
Visual Narrative Connah Woodley-Millard

Visual Narrative  
Researched Visual Narrative Work 
Director syndrome who composed the music video 3 AM for the music artist 
Marshall Mathers uses the song to make a visual narrative with inspiration 
from the gothic novella “Strange case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde” where 
Eminem plays the good side and his alter ego Slim Shady acts as the evil side.


The music video is filmed with a vintage effect over it with near camera close 
up scenes, this is to give the audience a close look at specific things in frame 
or see the subject’s facial expressions without other things in frame distracting 
the audience. Wide angle shots to give the audience a view of the location it’s 
being filmed in, this lets the audience visually determine the theme for 
themselves. The use of Juxtaposition by placing the two personalities of the 
same person side by side in order to highlight the differences in the subject’s 
behaviours. 


The type of narrative structure in this piece is Non-linear and in an Analepsis 
way with flashbacks of what happened to the main character during his alter 
egos plot line. All these things put together in the fast transition editing style 
the director Syndrome went with make for a very scary themed visual 
interpretation of the Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde novella that fits the theme of the 
song and theme the video was going for.
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Photographer Diana Antoniuk from the Ukraine uses a horror theme to tell a 
visual story through this series of photos to connect with her audience and 
covey a message of de forestation. The shots themselves are in a standard 
portrait format with no change through any of the photos making them very 
consistent. The story in the series is about de forestation and through the 
images shows the audience a view as if the tree is a human and the suffering 
the tree would go through while being chopped down. The use of a handmade 
costume made out of the pine tress in the location it’s shot in points out the 
message that the subject is a tree in the composition, the subject’s hair has 
been dyed green and also has pine trees painted on her this further pushes the 
viewer to recognise the direction of the visual narrative in the series of photos. 


The first picture narrates or tells the viewer about the main subject and puts 
the story in motion. The second scene a second subject appears using a hand 
saw to show he’s chopping down a pine tree. The main subjects facial 
expression shows terror and pain from what subject 2 is doing, the use of this 
facial expression further emphasises a horror theme to the photo series.
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After in the third picture we get another shot of the main subject on their own 
again but now she’s on the floor from being chopped down, the use of facial 
expressions again from the main subject shows the pain and suffering the tree 
goes through. The use of fake blood on the tree stump is an extra detail added 
for the audience to piece together the visual narrative in their own minds. In 
the fourth and final image subject two is present again and is dragging the 
main subject away into the background bringing the story to the conclusion. 
This work would be aimed towards horror fans and de forestation protesters. It 
also sends a strong message out with its bold narrative meaning and asking 
the viewer a question breaking the 4th wall with the audience.
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Pieter Claeszoon was a Dutch golden age still life painter and this particular 
painting was done in 1625 from this painting you can see various items and a 
human skull in the composition, through this painting the artist was trying to 
convey a narrative from these items placed on the table and it challenges the 
viewer to look and piece together what it was he was narrating though these 
objects.


With the use of semiotics, you can break down the meaning of each object and 
begin to piece together what it was he was trying to say. Starting with the 
candle, it is coming to the end of its wick and is almost to the point of burning 
out this means in my mind that its nearing its expiry date and that it will no 
longer be useful after the wick has burnt down to the end. 


The time piece or pocket watch on the table could mean times running out 
when you pair this with the candle coming to the end of its use conveying that 
time goes on and things come to an end. The lily in the painting is also 
associated with death and is often found at places like funerals you can start 
to see the narrative the Pieter was trying to tell. From my thought process and 
what I take away from this painting is the artist was trying to say that time 
always goes on and that it runs out for everybody. I did this by taking the 
objects of the painting and associating them with the way that we see them 
through language and culture used in the real world.
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Francesca Woodman, particularly the long exposure self portraits are really 
interesting and I like the atmosphere it gives off in the pictures. Francesca 
Woodman is known for her self 
portraits. But her pictures aren’t 
traditional self portraits, she is 
often half hidden or obscured, 
sometimes by furniture or the use 
of long exposure.


