Wyborcza sometimes uses it. Wolny-
Zmorzyński (2007, 100–103) defines a photomontage as a photograph of high persuasive
and opinion values, which consciously distorts the real world. I claim that a photomontage
is a form of infographics that ideally combines only photographs, but may also contain a

Figure 7. Photo illustration. Page section of Gazeta Wyborcza, 21 November 2014. Reprinted with
permission.
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few graphical elements. Hence, photomontage can be recognized not only as a type of
illustrative photography genre, but also as a hybrid of journalistic photograph and
graphics or drawings. Indeed, photomontage often appears in a form that combines a
photograph or photographs with some symbolic graphical elements, and thus it assem-
bles a lot more of the information included in the associated article than a traditional illus-
tration photograph does.

One more type of illustrative photography is a video-still, a picture which is not a photo-
graph per se, but a still taken from video footage. Gazeta Wyborcza usually uses it to illus-
trate a film review (as in Figure 8), which at first sight may look like a typical journalistic
photograph in terms of its visual content and convention of captioning. Figure 8, for
instance, is a frame from the Polish movie Serce, serduszko [Heart, tiny heart] with a
caption related to the plot and the main character (‘Marcin Dorociński [the film character]
as an alcoholic, trying to be up to the role of father’). Sometimes, a video-still is not just an
illustration, but may also play the role of news photo, if there is no suitable photograph
available in the newsroom. In that case, it belongs to the genre of news photography.

Photo-genre typology and visual literacy

In a few places in this article, I have already suggested how the concept of genre and the
genre typology of journalistic photographs can be introduced and used in visual exercises.
I further propose to visual literacy, media and journalism educators to organize a class
about photo-genre and ask students to observe what different types of photographs
appear in the press (preferably in newspapers, but magazines or online press may also
be used). Next, students can compare their ideas with the genre typology compiled

Figure 8. Video-still. Page section of Gazeta Wyborcza, 19 November 2014. Reprinted with permission.
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Table 3. Journalistic photo-types with criteria for their classification.
Criteria

Journalistic
photo-type Content Context Layout

Number of
images

Dominant
function

News photo Current, or unusual event, natural disaster, current
political affairs

Usually self-evident with a caption; appears
in relation to the article’s content

Either on the front page (centered) or
in the news section

Single Informative

Photo-chronicle Compilation of various contents (news,
entertainment, nature, sport); photographs not
related to each other within a series

Caption indicates where and what happened
but not exactly when

A selection of photographs with
captions; displayed on an entire
page or two pages

Series Informative

Photo reportage Story about people in news, events, tragedies,
everyday life situations, entertainment, etc.

Photos dominate over text; short
introductory article with lead plus captions;
photos self-evident visually

In almost totally visual form;
displayed on few pages; size of
photos may vary

Series or
single

Impressive

Historical photo
reportage

Story about people in historical circumstances Text and caption play an important role in
explaining the photo-content

In a black-and-white or sepia Single Illustrative

Mug shot Newspaper commentators, well-known people in
politics, journalism, who authored the
accompanied text; person’s gaze directed at the
reader

No caption; the name and profession of the
person framed are indicated

Passport-sized photo of the author of
a commentary or other text

Single Illustrative

Journalistic
portrait

Portrait of a person in a certain environment, or
background, with attributes related to their
profession, activities, etc.

Illustrates the interview/other text, but often
self-explanatory visually; sometimes
caption as quotation from the associated
text

Stylized; often displayed on full page;
more common in magazines

Single Esthetic

Small portrait The person that the associated text is about; the
person is sometimes portrayed with attributes

Caption indicates who is in the photo;
associated text gives news about the
person framed

Usually little bigger than passport-
sized; place of display depends on
the page layout

Single Illustrative

Photo illustration Content related to the accompanied text Not always captioned; associated text may
play a crucial role in reading a photograph

As part of the page layout, or
displayed in a regular frame

Single Illustrative

Cover photo Refers to one of the articles; may include graphical
elements

No caption; visually explicit Typical for magazines; composes
cover’s layout

Single Marketing

Photomontage A combination of photographs, sometimes with
graphical elements, to illustrate the content of an
associated article

Stays in close relation with the associated
text; often uses visual symbols to illustrate
textual content

Displayed in a similar way as
illustration photograph

Single Expressive

Video-still A still taken from the footage; illustrates, for
instance, a film review; can also act as a news
photograph

Caption explains what the film plot is about,
or who is in the picture, or what happened

Usually displayed in a regular frame;
adds visuals to the page layout, or
appears in the news section

Single Illustrative or
informative
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within this study (Table 2). Applying the criteria used for creating the genre typology, stu-
dents should be able to describe the content and context of photographs, the role of par-
ticular photograph in the newspaper’s layout, the number of images and the function
fulfilled (see Table 3, which compiles all criteria in respect to each photo-type and
reveals each criterion individually). The criteria will not only guide the students’ interpret-
ations of photographs, but will also help them to understand the concept of genre.

