Generally speaking, when looking at photographs the most important things that a viewer notices are color, composition, contrast/brightness, angle and content.  Upon viewing an image, without realization a person relates the image to previous knowledge and creates conclusions based on general connotations.  Since no two people are alike, no two people can possibly have the same exact reaction to a photograph.  However, there are basic elements of photography that can elicit particular feelings or reactions.  Since this is the case, when people photograph national leaders, there are certain universal guidelines to follow.  In this ever-changing world of technology and perception, new techniques do emerge and cause varying results.  In addition, cultural differences change the way photographers choose capture their leaders.  Although there are many cases of photographers hoping to shine negative light on national leaders, the following examples are all photographs that glorify their subjects.  

The photograph of the President of the United States of America, George W. Bush, has an outwardly pro-Bush agenda.  The photograph was taken from an almost eye-to-eye, but slightly upward angle.  This angle accentuates the way the light hits Bush’s face and automatically places respect to him.  The photograph was obviously taken indoors with very good lighting because the contrast and brightness are controlled to Bush’s favor.  The photo is divided into thirds and contains four main points of focus.  Three of the key components in the compositions are found in the foreground: President Bush’s face, his hand and the microphone.  Despite the other point of focus being in the background, the American flag is a key component to the image.  

As in any headshot of a public icon, the person’s facial expression plays a key role in the latent message that is sent to the viewer.  In this example the photograph was taken while Bush’s mouth is open, caught in the act of speaking.   Furthermore, the inclusion of a microphone tells the viewer that he is not just “speaking” but also “informing” or “delivering” a speech.  The microphone is intentionally included in the photo so the viewer is aware that Bush is speaking to an audience, not just “chatting” with a friend, his wife, etc.  The connotations of a microphone are that the person using it has both power and authority over an audience/followers that are willing to listen on the receiving end.  Therefore, regardless of the reason, a microphone immediately gives credibility to the person.  In the English language there are many words to express communication.  In this photo it is important to detect that the president is not just “talking” rather “informing”, because the President of the United States of America is someone the citizens should respect and trust.  The presence of the microphone, a one-way system of communication, is also indicative of Bush’s sense of authority; he is not “conversing” with the people but rather “addressing” them.     

Through connotative meaning the viewer can instantly understand that Bush is communicating to an audience.  However, since there is no sound in a photograph, Bush’s hand provides an insight into his tone.   Through something as simple as a hand, the viewer believes that what he is saying is both stern and reassuring.  His hand is out in front of him, with all of his fingers together pointing to the audience and his thumb towards himself.  Connotatively and visually, his hand provides direction, steadiness and authority.  His hand not only makes a connection from himself to the audience but it also visually leads the viewer’s eye around to his face.  Bush’s firm hand is most central to the composition, which is a statement about his character.

Furthermore, the position of his hand falls perfectly within the parameters of the American flag, drawing the viewer’s attention to it.  Although blurred, the American flag is just as crucial to the image as Bush himself.  A national figure from any nation elicits popularity and trust through nationalism. The national flag is a powerful tool, and throughout history flags have been used to empower citizens.  Especially in the United States today, post September 11th, the stars and stripes have become a symbol of national strength, unity and pride.  The flag places respect and reverence to the past, present and future of a nation.  The flag also plays a visual role in the composition, because of the way it frames Bush’s face and it provides color to the background.  Red, white and blue have their connotative meanings in this photograph and are also pleasant colors on the eye.

In addition to the colors of the flag, color is also imperative to politicians in regard to their dress.  Bush is wearing a dark gray suit with a light blue tie.  It is very common for an American president/politician to wear darker suits with almost always a red or blue tie.  In addition to the importance of color in his clothing, the formality indicates he is most likely addressing other politicians, professionals, the press, etc.  In the United States of America, where professionalism and status are important elements to trust, respect and authority, it is only appropriate that the president be seen almost exclusively in formal wear.   


Much different from President Bush, Venezuelan President Hugo Chávez is almost always photographed in casual or “civilian” apparel.  Although it is not present in this photo, Chávez constantly wears a signature red beret, which reveals his militant past.  Nonetheless, Chávez is wearing a red collared shirt underneath an informal dark blue jacket.  While President Bush’s formal silver watch is slightly visible in his photo, the casual leather band of Chávez’s watch is completely noticed.  His choice of casual clothing links him to the people, while the red and blue of the outfit (two of the three colors of the Venezuelan flag) link him to the nation.  In order for a leader to be successful in Venezuela, a nation with a large schism between the mixed races and social classes, he or she must identify with the average working/non-white person, whom is the majority.  