The use of long exposure in her 
photos is a creative way of hiding 
her identity, it gives me ideas on 
doing my own long exposure self 
portraits in my experiments for this 
work.


The photos have a really nice 
cinematic quality that reminds me 
of a music video or film. Her prints 
are mostly black and white 
atmospheric, making me think of 
1920s photography or old film style photography. Her use of black and white 
also adds to the ambiguity of when the pictures were taken.


Only using a small space within her images, she gives a sense of entrapment 
and vulnerability.
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My Experiments 
Some of my experiments with visual narratives and codes and conventions are 
below to demonstrate my understanding of how they work. 


The concept of Juxtaposition is a literary device that implies comparison or 
contrast. Writers use juxtaposition by placing two entities side by side to 
create dramatic or ironic contrast. Writers use juxtaposition by placing two 
entities side by side in order to highlight their differences. These different 
elements can include people, ideas, things, places and behaviours. Some 
samples of this are as follows, wisdom and foolishness, good and evil, warmth 
and cold, urban and rural, jealousy and trust and forgiveness and revenge.


In photography, we use composition, forced perceptions or props to 
communicate the contrasts in the picture. Photographs can also rely on 
cultural backgrounds and identities of the viewers.


Basic examples of juxtaposition provide two differing ideas in one picture. We 
can do that with something as size differences. Something enormous and 
something tiny. And we can fortify this through the relationship of the subjects.


With this first one I wanted to show the contrast in size comparing the person 
at the bottom of the composition to the church tower in the background. It 
shows the scale and size of the church really 
well, to achieve this I used a wide angle 
35mm lens, I felt the angle I shot the photo 
at was brilliant for bringing the subject and 
the building out compared to the 
surrounding entities with the light on the 
church to make it pop and the high vis 
clothing worn by the subject bringing the 
viewers eyes through the image.


The decision to put the picture in black and 
white was to take away how eye catching 
the high vis was in comparison to the 
church tower, I wanted to make sure both 
subjects were noticeable without either one 
cancelling out the other. What I find 
interesting about the colour of the jacket is 
even in black and white the audiences mind 
still associates the yellow colour to the 
jacket.
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With my next photos I wanted to use the combination of text used in an image 
which can be a powerful way to communicate a message to viewers or make a 
statement, sell a product and express oneself. Since the 1960s designers and 
artists have been using these methods to convey questions or thoughts about 
our society, leadership and communities. 


The combination of text used in an image can be a powerful way to 
communicate a message to viewers or make a statement, sell a product and 
express oneself. Since the 1960s designers and artists have been using these 
methods to convey questions or thoughts about our society, leadership and 
communities.


Text in images can almost be seen in everyday advertisement but it can also 
be placed in other forms of photographs that it wouldn’t normally be seen in, 
this can be a form of expressing a view or thoughts on a particular 
circumstance. A good example of this would be Willie Doherty who used text 
in his photos to express his thoughts on how the environment felt during the 
Northern Ireland conflict and describe the atmosphere in the photos.


I also explored the theory of derive by Guy Debord 1956 which is intended to 
take you from known routes you take on your daily journey through places you 
frequently travel to and from and raises a sense of discovery and awareness of 
wider landscapes. This is also called drifting and is also the translation of the 
word derive to be more accurate, this theory can be used in your photographic 
practices. When drifting you would head in the direction of atmospheres and 
sounds that catch your attention and raise your interest in exploration of the 
location at that moment in time, doing this means that you’re going to 
locations that you wouldn’t normally go and may find encounters that could 
make a good composition.  