In addition, students can focus on just one genre or type and, by using the genre typol-
ogy (Tables 2 and 3), they can choose to identify one photo-type in different kinds of news-
papers or magazines. However, as the concept of photo-genre remains complex, it requires
some introductory teaching that can be based on the study presented in this article.

Conclusion

The literature in mass media studies (Barker 2004; Black 2006; Branston 2006; Chandler and
Munday 2011; Neale 1990; Watson and Hill 2012; Wojtak 2004) provides extended discus-
sions, and formulates definitions, when approaching the concept of genre from subject-
specific angles. However, the key feature of genres is their tendency to merge and
create hybrids (Branston 2006; Rose 2012), and thus, any typology of journalistic photo-
graphs leads to certain generalizations. In a similar vein, Pienimäki (2013) argues that a
genre is just a tool, and hence, not all journalistic photographs have to fit into particular
genre-frames. Thus, some images cross the boundaries of the genres to which they
were initially ascribed. For instance, the video-still, classified here as a type of illustrative
photography, can be also labeled as a news photo, as, for example, the famous video-
still of Neda Agha-Soltan from anonymous footage, which received a Special Mention in
the WPP (2010). Nevertheless, the typology suggested within this study comes across
same difficulties concerning the unambiguous classifications of certain journalistic photo-
graphs into genres and types.

In addition, it should be also considered whether it is possible to apply the typology to
the online press, or information portals and vortals, where the boundaries between photo-
genres and types are even more blurred than in the traditional press. Some photo-chron-
icles, for example, have recently moved to the Internet, due to limited space in the tra-
ditional newspapers, and transformed the best pictures of the week into a slide show.
Also some other types, such as mug shots, are currently more typical in the online than
the paper press (Knox 2009).

The typology of journalistic photographs introduced in this article is based on a review
of existing classifications (Pienimäki 2012, 2013; Wolny-Zmorzyński 2007, 2010, 2011) as
well as on an analysis of visual material from Gazeta Wyborcza. The major limitation of
this study lies in its focus on only the Polish press and on the Polish literature. However,
it should be underlined that the scholarship on journalistic genres is well established in
Poland, compared to other countries, where photo-genres are often confused with the-
matic categories (Kobré 2008; Lester 1999; Newton 2001).

Even though newspaper readers have grown up in a certain environment that applies
the concept of genre, not all of them are able to instantly recognize and name photo-
genres and types. In addition, the interpretation of journalistic photographs relies
heavily on a viewer’s visual competence, and ability to read images that does require
some training, because merely looking at pictures is not a sufficient condition to
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become a visually literate viewer. Thus, this study addresses these challenges, providing a
typology of journalistic photographs, along with particular criteria for their identification,
complemented by short definitions and visual samples. The typology is proposed as a tool
for visual literacy education. Based on the typology, various visual exercises can be created.
However, as for every tool designed for educational purposes, it requires a teacher’s assist-
ance to facilitate the learning process.

Notes

1. This division into realistic and performative portraits links to the recently renewed categories
of the World Press Photo (from the year 2014 onwards), where the category People was
divided into observed and staged portraits (WPP 2014).

2. Based on the assumption that journalism originates in literature, Wolny-Zmorzyński, Kali-
szewski, and Furman (2006) formulate the typology of journalistic genres, which derives
from Aristotle’s classical division into types and genres in literature studies. The authors
propose four types of journalism, that is, press, radio, television and the Internet, which are
then divided into information, publicist and information-publicist journalistic genres.

3. Freeman (2011) uses two terms with reference to what is called photo reportage here. He dis-
cusses photo essays, which may be a counterpart to photo reportage, and photojournalism,
the characteristics of which fit partly to photo reportage and partly to news photographs.

4. See, for instance, Dorothea Lange’sMigrant Mother (1936), which was initially a part of a series,
or a more recent example of the World Press Photo of the Year 2009 by Pietro Masturzo,
selected from the longer photo story.
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