Not only does Chávez connect with the people through his dress, he is also physically at their same level and at a close proximity.  Unlike in the photo of President Bush who was presumably isolated at a podium, people on all sides surround Chávez.  This is apparent because people are visible behind him, but he speaks into the microphone in the opposite direction.  In addition, Chávez is outside rallying with the people, while Bush is in an office giving a speech to the people.  This difference highlights the emphasis Americans place on professionalism, individualism and business (which is conducted indoors), while Venezuelans tend to engage in outdoor activity and work which are more casual and community oriented.  

Chávez supporters of the community are excitedly waiving Venezuelan flags in the background, and behind them is an enormous national flag as a backdrop.  Just as in the United States, the flag is a symbol for national pride and support.  Unlike in Bush’s photo, these flags are in movement, instead of stationary.  In either case the flag is a symbol of pride; however, when it is hung on a pedestal there is a degree of separation between the citizen and it, while when it is being held it becomes a tangible tool of expression.  Although the flags are blurred, the viewer can determine that the Cuban flag is hung on the same stick as the Venezuelan in two cases.  This provides visual proof of Chávez and his supporters close relationship with Cuba.  In one case, Cuba’s flag is hung above and below Venezuela’s and in the other Cuba’s is above.  This seemingly minor detail dictates to the viewer that Chávez and his supporters consider Cuba a role model, and that they look to follow their lead.  All of the flags are held high in the air, symbolizing their great excitement for Chávez’s leadership and the future.

Another feature held high in the air is Chávez’s hand.  This gesture is different from Bush’s hand pointing in one direction, and instead Chávez makes a fist.  The fist symbolizes unity and strength, and it is raised in the air to embody Venezuela’s rise to greatness.  A fist has connotations with fighting as well, so Chávez is making it clear that he and Venezuelans will not back down without a fight.  In addition to his fist, he is speaking into the microphone with a facial expression that indicates enthusiasm and outrage.  This photo is obviously pro- Chávez, so it is no surprise that they captured a face indicating his outrage (of American “imperialism”) yet his enthusiasm for his country.  

Cuban President Fidel Castro obviously shares similar sentiments and due to the cultural similarities, his photo more closely compares to that of Chávez.  Like Chávez, Castro can almost always be seen wearing military related apparel, especially the signature military green hat.  This is the case in this particular photo, and Castro wears the entire military outfit.  Militant and casual at the same time, Castro, like Chávez, relates to the average citizen.  Additionally, the consistent military apparel serves as a symbol of the successful militant uprising of the Cuban Revolution.   In the photograph, Castro faces the camera and two average men are behind him in the background.  Through only small segments of the two men behind him it is apparent that he is on the same level as the others, and he is physically very close to them.  When politicians greet or speak to an audience, proximity and elevation are two major factors to consider.  To communist Cuba, being on the same level and close to the people is essential.  To reaffirm this notion, the camera angle is from straight on. 

Although in this image a microphone is not pictured, it can then be inferred that Castro is facing a larger group of people.  Since the photograph is obviously taken outside and there is a large Cuban flag in the background, the viewer may assume that it is a public rally or demonstration.  Castro’s mouth is captured opened during speech, but it does not indicate an intense formal speech like in the case of Bush and Chávez.  However, it is possible that Castro is opening or concluding a speech because his arm is up in the air with his hand open.  Either way, his action indicates a forthcoming greeting to the public, causing Castro to appear warm and approachable with his people.  Since there is no microphone pictured (regardless of whether or not there really was one present) this gathering is presumably an informal proliferation of Castro’s ideas.  Furthermore, in theory, Cuban society rejects the notion of totalitarianism and so it is only appropriate Castro would meet the people in an informal setting.

This comparative analysis indicates that there are some key elements to a photograph that can venerate a leader.  Although varying, all three photos contained four main components for the viewer to notice: the appearance/dress of the national leader, the placement of his hand, his surroundings and the national flag.  In these cases, the two photos most closely related (not in composition but in content and connotation) are the two of the Latin American leaders, Chávez and Castro.  This is attributed to the similarities in culture.  Similar or different, the photographs physically depict the leader.  Depending on the photographic elements and techniques used, the photographs provide insight into their character.  As in any medium, the photographer projects a biased view onto the viewer.  However, the viewer, depending on their level of media literacy, has the ability to understand rather than merely view the photograph.       
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