An example of drifting could be Steve Huff and the project he did on 
homelessness in America between 2006 and 2008. Steve Huff as he describes 
would go for his daily walk Phoenix Arizona and make new friends with the 
homeless people in the city. During his drift around the city He would go out 
looking for homeless people in locations he was drawn to and ask them if they 
needed help and make sure they had food and water in hand, he sat with some 
of these people talking about them and what went on in their lives to see what 
happened to them and how they found themselves in the situation there in. 
sometimes he would sit talking to these individuals getting to know them for 
two or three hours before taking a picture with their permission writing about 
them and there story.
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For my first two images I ended up at the Walsall Train station during a drift 
and took pictures of the trains arriving and people getting on and off the trains. 
I did this because it’s a busy atmosphere with many sounds going on at once. 
You can hear a lot going on during the day at a train station from the distinct 
sounds of the train stopping and starting and the unique sounds of each 
person doing their daily business. I made sure to get two very different types 
of atmospheres starting with the train approaching the station and then when it 
gets much busier with the people getting on and off. I think this shows the two 
differences and how quickly the scene changes from calm and steady to a 
sudden rush.
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After this I ended up at a church ground 
where I wanted to capture the atmosphere of 
the church grounds and how peaceful it is. I 
think the mood of the day it was taken on 
really added to how quiet and peaceful the 
grounds are with everything from the rustling 
of the trees, raindrops landing on the floor 
and the sound of the church bell tolling on 
the hour. I added the black and white 
because I felt it suited the theme of the 
building I was photographing and the 
lighting from the grey sky above.


For my final pictures in image and text I went 
to Lichfield Arboretum for the day. I wanted 
to try Willie Doherty approach more in the 
first one by using a a single word to describe 
the feeling I had towards the place I was in, 
the word fearless came to mind when photographing the main monument in 
the arboretum this is because the people who gave their lives during the first 
and second world wars were heroes in my eyes and gave their lives for our 
freedom that we have today. The second picture has a title of a poem in it from 
John McRae called In Flanders Fields, I put this as the text in the image 
because I feel like the poem itself speaks for the image and goes well with the 
theme of the sculpture that I photographed.
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For my final experiment I decided to try using Codes and conventions and the 
codes of visual narratives in detail codes and conventions are used to 
communicate meaning in visual narratives these can be symbolic, technical or 
written codes. Symbolic codes are choices that have been chosen to convey 
deeper meaning in a piece of work this can be things such as colours to 
represent emotional choices or objects to do the same thing for example red 
could be used to represent anger in a piece of work and objects such as skulls 
and bones can be used to represent death or a place of danger.


There are also technical codes, these are things such as lighting techniques or 
a use of specific layout for example the artist could use a lighting technique 
such as split lighting or short side lighting to give there subject a more 
dramatic look in the image there producing. Written codes can be printed into 
work to further support other codes used in work for example printed language 
which is text you can see within the frame and how it is presented or spoken 
language which includes dialogue and song lyrics. written codes can be used 
to advance a narrative, communicate information about a character or issues 
and themes in the media product.


Darren Chandler, who was a British visual semiotician, came up and designed 
a three-part structure for the category of codes. He broke them down into 
social codes, textual codes and the interpretive codes.


The social codes are verbal language which we speak and the way in which we 
speak, this could be the word we choose out of our vocabulary to emphasise 
the meaning behind the emotion that’s being used and the tone in which its 
being spoken, for example shouting could indicate anger or aggression.


Body codes are things that the actor or subject would use to show the way 
they are feeling or the intentions they have, some of these could be gestures 
that they are doing, an example of this would be hand signs used. In many 
different cultures there are hand signs for friendliness, aggression and 
provoking, these could be used to show the type of message being portrayed. 
Eye movement is something else that comes under this category, and actor 
rolling there eyes could be a code for being rude or sarcastic towards 
someone in the narrative and can be very effective at showing the audience 
what it is that’s being thought by the actor at the time. Commodity codes used 
in a scene are things like clothing, fashions and cars, with these you can get 
an understanding of the characters personal life and their status in the world 
around them.
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Semiotics is the study of using symbolic communication. Semiotics can 
include gestures, logos, signs and other linguistic and non-linguistic 
communication techniques.


The use of semiotics focuses on understanding how people create and 
interpret the meaning of signs and symbols, including how people visually 
communicate through symbolism and other means of expression.


Artists working in visual 
communication must consider 
how symbols and signs affect the 
interpretation of their works. For 
example, it’s important for a 
graphic designer to create a logo 
that not only catches the eye of 
the viewer and is easily 
memorable but also shows the 
impression the company intends 
to make on its consumers.


We also have the connotation and denotation of words and signs, you can 
think of connotation and denotation as different meanings of representation.  
Connotations are how we understand words or signs. We won’t  all have the 
same connotations when we read the same word. Connotations require 
context from our unique experiences. Because we have different experiences it 
means people can interpret the same word or signs in different ways. They are 
the feeling and ideas which are associated with it not the literal meaning 
whereas the denotation is the literal meaning of a word. For example, a rose is 
a type of flower but the connotation for a rose may be love, romantic or even 
compassion.


Ferdinand de Saussure who had two 
elements to his dyadic model, The 
signifier which is the form of it and that 
could be a word, an image or even a 
sound. So, for example an apple being 
the sign, would have the physical 
existence of being red or an apple and 
the mental concept of the apple or the 
signified, having us relate it to being 
healthy or it being some fruit. 
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Ferdinand de Saussure’s concept of code was that all letters are signs and 
that individually they’re not particularly meaningful but when they’re combined, 
they can take on another meaning. The letters can be out of sync but when put 
in a specific order they can take on a sign for example the letters a, c, r mean 
absolutely nothing but they can be re arranged to make the word car which 
has more meaning that a bunch of random letters, this would be a Syntagm on 
the other hand you can have a paradigm which is a group of relatable ideas 
that can be interchanged in a sentence but still have the same collective 
meaning.


When Ferdinand de Saussure was theorising his two-part dyadic model of the 
signs, or the concept it represents, Charles Sanders Peirce was formulating his 
own model of semiotics and signs. Peirce 
constructed a three-part triadic model that 
consisted of a representamen (Signifier) which 
was the signs form. An interpretant which was 
what the audience sees the sign as and an 
object (Signified) which is what the sign refers 
to. For example, if you were waiting to cross a 
pedestrian crossing the representamen would 
be the signs form, so the pedestrian traffic 
signal. The interpretant would be that you must 
wait or cross the road according to what the 
sign says, and you would wait or cross the road 
based on what the object was saying. Pierce 
also said that the forms a sign takes, its 
signifier can be put into one of three 
categories, an icon, symbols or indexes.


The icon has a physical resemblance to the object or thing being represented 
for example painting since its resembling whatever it depicts. The symbol has 
no resemblance to either the signifier or the signified and the connection 
between the two must be leaned based on it being culturally specific, words 
are a good example of this. And finally, the index is evidence of what’s being 
shown for example smoke to indicate a fire.
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Rene Magritte and the work he did titled This is not a pipe is an interesting 
example of how he demonstrates that his work is only a representation of a 
smoking pipe. He did this to show that the painting of the pipe itself isn’t a 
literal pipe that you can pick up, stuff tobacco in and smoke. It is only a 
painting or a representation of the physical object.


The painting has in French underneath it “This is not a pipe” this shows us the 
use of semiotics in his work with the pipe in the painting being a signifier of 
the sign.


Rene Magritte was a surrealist painter who often used familiar images or 
objects but presented them in an unusual context to challenge his viewers by 
making them question his work. He does this in This is not a pipe by making it 
a contradiction between the painting of the pipe and the text to disprove his 
own painting.
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Final Narrative Work Experiments 
For my final narrative work I explored the hidden self theme and decided to 
shoot self portrait photos, with these images I wanted to present the audience 
with images regarding mental health.


To begin with I started by experimenting 
with different styles of self portraits using 
inspiration from my researched artists. The 
first set of images I was using a long 
exposure technique and shaking my head 
to capture a dramatic sort of portrait with 
my head blurry but still recognisable and 
the rest of my body minimally effected. 


For the first one I did it at home with a 
black background and the use of a red gel 
over my Newer LED light, I felt that the red 
gave off a more dramatic effect and made 
the mood and atmosphere of the photo 
more intense and added a horror feel to it 
which I think made the image turn out 
more in line with the horror theme I was 
going with for this photo.


After the initial photo I thought about how 
changing the surroundings can drastically effect the image so I planned to re 
do my photo again but in a forrest surrounding, the next day I travelled to 
Cannock Chase forest and did a reshoot. With this image I used the same long 
exposure technique but in a 
natural light setting instead of 
my home lighting setup. 
Because I wasn’t using a red gel 
to add dramatic effect to my 
lighting I wanted to use a 
vintage styled effect over the 
photo in post production to add 
to the mood and atmosphere of 
the image, I think this worked 
due to the fact the vintage style 
makes the photo appear a lot 
more creepy and in line with a 
horror feel.
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With the next series of images I thought about using water as part of the 
narrative and what it could represent, my idea was surrounding drowning in 
thoughts with the thoughts themselves being the bubbles.


With my initial thoughts I decided 
on using the bath as the thing I 
used to contain the water and the 
idea was to set a timer on the 
camera and take pictures of myself 
submerging under the water 
creating bubbles on the surface. I 
used a red gel to set the 
atmosphere and the mood, red is a 
very dominant colour the adds 
gravity to the photo.


I used a series of 3 photos each 
with there own stage of me submerging myself and thought this was a good 
way to show and represent the narrative of drowning in thoughts.


After feedback from the tutor I knew that I was going in the right direction but 
from our discussion I needed to change the bath for something else. I decided 
on going with a fish tank, this is due to the fact its a clear container that 
presents opportunities for shooting at different angles and getting creative with 
the lighting.
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Brief For Exhibition  
Dear Connahwm Photography the Walsall Art Gallery is holding an exhibition 
with the theme hidden self. You will need to produce an image or series of 
images with a narrative related to hidden self.


For this brief I want to do self portraits and finalise my idea surrounding 
Drowning in Thoughts. I will be doing the photo shoot in my own studio set up 
with a table to put the fish tank on, I will use a plain black background and a 
simple white table in the composition to make the background and foreground 
non distracting for the audience. 


Equipment wise I’ll be shooting on my Sony a7riii with a 35mm prime lens and 
using my Newer LED lights as the main light source.


Once the fish tank arrived I setup a two LED lights, one was pointing towards 
the tank from behind the camera and the other on the right side of the 
composition facing towards the tank. I also used the red gel again to keep with 
the dramatic lighting feel from the previous shoot, I did the same this time by 
doing 3 separate photos in the series to show various stages of the narrative.


In the narrative the fish tank is a metaphor for the thoughts in your mind and 
being aware of them by looking into the tank, eventually facing them by going 
head first into your thoughts. The title for the final outcome is Drowning in 
Thoughts and the theme is mental health.


Hazard Risk Control measures
(Describe the existing workplace 
precautions and risk control systems in 
place)

Water and 
Electricity 

Water being around 
electricity is very dangerous 
and can kill instantly.

All power cables are placed as far 
as possible from water source and 
place on a higher level to where 
water could potentially fall.

Tripping Hazards Tripping over any power 
cables.

Cables are placed where nobody is 
able to walk to keep them out the 
way.

Light Source
Looking directly at a bright 
light source can damage 
eyes.

It’s important to never look directly 
at the light source.
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The first one is of the subject looking 
through the tank at the camera, I put the 
focus point on the tank itself and made 
the subjects face blurry so that the 
audience notices the tank itself since its 
a key part in the narrative, the idea 
behind this first image is to show the 
viewer the subject is aware of their own 
thoughts and to bring attention to the 
foreground details like the bubbles on the glass. 


Next is the side view where the subjects head is 
inside the tank under the water this is to show the 
viewer the part of the narrative where the subject 
dives head first into their thoughts, I had the subject 
put their hand on the side of the tank due to the fact 
it makes the narrative play out like their putting their 
own head in the water and not by force. I wanted it 
to come across as the subject is going through the 
motion of conquering the thoughts that go through 
their mind.


With the final shot the idea was to make the subjects 
head appear under water, to do this I used a low 
angle on the camera looking through the tank 
directly at the subject who was lying on the table, 
the use of such a close shot gave the impression 
the subject was underwater. The added reflection 
from the top of the water further added this effect as 
well as the bubbles on the wall of the tank. I also 
used split lighting on the subject due to the fact I 
was going with a dramatic feel with these photos, 
especially with the red gel I think it adds a good 
moody atmosphere.


The subject looking directly at the camera adds a 
sense of the forth wall being broken with I like, its as 
if the subject is directly telling you the audience that 
they’ve overcome their thoughts and see clear.


I sent the series of pictures to a couple of people to 
gather individual feedback, I wanted to keep the 
narrative open to interpretation as much as possible 
though so I only mentioned the title of the series 
and the theme I was going for.
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With these final images inspiration came from an image that was took of 
Eminem during a time when he was going through law suites against him, the 
thoughts that come to my mind when viewing this picture were thoughts of the 
subject in the picture (Eminem) was putting his head in the water to drown out 
the outside noises, these noises being the problems that were going on around 
him at the time. Comparing the two images they’re very similar apart from 
small details and the lighting choice as you can see below with them side by 
side.


The main change I made was the lighting, the red lighting is a choice based on 
the fact the mind can be a dark place for some people so I felt it set the 
atmosphere apart from the other persons work. Another change I made was 
hand placement, the right image is more of a relaxed hand placement and it 
shows more of a calmer movement were as my image with the fish tank being 
a metaphor for the mind has a more forward feel to the hand placement as in 
the subject is taking hold of it and submerging themselves in their own 
thoughts. Even though the images are very similar both give off very different 
messages completely.


In summary I really enjoyed building up to these final images and taking them, 
the research I did on other artists has really inspired these pictures and gave 
me a good direction to work towards. Also my lighting unit really came into 
practice here and I enjoyed combining the skills I’ve learned and incorporating 
them into my Narrative work, since lighting is an important part of the codes 
and conventions and telling a compelling narrative for an audience to follow.
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Above is the mind map I used and constructed in preparation for my final 
images, in the mind map you can see the ideas for my work, the inspiration 
that led me to the final images, the topic and themes I was going for and the 
equipment I had planned using. Below is also a contact sheet with photos I 
took in my progression to the final images, this includes different styles and 
ideas, some good and some bad.
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For my feedback I was happy, I was happy with it because it shows me that 
the narrative choice I made with the style of the photos and codes and 
conventions I put into practice worked to tell the viewer a story. Although 
some parts of the feedback tell a different narrative to what I was conveying I 
expected this due to the fact that everyone will interpret the images differently 
based on their experiences and personality, I quite like this because the 
audience came up with there own narrative and showed me things in my own 
pictures I never really released myself until I looked more closely.


Feedback  
“My interpretation would be from the first picture to the last it's a progress of 
seeing clearer, the first image to me is like you're staring at your thoughts, kind 
of concerned at what you see. Moving onto the next picture it's as if you've 
gotten over your fears of the anxiety, depression, etc.. and just diving in head 
first (literally) to face all of the thoughts and fears. Last photo is like a sense of 
seeing clearer, by facing your fears and the thoughts that go round in your 
head, by being in pure silence (under the water) your mind is blank, allowing 
good thoughts to flow in.” - Tj Dean 


“I like the colouring a lot. I don’t know why but the dark red just always reminds 
me of seedy/shady places. And yeah you can definitely visit those places in 
your mind.  

My favourite one is the blurriest one. I like it the most because I feel like the 
focus is more on the box you’ve put yourself in rather than you, and yeah that’s 
a big part of mental health I think, feeling small, insignificant, it’s not about you 
anymore, you become a creature of your circumstances and not your own 
person anymore. 

Then it would be the side angle, just like the touch on the box, every direction 
you reach out into is worthless, always something stopping you from going any 
further, something you think is out of your control usually. So yeah the box 
metaphor nails it. 

The last one hits pretty hard too, the focus shifts from the situation to the 
person in the situation, it’s so easy to let your mental issues become your 
personality it’s easy to forget there’s a person behind all that, looking out at the 
world like more of a passenger instead of somebody takes action. It’s kinda 
depressing to think a lot of people drown in their own doubts, and people 
forget who they are.” - Quentin Van Deutekom 
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